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Abstract

Arabs confessed Christianity since its early days and before the rise of Islam. As
Christian communities contributed to enriching the Arabic language, so Islam came to
interact with and influence the language of Arabic Christian literature. I ask whether
today the Eastern churches could still benefit from this rich albeit under-researched
literary production, one influenced by particular socio-cultural conditions and which
came to a halt.

This thesis explores the historical and literary sources to reconstruct the terminology of
Arabic-speaking Christians, from pre-Islamic times to the Coptic Golden Age of the XIV
century, in the fields of apologetics and Gospel translation. My aim is to outline
linguistic characteristics of the Arab-Christian literary heritage and to trace the social and
cultural dynamics that determined and influenced this production. The methodology
applied combines Toury’s theory of Descriptive Translation and Bourdieu’s Sociology of
Culture. The study tries to collocate the translations of the Gospels within the culture
concerned and offer a way to deepen and compare biblical translations; and it describes
this literature according to the three major Bourdian fields identified.

In conclusion, this thesis contributes a new lens through which to read Arabic Christian

literature in order to revalue it in modern times.
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Liturgical References

Ajbiyya or Book of Hours: The Ajbiyya is primarily utilised within the Coptic
Orthodox Church. It encompasses prayers designed for seven distinct moments of the
day. These hours are systematically arranged, with each one carrying a thematic
connection to events in the life of Jesus Christ. Each hour is structured with an
introduction that comprises the Lord's Prayer, the Prayer of Thanksgiving, and Psalm
50. This is followed by a series of Psalms, an excerpt from the Holy Gospel, and
Litanies. The prayer continues by reciting the phrase "Lord Have Mercy" 41 times
(symbolising the 39 lashes that Christ endured before the crucifixion, along with one for
the spear wound in His side and another for the crown of thorns). After this, there are
several additional prayers, including the introduction to the Creed, the Creed, and a

concluding section.

Hymns of the Thi’utiikiyyat : This name derives from Thi utitkus (Mother of God),
a name given to the Virgin Mary. The Hymns of the Thi utikiyyat reflect the faith and
the dogma formulated in the Council of Ephesus (431 CE) in response to the heresy of
Nestorius Bishop of Constantinople, who argued that the Virgin Mary is the mother of
Christ and not the mother of God. These Hymns were translated into Coptic in the
monasteries of Wadi al-Natrtin and are considered “the reserves of faith”. They were
attributed to different writers (see A/-’Absalmudiyya al-muqaddasa, Dayr Al-sayyida
al-‘Adhra’ Baramis, Ed. II, Dar Nubar lil-tiba’a, 2007, pp.186-187).

Al-Khialajr: this is a word of Greek origin and means "Book of Prayers." Originally,
this book contained texts of all the liturgies of the Coptic Church, including the prayers
for the seven sacraments. Over time, it was condensed to the Eucharistic Prayers,
encompassing Vespers and Matins prayers, becoming the reference text for the Holy
Mass. The book also includes the three liturgies used during the Holy Mass: the liturgy
of St. Basil (addressed to the Father); the liturgy of St. Gregory (addressed to the Son);
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the liturgy of St. Cyril (also addressed to the Father). It also contains the responsorial

prayers for deacons and the congregation, chants, and the exegesis of the Holy Mass.

Prayers of the Fractions: These are prayers recited during the fraction or the
breaking of the bread before the Communion in all Eucharistic Liturgies. It refers to the
Gospel episode where Jesus broke the bread (Matthew 26:26). According to the Coptic
rite, the Fraction occurs in two moments during the liturgical celebration. Immediately
after the Prayer of Consecration, where the celebrant delicately divides the offering
without completely separating it, and after the Prayer of Transmutation (the Epiclesis),
where bread and wine, through the Holy Spirit, become the body and blood of Christ,

accompanied by particular prayers known as the "Fraction" prayers.

Trisagion: The term comes from the Greek tpig [tris], meaning 'three times' and
drylog [haghios], meaning 'holy'. It is a prayer of praise to the Trinity that consists of the
repetition of the phrase 'Hagios o Theds, Hagios Ischyros, Hagios Athdnatos, eléison
himas', which means 'Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal, have mercy on us’. This
prayer is found in the book of Isaiah 6:3 and is typical of the Byzantine liturgy practiced
by the Orthodox Churches, the Churches of the three councils and the Catholic
Churches of the Eastern rites. In the Coptic Church, it is sung during the Liturgy of
Saint Basil, immediately after a reading from the Book of Acts and the Synaxarion (a

collection of hagiographies).
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Introduction

The Arabic language is often associated with Islam, ignoring the fact that even the
Christian faith and its liturgy are expressed in Arabic, but above all, that the Arabic
language was spoken before the birth of Islam. Modern scholars hypothesise two
possible scenarios before the advent of Islam: translations of the Sacred Scripture in
Arabic had existed or there never were translations and the Gospel was been handed
down only orally through the liturgy.! However, one cannot deny the expression of
Christianity in Arabic even before the rise of Islam. Therefore, the first questions I will
try to answer are: is it possible to establish a beginning of what will be called Arabic
Christian literature? And, what are the linguistic characteristics of this first stage of the
language? Second, subsequently, what is the evolution of the Arabic Christian literature
and what were its external or internal influences? How to identify and analyse these
influences? Third and finally, is there a continuum of this field today? What are the
social and cultural dynamics of the modern era that break with the rich literary
production of the so-called Golden Age of the XIII-XIV centuries?

I start by defining some focal points for my research questions. First of all, I have to
start from the fact that up to now numerous clues, which I will illustrate, attest that
Arabic-speaking people living in the Arabian Peninsula converted to Christianity before
the rise of Islam and for social and cultural reasons their religious written literature
appeared late.

Here one important premise to establish for the whole understanding of this research
is to bear in mind that the Arabic language was not the original language at the time of
the birth of Christianity but a target language. According to discovered sources,
Christians began to speak in Arabic about the matters of Christianity later and in a
progressive manner, but it is difficult to think that for centuries they did not formulate
any Christian expressions or precepts in Arabic at least orally. Research is still open to

new discoveries. Hence in the centuries before Islam the use of Arabic among Christians

1 Authors who have no doubt that pre-Islamic translations existed are, to name but a
few: Baumstark 1931, 562-75; Baumstark 1934; Shahid, 1984c, 438-441; Newby
1988; Khoury 1989; Kashouh 2012; who argued against an Arabic Bible before the rise
of Islam are Graf, 1944, 27-52; Arbache, 1994, 28-33; Griffith, 2013, 114-118.
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is still unclear but almost taken for granted as I will illustrate. Then Christians
formulated their faith in Arabic by translating Christian literature from Greek and Syriac
and creating new texts.

From a linguistic point of view this production was automatically influenced by
Syriac, the neighbouring and the dominant language with a literature that was fruitful,
Arabic writers following in its footsteps. From a religious point of view this production
was influenced by the dominant social status of Islam that drove Christians to defend
themselves by writing Islamic-oriented texts.

Despite these influences, it can be stated that the Arabic-speaking Christians
developed a real branch of Arabic literature in its own right, which is being studied
today by a modest group of researchers. Within this branch there are mainly the three
dominant Christian confessions, Melkites, Nestorians and Jacobites, who have each
developed their own literature and created another level of theological debate.

This brings me to a second premise, namely that theological knowledge is as
indispensable as knowledge of the Arabic language in order to conduct and understand
this type of research and to correctly interpret this kind of text. Added to this, the socio-
cultural understanding of the different historical periods in which such literature was
produced will be a cornerstone of this project. The period under review is undoubtedly
long and with historical and literary production points still unclear, but the continuous
production of Christian literature indicates, as I will try to show, an equally continuous

operation of inclusion/exclusion of what was produced before.

Christianity spread among the Arab peoples and tribes. I specify that the term “Arab”
indicates several things: who spoke a dialect of the Arabic language, who adopted the
nomadic life, who lived in the Arabian Peninsula and who lived in an Arab society or
kingdom. Christianity was of different forms and doctrines and was divided between
heresy and orthodoxy. The Christian tribes in Arabia, having adopted a nomadic life, did
not have a developed and organised ecclesiastical life as did other Christian
civilisations. In addition to the influence of the various heterodox doctrines, they also

had relations with and were influenced by the churches or denominations in the areas
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surrounding their homeland. Despite this, Arabia had bishops and these represented
their churches at ecumenical councils. Following the Council of Chalcedon, a great
schism occurred in the Church. Disagreement among Christians over the Christological
formulae led to the separation and establishment of three large groups: Nestorians who
did not accept the Council of Ephesus; Monophysites who did not accept the Council of
Chalcedony and were constituted by Jacobites (Syriac-Orthodox), Copts, Ethiopians and
Armenians; Chalcedonians who accepted the Council of Chalcedony and its
christological formula (Melkites and Maronites). Arab tribes being linked to these major
denominations, they too found themselves divided on Christological grounds.

Consequently, the three major denominations organised themselves into independent
churches with their own separate hierarchies. The role of the Arab tribes in the VI and
VII centuries was decisive for two reasons: they continued to have contact with these
churches by showing allegiance to their doctrine and submission to their hierarchy; their
allegiance sometimes involved alliance with one of the two empires, Byzantine and
Sassanid, that were at war during this period. With the Arab Muslim conquest these
Arab Christian tribes, if they did not convert gradually, integrated with the major
Eastern Christian denominations, thus contributing to the birth and development of Arab
culture and the Arab Christian heritage. While on the one hand the church was
weakened because of its internal dissensions, and subsequently the Byzantine church
tried in vain to impose internal peace through a formula that could have led to the union
of the churches; on the other hand the Arab Muslim conquest of the Near East created
another field of clashes and debate. In fact, contrary to what is claimed, the Arab
Muslims were considered conquerors of, and not liberators from, the Byzantine empire
(Griffith 1994, 7-8; Suermann 2006, 95-109). All the Christian denominations began to
be subject to the policies of the caliph or Muslim ruler, and Christians found themselves
framed under the status of dhimma (protected) and had in return the obligation to submit
to the Muslim system.

Hence the arrival of Muslim Arabs established a political-socio-economic-religious
system that changed the linguistic map of the conquered lands. Arabic gradually became

the language of the Muslim empire and became a cultural language capable of
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expressing the contents of various sciences. Arabic became the language of Arabs but
affected also the lives of Non-Arab Greek-, Syriac-, and Coptic-speaking Christians;
they began to use Arabic in daily and church life and developed it with Muslims.
Otherwise, all Christian denominations adopted for the first time the same language thus
enabling evangelisation, dialogue, religious exchange, and each denomination defended
its doctrine before other denominations and before Muslims. Their writings had two
characteristics: catechetical, and containing polemics against different Christian
denominations, and apologetic, having their own beliefs as their basis. Thus is formed
what will later be called the Arab-Christian heritage.?

In the beginning, Christians translated apologetic works from their own languages
into Arabic and transmitted the entire Greek philosophical treasury into Arabic. This
created an important translation and transmission movement that enriched both Arab-
Christian and Muslim cultures (Griffith 1994, 1). Muslim Arabs developed a keen
interest in the sciences and philosophy, particularly during the Abbasid dynasty, which
led to the translation of scientific and philosophical knowledge from the ancient world
into Arabic. This translation movement was initiated by Caliph Hariin al-Rashid,3
centred in Baghdad, known as Bayt al-hikma (the House of Wisdom)*. The key
translators in this movement were often Christians, especially Nestorians, such as
Hunayn ’ibn Ishaq and his school, who translated works from Syriac and Greek into
Arabic. Eventually, Muslims took over and expanded upon this translation movement.
In addition, from one side the translation movement developed, from the other side it
started to compile terminological dictionaries in specific fields of knowledge or general

terminological dictionaries. An important example is Al-Kindi (805-873)5 who wrote

2 For the history of Arabic Christian literature and its large corpus see G. Graf,
Geschichte and the set of volumes under the editorship of D. Thomas, Christian-
Muslim Relations: A Bibliographic History

3 See T. El-Hibri, Reinterpreting Islamic Historiography. Hardn al-Rashid and the
Narrative of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate, Cambridge-New-York, 2004

4 See M.J.L. Young, J.D. Latham, R.B. Serjeant, eds., Religion, Learning, and Science
in the ‘Abbasid Period, Cambridge History of Arabic Literature, Cambridge 1990,
446-460

5 Al-Kindi was the first philosopher in the history of Islam. He was chosen by Caliph
Al-Ma’mun, the son of Al-Rashid, to be the general supervisor of Bayt al-hikma in
Baghdad.
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the first terminological dictionary, containing about one hundred terms of philosophy
and related subjects, a great number of which were coined by him or translated by him
from Greek.

Having arrived at this point in the narrative, my exposition will focus on Arabic-
language theological works which will be the object of my study. Christians started to
write according to ‘ilm al-kalam and were called mutakallimin (theologians). The
debate between Timothy I and Al-Mahdi is proof of that. It was written in Syriac but
immediately translated into Arabic and became a model for dialogue with Islam. The
beginning of literary production in Arabic was in the monasteries of Palestine, that of
Mar Saba and that of Mar Cariton. This area was characterised by the presence of the
Arab tribes, particularly in the Negev desert and Transjordan. There was thus a rapid
adoption of the Arabic language by Christians in Palestine. Another factor that
accelerated Arabic literary production was the construction of two important mosques:
the ‘Umayyad mosque in Damascus and the Dome of the Rock in Jerusalem. These two
monuments prompted Christians in the area to advocate a response to Islam’s religious
challenge (Griffith 2010, 36) particularly on the part of the Melkites of Jerusalem. They
detached themselves from Constantinople, gradually abandoned Greek and were the
first to use Arabic. Christian communities in Palestine used Aramaic, and this justifies
the contention that the Arabic language of the Melkites had a Syriac-Aramaic influence
as can be read in the manuscripts.® The Palestinian monasteries became the base for a
school of Christian writers in Arabic where the theology of the Melkites was developed.
The Melkites of Palestine were more Arabised among near Eastern Christians even if
their language is classified initially as Middle Arabic (M. Levy-Rubin 1998, 153-157).
In this context I will analyse the first apologetical work, On the Triune Nature of God.

Contrary to what one might think, the identity of the three major denominations
“came to the full statement of their confessional identities” (Griffith 2008, 62) within a

period of conflict, the early Islamic one, and in a foreign language, the Arabic.

6 J. Blau studied the language of the Melkites in this area at that time, the so-called
“old south Palestinian texts”.
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After translating the Bible and Church books into Arabic, there follows a full
generation of creative thinkers represented by the Melkite Abt Qurrah, the Jacobite Abu
Ra’ita (d. ca. 851) and the Nestorian ‘Ammar al-Basri (fl. ca. 850) who started a
theological and philosophical tradition in Arabic. An exception that I will analyse is the
Coptic Church which started to write in Arabic much later, only after the first half of the
X century with the main author Sawirus Ibn al-Mugaffa‘ and a subsequent Golden Age.
Socio-cultural dynamics then caused the eloquent literary production of the latter

community to come to a halt. I will attempt to understand why.

This study examines the development of the heritage of linguistic varieties used by
Arabic-speaking Christians throughout history. Initially, in order to carry out a linguistic
analysis of Arabic words inherent in the Christian sphere, the first textual traces still
available will be retraced and more complex texts will be progressively examined
depending on what the material offers me. While the study will therefore initially be
linked and limited to fragments of texts or narratives that can be traced back to a
terminological construction, the focus of the study will then be on Arabic Christian
theological terminology, in particular the analysis will be concentrated on the three
major debated subfields: God and the person of Jesus Christ, the Trinity and the
Incarnation.

Hence I will investigate the linguistic variety used by Arabic-speaking Christians in
the traceable writings related to the Holy Bible and apologetic treatises in Arabic up to
contemporary ecclesiastical literature.

I will attempt to formulate explanatory hypotheses capable of accounting for the
establishment of translated texts and to reconstruct or outline the decision-making
process behind such texts. I will try to examine the function of the translation
phenomena in the historical evolution of Arabic Christian literature and of the
production of sacred literature in Arabic driven by different cultural and religious
influences. Last I try to illustrate the status of Arabic used by Christians today in
relation to the ecclesiastical literature and the past production of the Coptic Church in

particular.
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The aim of this study is to trace the evolutionary path of the terminology and to
describe the characteristics of the Arabic language in Christian sacred literary
production from its birth to its status today, and to understand the social and cultural
dynamics that have determined and influenced this production and also the contrary:
trace the social and cultural spaces to understand the Arabic language in Christian
sacred literary production.

The interdisciplinary nature of this project will allow the reader to explore the
dynamics and relationships that were created throughout history and led to literary
production with specific characteristics using tools from different research fields. The
theoretical framework will be adapted according to the available sources and genres.

In terms of genre, the development of this literature starts from particular words
mentioned in narratives, inscriptions found by archeologists and poetry. I will make use
of Historical Linguistics which comprises of different sub-fields; first, Etymology
which concerns the study of word histories. This process may entail answering
questions like: Why did a particular word enter the language in question? Where does
that word, in my case root, come from? In addition, Comparative Philology studies will
help to establish the relatedness of languages and then to understand the derivation of
Arabic words.

This approach will be accompanied by the study of Arabic lexicography and the
scanning of some Arabic dictionaries and subject specialist dictionaries in order to trace
the appearance/disappearance of words and their field of use. Then, as far as possible, |
will attempt to verify the use in today’s Arabic Christian literature to answer the
question of whether there is a continuum or an evolution/changes in terminology. This
will be the methodology that will cover the content of the first chapter.

The available sources, as I mentioned before, are more complex than before. I will
have to deal with written dialogues, treatises, apologetical and liturgical texts and Bible
translations. I read relevant texts in the field of Arabic Christian literature which
consists of translations from Greek and Syriac and texts produced from scratch

containing language specifically adapted to the target culture and context.
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Before explaining the methodology adopted in chapter two and three, I will outline
the criteria used to select the texts analysed. As far as chapter two is concerned, I will
use the following:

Availability: many texts have been lost and others have not been published. The
study will not be exhaustive and will be based on the available and decipherable
manuscripts and their publications.

Chronological: T will identify the oldest available texts in order to establish the
beginning of Arabic Christian literary production, up to its (hypothetical) halt.

Primacy: the primacy of Arabic Christian literary production is attributed to the
Melkite denomination followed by the other churches. Having identified the community
from which this type of literature originates, I will select the texts to be analysed on the
basis of the criteria mentioned above and on the basis of the subject matter.

Inclusion: I will choose a sample of texts to illustrate the broad panorama of Arabic
Christian literature comprising the three main confessions that emerged after the
Council of Chalcedon: Melkite, Nestorian and Jacobite. I will thus be able to identify
characteristics of the language used by the different communities.

Authority: their authority within each community will be the criterion for the choice
of the authors I will treat.

Subject: first, I will focus on apologetical texts covering the three most debated
topics in the field of theology: the Trinity, the Incarnation and the person of Jesus
Christ.

While I will proceed to select texts according to the above-mentioned criteria and
trace their socio-cultural framework and analyse their language, space will also be made
for the study of Bible translation, in particular of the four Gospels. Initially, my
attention will be on the Gospel extracts or verses contained in the selected texts in order
to study the Gospel translations not only from entire manuscripts dedicated to them but
from texts of other genres. As Griffith (1985, 128) claimed, the “Gospels became
available for the first time, for both liturgical and apologetical purposes, in the ninth
century...” If true, this would mean that the Gospel extracts are of considerable

importance since they are the earliest traces of translation, and if not true, this would
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mean that these extracts derive from a translation that predates them. My aim instead is
to follow the thesis that the Bible, or extracts from it, was most probably translated into
Arabic before the rise of Islam.” Probably, starting with verses extrapolated from texts
of other kinds will help to identify how parts of the Gospels may have been translated in
an earlier time. Hence the verses of the Gospels contained in different sources will be
compared with some selected Gospel versions which I will illustrate shortly. This will
serve to demonstrate a minimal attempt to partially outline the linguistic evolution of
Gospel translation according to the selected versions to the present day and to define the
socio-cultural dynamics and contexts that influenced and diversified this production.

As far as chapter three is concerned, it will be dedicated to the literary production of
one of the last Churches which adopted Arabic in its liturgy and literature: the Coptic
Church. I will follow the availability, chronological, inclusion, authority, subject
criteria. I will choose a sample of texts which represents the Classical Arabic of that
time and the language used for apologetical purposes. But before arriving at the third
chapter some parts of the Arabic Coptic church books, concerning liturgy and hymns,
will already have been compared to some content of other texts. This is to compare the
language of one of the largest Christian communities in the Middle East today that still
uses Arabic with the literature of the past as I present it, always with the aim of

verifying what has remained today of the language of the past and what has changed.

What Gospel translations?
To define the corpus of this research I start my study with Kashouh’s work The

Arabic Versions of the Gospels The Manuscripts and Their Families (2012) which is an

7 This thesis is argued for example by I. Shahid, Al-Massihiyyat Qabla Zuhar al-Islam,
in Al-Massihiyyat ‘abra Tarikhiha fi al-Mashriq, Beirut, Majlis Kana’is al-Sharq al-Awsat,
2001, 429-465; Ibid., Nushd’ al-Kanisat al-Mashrigiyya wa Turathiha, al-Qarn al-
Khamis - al-garn al-Thamin, Al-Massihiyyat ‘abra Tarikhiha fi al-Mashriq, Beirut, Majlis
Kana’is al-Sharq al-Awsat, 2001, 219-233; L. Cheikho, Nisakh ‘arabiyyah Qadima fr al-
Mashriq, Al-Mashriq, 4, 1901, 97-109; A. Baumstark, Die Sonntagliche
Evangelienlesung Im vorbyzantinischen Jerusalm, Byzantinische Zeitschrift, 30, 1930:
350-359. See also ibid., Eine frihislamiche und eine forislamische arabische
Evangelienlbersetzung aus dem Syrischen, Atti del XIX Congresso Internazionale
Orientalisti, Rome, Tipografia del Senato, G. Bardi, 1938, 682-684.
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important study of the classification of the Gospel manuscripts. The author examined a
substantial number of Arabic manuscripts, more than two hundred, that contain the
continuous text of the canonical Gospels copied between the eighth and the nineteenth
centuries and found in twenty-one different library collections in Europe and the East.
This work grouped the Gospel translation manuscripts into twenty-four families
according to their Vorlagen (Greek, Syriac, Coptic, and Latin); in addition, through
phylogenetic software, the author identified the relationship between the families and,
as a result, he grouped them into seven different clusters.

Following the above-mentioned classification I will examine and compare in terms
of terminology selected manuscripts which were placed in four periods of time: the first
period includes Gospel translations dated from eighth to the tenth century; the
manuscripts consulted are Vatican, Arabic 13,8 Vatican, Arabic 17 and 18,° Sinai, Arabic
7010 and Sinai, Arabic 72.11 The second period will be represented by the translation
made by Ibn al-’Assal,'2 who lived during the Coptic Golden age. Then, the XIX
century will be represented by the translation of al-Bustani-Van-Dyck!3 and B.O., Or

43014 and, finally, the XX century by The inter-confessional Arabic translation.!5

8 | consulted it at: https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS Vat.ar.13

9 | consulted it from the Phd dissertation of J. Ibrahim Nasr, Dirasa wa tahqiq Makhtut
li-Injil Luga min al-qarn al-tasi’ al-miladi/al-thalith al-hijri, Markaz al-Turath al-‘Arabr al-
Masihi lil-bahth wa-al-tawthiq wa-al-nashr, Vol. 26, Beirut, 2011. She edited the
Gospel of Luke comparing the manuscript Leiden Oriental 2328, a manuscript dated
XV century, to Vat. Ar. 17 (dated 1009 AD) and 18 (dated 993 AD, it contains the
Gospel of Luke only). This three manuscripts are of family f according to Kashouh.

10 | consulted it on: https://sinaimanuscripts.library.ucla.edu/catalog/ark:/21198/
z1f496r2

11 | consulted it on: https://sinaimanuscripts.library.ucla.edu/catalog/ark:/21198/
z1cn8nmt

12 | read the edited version of Moawad S.Q., Al-’Anajil al-’Arba‘a Tarjamat al-’As ‘ad Abr
al-Faraj Hibat Allah bin al-'Assal, Madrasat al-‘Iskandariyya, 2014

13 | consulted Al-Kitab al-Mugaddas, Arabic New Van Dyck Bible, Dar al-kitab al
mugaddas fi al-sharq al-‘awsat, Fourth edition fourth print 2009.

14 | consulted it on: https://www.vhmml.org/readingRoom. This manuscript is a version
dated 1885 but there is strong evidence that it was in circulation by at least the first
half of the tenth century.

15 | consulted Al-Kitab al-Muqgaddas, al-tarjama al-‘arabiyya al-mushtaraka, Bible
Society, Lebanon, 2020
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For the first period of time, the first translation that I consider is the manuscript
Vatican, Arabic 13, which comes from Mar Saba in south Palestine and is placed in
family 4 according to the Kashouh study (2012, 142-171). Even if the manuscript
contains only Mt 1:1-28:11, Mk 5:19-16:8, Lk 3:31-7:11, Kashouh’s study suggests that
the lacunae in Vatican Ar. 13 can be filled from Beirut B.O., Or 430 (family g)!¢ given
their relationship, namely that family g is an edition of family / written in elegant
language and preserving archaic renderings.!”7 For this reason I include Beirut B.O., Or
430 within the manuscripts examined.

It is important to say that I have chosen to analyse and compare Vatican Arabic 13
because, first of all, its source language is Syriac and not Greek. As I will demonstrate,
Arabic was influenced by Syriac, hence to reconstruct the development of the Arabic
variety used by Christians it is more appropriate to follow this route. The second reason
why I selected this manuscript is its dating. It seems to contain the earliest text of the
Arabic Gospels and, according to Burkitt (1898, 136), to belong to the Convent of Mar
Saba near Jerusalem and assigned to the eighth century. But, Kashouh disagrees with
Burkitt and even claimed that “it does not belong to the Middle Arabic or Arabic of
south Palestine...the palaeographical features of this codex point back to an archaic
Arabic exemplar which seems to have emerged in the south of Arabia in the seventh or
early eighth century at the latest” (2012, 147), and he added also that there are linguistic
features that which demonstrated this dating. At the end of his analysis he maintained
that “it is not only translated from Syriac but from the Peshitta Syriac which had
preserved Old Syriac readings, and seems to have been written for a community whose
knowledge of Syriac, Greek and the Qur’an appears to have been absent” (ibid., 324).
Third, for its archaic nature I will study it linguistically in the light of the selected
passages and of other versions. The manuscript is not complete and it contains a portion

of the Gospels but it may be sufficient for an initial reconstruction.

16 Kashouh (142) claimed that Beirut, B.O., Or. 430 is from the XIX century but
evidences suggests that it was in circulation by at least the first half of the tenth
century and that its archetype translated from the Syriac Peshitta version goes back
much earlier.

17 See H. Kashouh, The Arabic Gospel Text of Codex Beirut, Bibliotheque Orientale,
430: Is it Recent or Archaic?, Parole de I'Orient, 32, 2007, 105-121.
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Next, I have chosen Vatican, Arabic 17 and 18, from which I analysed the Gospel of
Luke, for two reasons principally. Firstly, the two manuscripts were copied respectively
in 1009 A.D. and 993 A.D. and they were translated from Syriac Peshitta (Kashouh,
2012, 129).18 Second, they contain the rhymed Gospels and their “terminology moves
closely toward the Qur’an” (ibid). I deduce that these manuscripts must have emerged
in an Islamic milieu and their aim was to communicate Gospel through linguistic
features familiar to Muslims.

Another important old manuscript is Sinai, Arabic 72 (family a) dated from 8§97 A.D,
copied from earlier codices and amended “to present a more smothered Arabic text”
(Kashouh ibid., 96). The original language from which was translated is Greek but there
is possible Peshitta influence (ibid).

The last useful version is Sinai, Arabic 70 (family d) which was copied in the early
IX century and its terminology approaches the Syriac closely and the language is
Middle Arabic (Kashouh, ibid., 123-124).

For the second period of time I will analyse the Ibn al-‘Assal translation, edited in
the thirteenth century (1252/3 A.D.). I chose this version for the following reasons:

Al-’Assal built up his own version from Coptic and Arabic versions.!® He cited,
among the available versions in his time, the version of Codex Beirut B.O., Or 430 in
his edition. As said, this Codex is included in familia g which, according to Kashouh
(2012, 150), is a re-working of the text of 4 (the family of Vatican Ar. 13).20 Hence
Kashouh traces a continuity of translation starting with Vatican Ar.13, continuing with
Codex Beirut B.O., Or 430 up to the production of Ibn al-‘Assal. I will attempt to verify
this connection according to the terminology presented in the selected test passages of
these manuscripts.

With his translation Al-’Assal contributed to the religious and literary renaissance
among the Christians of Egypt of that time. Copts needed an Arabic Bible because they

no longer understood Coptic. But, this edition was found to be too complicated for

18 Kashouh hypothesised a possible dating between the eighth and early tenth
century.

19 He prepared his translation from at least five Arabic and three Coptic manuscripts
(Kashouh, 2012, 266-267), for this reason it is considered an eclectic version.

20 He based his thesis on a linguistic comparison and a phylogenetic analysis.
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popular use, and at the end of the thirteenth century was superseded by other versions
such as the Alexandrian Vulgate. Although it did not have much luck, it is important for
our study to analyse its language in order to show to what levels the Arabic language
reached, especially in a community that initially resisted the Arabisation of its church.
Since the purpose of my work is also to take a look at the status of the Arabic
language in the church today, I will also have to consider more modern versions of the
Gospels that are in the hands of Christian believers. I refer first of all to the American
missionary translation known as al-Bustani-Van Dyck’s Arabic Bible or Beirut (1865).
The translation was made initially by Eli Smith and then by Cornelius Van-Dyck and
members of Lebanon’s literature elite among whom were Butriis al-Bustani who
transferred from Greek and Hebrew to Arabic, and others who revised and improved the
Arabic language, including Muslim scholars. The style adopted was simple but pure
Arabic without Islamic idioms and expressions, free from foreign idioms (Smith-Van
Dyck, 1900, 28). This translation was well received among Eastern churches such as the
Orthodox Church of Antiochia and the Coptic Orthodox Church and its use was not
limited to churches but spread in other socio-cultural fields. In the introduction of his
book Khalaf (2009, 6) claimed that the Bustani-Van-Dyck translation is the most
accepted popular printed version in the Arabic-speaking countries but the absent
linguistic improvement of it was not up to its great success. From a linguistic point of
view, the writer denounces the fact that for more than a century there has been neither a
linguistic revision, nor a correction of its errors nor an evolution of its expressions, and
it remained untouched, linguistically arid and lacking in vitality and seamlessness
(Khalaf, 7). Otherwise, from a socio-cultural point of view, this translation had given a
Christian identity detaching it from the Arabic of the Qur’an. Hanna in his lecture at the
Catholic University of Milan in 2019 reclaimed Christianity back to its Middle Eastern
origins maintaining that “Christ and Christianity have been hijacked out of their cultural
roots by Western Christianity.”2! Consequently, over time, the identity of Arabic-

speaking Christians and of Christ’s message have changed in the perception of Arab

21 S. Hanna’s lecture in The Bible in Arabic: Questions on Translations of Sacred Texts
at the Catholic University of Milan, 18/19/2019.
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Muslims because there was created a gap between Arab Muslims on the one side and
the Christian sacred text on the other. (Chandler, 2007, 128). Hence, I chose to analyse
this version because is still the most widely used in Egypt these days and for its socio-
cultural context of creation and what it triggered socially.

After more than one hundred years a new translation appeared: Al-tarjama
al-‘arabiyya al-mushtaraka (the inter-confessional Arabic translation) is a translation
made by a group of translators and specialist agents from Catholic, Orthodox and
Evangelic Churches in 1979 and then revised three times in 1980, 1983 and 1993. For
the translation of the New Testament the group of translators relied on the Greek version
of Nestle-Aland. In the introduction of the translation one reads that the principles on
which this translation is based are: using a modern, simple language understandable to
ordinary Arabic readers of the late twentieth century because the word of God has to be
understandable to all; avoiding when necessary literary translation and use of linguistic
modernity to the maximum extent. Certainly, this translation is an important fruit of the
Churches who have engaged in ecumenism.

It seems that the use of the two latter versions goes hand in hand even though I think
the Van-Dyck version still dominates the production field but time will prove this.22

Finally, the juxtaposition of four translations produced far apart in time may not
seem appropriate, but their diversity can provide a glimpse of the breadth of the variety
of translations present in the history of the transmission of the Bible; help us to
understand how far the translations in use today have strayed from the first; and outline
the role of translations of the sacred text in (de)constructing the identity of Arabic-

Christian speakers over time.

Methodology

22 For example, in the Coptic Orthodox Church Heritage site of st.takla.org, one of the
most consulted sites of the church, the version of Van-Dyck is indicated in the first
place by importance and the inter-confessional Arabic translation is in second place.
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In this broad context, the methodology applied will be based on two other
disciplines: the Descriptive Translation Theory of G. Toury??® and the Sociology of
culture of Bourdieu.24

The Israeli scholar G. Toury was an influential scholar in the field of Translation
Studies at the end of the last century. He proposed the “Descriptive Translation Studies”
framework, which aimed to analyse translations from a descriptive and empirical
perspective rather than prescribing normative rules and judgments. Toury’s theory
revolutionised the field by shifting the focus from evaluating translations based on
idealised standards to understanding translations as products of social, cultural, and
historical factors.

For the translations of the sacred text, I will resort to his theory which has broader
applications in the fields of comparative literature and sociology of literature, yet it has
not been applied to Bible translations.

According to Toury, translation is a cultural activity that involves the transformation
of a text from a source language (SL) to a target language (TL). He claimed that
translation should be seen as a phenomenon that is influenced by the social, cultural,
and political context in which it takes place and he argues that translation studies should
consider three levels of analysis: the translated text, the translation process, and the
translation context.

First, the translated text should be analysed as an autonomous product that has its

own identity and can be studied independently from the source text, being a rewriting

23 Toury G., Descriptive translation studies and beyond, Revised Edition, Amsterdam,
Philadelphia: John Benjamins Pub. Co., 2012; Toury G., A Handful of Methodological
Issues in DTS: Are They Applicable to the Study of the Septuagint as an Assumed
Translation?, in Bulletin of the International Organisation for Septuagint and Cognate
Studies, Vol. 39, 2006, 13-25

24Bourdieu P., Outline of a Theory of Practice, trans. Richard Nice, Cambridge,
Cambridge University Press, 1997; idem, The Rules of Art: Genesis and Structure of
the Literary Field, trans. Susan Emanuel, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1996; idem,
Sociology in Question, trans. Richard Nice, London, SAGE Publications, 1993; idem,
The Logic of Practice, trans., Richard Nice, Cambridge, Polity Press, 1990; idem, The
Forms of Capital, in J.G. Richardson (ed.), Handbook of Theory and Research for the
Sociology of Education, New York, Greedwood Press, 1986, 241-258; Wacquant
L.J.D. Toward a Social Praxeology: The Structure and Logic of Bourdieu’s Sociology,
in P. Bourdieu and L.J.D. Wacquant (eds.), An Invitation to reflexive Sociology.
Cambridge, Polity Press, 1992, 1-60.
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that can differ in various aspects such as language, style, structure, and content. For this
point, I found from Kashouh’s analysis that a translation can be traced back to its
archetype, but in this study I will consider the translations as unique: I will examine the
translations as such not by comparing them to the source text but by comparing them to
each other.

Second, studying the translation process is important because translators are
influenced by external factors (such as the expectations of the target audience,
translation conventions) and internal factors (such as the translator’s personal
preferences, linguistic and cultural competence); these factors determine, for example,
the strategies and decisions made by the translator during the translation work. Here,
there are texts for which their author is unknown or there is very little information about
the translators, but a framework can be constructed on the basis of the historical data
within which the translations were produced and from the comparison of the same
passages assumptions can be made about the language choices made.

In addition, in the translation process some aspects of the source text are retained
unchanged but there are adjustments to the requirements of the target system. In
particular, as regards literary translations, subjugation to target literary models and
norms may involve the suppression of some source-text features; additionally, it may
require reshuffling certain features or introducing new ones to make the translation
more acceptable as a target literary text, or to align it with a specific type of target
literature. This is the case for example of the Vatican Arabic 13 which conserved some
archaic words that were suppressed and substituted by others in later versions.2’

Third, the translation context plays a fundamental role in determining translation
choices. Considering the socio-cultural context in which the translation takes place,
cultural values, reader expectations, and power relations help to understand the
legitimation of the translations. As I will show, this third level of analysis will justify the
Islamic influence on literary production. In fact, from the one side, the transmission of

the Bible and the continuous apologetic production were driven by a desire for Christian

25 For example, Kashouh (2012, 161) indicated for the word disciples the archaic
LY (L,¥I) which was substituted by ;5 ,ls=1l possibly because of Qur’anic influence,

and L.l because of Syriac influence.
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response and defence; by maintaining Christian identity as Arabs and equal status with
Muslim Arabs; and by an affirmation of the sacredness of the Bible. From the other
side, progressively, there were a detachment from Islamic culture and a formulation of
Christian belief that is not linguistically influenced by Islam with an intent to reject the
dominant culture. In fact, as Toury’s principle of Translation studies claimed,
translations are facts of target cultures (Toury, 2012, 23), they were designed to fulfil
certain needs of that culture.

The theory provides a useful tool for understanding how translators tackle the
specific challenges of Bible translation given a complex field influenced by theological,
cultural, and linguistic considerations. Bible translation or portions of it were produced
many times over the centuries but each translation is unique, it has not been there
before. Under this theoretical lens I will analyse translational features which means
translation choices made by translators, how they handle the rendering of complex
theological terms, the adaptation of culturally specific expressions, and the transmission
of textual meanings into the target language. As I will show, in some cases the
translation intention was to produce proper TL literary texts and the translator

intentionally deviated from the source text.26

Some considerations about my analysis

The core questions addressed during the research project were be what translation
specific lexemes can imply, how the intended meaning of such items was to be
determined and how these translation-specific items were represented in dictionaries,
which are expected to reflect the forces which were at play and in conflict during the
evolution of the lexicon. In the field concerned, to express theological concepts, Arabic
used habitual TL lexemes, but also items which do not pertain to the generally
acknowledged repertoire: there were new combinations of previously existing lexemes
and newly coined words as well. Therefore, the way of items usage by Arabic speakers
will give an indication as to its potential value and the way they will be used, thus

enabling me to reconstruct the Arabic terminology adopted by Christians.

26 This is the case for example of the rhymed version of Al-Subawr (1300).
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First of all, is to consider what original language and text are taken into account for
the translation process. It is possible that a concrete source text may never have existed
or that a translation had more than one source or only a single source text. The study
conducted by Kashouh (2012) is proof of the complexity of identifying the source
language (SL). For the translation of some portion of Bible or single verses included in
treatises or other literary works, the question will be more difficult to clarify and it will
be necessary to consider some hypothesis: the writer knew the biblical passages by heart
when writing a text; the writer would make a translation of the biblical passages from a
Greek or Syriac version that he had at his disposal or copied them from an Arabic
version previously translated.

Second, is to consider the several varieties of language constituting the translation.
Toury makes an example relevant to my research: which language is the Septuagint
formulated in, is it Greek, Jewish Greek, or maybe an ad hoc mixture of several
varieties that never existed as a language in itself? (Toury, 2006, 15-16). As Kashouh
demonstrated concerning Vatican Ar.13, writers might not have attached importance to
the uniformity of the lexicon, instead they might have used several translations in
preparation for their version and consequently adopted different translations for a single
word.

Considering Bible translations throughout history, the formation and the
development of Arabic Christian culture is understandable also through the
identification of the position of each translation within the culture concerned. Position
means how much translation has spread and survives according to its ageing and quality
under specific socio-historical conditions. I will try to identify dominant and discarded
translations. That means that linguistic choices were made reflecting cultural needs and
are the results of a clash of different cultures. In this sense, describing the lexica, terms
and expressions regarding the subject of my research will permit on the one hand to
identify and read the dominant culture of a certain period and, on the other hand to
justify them through analysis and overall to understand what were the needs that led to a
new translation that replaced those before and, also the case where there have been

translations completely erased from the collective memory. Therefore, one of my aims
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is try to contextualise properly the translations which I take into account and tentatively
to reinstate them in the positions they were designed to have.

Another aspect which I will tackle during my analysis is whether it is possible to
identify conventions, norms and strategies with regard to the literature under review for
each epoch I will illustrate. Following Toury’s reasoning, when a group comes together
they form agreements which arise through negotiations within the group. These
negotiations give rise to conventions, norms and strategies that dictate how group
members should behave in specific situations. It will be a matter of understanding how
Arabic Christian literature has adapted and/or has distinguished itself after continuous
processes of negotiation primarily in the Islamic context that has strongly influenced it
and involves power struggles. In particular, linguistic choices, expressions, renderings
of theological concepts and others, that will be the object of my analysis, are the result
of prescribed and tolerated norms?7 or instructions which I will try to identify and bring
to light. Under this aspect, I will try to verify whether this process had an end or is still
ongoing because as long as the group exists, social order is continuously being
(re)negotiated, especially when new members seek to join or when there is a challenge
from a rival group. This is the case of the Bible’s translations which have had different
versions and still today is not completed.

It is important to point out that in this study I will not principally consider the source
texts but I will concentrate the analysis on the target texts because the aim is to study
expressiveness and language in Arabic. In particular, another important task that I will
face is the specific contextualisation of the sources; therefore I will adopt a “target-
oriented approach” (Toury, 2012, 206). In my case, the Bible has been translated into
Arabic at different times, so I will attempt to offer exhaustive descriptions and
explanations for states of affairs of the versions examined: the initial positioning of a
translation, the exact status of the target language, a heightened differentiation between
translational items pertaining to one and the same culture (in terms of their respective

positions within it), and the possibility that translations may see their position in the

27 Toury defined norms as “explanatory hypotheses for actual behaviour and its
perceptible manifestations”, 2012, 65
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target culture change over time. Being a cultural activity, translation is characterised by
immense variability within a single culture in space or time, as with all culturally-
determined kinds of activity, it is norm-governed. Toury developed translational norms
which control the agents behaviour but “they may change very quickly or at other times
they are more enduring and the process of change takes longer” (Toury 2012, 86).
Nevertheless, translators could shape the process wittingly or unwittingly and divert it
according to their preferences (ibid.). Therefore, at the end of his book, Toury attempts
to formulate laws of translational behaviour which are general principles that describe
recurring patterns of translational behaviour within a community of translators in a
specific historical and cultural context. These laws are not intended as normative
prescriptions but rather as empirical observations based on the analysis of the actual
translations produced. He emphasises that translational behaviour cannot be seen as a
set of rigid rules but rather as a complex phenomenon that reflects the interactive
dynamics between translators, source texts, and target audiences.

He identifies the laws of “growing standardisation” (Toury, 2012, 303) and of
“interference law” (Toury, 2012, 310). Growing standardisation refers to the
phenomenon where, over time, translations tend to follow increasingly standardised
patterns and conventions. This happens because translators rely on previous translations,
establishing norms and expectations that influence future translation choices. In other
words, growing standardisation occurs when translations align with established patterns
that have developed over time within a specific translation community. Through the
comparison of texts I will try to identify elements that do or do not confirm this law and
to justify this generalisation.

The interference law, interconnected to the first, refers to the influence that the
source language and culture can have on the target language and culture in the
translation process. Linguistic and cultural interferences can manifest in translations,
leading to the inclusion of elements or characteristics typical of the source language and
culture in the target translation. These interferences can be intentional or unconscious
and depend on power relations, cultural exchanges, and mutual influences between the

involved linguistic communities. For instance, one of the first languages that interfered
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in Arabic translations was Syriac, which, broadly speaking, influenced the Arabic
lexicon?8 and it was also a source from which Arab-Christian speakers drew to form
their Christian linguistic background. But not only languages have the power to
interfere but, in my case, phenomena pertaining to the make-up of the Islamic source
language tended to force themselves on the translators and be transferred to the target

text or to be assimilated, consciously or not, by the translators.

The literary production, in particular the apologetic works and Gospel translations,
and the identity of Arabic-Christian speakers will also be described also in the light of P.
Bourdieu’s concepts. Bourdieu was a prominent sociologist and anthropologist. He is
widely regarded as one of the most influential social theorists of the XX century for his
contributions to the study of culture, education, social class, and symbolic power.
Bourdieu’s contribution allows to respond to social questions related to the Arabic
translations of the Bible and to the literary apologetical production of texts ex-novo
through, first of all, the concept of the field of cultural production. The field is
delineated by its own boundaries through parties and linguistic and cultural norms
(Bourdieu 1996, 223); it is established and developed around this literary production
and by its members who are allowed to enter and whose positions are related to each
other in terms of difference, distinction and conflict (Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992,
102). The field of cultural production is the social space which gathers individuals and
institutions who have a common interest in producing specific cultural products, such as
a book, a translation, a treatise etc. The first task, therefore, is to identify the fields of
cultural production. During my studies I distinguished chronologically three main
fields: acquisition of the Arabic language; Theology in Arabic; translations of the

Gospels. Individuals develop through their experiences, such as early education,

28 | mention otherwise that according to the theory of some scholars like Jean Starcky,
Pétra et la Nabatene, in Pirot, L., Robert, A., Cazelles, H.& Feuillet, A. (eds.),
Supplément au Dictionnaire de la Bible, vol 7, Paris, cols 886-1017; J.A. Bellamy, the
Arabic Alphabet, pp. 99-100; B. Gruendler, the Development of the Arabic script: From
the Nabatean Era to the First Islamic Century According to Dated Texts, pp.1-3; Sh.

Blair, Islamic Calligraphy, p.71, the Syriac cursive script used in the courts of the
Lakhmid kings of al-Hira was probably the origin of the Arabic script.
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socialisation and events, the so-called habitus: systems of durable, transposable,
internalised dispositions and behaviours (Bourdieu 1990, 53). In its turn habitus orients
the practices of the individual within the social space and generates dispositions or
strategies for action; it “contributes to constituting the field as a meaningful world”
(Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992:127). I gather from this that it will be important to define
the habitus of each producer of culture considered, as far as possible, for each field.

What unites the members of the field is their agreement on what is seen as acceptable
or legitimate at a certain moment (what Bourdieu called doxa) (Bourdieu 1977, 73) but
it is brought into discussion by members in order to challenge it and disrupt its
dominant position in the field (Bourdieu 1993, 73). In the context of this research and
according to the identified field, in the first field Arabic was the language of the
inhabitants of the Peninsula Arabica, including Christians; this condition was an
habitual practice, but at a certain moment Muslim members believed in the eloquence of
Arabic, being the sacred language of the Qur’an, and considered Christians in a
dominated position in the field. In the second field, the doxa was the principle of the
theology inherited from the early Church. When the separation of the Church took place
theology was formulated also in Arabic by each Church who over time adopted the
language. The original doxa was modified and discussed by each denomination and then
the Muslim newcomers took over and disputed with Christians. The dynamics were
complex and the doxa became the object of two opposite discourses: Christians, who
were separated, and Muslims. The last doxa seen in the third field was characterised by
the fidelity to the source biblical text and by the eloquence of the translated text to
demonstrate the sacredness of the Bible. These two doxas were the subject of debate by
the communities for centuries, the proof being the numerous translations that have been
made in the history of the Bible in Arabic.

The network of individuals and institutions produce culture in order to invest and
accumulate economic or social or symbolic capital from this production (Bourdieu
1986, 243): economic capital means the money obtained as a result of the production;
social capital means the relations established with others involved in the same field;

symbolic capital, such as prestige, honour, and recognition, means that the production of
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an individual or institution is approved by the other cultural producers. In this framing,
the agents are constantly engaged in a struggle for dominance and control over the
resources and capital within that field.2°

The struggle for social capital can be seen in the acquisition and assimilation of the
Arabic language in the new political context that arose with the birth of Islam. Arabic is
a field in which there will be many struggles and from which I start my study. As I will
demonstrate the field of Arabic was present in early times and was characterised by
linguistic varieties among the tribes and was the language of the churches which had
been established there. After the Islamic conquest and by the second half of the VIII
century, Jews, Christians and Muslims had fully integrated into a new Arabic-speaking
intellectual culture. Arabic-speaking Christians proved equal to the dialogue established
with the Muslims not only thanks to the use of theology and philosophy but also to their
linguistic skills. It was also a question of identity and of establishment in society
because Arabic was the language of Christians before Muslims.30 The result was that
Christians were able to defend their faith thanks to the production of apologetic texts
and Bible translations, though their language was influenced by many fields, Syriac and
Greek, and Islamic language. But, the most important thing is that they will consolidate
their position in the field and were not excluded from it. This tension over time seems
eased because the Christians of the Eastern Churches affirmed their identity regardless
of their linguistic knowledge of Arabic.

The struggle for symbolic capital can be seen, for example, among Christians of
different denominations in the field of theology. Theology and its formulation through
literary production was inherited by the fathers of the church who wrote in Greek,
defending the Trinity and the nature of Christ as a result of heresies and in response to
the controversies that occurred in the Councils.3! Hence the three major denominations/

Churches and the corresponding writers had the same interest of producing apologetic

29 See the concept of struggle in P. Bourdieu, Sociology in Question, trans. Richard
Nice, London, SAGE Publications, 1993, 72

30 |n this regard when Islam entered Egypt, for example, Christians had to learn Arabic
not to lose their positions in the public administration.

31 A great role in defending the faith of the early Church was played by the fathers of
the church of Alexandria.
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works and translating into Arabic the work of the fathers to demonstrate the truth faith
within the field of Christianity, each according to its beliefs, and against the field of
Islam. As I will illustrate the writers adopted strategies in apologetic literary production
that could be understood by Islamic readers/interlocutors. Finally, the field of
theological literary production in Arabic remained an active field at least until the XIII
century after which the literary production created for centuries was decreasing. The
tension remains but outside the literary production in Arabic.

Another struggle for symbolic capital is identified in the field of the Bible
translation. Churches, institutions or individual actors struggled for the approval and
acceptance of their translation. There was also a struggle for social capital in terms of
the social relations needed for the achievement of the translation and its diffusion and its
difference from previous translations. This relation included all the actors involved in its
realisation, such as revisers, theologians, copyists as regards manuscripts, editors for
printed versions and also the different churches that promoted these translations. In the
history of Bible translation in Arabic there were widely used versions such as the
Alexandrian Vulgate3? (Arabic Vulgate or Egyptian Vulgate classified in family £ in
Kashouh 2012, 205- 252) and others which were not very successful such as version of
Al-‘Assal. There are different dynamics that come into play to define their diffusion: it
depends on the needs of the Arab Christians, on the strategies of translations, on the role

of the agents/institutions and on the purpose of the translations.

An attempt to place Bible translation within the framework of the field of cultural
production was made by S. Hanna (2018) in which he explored the complex socio-
cultural dynamics involved in this production, in particular referring to the Bible by al-
Subawi (1300) and al-Bustani-Van-Dyck. I take up what he says about the Van-Dyck
translation as it is relevant to the content of this study.

In his contribution, Hanna explained the framework of the Van-Dyck translation,

claiming that the most influential factor that changed the standards of Bible translation

32 Kashouh (206) claimed that “by the end of the thirteenth century the Arabic Vulgate
superseded all other Arabic translations”.
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was the role of Protestant and Catholic missionaries, removing all previous translations
from the field because of their incapacity to satisfy the needs of believers (Hanna, 2018,
36). The challenge was to change the language related to the Qur‘an preserving its
eloquence. After tensions occurred within the field with the Catholic Church, this
translation was successful in its intention to create an Arabic Protestant identity and to
threaten Catholic authority.

What were the characteristics of the field at the time the translation of Vatican Arabic
13 was produced? Which struggles, which actors and which influences contributed to
the production of this translation? What was the social/symbolic capital for which it
competed? The same questions can be raised regarding the translation of Al-‘Assal and
the inter-confessional Arabic Bible. These are some questions I will attempt to answer
by examining Arabic-Christian literary production.

I have identified the three main fields that I will analyse in the next chapters. The
emergence of these fields and these tensions are the reasons for which I will analyse
terminologically speaking, some apologetical works on the Trinity, the Incarnation and
the person/nature of Christ that were topics of debate as well as the above-mentioned
translations of the Gospels.

In the light of Bourdieu’ concepts I will review the history of each field, its members,
the influences of other fields on it, the tensions within it, the relationships between its

authors, the change of the field over time and the dynamics within it.

As can be deduced from this introduction, there are many questions and challenges in
describing the history of the development of Arabic Christian literature and just as many
disciplines under whose light to present this study.

Thus, in the first chapter, the primary focus will be on Christianity in Arabia and its
relation with the Arabic language; I seek to trace the History of Arabic-speaking
Christians, of Christian tribes and the State of the Church of Arabia before the rise of
Islam. In addition to historical sources, I will examine single words, inscriptions,

dictionaries, liturgical texts and the so-called pre-Islamic poetry.
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In tracing this history I will try to understand what remains as Christian and what is
thought of as foreign or, more precisely, belonging to a distant culture in which the
faithful of today no longer recognise themselves, and which is far removed from the
expressiveness of today.

In the second chapter I will concentrate on the translations of the Gospels into
Arabic. Many traces suggest that the Bible, or at least parts of it, were translated in the
pre-Islamic era. There were numerous translations and biblical quotations in literary
texts over the centuries and I will extrapolate Gospel verses cited in apologetic treatises
to understand the stage of the translation and its variety. In fact, over time, internal
Christological disputes and political interests delineated what would later be called the
Jacobite, Melkite and Nestorian Churches.33 And, while on the one hand the birth of
Islam slowed down Christianity, on the other hand Christian communities played an
important role in the development of the Arabic language and in the movement of
translation from the Greek language that evolved into a literary production in Arabic ex
novo. Between the IX and XIII centuries there was a vast production of texts and
Christians were engaged in defending their faith in theological disputes with Muslims.34
In the elaboration of their arguments and vocabulary, numerous authors spoke a
language close to Islamic thought and in some intertextual relationship with the Qur’an.
In this chapter I will consider the debate between Timothy I and Al-Mahdi and the
anonymous On the Triune Nature of God. The treatises and the apologetic writings

studied are of of Abii Qurrah and Abii Ra’ta Al-Takritl.

33 For a brief survey of the story of each church from its foundation see the work of
Atiya 1968.

34 The Encyclopaedia of Graf (1944-1953) testifies this vast production. Each
denomination had its compositions. Melkites were the first to produce religious
literature, in particular, the dogmatic and apologetic genre prevailed, See Pizzi (2018,
39, 41). Nestorians also were defenders of Christianity and the principle dogmas of
Unity, Trinity and Incarnation were the main their arguments (ibid. 152).

Jacobites engaged with he the challenge of Islam from the ninth century too. See:
Keating 2022, 201.

By the IX century, literates spoke and wrote in Arabic and Coptic was progressively to
disappear. From the X century, the Copts started to use Arabic in their writings. See:
Al-Magar (2012, |, 77) who translated into Arabic the Coptic part of Graf’'s work;
Samir, Arabic Sources, 1986, 83
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The versions of the Gospels which I consulted were principally the Vatican, Arabic
13, Sinai 70, Sinai 72, Beirut, B.O. Or, 430 being the closest historically to the period in
question.

In the third chapter I will deal with Coptic Arabic literature. This interest is due to the
fact that the evolution of the Arabic language in Egypt was slower and the detachment
from the Coptic language was gradual. I will consider al-Mugaffa‘ s works which laid
the foundations of a vast production that will flourish only in the Golden age of the XIII
century; for this reason, I will analyse the Gospel version of al-‘Assal and the apologetic
works of Sim’an Ibn Kulayl and Al-Safi Ibn al-‘Assal.

However, after the XIV century a dark period began in the history of the Coptic
church that continued until the modern era. One of the challenges in attempting to trace
the Arabic-Christian literature that spans hundreds of years is the need to understand the
reasons for the interruption of this type of production and language and to try to
enhance it outside the Islamic context today.

Finally, a word on the style and structure of the thesis is important. The footnotes
include complete bibliographical references. For the full-length citations, the reader may
consult the bibliography at the end of the study. Translation into English have been
made to provide access to the Arabic Christian texts being studied. All these translations
are mine and for Arabic names and terms I have followed the transcription key for
Arabic of the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies.

This study is certainly not without its limitations. I have attempted to reconcile the
multiple disciplines involved in achieving my goal. However, In addition, many of the
manuscripts documenting Arabic Christian literary production remain unedited and
understanding them took many and prolonged readings. Rather, I attempt to provide
some of the most significant examples that represent the language of Christianity in
Arabic.

The aim of this work is to narrate some an overview of the literature that constituted
the Arabic-Christian literary theological heritage; the intention is not to provide a

comprehensive account of the entirety of Arabic Christian literature.
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Chapter I - The Arabic variety used by Arabic-speaking Christians and its
influence on Arabic

Introduction

This study has the purpose of studying the Christian Arabic and of understanding its
relation with the Arabic language and showing its history and evolution. I will start with
some reflections on the role of the Arabic variety used by Christians . In particular, I
will reflect on when Christian doctrine was formulated in the Arabic language, was
Christian terminology transferred to the Qur’an and did Islam adopt it? From this I
derive a second question about the influence of Christian Arabic language on the Arabic
language and its literature; and finally, on how and why Christian Arabic language
changed the Arabic language yet was abandoned and reformulated. In fact, for this last
point, the ancient texts in Arabic reflected in poetry of pre-Islamic times were
characterised by a high level of expressiveness and precision, so why does this language
change with the advent of Islam and subsequent translation movements in the course of
history?

The ongoing research is guided by a set of questions that in turn raise further
questions that I will highlight as I proceed. Firstly, to have a clear definition of what is
today the Arabic language in the Eastern Church I have to undertake a diachronic study
that ranges from the pre-Islamic literature times up to the Arabic language of the Eastern
Church today.

Despite the evangelisation of the Arab tribes, the existence of Arab Christian
literature, in the first centuries of Christianity, and then at the time of the Christological
controversies, and until the eve of Islam, may have been difficult for understandable
reasons, as Ebeid argues (2018, p. 51): nomadic peoples were not interested in almost
any written literature, and for many tribes, interest in Christianity was a factor in
obtaining and realising political interests. The Arabic language remained in oral form,
developed into several dialects/varieties, not yet being developed as a cultural language.

As we will see in this chapter, some inscriptions containing either Syriac-Aramaic or

alphabets of Arabic dialects and quotations of some poems found in authors after the
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arrival of Islam will be considered as a starting point to trace the development of
terminology in this study. I can state that despite the paucity of what we possess of
written pre-Islamic Christian Arabic literature, Arabic was used as an unwritten
language within the life of the tribe. One cannot therefore exclude the fact that Christian
Arab tribes throughout Arabia also had the capacity to live a liturgical life with a
developed cult and a widespread religious and monastic life.

The interest of the study of the history of the linguistic dialects/varieties used by
Arabic-speaking Christians over this vast span of time lies in showing the link between
the development of Christian thought and the development of vocabulary. The history of
Arabic-Christian terminology allows us to understand the history of a society
characterised by a continuous reformulation of its doctrine characterised by a language
that struggled to emerge because of the influence of the Islamic religion, although the
latter was born six hundred years after Christianity, or by the translation movements that
have appeared over time. This study is an attempt to retrieve and to revive the Arabic-
Christian heritage using the Linguistic Sciences, in particular the lexicographical and
terminology fields, in order to understand and examine in depth the relation between
Christianity and the Arabic Language. In order to trace this development I have
concentrated on the lexicology field yet without ignoring the economic and historical
social context in which the terms originated.

Therefore, a diachronic analysis of terminology is the end point of long research in
the study of the History of the Arabic-Christian and non-Christian speakers, the History
of Christianity in the Middle East, Arabic-Christian literature, the History of the Church
in the East, Arabic Manuscript Studies, the comparison of stages of Arabic (Classical
Arabic, Middle Arabic, modern dialects and modern literary Arabic) and the relation
between Christianity and Islam.

The breadth of the subject and the sources implies that my study does not even claim
to provide a complete description of the linguistic varieties used by Arabic-speaking
Christians, it only wants to contribute towards the elucidation of how this language
evolved and the reason why this language is not considered Arabic and is neglected

compared to the period when there was a vast literary production (X-XIV century).
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The study of terminology was an ancient Arabic science which was also developed in
the context of Christianity. The history of Christian terminology helps to understand and
revisit the history of the Christian society which lasted long time, developing in
different contexts. In fact, studying Arabic-Christian terminology entails focusing
geographically on the Middle East where different realities have succeeded each other
or lived together. Therefore, terminology is a base from which we can start because, as
Zanola (2018) claimed, it is a trace which helps to understand the culture and traditions
of peoples. Furthermore, she adds:

Les termes ont ¢té souvent recensés dans des lexiques, des glossaires, des
dictionnaires et des encyclopédie, et vivent leur vie dans les connaissances des
domaines respectifs, traversant les générations. Tantot ils sont remis en marche par
I’usage parcourant ainsi les emplois, les textes et les discours, spécialisés et non,
tantot ils restent de propriété¢ d’un groupe d’usagers, tantot ils se répandent partout
jusqu’a ce qu’ils deviennent d’emploi commun.

(Zanola, 19)35

The history of Christianity in the Middle East is told in different types of works
which preserve a specific terminology which contributed to enriching the Arabic
language. In general, the religious lexicon had a great impact on society and it renewed
life deeply. The testimony to this is the spread of the religions themselves and their
coexistence. The fact that Christianity has had many obstacles to its survival and spread
does not mean that it had no impact on the Arabic language. The complexity of the
picture is also highlighted by the emergence of Islam, to be taken into account along
with the social and religious factors that 1 will illustrate as I proceed. According to
tradition, this complexity was gradually formed in the first quarter of the VIII century
thanks to Muslim grammarians and philologists who had to deal with the various
dialects present among the Bedouins of the peninsula. In particular, pure Arabic came

from the Qays, the Tamim, and the *Asad3¢ from which the bulk or principal amount of

35 Translation: the terms have often been listed in lexicons, glossaries, dictionaries,
and encyclopaedias, and they lead their own lives within the knowledge of their
respective fields, spanning generations. At times, they are revived by usage, thus
traversing through uses, texts, speeches, both specialised and non-specialised.
Sometimes, they remain the property of a group of users, while at other times, they
spread everywhere until they become commonly used expressions.

36 They were Adnanite tribes.
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borrowings was drawn and on which the vocabulary, the syntax and the morphology are
based; then there were the Hudhayl and certain groups of the Kinana and the Tayy.3?
According to my research, the work of classification and the description of this type of
terminology were ignored by language purists because Arabic was alone the fusha of the
Qur’an. An example to prove that the Arabic variety used by Christians had difficulties
in being independent from Qur’anic language in some periods of its history is shown in
some Christian manuscripts which contain Islamic expressions and words.3$ But, at the
same time heresies and dogmatic conflicts allowed the production not only of
definitions of Arabic terms from a Christian perspective but to translate entire Christian
works into Arabic and to write directly in Arabic.

The analysis of Arabic-Christian terminology leads us to consider three
methodological guidelines in terminological research in different eras: neology,
descriptive systematisation, the wealth of documentation sources (Zanola 2014, 32-34).

An example of neology is all the terms originating in the Syriac and Greek languages
and adopted by the Arabic language.

To study the progress of descriptive systematisation I have consulted the main
lexicographic works produced over centuries to reconstruct in reverse the history of
Arabic-Christian terminology and to verify the development of this field and to
understand which terms have been recorded and which not.3° I take into consideration
other dictionaries such as Mu jam al-lahut al-kitabi#*0 and the Greek English Arabic
Dictionary,*! without neglecting the vast production of Arabic speakers in the
compilation of dictionaries.*? In addition to dictionaries and specialised glossaries, the

third methodological guideline, characterised by the processing of documentary sources,

37 Al-Siyufl, Kitab al-iqtirah fi ‘Usdl al-Nahw, see www.shamela.ws.

38 We will discuss this topic in the second chapter.

39 We refer for example to: Graf G., Verzeichnis Arabischer Kirchlicher termini, Louvain,
1954, Dozy R., Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes, T. 1,(1881) and T2, 2e édition
(1927).

40 Basim B., Mu jam al-1ahdt al-kitabr, IV edition, Beirut, Dar al-Mashrig, 1999.

41 Al-Magart, A., Greek English Arabic Dictionary, Qamds Yananr Injilizr ‘Arabi, | Edition,
Dar majalla Marqus, Cairo, 2021.

42 References: John A. Haywood, Arabic Lexicography, its History, and its Place in the
General History of Lexicography, Brill, Leiden 1965, Ramzi Baalbaki, The Arabic
Lexicographical Tradition. From the 2nd/8th to the 12th/18th Century, Brill, Leiden
2014.
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is the basis of any terminological work. I will illustrate key dates of some important
events, works and controversies in Christian thought which help to arrive at a complete
view. First, Christianity clashed with paganism and Greek philosophy; secondly,
Christianity clashed with Islam and lived with it; thirdly, within Christianity heresies
emerged and divided the Church. For this reason, a diachronic analysis of the
terminology allows a return to the sources of the historical stages mentioned above and
it connects the knowledge of different domains. In fact, words can be adopted and
adapted by Arabic in a certain period and after a time fall into disuse or, in other words,
be part of a domain (terminologization) and then describe completely different concepts
(determinologization) or have a meaning in a subdomain and another meaning in
another subdomain.

As we shall see, the difficulty is not in the quantity of terms to be classified, the
neologisms to be introduced, the superfluous synonyms to be eliminated but in giving
precise definitions.

One last consideration: an analysis that covers a long period of time does not claim to
be complete but, perhaps studying the subject diachronically will demonstrate the

necessity of this methodology in researching terminology.
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I. Christianity in Arabia

I. The History of Arabic-speaking Christians

A manuscript dating back to A.D. 512 and written in Greek, Syriac and Arabic was
found near Aleppo, listing the names of men involved in building the church where the
manuscript was found (‘Ali 1993, I, 51). Some translation and interpreting activities
must also have existed in the very early days of Islam, for example some form of
linguistic mediation between the Prophet and non-Arab rulers.

To understand the Christian Arabic presence and role of Christians in the Arabian
Peninsula we have to build ties with singular events, narratives and sources each of
which represents a unique contribution to the Christian story in the Peninsula.

The history of the Arab peoples is long-standing, and, as will be illustrated, it is
diversified. If one considers the relations with the Roman Empire during which
Christianity was born, Arab-Roman relations starts from the first century BCE, more
precisely around 63 BCE, the year of Pompey’s settlement (he created the Province of
Syria), and it develops up to the third century AD. As historical sources narrate, in this
first period some Arabs knew Christianity and were converted. From this period I speak
of Arabic-speaking Christians and their history begins to differ and become distinct
from the history of the Arabs in general. Then, Arab-Christian history continues in the
Byzantine period of three centuries, and it takes a different turn with the rise of Islam
and the Arab Conquests in the seventh century to the point of almost disappearing or
acquiring a different identity.

Before analysing the context in the Arabian Peninsula, history sheds light on the
relationship between the “Orient” and the Roman Empire. Historical sources testify to
the Arab presence in Syria, Mesopotamia and Egypt before the first century BCE.43
These Arab groups lived in these regions and were influenced and affected by other

nations in different ways and to varying degrees, but at the same time “they remained

43 For a summary list of sources see the interpretative surveys of I. Shahid in Rome
and the Arabs, a prolegomenon to the study of Byzantium and the Arabs, Washington
D.C., Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1984a, pp. 3-5.
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Arab in ethos and mores and above all in their use of the Arabic language” (Shahid,
1984a, 9) and “they did not lose contact with Arabia” (Shahid, 1984a, 11). It is clear, for
example, in the case of the Nabatean Arabs who had remained independent despite
being clients of the Romans, while at the same time they “kept their laws, customs,
semitic rites, and the Arabic language” (Shahid, 1984a, 10). From this description, we
can first deduce that those Arabs present on the day of Pentecost were already settled
there or were part of a constant flow from the Peninsula and were in contact with their
motherland. Second, if these groups kept their linguistic tradition within different
political contexts why did they not keep it within a tenacious and conservative cult like
Christianity in subsequent centuries? Or, why would they not have wanted to express
the liturgy in their own language as well?

Therefore, the Arabs of the Orient are an important factor in understanding their
cultural and religious role in the Roman Empire and the evolution of the spread of
Christianity. In fact, in the third century they contributed to the fortunes of Christianity
which became the state religion of the empire in the fourth century. An example is the
conversion of the Arab Abjarid dynasty that made of the city of Edessa the great fortress
of the Christian faith in the Semitic Orient and the great center for its propagation in
Mesopotamia (Segal, 1970, 17-33). Another Arab city was al-Hira, which for more than
three centuries was a center of cultural radiation because of Christianity and it also
exercised a powerful influence on religious events (Shahid, 1984a, 47). The first three
centuries are identified as the golden period of Arab Christianity, meaning that Arabs

developed a fairly mature Christian culture. As Shahid (1984b, 13) claimed:

And the most important borrowed cultural constituent in the life and history of the Arabs in
these centuries was Christianity, which was most powerfully mediated by Byzantium. In fact,
Christianity gave Arab history in these three centuries its distinctive character culturally.
Before this period, most of the Arabs were pagan, and after it most of them became Muslim.
Consequently, these three centuries are those during which the dominant and significant
cultural current that influenced the life of the Arabs was the Christian one, and thus they
represent the middle period in the spiritual journey of the Arabs, from paganism to
Christianity to Islam.

From the point of view of religious practices, Nallino (1938, 151) describes Christian
Arabs as people who did not take part in the struggles over religious doctrine but they

had strong feelings about the veneration of holy hermits, respect for monks and
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religious authorities, pilgrimages to holy places and prayers to saints to obtain grace
(Shahid 1984, 13). But, if we consider instead the relation or the coexistence with other
religions in that time and later, Christian Arabs had a great influence on other peoples
and were influenced by others. As Jawad ‘Al claimed:
Lo (il Lgsh el e Saall (o (05 ol Baie iy il L) SIS L
Ol e g gabial (allia g (aalia Lgany ) & Jeie e & la g Led calang
(‘Ali, VI, 624).44
Although research in this field is more structured and not inconsiderable than in the
past, the studies of the Arabs and Arabia on the eve of Islam still remains fragmentary.

As Peters (1999, III, 49) claimed:
We know too much of the Yemen and too little of Mecca; too much on the Ghassanids and
too little on the Quraysh; more about Greek and Roman designs on Arabia at the beginning
of the Christian Era than about the circumstances in which God worked in the beginning of
the Muslim era.
Following the first three centuries Christianity among the Arabs was more evident

because it became an element on which the political relations of that time were built and

because different leaders or men of power had to deal with it.

Christian tribes in the Arabian Peninsula

Focusing on Arabia, in particular in the Byzantian period, researchers consider three
radiation centers of Christianity according to the historical sources:4 the Reign of al-
Ghassasana in the North-West (Syria and Palestine), the Reign of al-Hira in the north-
east and, Yemen in the south-west with Najran as its centre. Byzantian historians have
traced the history of Christian Arabs, bearing witness to a significant presence. We will
try to reveal some events and point to the lives of saints or Arab believers who had

contributed to the spreading of Christianity.

44 Translation: (Christianity), like most religions, underwent the influence of many
elements which new believers could not avoid. They entered it and became part of it,
even if some were opposed to and in conflict with the principles of this religion.

45 See the work of T. Von Hainthaler, Christliche Araber vor Dem Islam Verbreitung und
konfessionelle Zugehdrigkeit: eine Hinfihrung, Peeters, Leuven, Paris, Dudley, MA,
2007; for the Arabic translation: T. Von Hainthaler, Al-masihiyyin al-’Arab qabla
al-‘Islam, L. Fayid (translator), Cairo, Dar al-Nashr al-’Usqufiyya, 2019.

47



Palestine was one of the cosmopolitan and multilingual monastic centers in the
Byzantine and early Islamic periods. The two principal languages that flourished in
Syria/Palestine were Aramaic and Arabic. In addition to the notable monks of the desert
who were founders or members of the monastic communities whose stories Cyril of
Scythopolis tells in his Lives of the Monks of Palestine and others in the first centuries
AD, we focus on the monks who were in regular contact with both “Saracens” and other
Palestinians.

Saint Hilarion (291-371 AD) was a monk who had healed many Saracens possessed
by demons. On the occasion of his passage to Elusa with a great company of monks
there was the annual festival at the temple of Venus of whom Saracens were devotees.
When they heard that the Saint was there, they went to meet him in crowds and crying
in the Syriac tongue Barech, that is, bless. He did not refuse them, prayed that they
might worship God and promised that if they would believe in Christ he would visit
them often. A lot of them were converted and a church was built in Elusa and a priest
ordained (Hieronymus, 1883, col. 41-42).

Another important proof of the history of the preaching of Christianity is the story of
Mavia the Queen of the Saracens from the fourth century (Rufin, XI, 1908, 1010-1011).
Most famous is the story of Moses bishop of the Saracens occurring in the era of Valens
(364-378) because it is the axis of a plot. Queen Mavia was the head of the Tantukhids
confederation after the death of her husband (375 AD) and led a revolt against the
Romans and attacked Fenicia, Palestine and neighboring provinces. She consented to
peace only on the condition that a certain Moses was ordained bishop. He was led to
Alexandria to be ordained. In that time (373-378) Bishop Peter, successor to Saint
Athanasius, was exiled and he was substituted by Lucius, the Arian. Moses refused to be
ordained by Lucius and he was brought to the mountains where the pro-Nicaean bishops
were exiled and he was ordained by them. Despite Sozomen (24, 27-298) testifying that
there were few Christians in the tribe of Mavia before Moses’s ordination, the Saint
carried out a great evangelising action among the peoples transmitting the teachings of
the apostles and performing miracles (Theodoret IV 23, 5). He held fast both to his

Orthodox faith and peace with the Roman Empire. We can deduce from this story that
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political questions, like independence in this case, depended on doctrinal questions even
if there is no certainty about the Christianity of Mavia and her tribe. Anyway, Mavia’s
story is an important testament to the history of preaching Christianity among Arabs and
their power formations.

Among the other stories of adherence to Christianity we can mention the story of the
monk Euthymius (377-473) which was reported by Cyril of Scythopolis (Cyril, 1939
18-21; Festugiere, I11/1, 1961-1963, 71-74). It is told that a certain Aspebetos who was
pagan and was under dependence on the Persians helped Christians to escape Persian
persecution. Consequently he himself was being persecuted by the Romans for helping
Christians and he had to find refuge with his family from them. Then, Aspebetos
became philarch of the Saracens allied in Arabia. After settling in Arabia, Terebon,
Aspebetos’s paralysed son, saw in a vision Saint Euthymius and was healed. The
Saracens believed in Christ, were baptised and confirmed in the faith. Euthymius
ordained priests and deacons and since believers now became numerous, Aspebetos was
ordained bishop with the name of Peter and later participated in the Ephesus Council
(Cyril, 32-33; Festugiére, 20).

As Christianity grew among the Arabs at the same time the Sinai region offered
martyr monks who were persecuted by Bedouins. Indeed in the IV century there were a
lot of monastic gatherings in Sinai which Egeria talked about and whose martyrdom
Nilus (Geerard, 1980, 6044) and Ammonius (Geerard, 1980, 6088) narrated. Moreover
Procopius of Caesarea testified that to protect the monks and to reinforce the Eastern
border of the empire the Emperor Justin built walls around the monasteries from the
Bedouin incursions in Palaestina Salutaris.

But let us raise the question of language in this process of Christianisation. As John
Binns (1994) claimed, the question about the language used is not completely solved
today, he writes:

The relationship between the monks and the Arabs raises the question of the
language used. The monks spoke Greek, and while they also used their native
languages of Armenian, Bessan, or some other language, they were not reputed for
their linguistic ability...Arab nomads did not speak Greek, according to information
provided by Theodoret...This lack of a common language must have complicated the
catechetical process. (114)
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Contrary to this statement, we assume rather that there was no “lack of a common
language” as Sidney Griffith claimed (1997, 21). We know that Greek was the dominant
cultural language, a prestigious ecclesiastical language and the principal source from
which the local Christian community took its sense of socio-confessional identity but,
there was the common idiom of Christian Palestinian Aramaic (Syriac) which flourished
during the period between the fifth and the seventh centuries. In addition, there was also
a currency of Arabic in this milieu in the fifth and sixth centuries that did not infringe on
the communicability of Christian Palestinian Aramaic but that was joined to the
linguistic capabilities of nomadic and settled Arabs in those territories until it largely
supplanted Christian Palestinian Aramaic after the eighth century and gradually became
an ecclesiastical language in the Islamic period, a language of a burgeoning
commonwealth (Fowden, 68-138) and a language that spread from the territories of the
patriarchate of Antioch southward through the Sinai and into Egypt. In particular,
Arabic characterized the Melkite ecclesiastical identity. It was defined by Joshua Blau,
the modern scholar who has studied this koine, as a manifestation of Middle Arabic
(1966-67). It was a distinctive Arabic that was used by John of Damascus the great
eighth-century teacher from Mar Sabas monastery to systematise the doctrines of the six
councils and then by Theodore Abii Qurrah who was the scion of a new generation at
Mar Sabas monastery and who put forward the ecclesiastical Hellenism in an Arabic
idiom.

Later we will look more closely at the account of the early production of texts in

Arabic by the monks of the monasteries of Palestine.

In the Patriarch of Antioch

Justin the Martyr (100-165 AD) was the proof of the diffusion of Christianity among
Bedouins; in fact, in the dialogue with the Jew Trypho (117 AD), he said: “for there is
not one single race of men, whether barbarians, or Greeks, or whatever they may be
called, nomads, or vagrants, or herdsmen living in tents, among whom prayers and

giving of thanks are not offered through the name of the crucified Jesus.”4¢

46 Translation by George Reith, wikisource.org
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As we read from historiography in fact, already after the defeat of the Nabatean
reign, the city of Busra, an ancient Nabatean city, became the capital of the Roman state
of Arabia established in 106 AD and an important ecclesiastical center. As Maurice
Sartre (1985, 99-100) claimed, Christianity in Busra expanded very rapidly, perhaps
even beginning before the Roman conquest. In fact, Busra and the territory of the so-
called Arabia were involved in the quarrels of their time, giving the image of lively and
open churches. The same Origen (185-253 AD) had a good relationship with Arabia
starting from about 215 AD and was called frequently to resolve questions, as during the
Councils of Arabia (Scherer, 1960, 20-21).

The actions of the bishops and archbishops of Busra, including Beryllus (222-235
AD) and Titus (d. 378 AD), illustrate a period when sects flourished in the region, but
from the inscriptions it would seem that the city remained faithful to Chalcedonian
thought in the face of the Monophysitism of the Ghassanids (Sartre, 1982). Eusebius of
Caesarea (1964, VI, 33, 37) refers to the bishop Beryllus, who introduced a new
doctrine contrary to the faith and was called the Arabic heretic by Augustine.

He adds that during the persecution (303-311 AD), the Christians of Arabia were
persecuted with hatchets (Eusebius, 1964 VIII 12,1) under the rule of Diocletian
(284-305 AD) and Galerius (305-311 AD) but, Philip the Arab, the Roman emperor
from 244 to 249 AD, was Christian (Eusebius, 1964, VI, 34) and that “one day, the last
Easter Eve, he wanted to take part with the people in the functions that took place in the
church. But the one who presided over the cult did not allow him to go there, before he
had confessed his transgressions and joined the crowd of sinners in the space where
they did penance.” If he refused to do this, he would not have been introduced at all
because of the many sins he had committed. It is said that the prince subdued himself
generously, demonstrating in fact his sincere and religious feeling of fear of God
(Dindorfius, 1886, 558-665). There are divergent opinions about his religious identity
and his Christianity cannot be proved but, unlike the subsequent persecutions it seems
that he was tolerant towards Christians.

In addition, Epiphanius of Salami indicates in Panarion the presence of pagans,

Christians and heretics in Arabia in the fourth century and he mentions in particular
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Kukaba (Epiphanius 1980, 330-6). He spoke about eighty heresies coming from this
territory and while therefore on one side it became “Arabia haeresium ferax” as
Theodor said, in the fifth century it became an exile for heretics like the bishop Pelagius
of Laodicea and others (Theodoret, IV 13,3 and 18,5). This designation derives from the
extraneousness of Arab Christianity due to the theological conflicts of centuries IV and
V and to the presence among the Arab populations of various schools of Christian
thought. The presence of Arab bishops at the ecumenical council would have revealed
their heresies when they took part in debates and there was one who was against the
Calcedony in Arabia, the bishop Cassian who was called pious by Severus of Antiochia.

Other Greek documentation attested to the history of Syriac monasticism in the
Fourth century and Tel’ada was the center of monasticism at Dayr Teleda. During the
reign of Theodoritus the Dayr hosted 150 monks (Theodoret, IV 9) and in the Middle
Ages the Dayr was besieged by four Syriac patriarchs and it may be that it opposed
Chalcedony.

It is not possible to count the number of Arabs, their kings and their advisors who
received baptism, accepted faith in God, knew Christ and the Word, and constructed
churches in their tents (Lietzmann 1908, p. 108, 20-23). The most ancient Nestorian
monastery was built four miles from al-Hira by the monk ‘Abdishii, who spread
Christianity in Mishan, al-Bahrayn and al-Yamama, during the bishopric of Tomarsa
bishop of Seleucia (363-371 AD).

Later, at the end of the fourth century, the chief of the Al-Salih tribe ruled Arabia and
a confederation of tribes was formed lasting till the beginning of the sixth century. The
fact that the Kinda ruling clan professed Christianity is seen in the inscription of Hind’
Dayr:
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(al-Hamawr, 11, 542)47

The expansion of Christianity among the nomads of the Syriac-Mesopotamian
borders took place in three periods: initially, there was contact between these
populations and wandering or sedentary monks who had a great impact on the religious
life of the Arabs; see for example the evangelical work of Saint Sergius who became
patron of the tribe of Taghlib (Lammens, 2010, 355) which led to a pilgrimage
movement to the sanctuaries dedicated to him, with all the ceremonies that involved this
cult, until the rise of Islam (Charles, 1936, 29-35). Or, Saint Simeon the Stylite
(390-459) who attracted a large number of “the Ismailites” and had a great evangelical
influence on Arab tribes, as the bishop Theodoret of Cyrus (393-466) wrote and testified
(XXVI 13-18). In fact, “every human being became happy in grace through miracles, as
many Berbers joined him nearby...”(Theodoret, ibid. 350).

Then, during the preaching and dogmatic dissension of the three Churches, Melkite,
Jacobite and Nestorian, who tried to recruit believers among the nomads, only the
Jacobite church, thanks to a very large clergy, succeeded in adapting to the life of the
nomadic tribes and in organising their religious and sacramental life to some extent
(Charles, 5). In the life of John of Tella, for example, John of Ephesus records 170,000
priestly ordinations, “subjecting every man to a careful examination and test in reading
the Scriptures and repeating the psalms...” (Brooks, 1911, t. XVIII, 518, 522). Or,
James the Baradeus, who appointed eighty-seven bishops and two patriarchs (Brooks,
1911, t. XIX, 243), not counting the number of ordinations of priests. These mass
ordinations allowed the multiplication of preaching and the beginning of nomadic
Christianity in different arecas of the desert such as Harran, Badaya, al-Qarqisiya

(Circesium), Callinice, al-Rosafa, Tadmor (Palmira).

47 Translation: This church was built by Hind daughter of Al-Harith, son of ‘Umar, son
of Hajar, queen, daughter and mother of the King ‘Umar son of al-Mundhir, servant of
Christ, mother of his servant and daughter of his servant...during the Reign of the king
of kings...Khristo and Anushurwan...during the period of His excellence Bishop
Ibrahim (Ifrahim). The God to whom was built this dwelling may forgive her sins and
may have mercy upon her and this father, and may lead them to establish the right.
May God be with her and his father in the everlasting time.
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Finally, when the number of conversions was sufficient to allow the existence of a
hierarchy, the church of the desert flourished freely and lived on its own alongside
sedentary bishops who guided peoples and participated in the Councils as “Bishops of
Arabia”, as mentioned in the episcopal lists, giving proof of the stability and
permanence of the Church as an institution. This happened thanks to the Jacobite church
that managed to appeal to the nomadic people of the desert. In fact, as Charles
concludes in his analysis, from the VI to the IX centuries, the Jacobite church kept alive
a truly nomadic Christianity, a unique phenomenon in the history of the Church
(Charles, 1936, 97). This immense evangelical work is counter-proof to the nature of
these peoples. In fact, the Arabs were against attachment to place and this stems from
their nature, they are not disposed to stability but, literally, for raiding (Prokop, 1970,
2,11,19); and therefore, considering the totality of my research, this point represents one

of the major obstacles to tracing Christianity in Arabia.

Reign of the Persians

In the V and VI centuries, the history of Christianity among the Arab populations
crosses to the south with the story of the Homeric kingdom, to the north with that of the
tribes of the Ghassanids (also sometimes referred to as the Jafnids) and the Lahmids
(also known as the Nasrids). The precise events, following which the Arabs belonging
to these two tribes converted to Christianity, are not well known. They are, however,
nomadic populations who became sedentary after being welcomed, respectively, within
the borders of the Byzantine and Persian Empires. Their kingdoms, in effect, constituted
two buffer states that, placed between the two great empires, on their borders, attenuated
direct clashes. From the cultural point of view their function was no less important: they
absorbed elements from the cultures of their respective powers of reference (Syriac-
Byzantine and Persian) and then transmitted them to the Arab peoples. The Ghassanids
settled in Transjordan, particularly near Damascus in the early III century. They were
tenaciously attached to non-Chalcedonian Christianity and this caused them many

political difficulties with Byzantium. Many monastic settlements and the ecclesial
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complex of St. Sergiopolis, which exerted on the Arabs an undeniable attraction, date
back to their initiative. They became the leading tribe among the Arab confederations.
The Lahmids were of greater importance. They were a tribal confederation that was
allied with the Sassanian empire. Their territory was located on the borders of present-
day Iraq and their capital was al-Hira. This city was the capital of Arab-speaking
Christianity in the pre-Islamic Middle East and was home to a school of the Church of
the East. Al-TabarT described it via three elements:
D 55 ) G Calalaall 5 il (e it 5 21 ST 1 sile 5 7 il aa jualiall s
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The ‘Ibad were the principal residents in Hira and they were Christians. It is
unknown when the name ‘Ibad (the plural of ‘abd that means “servant”) appeared but,
maybe it indicates a sort of reference to the religion or it was an expression to
differentiate themselves from pagans. It was famous for its large number of churches*
and of some forty different monasteries (al-Hamaw1). The confederation of ‘Ibad was
important in spreading Christian thoughts among Arabs. This transmission was to the
Bedouins through the trade in wine and the (taverns) of the Christians and Jews. Various
authors in the medieval Islamic tradition believed that the Arabic alphabet was invented
at al-Hira and that, as reported, Syriac was the language of culture and Arabic was the
daily language (Rothstein, 1899, 26-27).

Lahmid Christianity is attested to later than that of their neighboring Ghassanid
opponents and this can be explained by their being vassals of a non-Christian state, as

the Zoroastrian kingdom of Persia. Also because of their political affiliation, the

48 Translation: The first of these elements were the (tribes of) Tanukh who lived in huts
and tents of hair and wool tissue wandering between al-Hira, al-‘Anbar and beyond.
The second was the (tribe of) ‘Ibad who originated from al-Hira where they settled
down and had fixed homes there; the third of these elements were the al-‘ahlaf
(alliances) who joined the people of al-Hira and settled there without living in the
Tanukh tents and not belonging to the ‘Ibad’s homes who were submitted to Ardashrr.
49 See: J.M. Fiey, Assyrie chrétienne lll, Beirut, Imprimerie Catholique,1968, 206-207;
E. Hunter, Syriac Inscription from al Hira, Oriens Christianus 80, 1995, 66-81; Y.
Okada, Early Christian architecture in the Iragi south-western desert, Al-Rafidan 12,
1991, 71-83.
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Lakhmids professed Christianity according to the doctrine and rite of the Church of
Persia (Nestorianism). At their court, in the second half of the sixth century, was active
the only certainly Christian Arab poet of pre-Islamic era: ‘Adi Ibn Zayd.50

Therefore, in the Reign of the Persians two different Churches took shape: the
Persian Church which adopted a strict Antioch approach at the end of the VI century
and was called Nestorian and the Church which was against the Chalcedonian creed and
pursued feverish missionary activity led by the bishop Simeon of Bet Arsham and others
at the beginning of the VI century.

The Nestorian Church was confined to the regions subjected to the Sassanian
Empire. It lived its own life, with its hierarchy, its dogma and its discipline. Thanks to
its strong organization, it was able to resist bloody persecutions and overcome the many
and serious difficulties that the policy of the sovereigns raised. (Chabot, 1902 1-2). Its
documents belong to Syriac literature and only in 893 AD, on the basis of the
Synodicon Orientale, Elias Jawhari wrote a canonical collection in Arabic for the use of
churches under its jurisdiction in a country where the use of the Syriac language was
increasingly lost later (Chabot, 1902, 14-15).

The Synodicon Orientale reports that there were Christians in Bahrain, too, at least in
the great tribes such as the Taghlib. Mashmahig was the most ancient bishopric. The
greatest tribe was ‘Al ‘Abd al-Qis and there were a lot of Christians; Abii Bakr Ibn
Wa‘il was partially Christian; also the Tamim whose leaders were Christians.

We mention also the presence of writers who came from al-Qatar al-Bahr1 such as
Ishaq al-Ninawi, Mar Dadishu (421-456), the interpreter ‘Ahiib, Jabril the liturgist, and
Babai the Great. The Church survived for a long time: J. Beaucamp concludes in fact
that “the Eastern Syriac Bishopric in Persia and Bayt Qatrya was in great prosperity
between the sixth and eighth centuries on islands and oases that have not been erased by
sand.” (Beaucamp, Robin, 1983, 186-187).

The question of how far Christianity permeated remains, but the fact that there were

controversial disputes between the two churches is a well-known fact.

50 According to Muslim tradition, his father Zayd ibn Hamad was among the first
Christians to write Arabic (ca. 500 A.D.). see Rabin C., Arabiyya. Encyclopaedia of
Islam, |l eds. Vol1, 561-567.
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Simeon of Bet Arsham (d. 531) was a Syriac bishop who spread his teachings at the
beginning of the sixth century in the Persian kingdom. He wrote about Najran and the
Nestorian heresy. Another attestation that proves this controversy is the letter of Severus
of Antiochia against Julian who spread his heretical teaching in al-Hira. And even,
Justin I the emperor (518-527) wrote to Al-Mundhir Ibn al-Nu’man, king of the Arabs,
to expel all the heretics from the Roman Empire whose lands had become a refuge for
them (Scher, 1911, II, 144). When Al-Mundhir expelled them some took refuge in
Najran (in Iraq) and spread Julian's teachings.

Another leader was Akhtidimih (d. 575) the bishop of the Arabs who was enthroned
by Ya’qub Al-Barad’y in the middle of the sixth century during the Persian Empire. He
was known as a preacher with an important position among the Arab tribes and a
Church organiser. He was called the leader of the Orthodoxes (Barhebraeus, 1874, 11, 22
-23) by John of Ephesus.

In Tajrit jabal shajara, Balad, Nisibin he baptised and handed over the teachings to
some tribes and ordained for each a priest and a deacon, established monasteries in
Tajrit such as ‘Ayn Qanaya and Ja’atany (Nau, 1909, 7). Thanks to the influence of Arab
Christians in Tajrit, a city which became one of the centers of the non-Chalcedonian
church, a group of Taghlib accepted the Christian faith and non-Chalcedonian bishops
remained in Taghlib. The tribe of Taghlib stuck to the faith and maintained their
Christianity for three hundred years AH, continued the consecration of bishops,
provided portable altars (tablith) and celebrated the Eucharist in Arabic (Yahya Ibn Jarir
al-Takritt d. 1079):
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(Ibn Jarir, 1937, 348)5"

From this passage we can see firstly that there remained nomadic Christian Arabs at
the beginning of the X century and this represents an important cultural factor which
can lead to thinking about a consequent spread of the faith that can hardly be traced;
second, that the nomadic bishop celebrated mass in an Arabic that will be revisited later
because “translations of the Syriac liturgies into this language will not be done again
until the XVII century” (Fiey, 1963, 321). This confirms to us the presence of some
Arabic, the importance and centrality of orality in the celebration of the rites and in the
transmission of the faith. Third, in this extract, as in others, Ibn Jarir has taken care to
report Arabic words with their Syriac correspondences as in the case of the Syriac word
tablith (Graf, 1954, 73) which is translated by Ibn Jarir as al-daffatu al-mugaddasa
which correspond to al-lawh al-muqaddas. This makes us think that on the one hand
there was still a link to the language of origin and, on the other that the Arabic liturgical
vocabulary was at the time of the author fixed.

In another passage (Ibn Jarr, 1937, 349) he states: 4&g=l) (i) (g ja3 GilS apaal) =y
Al s la Jdall Gagadll Gy e - 4y 21 52 We question whether this could partly
justify the absence of texts written in Arabic in our possession today or the reason why

the liturgical texts were revisited much later.

South of the Peninsula Arabica

The history of Christians in the south of the Peninsula Arabica comes to us through
inscriptions. Greek and Syriac sources testify that Christianity entered this area through
merchants, Byzantine diplomats, itinerant monks and zealous converts. Eusebius of

Caesarea told that Pantaenus, one of the managers of The Catechetical School of

51 Translation: There were Christians among the Arabs, such as the Banu Taghlib and a
tribe from Yemen, and others; with them there was a bishop who accompanied them
in ecclesiastical robes on their travels and carried with him an altar, that is, the tablith
from place to place. Until in 300 (H) a group of Arab Christians arrived in Tajrit to buy
supplies for themselves to consume them. Among them was a religious man of
exemplary conduct. The metropolitan of Tajrit conferred on him the episcopate. He
celebrated mass with them in Arabic, and officiated on the Gospel.

52 Translation: In ancient times, ancient books were read in Arabic, so this was
forbidden by St. Mar Ephram.
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Alexandria (177-200 AD) travelled as an evangelical missionary in India which some
researchers have suggested that by this Eusebius meant South Arabia (Harnack 1924, p.
698).

John of Ephesus claimed that the people of Himyar believed in God thanks to
missionaries in 305 AD and followed Byzantine evangelical missions like that under the
empire of Constantius by Theophilus (Philostorgius, 1864, 481-490). The latter was
successful in directing the leader of the people of Himyar towards faith in Christ; he
also built three churches with the help of Caesar (ibid.) in Zufar, in the Roman
commercial market in ‘Adn and in the commercial Persian market in the Persian Gulf
(ibid., 485). As regards the inscriptions there is still no systematic archaeological survey
of Christianity in the Arabian peninsula from the fourth to the sixth century and beyond:
the collected materials, more often in the margin of an exclusive epigraphic interest, are,
however, sufficient to show the intensity and duration of the phenomenon in the region
(Fiaccadori 1992, XIX-XX). John Diakrinomenos said that the people of Himyar during
the empire of Anastasius (491-518 AD) became Christians, and a bishop was ordained
for them (Diakrimonios, 1971, epit. 559). Najran became the seat of a bishopric and the
reigning doctrine was apparently that of the Monophysites. The second occupation of
Yemen by the Abyssinian empire could only obviously promote the propagation of the
new faith. Following the persecution of the Himyarite king Du-Nuwas (523 AD), the
third occupation of the country by the Ethiopians could only strengthen the position of
Christianity in these regions. Christian propaganda was undoubtedly felt up to al-Hijaz.
Otherwise, a tradition of questionable historicity, would have the Prophet Muhammad
hearing the preaching of Quss Ibn Sa‘ida, one of these Yemeni missionaries, at the fair
of ‘Ukaz (Lammens, 1927, II, 1161). In any case, the tribe of Bal-Harith, from the
vicinity of Najran, was completely converted at the time Islam appeared.

Going into more detail, the city of Najran was the most considerable Christian center.
It was an important crossroads, placed between the caravan roads that led from the
southernmost San’a and Ma’rib and continued towards the Mediterranean, and the other
path that, crossing the Wadi Dawasir, Yamama and al-Bahrain, connected it with the

kingdom of the Persians. Al-Tabart told two stories about the rise of Christianity in

59



Najran. According to Ibn Ishaq who reports the story of the Yemenite writer Wahab Ibn
Munabbah, that a certain Fymywn was a pious man and worked as a brick manufacturer
in Syria. He used to keep Sunday holy and went into the desert and prayed and worship.
He was noticed by a certain Salih who loved him and followed him secretly. One day
Salih marvelled at Fymywn for having cursed a seven-headed serpent and decided to
reveal himself and from that day he became his companion. Then, when they wandered
in a certain territory of the Arabs they were captured by Arabs who sold them at Najran.
On this occasion he had the opportunity to explain to the Najranites that their religion
was erroneous after he had destroyed a palm tree through prayer and eventually he
instructed them in the law of the faith of ‘Isa b. Maryam.53 In the second story Ibn Ishaq
summed up the story of Muhammad Ibn Ka’b Qurzi from Najran. He told about the
Najranites who worshipped idols and about a certain magician who taught magic to the
inhabitants of Najran. When Al-Tamir sent his son ‘Abd Allah to the magician, during
the journey ‘Abd Allah passed by the tent of Fymywn and was impressed by his prayers
and worship so he accepted the faith and professed the unity of God and worshiped him
(wahhada Allah wa ‘abadahu). ‘Abd Allah would like to know the name of God the
Supreme and after many attempts he knew it and he treated all the ill people in His
name until the interest of the king was aroused. The King tried to kill ‘Abd Allah but he
failed. When the King converted to ‘Abd Allah’s faith, the latter died and the Najranites
converted too (Al-Tabart, 1958, 21-22).

The Qur’an finally bears witness to these Christian influences via its language. The
divine name al-Rahman (The Most Compassionate, see for example Furqgan 25:60)
appears in the inscription of the Ma’rib Dam, in Yemen (Glaser, 1897, 618), referring to
the worship of the king Abraha who usurped the throne in Yemen from 530 ca to 575
AD. He began with the phrase: (3 7 )5 snua g lan ) Cran )9 13 5 S (bi-khayl wa-
rada wa-rahmat rahmanan wa masihu wa ruh qudus), which means bi-haw! wa quwwa
wa rahmat al-rahman wa masihuhu wa ruh qudus (by the power and strength of al-

Rahman and His Messiah, the Holy Spirit). Besides the fact that this inscription attests

53 Al-Tabari, ll, https://al-maktaba.org/book/9783/745 last view on August 2022,
pp.19-22
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that Abraha was a Christian, it attests the worship of al-Rahman, which was interpreted
as a divinity or as a divine name, before the rise of Islam. Further, some orientalists
claimed that the deity a/-Rahman had origin in the entry of Judaism into Yemen, while
some philologists affirm that al-Rahman originates in Hebrew and that it was from
South Arabia that the word came into use in Arabic (Jeffery, 1938, 141), instead of al-
Rahim which is an Arabic form (‘Al1, 1993, VI, 38). The word is also reported in
another significant passage in the inscription CIH 644 of Sharahbi’il Yakuf dynasty in
Saba’ (570-595 AD). The inscription reads: (e (S35 S s¢in g (e ) (rhmnn wa-bnhw
krshtsh ghlbn), which means al-rahman wa-ibnuhu al-masih al-ghalib (the Most
Compassionate and His Son The Messiah [the Christus] the Dominant) (Jamme, 1961,
4). This element shows not only the monotheistic religion in that period but also the
creed affirming Christ, Son of God, the Dominant. In this case the root » & m is attested
before the rise of Islam, in Yemen, for Christian usage. The derived words Rahman and
Rahim conserved in the Qur’an show that classic Arabic was not an ex-novo language
born with Islam but rather that there could have existed two linguistic scenarios: Arabic
is laden with traces of ancient languages spoken by Christian communities who were on
the edges of Arabia and who had contact with the Arabic-speaking tribesmen of the
interior until the time of Muhammad; or, Arabic was the language of the Christian
communities that in their several ecclesial identities were among the tribesmen of
Arabia, albeit that their characteristic confessional formulas would have been originally
phrased in other languages: Greek, Syriac, Coptic, Armenian, and Ethiopic (Griffith
2008, 8-9).

Philologically, Ethiopic, the ancient language of Abyssinia, was one of the ancient
language most closely related to Arabic of all the Semitic tongues. Lisan al-habasha
(the language of Ethipians) was almost certainly a medium for trade relations between
Abyssinia and Arabia at a much earlier period than the Aksumite occupation of Yemen.
Many Ethiopic words of cultural significance may have come into current use in Arabia
through commercial and political interactions (Jeffery, 1938, 13). It is hard to believe
that the religious sphere could have remained outside this interaction. As Andrae spoke

about this Axumite occupation:
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mit den neuen Herrschern kamen aber sicher auch Geistliche heruber, und wir durfen

annehmen, dass eine grosse Zahl der athiopischen Lehnworter als Bezeichnung fiir

kultische und religiose Dinge, die uns im Koran begegnen, wahrend dieser Periode
thren Weg in den arabischen Sprachschatz gefunden haben.

(Andrae, 1926, 15)54

With regard to terms of a probable Ethiopian origin,>s Jeffery (1938) in The Foreign
Vocabulary of the Qur’an indicates as borrowings from Abyssinia hawariyin,
(apostles), tabut (Ark of the Covenant or the box containing the sacred books and
vessels in the Abyssinian Church), rajim (cursed), contained in Glaser’s South Arabian
inscriptions collection, bashshara (to bring tidings), used in the Rahman inscription.
Noldeke in Neue Beitrdge shows that tasbih (act of praise), giss (priest), injil (Gospel)
are of the same origin.

Other words may be included in the above list, but the multiplicity of languages
sharing roots does not allow for a clear distinction of the language of origin. In addition,
the socio-cultural context and power relations further complicate the tracking of words.
What emerges from the study of philology is the confirmation that there was close
contact between the tongues, a transmission of vocabulary from one language to another
and the consequent sharing of it.

Finally, the essential point here is to note that the existence of these words, belonging
to linguistic varieties that established themselves within the Arabic language, attests to
Christian influence up to the al-Hijaz and that they were adopted in Qur’anic language
and remain to this day in the language of the church.

In the center of Peninsula Arabica and Mecca

54 Translation: But the new rulers were certainly accompanied by spiritual rulers, and
we may assume that a large number of the Ethiopian loan words used to refer to cults
and religious things that we encounter in the Qur’an found their way into the Arabic
vocabulary during this period.

55 In al-Mufassal 1ll, p. 538 ‘Al generally spoke about Ethiopian Christians influence on
the Yemen Christian people’s language without specifying which words were
introduced by the Ethiopians. Instead, Mingana (1927, 80) stated that “the foreign
influences on the style and terminology of the Qur’an Ethiopic would represent about
5 per cent of the total, Hebrew about 10 per cent, the Greco-Roman languages about
10 per cent, Persian about 5 per cent, and Syriac (including Aramaic and Palestinian
Syriac) about 70 per cent.”
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Sources that attested to Christianity in and around Mecca are few. Nothing attests to
a strong Christian presence and an episcopal see which organised and controlled it.
There is a startling reference to Masajid Maryam, the praying places of Maryam,
outside Mecca on the way to Medina (Al-Maqdisi, 1877, III, 77); and on the Ka’ba
itself there was a picture of the Virgin Mary and also one of Jesus in 630, when
Muhammad conquered the city (Al-Azraqi, 1964, 165). But, Christianity spread thanks
to merchants who sold wine from al-Hira to Mecca (Wellhausen, 1897, 231-232); they
formed very strong trade links and they brought with them Christian thought. There was
superficial knowledge of Christian denominations, religious practices, doctrine, legends
and stories of the Holy Bible but, undoubtedly they were widespread. Another important
city with commercial links was Basra in particular for wine and grain (Sartre, 1985,
129-131).

On the Eve of Islam, among the inhabitants of Mecca, there was a group of Christian
displaced strangers including slaves, traders, preachers and professional workers. The
role of the slaves was particular: they could read and write, they knew the affairs of
their religion; and many of them who had not spoken Arabic:

o BRI V) Lo o pmy W 5l L Lind i pmy W (S (g a0 sinliy ) L (y5ha
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(‘Ali, VI, 603)56

The city of Mecca was also reached by Abyssinian Christians in the early sixth
century. They left an impact on the language of the people of Mecca. In fact, not a few
Christian terms of Abyssinian origin have been ingrained in the Arabic language. For
example, beyond the terms listed above, ma’ida (plate), mihrab (altar), mi’raj
(ascension to heaven), mundfiqg (hypocrite), shaytan (demon) were Abyssinian

(Wellhausen, 231-232).

56 Translation: They pronounced words that they did not understand or stuttered them
and some of them knew nothing of it or a few words are known.
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II. State of the Church(es) of Arabia

From the III century, an episcopal hierarchy was organised in the province of Arabia
which sent its representatives to the Councils. Only at the Council of Chalcedon were
seventeen bishops present from this province (Devresse, 1945, 211); religious life was
spreading and the centres for this radiation were multiple. The Orthodox missions were
above all concerned with bringing heretics back to the truth of the Church, while the
Monophysite and Nestorian missionaries, for their part, preached the polytheistic
Bedouins with tireless fervour.

The antagonism of Byzantium and Persia is naturally found on the religious level in
the struggle between the Nestorians, welcomed by the Sassanids and in al-Hira, and the
Syriac-Palestinian Monophysites. The result of these christological quarrels, in which
rivalries and personal ambition occupied as much space as theological opposition, was
found in the final triumph of Nestorianism. This doctrine was widespread, on the Eve of
Islam, among all the tribes of the Syrian-Palestinian lands and it was the reason why
Arabia was called the land of heretics.

In addition, from this general picture we find that the pre-Islamic Middle East and
Arabian Peninsula were multilingual places;57 on the one hand it cannot therefore be
excluded that a person could speak a certain language in everyday life and another
language for writing and worship. For this reason, it is at times difficult to know when
exactly it was that Arabic speakers who converted to Christianity worshipped in Arabic

and to follow the linguistic evolution of ecclesiastical activities. This is due to the fact

57 See: A. al-Jallad, The Linguistic Landscape of pre-Islamic Arabia, Context for the
Qur’an, Ch. 7, in M.Shah, M.A.S. Abdel Halim ed., The Oxford Handbook of Qur’anic
Studies, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2020; A. Beeston, Langauges of Pre-Islamic
Arabia, Arabica, 28(2-3), 178-186, 1981; M.C.A. Macdonald,Reflections On the
Linguistic Map of Pre-Islamic Arabia, Arabian Archeology and Epigraphy, Oxford, UK,
Oriental Institute and Wolfson College, Il, 2000, 28-79; Ibid., Ancient North Arabian, in
R.D. Woodard ed., The Cambridge encyclopedia of the world’s ancient languages, Ch.
16, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, 488-533; N. Nebes and P. Stein,
Ancient South Arabian, Roger D. Woodard, The Cambridge Encyclopedia of the
World’s Ancient Languages, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004, 454-487;
Robin, Les Langues de la Péninsule Arabique in C. J. Robin ed., L’Arabie antique de
Karib’il @ Mahomet. Nouvelles données sur I’histoire des Arabes graces aux
inscriptions, in Revue du Monde Musulman et de la Mediterranée, 61, Aix-en-Province,
Edisud, 1991, 89-111.
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that the connections between the languages people spoke, the language they wrote, their
names, and their places of geographic origin are hard to pin down. On the other hand,
the fact cannot be excluded that the conversion of Arabic speakers to Christianity meant
that Arabic became a language used by Christians for religious purposes since religious
issues became an integral part of the life of the tribes as we have mentioned above, and
which we will take up later from some anecdotes.

Finally, the existence of Arabic-speaking Christian communities for several centuries
before the rise of Islam, the existence of churches and monasteries in areas where
Arabic-speaking Christians lived, as at al-Hira and in Najran, the solid presence of the
Arab Church in relations with other churches and the existence of inscriptions which
will be illustrated below, are factors that strengthen our purpose in re-evaluating the

language of a time and to place it in a modern framework.

I1. Christianity in Arabic

1. Historical evidence

Whether sedentary or nomadic, Arab society, in all eras, appears as a conglomerate
of clans and tribes. There were tribes which were entirely Christian or partly so, such as
the Taniikh, Taghlib, Banii "Iyad and others and, as we have mentioned above, some
tribes remained Christian even after the rise of Islam. During the expansion of
Christianity, the languages of the Arabian Peninsula were different and influenced each
other given the mixing of peoples due to religious or socio-political reasons. The
question of the birth of the Arabic language is still debated. A tradition claimed the fact
that Arabic writing was brought to Hijaz, al-‘Anbar and al-Hira and that it was
composed by Christian men from Bawlan of T1” who lived in al-‘Anbar.>® The Qur’an

itself relates that the Arabic language was the language of peoples of that time (Surat

58 See: Al-Siyutl, Al-Mazhar |, 39, https://al-maktaba.org/book/6936/780 (last view on 7
October 2022); Ibn al-Nadim, Al-Fihrst, Beirut, Dar al-Ma’rifa, 1978, 6-7; Ibn ‘Abd
Rabbih, al-‘agd al-farid, Il, Mufid Muhammad Qamiha ed., Beirut, Dar al-kutub
al-‘ilmiyya, 2006, 205.
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Yusef 2). This means that Arabic was already spoken before Islam. Muslim scholars and
Arab grammarians of the eighth century took the Qur’an as their standard and as the
only correct Arabic language (Fischer, 2006, 397); otherwise, to standardise Classical
Arabic, Arab grammarians reported that Bedouin informants had provided them with
information about the poetic language and that they spoke an Arabic dialect akin to
Classical Arabic (Fischer, 2006, 400). As a consequence, its /angue must be defined as
such, discarding all “foreign” influence in its literature. Haywood adds that Arabs did
not admit foreign influence because it detracts from their own achievements (1965, 3).
These elements strengthen once again the thesis that claims the existence of Arabic
language before Islam. However, the language of Qur’an and the poetic tradition
became the official and educated language during the first century of the caliphate of the
Islamic empire placing the ancient Semitic languages at a secondary level. But, these
languages survived for a indefinite time; al-Hamdant described the linguistic state of
affairs in the X century and claimed that not all peoples of Arabia spoke correct Arabic
citing one hundred and thirteen regions or tribes and describing their level of Arabic

(Rabin, 1951, 43-44).

Within the varieties of the Arabic language what will be analysed is the Middle
Arabic used by Jews and Christians in the early Islamic period for translating biblical
texts. With regard to the language used by Christians, Henry (2006, 383) distinguishes
chronologically two forms of Christian Middle Arabic according to the date of the texts
written in it: Early Christian Middle Arabic (back to the 9th or the 10th century) and
Late Christian Middle Arabic (after the year 1000). As I go on with my study of the
Christian Arabic language, I will analyse the terminology used to express theology and
try to identify the context in which it was produced in order to understand its

expressiveness.
We cannot ignore that Christianity introduced its vocabulary into the languages of the

Arabian Peninsula and enriched them. In the following chapters I will perform a

lexicographic check. But, the question that emerges here is whether the language of the

66



Christians was different from that of the Muslims as they understood each other. What if
the languages they spoke were as different? We take an example from the traditional
data relating the conferences held by Mohammed, in 631 AD, with deputations from the
South: not once is it said that the Yemeni delegates used Southern Arabic in their
message and, as Régis Blachére (1952, 12) claimed, the Muslim authors do not bear any
traces of difficulties in being understood met by these South Arabians in Medina.

To take an example, Al-Tabar1 (839-923 AD) reported a debate between the Prophet
and a group of Christians of Najran on Christ’s identity.

o J33 A g 4315 Y o 1518 ASS gan g5 dilane sn B e (R Leo sl
Ga BLA Llai) La8 Syl ) b ol 5 4508 LI Leta )3 o3, o e s (8 J28 4k
Jas el dylieal e

(Al-Tabari VI, 470)%

This is an example to start exploring the language used to speak about the
Incarnation and to understand what was the language of that time and how it was
translated into Arabic.

From this dialogue reported by Al-Tabar I understand that there were no translators
present or misunderstandings on both sides. Christians understand the Prophet’s answer
and reply explaining the work of Christ in an understandable Arabic language using
specific doctrinal words.

Since this is a linguistic and lexicographical study I cannot avoid making notes on
the language reported. My observation stems from the expression dakhala fi jawf
Maryam but, more precisely, from the word jawf being used, according to my biblical
knowledge, in an unusual way in the above passage in reference to the Incarnation. In
The Doha Historical Dictionary of Arabic the word jawf (womb) means bdtin wa ‘umq
al-shay’, namely the internal and the depth of the object. But, the first question I raise is

why did Al-Tabar1 not use the word batn (womb) or other words like habala or hasha*

59 Translation: They asked him what he said on ‘Isa. And he said: he is the servant of
God, His Spirit and His word. They said: no, but he is God who came down from His
Reign and entered the womb of Mary. Then, he emerged and showed us His ability
and His authority. Have you ever seen a human being created without a father? God
Almighty revealed.
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or their derivatives? According to the context, the two biblical narrations pertaining to
what Al-Tabart reported are in Matthew 1:18,60 Luke 1:41-4261 and Luke 2:21.62

Here I raise a few questions: what is the meaning of the word jawf as used by
Christians? In narrating this historical encounter between these early Christians and
Muhammed, did al-Al-Tabari have access to an existing Arabic translation? What
Arabic version of the Bible did the early Christians use? To start answering these
questions I have taken up Kashouh’s classification of the Gospel manuscripts and I have
consulted the oldest versions of the Gospels to try to understand the origin of the use of
the word jawf. As explained in the introduction to this work, I have consulted the
following manuscripts: Vatican, Arabic 13, Vatican, Arabic 17 and 18, Sinai, Arabic 70,
Sinai, Arabic 72 and Beirut B.O., Or 430 for passages not present in Vatican Arabic 13.
I extrapolated the verses from the oldest known manuscript translated from the Peshitta
Syriac, Vatican, Arabic 13, to verify the adopted terminology before the rise of Islam.
Then, I extrapolated from two manuscripts copied after the death of Al-TabarT and their
terminology a step toward the Qur’an, Vatican Arabic 17 and 18;63 from manuscripts
dated to IX century, one presents a more smothered Arabic text, Sinai Arabic 72 and the
other whose language is classified as Middle Arabic, Arabic 70. I deduce that these last
manuscripts must have emerged in an Islamic milieu and the aim of them was to
communicate the Gospel through linguistic features familiar to Muslims or influenced
by them. These characteristics could fit in with the historical context reported by Al-

Tabari.

60 In the inter-confessional Arabic translation version;

Tl oro ol L das oS T Ot Ccugd Lglaies o o ol LS Ianad ] € gy ko §yn 0.t
.ouadl]

61 In the inter-confessional Arabic translation version:

il ol Liag Lol (o8 T 4S5 L Lim ooy g Lgilay (o (iadl elyad o o s Lol cnacs
62 In the inter-confessional Arabic translation version:

e 4 Sabin Lalid YU s Lo LS (8 gy (goan Gl gy 5 (ol dagy Jiball &y U

63 As regards Vatican Arabic 17 and 18, | extracted the two passages of St. Luke from

Nasr (2011) but for reasons of legibility | could transcribe the verse of Matthew from
the manuscripts.
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Now I quote the verses from the different manuscripts as they are written.64

Matthew 1:1865

Vat. Ar. 13 dol as 50 ilS 31 IS S Lgd il | § gy 0¥ Lo
(Folio 19 Cas 0om s Sang (5300 5 U8 Choasd i

il
Sin Ar 70 dalad dal a0 S Lo wie gracl ] & saus alse (S ()
(Folio 4v) il T, o olin Samg lgdins o Ui e i
SinAr72 u‘lﬁyo,\la’;ﬂ O 1K mawal | § geus algo Lol
(fFelio3v) T3 0 Sl St Lasinn O b cra sl

sl

Luke 1:41-42:

Beirut B.O., 430 Laliial od cpaadl Jaa anye adlew gl ciaes U

(folio 86r) sk ey cipemy aliy uadll Ty, ol @)L
lial 3,a5 oyl Ll (o6 il 8L
Sin Ar 70 clioly il (o8 Algll Yial anye adles Caracs Eua
Folio 57 3 : 3 :
(Folio 57v) () aer clly ole Cigums i jumy uadll £y, gl
Sin Ar 72 aall ase anye alis ehlea | caaa o U 1<8
(Folio 59r) cialiay uddll To; oo bl | cilialy Lgalay o
b S5Liay Lol o il 385 Le cllg anlie cyguny

Vat. Ar. 17 and 18 g5l o8 Lgania QIS cialis Lo Lgie caaaiiul (pad
L e Sigeay @bl ¢ uadll Ty e gadinll Sy

64 The symbol () means that some words in the manuscript are incomprehensible.
When () contains a letter it is my addition.
65 Both Vat. Ar.13 and Beirut B.O., 430 reported hubl.
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Luke 2:21

Beirut B.O., 430 Lol e gaall Giag all Gilsd coail Lald
(Folio 88r) ol o Jans 51 8 U s Lo 8301 ¢ gt
(et bl 4 damy o i3 DI 0 4 sy
Sin Ar 72 LeS & g daral (e a agiinl ala) duiled coat Lals

Vat. Ar. 17 and 18 culs (gjlls (gt 54c A8 :l:ul..az el;l a)|:\£¥ Sy
el Jasdl Jod W e o

The first observation that can be drawn from these translations is that there is no
trace of the word jawf to indicate the Incarnation, but from this comparison one can
understand that there were other terms commonly used. The words or the expressions
extrapolated are: hubla (pregnant), haml (pregnancy), hasha’ (viscera), batn (womb)
and hamala fi-al-batn (to carry in the womb), habala bihi (fi)-al-batn (conceive).66

In addition to the biblical sources, the liturgical sources which attest to the doctrine
of the Incarnation are the daily hymns of the Coptic Church dedicated to the Virgin
Mary. One maintains the use of the above words and adds kharaja mn batn (to come out
from the womb), halla fi al-batn/fi-al-hasha‘ (to dwell in the womb/viscera), wujida fi
al-batn (he was found in the womb), ata batn al-‘adhra’ (come to the womb of the
Virgin).

I report some examples. In Bi Oyk®7 (The bread) hymn the faithful recite:

66 Note that Vat. Ar 17 and 18 use the word mathwa (dwelling) but in reference to the
womb of St. Elizabeth and not St. Mary. This word also does not appear in Christlan
texts and is present in the Qur’an (al-Zumar 32 and al-Fusilat 24)

67 This Hymn is sung during the distribution of the Holy Mysteries at the end of the
Holy Mass in the Coptic Church. See Al-khulajy al-muqaddass wa khidmat al-
shammas, Maktabat al-mahabba, Shubra, Cairo, 2008, p.128
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2 calas cay 3o by Liagl il g allall sliad) cat 5 colaad) (o Ldl 333 3 sladl s
Ui can S A g o Uldae § g cpuin a4l 5 ") e A1 62 ) (el Slibay
68, 11 )

Even in the Hymns of the Thi utitkiyyat (See the Glossary), the same word is

repeated. In the Sunday Theotokiya is recited:
(s 95 crellld Cpnanaaele (S, ) gy g 5 sl ol e by il
69 Uigads 4] (52l 12a elibay
In the Tuesday Thi utikiyya (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-mugaddasa, 302-303; 309-310):

(& s lialie aad | dlasa §oaialaiay jbgelihy b da el i ol
Lotk (& da 4l el el (8 oSl Lala s ol () agiad 5 eliday

70.‘)}@_\1 A
In the Wednesday Thi utitkiyya (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-muqaddasa, 330):
71 \giday ;ﬁ' &) 2=l ﬁ)a‘\.ﬁ.a; SO Adlas e
In the Thursday Thi 'utitkiyyd (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-muqgaddasa, 343):
A Jaall Al S ol jde s aial s Le ams Ll 5 o) p3al) oy (a5 aY Yl
O (5 O sandl elas Unlls DAl 2l 3 ¢ 5y s Y1 all 5 il el
72.&»3;} @L;J\ SA Lo Lalia Ll JLAAJ ¢ ;Jaj\
In the Friday Thi utikiyya (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-mugaddasa, 375):
73 ¢likay (e 7 A ALY i @l auaiy S saall Jad (i)
In the Saturday Thi utitkiyya (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-muqaddasa, 400):

68 The translation: the bread of life, which comes down from heaven and gave life unto
the world. You too O Mary, have carried in your womb, the rational Manna, that came
from the Father. You bore Him without blemish, He gave unto us, His honored Body
and Blood, and we Lived forever.

69 Translation: You too O Mary, thousands of thousands, and myriads of myriads,
overshadow you. Praising their Creator, who was in your womb, and took our likeness,
without sin or alteration.

70 Translation: This is the Son of God, who dwelt in your womb, the fire of His divinity,
did not burn your body. Our Saviour Jesus, was found in your womb, you bore Him for
the world, that He may save us. He who abides in light, that is unapproachable, dwelt
in her womb, for nine months.

71 Translation: The One feared by the angels, Mary the Virgin, has carried, in her
womb.

72 Translation: The fire of His divinity, did not burn the womb of the Virgin, and after
she bore Him, she remained a virgin. O what an honour to the conception, of the
virginal womb, that bore God without seed, as the angel withessed. He bowed the
heaven of heavens, and came to the womb of the Virgin, He became man like us, save
for sin only.

73 Translation: He who existed before all ages, came and was incarnate of you, and the
Ancient of Days, came out of your womb.
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In the Saturday Thi utitkiyya Lubsh (Al-’Absalmudiyya al-mugaddasa, 405):75
76, lilial (8 S (V) sebas el 8 CuilS Y3 e ()Y
Or, in al-Dhuksiliijyya™ for the Virgin Mary of the Midnight prayer
(Al-’Absalmudiyya al-mugaddasa, 511):
78 0 yanl) 35800 8 () Uiy sl liind e s ilae Ul il
In addition, to refer to the Virgin Mary we found the word ’ahsha’ instead of jawf'in
the Holy Mass. In the section of the father in Christmas fasting and at Christmas the
priest recites (4[l-khiildji al-mugaddass, 2008, 199):
79 4 sida Wid s g o) jde A g ialy Gaial) el i) gliiadl 8 da g S

On the contrary, the word jawf is registered in the Qur’an in Siirat al-‘Ahzab (v.4):

La" sl (e Ol 30 2815 Jas asadia b i e JA1 A Jaa

w0, el 5285 5h 5 3 0 00534 0, 18158 K107 0 1Kae 3T as

The question at this point is to verify whether the word jawf is used in other contexts
as that of the Qur’an or whether the word is not used at all. The Gospels tell of man's
interior in two verses: Matthew 15:17 and Mark 7:19. In the old manuscripts consulted
in this research (Vatican, Arabic 13, Beirut B.O., Or 430 Sinai 70, Sinai 72) also record
in this case the word batn instead of jawf. The same applies to the translation of

al-‘Assal. But, more recent translations, like The inter-confessional and B.-Van-Dyck

74 Translation: We hail the one who did accept, the Infinite One in her womb, and her
virginity, was sealed from all sides.

75 The Lubsh is a final and summary chanted part after the Thrutukiyyat. The word
Lubsh is Coptic and means crown or completing.

76 Translation: The joy of the Father, was in your conception, and the Coming of the
Son, was in your womb.

7 This is a glorification prayer for receiving benediction. There are different
Dhuksdaldjyya for feasts, angels and Saints too.

78 Translation: You gave birth to Emmanuel, out of your virginal womb, and He has
made us heirs, to the kingdom of heaven.

79 Translation: He has come down and dwelt in the undefiled virginal womb. She,
being a virgin, gave birth to Him, and her virginity is sealed.

80 Translation from www.quran.com. Sdrat al-‘Ahzab v.4. “Allah does not place two

hearts in any person’s chest...”
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record jawf in the two verses.8! Hence only translations from modern times recognise
the meaning of dakhil al-shay’in the word jawf.

I can conclude from this preliminary analysis that the word jawf or the expression
dakhala fi jawf Maryam are not used to indicate the Incarnation of Christ in the oldest
versions of the Gospels or in the Christian sources consulted and that the words batn
and hasha ‘ are privileged. At this point, the reflections that can be made are multiple
and on different levels. I think that each of these reflections can be put forward for
further investigation in the future.

The event of the Prophet’s meeting with some Christians of Najran is not reported in
Christian sources; this is all the more reason to suggest that the use of the word is purely
Islamic in nature.

At a level of translation of the sacred text we cannot completely rule out the
hypothesis that other versions of the Gospels, in addition to those consulted, existed at
the time of al-TabarT who lived between the ninth and tenth centuries. In addition, al-
TabarT was a contemporary of Christian authors who were already writing in Arabic,32
thus he may have had access to works in Arabic produced prior to his birth or during his
life.

But, it is likely that Al-Tabar1 did not consult an Arabic Bible or other Christian
sources. Since it was a dialogue reported by the historian, it could simply have been a
linguistic choice on the part of the historian, according to his habitus, i.e. his education,
religion, internalised dispositions etc.

At this point, I think the use of the word jawf to describe the inferior of the Virgin
Mary may be accepted from a linguistic point of view but, from the point of view of a

formulation of the doctrine of the Incarnation, it is also true that over time there was an

81 Matthew 15:17 : Suocuall 515 (] diag cBsadl (] U5 o leai¥ | a8 i Lo 0 Gsdyas Y

Mark 7:19: Sacall oo T o5 a3 ddsn (o] s ol (I Jaws ¥ Y

(From The inter-confessional version)

82 |n the second chapter, | will deal with the first authors who wrote in Arabic and
distinguished themselves for their language as Abu Qurrah who was alive as late as

816 A.D., Abu Ra’ita al-Takrtl who died in 835 ca, and ‘Ammar al-Basri who died in
850 ca.
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evolution and then a fixed terminology in this lexical field, characterised by a
multiplicity of expressions where jawf was excluded.

Finally, it is possible that at the time of the Prophet, Christians had had linguistic
knowledge to explain religious matters in one of the spoken varieties of Arabic at least,
and that this language was refined and expanded successively through the literature

produced by theologians.

It is hard to accept the fact that the established Church among the Arabs did not feel
the need to produce liturgical texts in their native language, especially when we think
that Arabic was the language of Christians before Muslims and that a number of tribes
had converted to Christianity in the late fourth century in Iraq, Yemen and Al-Hijaz. To
convert people, it is essential to speak the language of these peoples and, with the
progress in the spread of Christianity, interest in the Christian liturgy and Bible should
grow. Consequently, we would expect the result to be the evident construction of an
Arabic Christian vocabulary, at least in the sphere that concerns daily use, that is, the
liturgical.

Thus, the existence of the Christian-Arabs dates back to Pentecost when the Holy
Spirit descended on the Apostles before the eyes of many peoples, including Arabs.
From a biblical point of view, the famous source of the Acts of the Apostles (Act 2:11)
or the testimony of Saint Paul who went to Arabia and returned to Damascus (Gal 1:17),
we know that there were Arabic peoples who became Christian before the birth of
Islam, and consequently, we deduce, that a Christian vocabulary was incorporated, at
least orally, in the language of the Arabs of that time. As foreign words are included in
the Qur’an and in the Arabic language today®3 there have been words that acquired a
Christian meaning and are an integral part of the Arabic language.

If we go deeper with our reasoning, analyzing the content of St Peter’s discourse is
unavoidable. Through the monologue of Saint Peter peoples knew Jesus Christ, His

death and Resurrection and they knew repentance, the Baptism and the gift of the Holy

83 See the work of A. Jeffery, The Foreign Vocabulary of the Quran, Baroda, Oriental
Institutes Baroda, 1938
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Spirit. While, we cannot deny that the concepts of death and resurrection did not exist in
Jewish tradition and in pagan tradition, the Resurrection became the center of the
Apostolic evangelisation. Thus, the meaning of the word resurrection (giyama) was
understandable and in that time the apostles introduced a Christian meaning of the
word.

From an etymological point of view the word giyama is related to the root g w m as
Arabic dictionaries$* relate to it. It is also stated that the word is derived from Christian
Aramaic though it is more similar to the Christian-Palestinian dialect (Jeffrey, 244).
Qiyama is registered in the verses of the Arabic-Christian poet ‘Adi Ibn Zayd al-‘Ibadi
dated to 619 AD as follows:

@3y ARGl Gl e a5 ik Gl
2Ly Ao IS e 3)% 445 Ol e e (AT

As in the verses of ‘Abid Ibn al-*Abras (Wien, 1880):
Aalaal ) Sl s e L

The word is also reported in the verses of "Abt Talib in 619 AD:

s lalls 1 i de Sl i 50 Wl el
1335500 545 L Jalayy o yialy alaall; daldll (o'

The word is the name of a Siira in the Qur’an, and it is cited also in strat al-kahf
v.105:
55 Al 53 20 1 3 2flad il ) il 1,58 Gl
(Surat al-kahf, v.105)85
In addition, to explain this word The Doha Historical Dictionary of Arabic reports
this meaning: <buall ) g8l (e (Wl Eamy & 9386 We notice that this uses the word ba ‘th
to explain the entry as in the Greek English Arabic Dictionary in which the word is

translated by qiyama, qiyam, nuhiid, inbi’ath, ’thya’ mawta. In addition, Graf (1954)

84 See for example: Ibn Manzdr, Lisan al-‘Arab, Xll, Iran, Nashru 'adab al-hawza, 1984,
506

85 The translation is from the Penrice dictionary p.123: “And we will allow them (their

works) no weight on the day of resurrection.”
86 Translation: the day people arise from their graves to judgement.
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indicated this as being a Melkite word with the meaning of gebet, lied zum preise der
Auferstehung Christi (prayer, song in praise of Christ’s resurrection). A biblical trace of
ba ‘th is instead in Beirut B.O., Or, 430 manuscript (John 11:24). Nevertheless, from my
research I found that the current word in the lexicographic sources and in the recent
biblical translations consultated is gyama. Moreover, being a word that goes back to a
pre-existent concept in the Jewish Creed, finally I assume that if the Christians spoke
Arabic at that time, or even a similar language, this means that that moment was
historically important for the formation of Christian meanings from words which
already existed.

This is simply an example of how we observe the development of terms and their
usage.

To begin with we must then ask about the Christian Arabs of the first centuries AD.
At the same time we follow the history of the Arabic language, the birth of whose
writing fluctuates between the third and fourth centuries, with its last stage of formation
between the sixth and seventh centuries. Like other languages, the orality of the Arabic
language preceded its writing; this is the case, for example, of the Arabic of al-Hijaz.
From the first to the fourth century, people wrote in Greek and Armenian in Palmyra, in
Greek in Syria and Hawran, in Armenian in the Reign of Edessa, in Nabatea, an
Armenian dialect survived until the hijra in Transjordan, Sinai and in northern Arabia as
far as Mada’in Salih (Hijra) in the North of Medina (Nau, 95). Christians above all
contributed to the creation of alphabets for converting peoples, who were taught to read
and write or for facilitating the lecture on the Bible. Here are some examples. Mesrop
Mashtots (361/2-440 CE), an Armenian bishop and scholar, invented the Armenian
alphabet in 405 CE and the creation of alphabets for Georgia and Caucasian Albania is
credited to him.87 The Armenian alphabet was the essential tool to translate successively

the Bible and ecclesiastical writings starting the Golden Period of Armenian literature,

87 See the life of Mashtots by his disciple Koriwn in Terian A., The life of Mashtots’ by
his disciple Koriwn: Translated from the classical Armenian with introduction and
commentary, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2022, 380-450.
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the fifth century. Also the Arian bishop Ulfilas (ca. 311- ca. 383) provided the Goths
with an alphabet in the IV century and translated the Bible into Gothic.38

Another contribution to the creation of alphabets was among Slav peoples during the
Byzantine Empire in the IX century. The sacred rites in all the Churches had long been
celebrated in Greek but the brothers Saint Cyril and Saint Methodius, when were sent to
Moravia to evangelise, invented an alphabet for the Slavonic language and made it into
an effective instrument to bring people closer to Christianity translating Bible and
liturgy.89 This new alphabet of the two Saints made a fundamental contribution to the
formation and development of the culture and the literature of all the Slav nations.

For the Arabic language, the contribution of Christians is evident in some specimens
of this writing by Arab Christians of Syria. There are some clues that attest that the
Arabic language was developed in the fourth century. We have testimony that oral
preceded written Arabic in the oldest and most famous inscription of the Namara
funerary monument, dated 328 A.D., discovered in 1901 and traced by René Dussaud
(1902 409-21; 1903, 314-22); it is written in the Nabatean alphabet but in the Arabic
language.? In addition, to cite James A. Bellamy (1985, 46), “the language of the
epitaph is the same language that we encounter in pre-Islamic poetry.” It is the funerary
monument of Imru’ al-Qays b. ‘Amr who was the second Lahmid king of al-Hirah. It
testifies to the relationships between the Romans and the Arabs in that period and the
impact of Christianity in Arabia, though it does not report any relevant Christian terms
for our study, except the root m [ k from which words like malaka (to reign) derive.
Nevertheless, the words of this epigraph revolve around the domains of the kingdom,

defeat and death, which, in some ways, recall biblical themes. !

88 See Philostorgius, Historia Ecclesiastica, in ed. J.P. Migne, Patrologia Graeca cursus
completus, Vol. 65, Paris, Petit-Montrouge Excudebatur et venit apud J.P. Migne
editorem Il, 3, 1864; Socrates, Historia Ecclesiastica in ibid., IV, 33; Sozomenus,
Historia Ecclesiastica, in ibid., Vol. 67,VI, 37.

89 See Slavorum Apostoli in https://www.vatican.va/content/john-paul-ii/en/
encyclicals/documents/hf jp-ii enc 19850602 slavorum-apostoli.html

% For a Consultation of Arabic Epigraphy see: Et. Combe, J. Sauvaget et G. Wiet,
Répertoire chronologique d’épigraphe arabe, T. 1 [- XVI], Le Caire, Imprimerie de
I'Institut Francais d’Archéologie Orientale, 1931-1956.

91 A reproduction of the inscription is in R. Dussaud, Mission scientifique dans les
régions deésertiques de la Syrie moyenne, Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1903, p.315
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Few literary vestiges of this historical period have survived but, apart from the
Namara inscription, other inscriptions were discovered such as the Arabic inscription of
Zebed post 512 AD92 testifying to the worship of Saint Sergius, and the Arabic
inscription of Harran of 568 AD.%3

If we continue our search chronologically we must dwell on the ecclesiastical
historian Sozomen who recorded the revolt of Queen Mavia during the reign of Valens
in Historia Ecclesiastica, as mentioned above.®* The historian told about the
consecration of Moses as the bishop of the Saracens, the conversion to Christianity of
the whole tribe of Zokomos, the eponumous founder of the Salthid dynasty, the Arab
foederati of Byzantium in the V century and, the earliest attestation of Arabic poetry,
which “les Sarrasins 1’ont mis dans leurs chants” (Sozomen, 459), in praise of Mavia’s
victories. The odes are not extant but they attest the presence of poetry already in the
pre-Islamic era. We can deduce from the Namara inscription and from the odes of
Mavia’s reign the fact that Arabic in the fourth century was both a written and a literary
language and, if Arabic was such a well-developed language for expressing pre-Islamic
poetry, it had therefore reached a very high level of literary expressiveness, and was
ready to express the Christian liturgy and to accommodate easily the religious concepts
of the new faith.

Another witness is reported by St. Epiphanius on the religious life of the pagan Arabs
of Petra who celebrated the epiphany of Venus in the Arabic language (Fahd, 1968,
204). He stated that the people of Petra “hymn the praises of the virgin in the Arabic

dialect or language, calling her in Arabic Xaapov, that is, ‘Korg’.” The fact that the

92 Discovered by Sachau 1879, it testified to the cult of Saint Sergius and to the fact
that the Christian Arabs of Syria had an alphabet before hijra. | quote the text as it
stands: sa s g iy sar 51 sayng pulll o clidag s8ia cial p ganyeu Yl ats (With the help
of God, Sergius, son of Amat Manaf, and Tobi, son of Imru’l-gais, and Sergius, son of
Sa’d, and Sitr, and Sergius). See the interpretation of M.A. Kugener, Nouvelle note Sur
I’inscription trilingue de Zébed, Rivista degli studi orientali, 1908, Vol. 1, Fasc. 4,
583-584.

93 For a consultation see R. Dussaud et F. Macler, Mission scientifique dans les régions
désertiques de la Syrie moyenne, Paris, Imprimerie Nationale, 1903, 19

94 The standard edition of Sozomen’s Historia Ecclesiastica is that of J. Bidez in GCS,
Livre VI, Chapitre 38, pp.457-465
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Arabs of Petra celebrated their pagan liturgy through the medium of the Arabic
language indicates that Arabic was appropriate for liturgical expression.

At this point, the question which arises concerns ritual texts, written or oral. In
particular, one of the most important rites to take into account is the liturgy which, for
all Christians communities, is characterised by biblical passages, psalms, prayers, and
lessons. Hence, as Armenians, Syriacs, Copts, and Ethiopians developed their own
liturgies, why should the Arabs have not developed their own in a period characterized
by the spread of public Christian worship and the standardisation of a form of the
liturgy as a result of the christological controversies which characterized the fourth
century onward?

According to my research barech/barik is an Aramaic/Hebrew liturgical term and the
only one recorded in historical sources. It occurs in Jerome’s Life of St. Hilarion
(Jerome, 1893, 303-15) and is pronounced by the Saracens of Elusa to ask St. Hilarion
to bless them,% and the Saint then converted them. It is not clear whether they knew
Syriac together with Arabic, but spoke Syriac in order to communicate with the saint.
However, the word employed by Syriac and Arabic for bless are homophonous; in
particular, according to Jeffery, the root acquired the sense of to bless in the North
Semitic area, and then it passed to the South Semitic area. In addition, in the first
century of Hijra, this word was used by al-‘Ajjaj Abii al-Sha’tha’ ‘Abd Allah ibn Ru’ba
(born during the caliphate of ‘Uthman),% a poet of the Tamim tribe, who resided mainly
in al-Basra and whose verses are frequently cited by lexicographers and are
characterized by a verbal richness. We find in c—\H\ GAS ) ¥ 1 Al qasida:d?

15353 £1_al 55 5
15558 1535 Ol
| 385 85 Guan 5 Sl

9 Acta Sanctorum Octobris, Collecta Digesta, Paris, Rome, Apud Victorem Palmé
Bibliopolam, Tomus Nonus, 1869, 46-59; 52.

9 Ch. Pellat, Al-‘Ajjaj, The Encyclopaedia of Islam, Second Edition, P. Bearman, Th.
Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel, W.P. Heinrichs ed., Vol |, Leiden, Brill, 1960,
207.

97 https://www.aldiwan.net/poem27864.html, last access 31.05.2022. Translation: If
poets see me they overcome, If | say barrihd not barrahd, To Mar Sarjis they will be
confused.
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The expression barrihii la-barrahii contains the verb barrihii which became barakah
in Arabic. Later on, Ibn Durayd (837-933 AD) said, quoting the line of al-‘Ajjaj, that
barkh is either Hebrew or Syriac (Al-jamharah, I, 232, 33). Although the word is
considered a foreign term and belonged to the pagan liturgical language of the Elusans,
Baraka, to bless, appears in the Qur’an (Jeffrey, 75) and in the Bible together with many
derivatives of the root b r k and, in addition, the word 1s inserted into the formularies of
the liturgy of Christian communities today.

Considering another term that has survived from pre-Islamic times, we have to
introduce the history of the Martyrs of Najran, a region in South Arabia. Najran is
famous for being subjected to the persecution of Christians by the king of Dhu Nuwas,
converted to Judaism, during the Himyarite Kingdom (s 4Sla) in the sixth century
(ca. 520) in the so-called struggle between Christianity and Judaism before the rise of
Islam. Najran became the Arabian martyropolis, a place of pilgrimage for the Peninsular
Arabs and a place where Arabic was the language of the original communications on the
martyrdoms, such as the letter of Simeon of B&th-Arsham (‘;—um\—ﬁ_);y\ O s2-) provided
in Syriac (Shahid, 1971, 31). The author is a monophysite cleric who wrote to another
concerning the martyrs of South Arabia and appealed for help, in the original
dispatches, in “the Najranite language”, namely in an Arabian language (Shahid, 1971,
p.62 ;pp.96-98; pp.242-250).

After two Ethiopian expeditions, Dhii Nuwas was defeated and replaced by Christian
kings, firstly by Emésiphée and then by Abraham; the bishop Aretha was martyred and
replaced by Gregentius. Abraham and Gregentius were keen to draft a general law for
the whole country. Of particular interest are Laws Nos. 35 and 38 in the Nomoi
Homeritatum Leges, Sanctus Gregentius, Patrologia Graeca, 86, vol. I, cols 600-601) in
which there is a clear reference to the Psalms, the singing of which is recommended
(Law 35). It is explicitly stated that they are available in written form, but whether this
was in Arabic, or Sabaic is not clear. In Law 38 there is an exhortation to perform “in

the holy churches”: prayers, singing of Psalms, reading, and almsgiving. He makes a
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distinction between the singing of Psalms and readings, and from this we deduce that he
might have meant reading the Bible or at least the Gospels.%8

In the Book of the Himyarites, a Christian Syriac source, the Himyaritic king Dhii
Nuwas was called masriig, that means “stolen” or “robbed”. This word is a pejorative
nickname in Arabic chosen by Christian Arabs and probably set against the background
of the Christian-Jewish polemic of the period. They could not accept the nickname
Yisuf, as he called himself, and they chose masriig not without reason, as Shahid tries
to explain (Shahid 1971, 263). Besides it is a word related to the question of the
Resurrection in one of the major issues in the Christian-Jewish polemic, namely that
Christ’s body had risen and not been stolen by his disciples, the most plausible
explanation coming from the story of Joseph in the Old Testament. In Genesis 40:15
Joseph says that “he was stolen away”, which words in the Hebrew and Syriac versions
of Genesis, namely, gunnav and gniv, are the exact equivalent of Arabic masriig in root
and grammatical pattern. Regardless of whether a word from the same account in the
Bible was chosen and that the name masriig belongs to an ancient conflict, its use by the
Syriac writers can easily imply that ca. 520 Genesis had already been translated into
Arabic and then it may be the single word which has survived from a pre-Islamic Arabic
version of the Bible, or that at least, the Christian-Jewish conflict had determined the
use of this word in Arabic as of so many others, written or oral, that is around one of the
most important Christian themes, that of the Resurrection.

Continuing to identify the words that have a relationship with Christian worship I
have to consider quddiis (holy, sacred) that is seen as a word that belonged to an Arabic
pre-Islamic Christian liturgy (Baumstark, 1931, 565). This word may have come from
Ethiopic language (Horovitz, 1925, 218) or from Syriac (Mingana, 1927, 85, 86) but
Hirschfeld (1886, 39) stated that the Arabic use developed under Jewish influence. In

9% Dareste, R., LOIS DES HOMERITES: NOMOI TON OMEPITQN, Nouvelle Revue
Historique de Droit Francais et Etranger, 29 (2), 157-170, 1905.
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the Doha Dictionary the word is defined as an Islamic word and is referred to as the
name of God% by citing the verse of the Qur’an (Surat al-Hashr 23):100
s S el el aeall il a5 e S 5 1 Al Y 3l S
HR e A
Instead, we find the word mugaddas in the poem Ilah al-‘alamin (God of the
Universe) of Ummaya Ibn Abi al-Salt in these verses (les poétes, 226): 101
Al (5 s Sl il 3 Jiss N D lid 535 L BY ax
RO EURPX PR
But, we have to emphasise that unlike other words that are claimed to be Islamic and
not used in languages/Christian speech today, the word quddiis is very frequent in the
Christian liturgy. As well as being present in Isaiah 6:3 and Revelation 4:8, the word is
repeated in the prayer of Ajgbiyya (See the Glossary), that contains the Trisagion (See
the Glossary) that starts with:102

Besides, during the Holy Mass people praise God and say:103

oY) ana e e slas (2 Y1 5 sland) gslibaall )y | (e 58 (e 538 e 538

I1. Dictionaries and Historical books

Another way to understand the path and the impact of Christian terminology is
therefore through the investigation of the first Arabic dictionaries; in particular, I
examine one of the earliest classical Arabic dictionaries known: Kitab al-‘Ayn of Abu
‘Abd al-Rahman al-Khalil Ibn Ahmad al-Farahidi (718-19 to 786-791 AD). The author

was born in Oman in Southeast Arabia; he was a scholar of the school of Bosra and was

99 https://www.dohadictionary.org/dictionary/_us.3, access on 31.05.2022

100 Translation: He is Allah, there is no god except Him: the King, the Most Holy, the
All-Perfect, the Source of Serenity, the Preserver, the Almighty, the Supreme in Might,
the Majestic. Glorified is Allah far above what they associate with Him in worship.

101 Translation: Every long-lived and earthly ones one day must go to disappear and
perish after being old and being crumbled, Only the Holy and the majesty will remain.
102 Translation: Holy God, Holy Mighty, Holy Immortal.

103 Translation: Holy, holy, holy, Lord of hosts, heaven and earth are full of Your holy

glory.
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an expert in lexicography, grammar and several other fields. Initially, I read his
dictionary keeping in mind that it was designed not for popular use but for scholars. In
addition, at the time of the author, Islam was now consolidated and therefore some
words have a background of common meaning for Christianity and Islam and some
words may have been inserted without giving a Christian definition; and that al-Khalil
offered scientific means for detecting foreign words,!%4 frequently quoting examples
from religious literature and poetry. For example, the author registered the root ‘ m d
and explained the different words that derive from it, but he did not include the
Christian word ‘ammada, to baptise (al-Khalil, II, 57-59).105 But, we find the word giss
(al-Khalil, V 12) as priest, batrig as the Byzantine guide (al-Khalil, V, 257) and salib,
cross, as what Christians take (al-Khalil, VII, 128). He also registered quddiis,
mugqaddas and mutaqaddis as attributes of God and added qudas as a silver pearl but he
did not record quddas (Holy Mass) (al-Khalil, V, 73). Regarding the word quddas it
belongs to one of the most important practice in Christianity and, as I showed above it
was present in the daily practice of Arab Christians too. Al-Maqart (2012, III, 122)
claimed that it is from the Syriac word kuddasha and that appeared starting from the IV

century and it is used in the Syriac and Coptic Church in particular. But, despite being a

104In the introduction to the dictionary, the author in his definition of what are Arabic
and non-Arabic constructions admits the use of foreign words within Arabic saying “so
that true Arabic constructions should be differentiated from what has been
interpolated (into the language).” (the translation is taken from Haywood, 1960, 33).
The phonological idea of al-Khalil is to ascribe every letter to its position and place,
and based on their juxtaposition, to establish the constructions of words that are
acceptable or not in Arabic. For example, he said: “If you come across a quadriliteral
or quinquiliteral word free from lingual and labial letters, you should realise that it is
modern and made-up, not Arabic.” (Ibid. 31) Then, he gave the example of the
construction of onomatopoeic words in Arabic with respect to foreign onomatopoeic
words which are rejected because they do not suit the juxtaposition criteria.

105By contrast, in the VII book (p. 109) he recorded tanassara (dakhala fi al-nusraniyya,
meaning to enter Christianity) under the root n s r. It could be that the word tanassara
was more common among the Arab people, or had an Islamic connotation. Consulting
the earliest available Christian biblical sources, the reference to baptism is indicated
by the word ‘ammada in the Vatican, Arabic 13 (see folio 3r) and in early IX century
Sinai 70 manuscript (see folio 36r or folio 60r). In the 897 AD Sinai 72 manuscript the
verb is translated as sabagha (see folio 37r and 62r). The word tanassara in these old
manuscripts is not used.
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word of pre-Islamic origin, it is recorded only in modern dictionaries such as Al-mu jam

al-Wasit (1990, 719) or Al-Munjid (2000, 612).106

Not only the sources on poetry and literature reported Christian terminology, but also
the books on the history of religion and foreign civilisations. A representative of such
works is Al-Biriint’s (973-1048) al-Athar al-Bagiyah ‘an al-Qurin al-Khaliyah in
which the author highlights the social and religious beliefs and practices of a number of
communities, including Christian peoples. From the linguistic point of view, he follows
an accurate system of transliterating Hebrew and Syriac proper nouns and he often
transliterates Hebrew or Syriac words or gives their Arabic forms, and then translates
them into Arabic. In other cases he uses a vast amount of Hebrew and Syriac
terminology without attempting arabicization. He reported, for example, \—ldadi 4
mshamshana (i) W 58 gashshisha (o)), Ll jla paraqlita () z ). From

these uses we have further confirmation that at that time:

There was interaction between Arabs and other peoples.
Terms derive from other languages such as Hebrew and Syriac.
Foreign terms become part of the Arabic language.

Some Christian terms cannot be traced back to their Arabic roots.

m o 0w p»

Arab lexicographers were conscious of the affinity between Arabic and its sister

languages.107

III. Pre-Islamic poetry

106 |t is not recorded in more ancient dictionaries such as Lisan al-‘Arab (1884), Asas
al-balagha (1998, 1), al-Sihah (2005).

107 This is also the conclusion of R. Baalbaki in Early Arab Lexicographers and the use
of semitic languages, Berytus: Archaeological Studies, (31),1983, pp.117-128
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Historians agree in attributing the introduction of writing to Christians (Al-Styut1
1:39; Ibn al-Nadim IV) and there is a long scholarly tradition that supports the thesis of
the Christian literary use of Arabic before the rise of Islam. We know that there are
divergent opinions on the beginnings of pre-Islamic Arabic poetry and its authenticity!08
but historical sources show that the art of Arabic poetic composition goes back to at
least the fourth century A.D., as the Greek ecclesiastical historian Sozomen testified
(Shahid, 1884c, 443). Another historical clue is the period before the War of al-Basiis
(ca. 496 AD).19 Although debate is still ongoing, this does not limit us in considering
Arabic poetry for the purpose of our research, especially because “the presence of
Christianity in the Peninsula affected the poets in different ways, not only its local
poets, but also some pagan ones.” (my translation from Dayf, 2011, 103); at the same
time in the ancient poetry were mentioned allusions or comparisons inspired by monks
and Christian rites (Cheikho 1904, 618-628, 647-652). Consequently, poetry cannot be
detached from the biographies of its poets and their ahbar. To this is added the
importance of the nature of such documentation; in fact, poetry is considered the most
eloquent form for the oral expression in the Arabic language and, as we will see, is the
first official written testimony of Christianity and its expressiveness. Furthermore,
poetic texts are an essential document for the study of the literary language of the VI
century, provided they are compared with other linguistic monuments. Otherwise,
Arabic poetry has a historical character and “verse in the pre-Islamic times was to the
Arabs the register of all they knew, and the utmost compass of their wisdom; with it
they began their affairs, and with it they ended them” (Ibn Sallam II, 236)!10. Socially,
the profession of the poet was everywhere honoured and rewarded; when there appeared
a poet in a family of Arabs, the other tribes round about would gather together with that
family and wish them joy of their good luck. Feasts would be prepared, the women of
the tribe would join together in bands, playing upon lutes, as they were wont to do at

bridals, and the men and boys would congratulate one another; for a poet was a defense

108 On the question of pre-Islamic poetry see for example Taha Hussein (1925; 1927);
D.S. Margoliouth, (1925) and Naser al-Din al-Assad (1988)

109 See: https://www.aldiwan.net/poem685.html

110 Translation of Charles James Lyall in Translations of Ancient Arabian Poetry, 1930,
15.
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of the honour of them all, a weapon to ward off insult to their good name, and a means
of perpetuating their glorious deeds and of establishing their fame forever. And they
used not to wish one another joy but for three things: the birth of a boy, the coming to
light of a poet, and the foaling of a noble mare (Ibn Rashik, quoted in Muzhir, 11, 236).
The court of al-Nu’man, the last king of al-Hira, and the court of Ghassan, were the
resorts of the most famous poets but, when Islam came, the Arabs occupied themselves
with other matters to the neglect of poetry, and that when later on they turned to it again,
they found they had too little poetry, and therefore tried to supplement it (Ibn Sallam in
M.M. Shakir, 22, 39-40).

The religions of the Arabs before Islam are by no means easy to characterise; they
worshipped the sun, moon, and stars, they erected temples, trees and stones and they
presented sacrifices and offerings. Pre-Islamic poetry tells us the religious thought of
that time through different references. In Al-nasraniyya wa-‘adabuha bayn ‘Arab al-
Jahiliyya (1989) Cheikho’s purpose is to prove that traces exist of the history of
Christianity in Arabia,

a5 Tl Jal o Al el B i 5 a3l 158 L s Le g il o4
a8y e (B Lad sd Aas AT A g (4
(1989, 151)11

In his work, first he introduced the social-geographic and religious contexts of pre-
islamic Arabia; then, in the first section, he illustrated the history of Christianity in the
different provinces and tribes of the peninsula; in the second section he described in
detail the influence of Christianity on many aspects of the intellectual, civil and
religious life in Arabia; finally, in the last section he provides the proofs for the
Christianity of many poets of the Jahiliyya. In fact, he collected poetry of poets
(Cheikho, 1890) who are supposed to have been Christians according to their lives,
kinship, education, beliefs and subjects; for example, ‘Ad1 B. Zayd al-‘Ibadi, a poet of
al-Hira, represents with al-Nabigha and al-A’sha the type of dignified and urban poet

familiar with a culture and civilisation superior to that of the desert (F. Gabrieli, 1986 1,

M Translation: In spite of dilapidation of time, predict about the progress of Christianity
among the pre-Islamic populations and also prove the extent of its influence in the
Arabian peninsula.
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196). Al-Ibadi was an official in the Persian administration and, according to Ibn al-
Kalbi and Ibn al-A’rabi he used Arabic writing (Al-Aghani, II, 101, 2-6) and was the
first who wrote in Arabic at the Persian court (Al-Aghant II, 102, 4). Among the
features that most distinguish him there is his formation in a “civil” environment unlike
the other poets who were formed in a Bedouin environment. Or, Umayya b. Ab1 al-Salt,
who belonged to the Christian tribe of Iyad, which was part of the Hanif who were also
Christians; he knew Syriac and the Scriptures and had associated with monks and
Christians. He developed topics such as the attributes of God, judgement, angels, hell,
the Virgin Mary and the birth of Jesus.

The debated work of Cheikho illustrates a vocabulary and a language to some extent
far removed from what is Christian today but not utterly different. In my analysis, the
first question I ask is whether the lexicon of that time had any development over time,
particularly with the advent of Islam and subsequent social or religious events in church
history such as the autonomy of the Eastern church. As I mentioned above, I observe
the development of terms starting from the etymology of that time; I restore sources
which include them and verify their application and place them by domain. In other
words, I identified three categories of terms to focus on: a) terms which already existed
and which Christianity (or better, Arab Christians) adopted at that time, b) new terms
that came into existence through the Bible and ¢) terms that are no longer used today.
From this collection we have extrapolated the names of God, divine attributes, terms
referring to the creation of world, the description of paradise and hell, vocabulary
referring to worship, monastic life, names of places, objects and dress. From the point
of view of etymology, there are words that derive from Syriac like the word gis (priest)
and bay ‘a (Christian temple), from Syriac or Hebrew like kanisa (church), from Greek
like injil (Gospel) and from Aramaic or Hebrew like haykal (altar). In addition, there are
terms that are quoted to this day but which Christians do not identify with. A simple
term to consider is nusranyya with its derivations. Orientalists claimed that the term
Nusranyya derives from Syriac and others claim that it is from Hebrew (Kramers, III,
1934, 848; Fiey, VII, 1993, 970). The term was used to name the followers of Jesus. It is

reported in pre-Islamic poetry in different verses (Cheikho 1986, 224-225) and in the
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dictionary of Graf (1954, 112). In the Doha Dictionary the meaning is 4=l ai Il dmic 1),
(who is devout to Christianity). From this term the verb tanassara has been formed to
indicate those who enter into this religion through Baptism. But, while tanassara is well
accepted in the Christian vocabulary, today the term nasrani is substituted by masihiyy.
Nasranyy is used by non-Christians to name Christians and it is probably not
appreciated for this reason.

The word bay‘a, originating in Syriac, is mentioned in the poetry (Cheikho,
201-202), in Surat al-hajj (v. 40). With regard to Christian sources, the word is reported
in Manuscript S310 and also, in the masterpiece of Ibn al-Mugqaffa® who use the word in
the title of his work (Sirat al-bay’a); successively I find it in Graf (1954) who translated
it as Kirche (church). While the Encyclopédie de [’Islam (p. 1146) and in The
Encyclopaedia of Islam: An Anthology in Arabic Translation Online the meaning
reported indicates only the political sense of the word namely the act by which a
number of people recognise the authority of another person; The Doha Dictionary
indicates that the word is used in a Christian context as ma’bad al-Nasara (the
sanctuary of Christians). This word is still used today in Coptic prayers, for example, in
the prayer for the Church during the Vesper the deacon says 4ax-l) o1a dal gl sla
Lielaial g dwssall 112 (4]-Thalathatu al-quddasat, 33) or, in the conclusion to the Coptic
Praxis (that is the reading of the Acts of Apostle), the deacon says i3 1 dal Sy
Adiell i Aay 8 CBS g a5 33 35 5 113 (Al-Thalathatu al-quddasat, 229). But, this
word is also substituted by the word kanisa which is more common.!14

A different evolution is for the words qulays or qullays (church) and sauma ‘a (cell or
hermitage) both registered in Dozy (1927). The word gulays is probably from Greek and

is reported in the narrative of building the church in San’a’ by the King Abraha (Al-

112 Translation: Pray for this holy church and for our assemblies.

113 Translation: The word of the Lord shall grow, multiply, be mighty, and be confirmed
in the holy Church of God.

114 See for example Coptic Reader App of Coptic Orthodox Diocese of the Southern
United States
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Tabari, 2, 30)!15 and is indicated by Ibn Sida as liera aluall claiiay GLS dayy u-dﬂ‘
o~ (Al-Mubhass, 4, 67),116 thus it indicates a particular church which no longer exists.

The word sauma’a is reported in the Qur’an (Surat Al-Hajj, 40) and in 7aj al- ‘Ariis
as <) )l jlag s baill Cun b 8 2K (VIL, 411)117. Tt is defined as the hermit’s home in
Humbert's Guide (1838, 151) and Bocthor’s Dictionary (1864, 323), as Dozy (1927)
mentioned in his work. The recent Doha Dictionary defined it as 438 d=iy a8 5 ) 2 Coiy
ob—a » 1 118 From an etymological point of view, Arthur Jeffery classifies it as a foreign
word and concludes that its origin it is to be sought in South Arabia with an Ethiopian
origin. We have consulted other modern Christian sources such as the Greek English
Arabic Dictionary (2021) which translates monastery/hermit’s cell as ,Elali d2a g | 33,
el sl caaly 3408 (dayr, sauma’at nasik, qallayat rahib aw nasik). From this last
source we find that sauma’a and qallaya are considered synonymous. The word gallaya
is from Syriac which derived it from Greek and is reported in The Doha Dictionary as
L2 Oty s batll 4S8 () S5 da 0 puall 425119 a5 in Graf and, in addition, it is the
most used word in Bustan al-ruhban (2013, 22).120

I dwell on the word monk who, as I have cited, was a major figure and has multiple
Arabic equivalents in the literature. The common word is rahib accompanied by other
words which can act as sifat (attributes) or other appellations: nasik, mutawahhid and
zahid. In the collection of Cheikho we find words such as al-muqaddis, al-muta’abbid,
al-sa’ih which are present today in the Christian vocabulary and are familiar, but there
are other words that are not in common use today or are no longer used and they are
improperly considered as foreign words or Islamic. We are referring to: al-‘abil, al-

habis, al-hanif (Hadhil 18:11), al-dayranyy, al-rabit, al-juladhyy, al-nuhamyy,

115 See: https://al-maktaba.org/book/9783/756

116 See: https://al-maktaba.org/book/3590/1488. Translation: The Qulays was a church
(bay’a) in San’a’ of Ethiopians destroyed by Hamir.

117 Translation: As a jewel. The Christians’ home and monk’s beacon.

118 Translation: a High home where monks worship.

119 Translation: similar to the cell (sauma’a), situated in the Church that Christians
worship in.

120 This is a Coptic book which narrates life of monks and reports the monk’s sayings.
There are many copies of this book translated from Coptic, Syriac and Greek starting
from the X century.
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al-‘ash’ath, al-muharrar and al-nadhirat, al-hdazyy. First, we try to understand the
meaning by considering the roots of the word. We start from the words constituted by an
Arabic root.

Habis comes from s b s which means to imprison (Hans Wehr, 180). In fact, the
monk holds fast to a place, the galldaya, and does not leave it as he is living with God.
In The Doha Dictionary we find a religious reference in the plural hubasa’. The
dictionary uses a hadith which refers to people who are imprisoned for God’s sake
(Habis fi sabil Allah). In addition, the word is reported in Dozy (1881) and, most
significantly, in the prayer for the ordination of monks in Misbah al-Zulma fi "Idah al-
khidma (al-Barakat, ed. Samu’1l, 1992, 127) of the well-known Ibn Kabar.!2! In
addition, in a more recent source, I found Habis also in Bustan al-ruhban (1968, 89,
401).

Dayranyy has a Syriac derivation but entered into the Arabic language under the root
d w r which means monastic but also friar or monk (Hans Wehr, 346). It has an
intuitable meaning but only Graf registered it as a Nestorian usage.

Rabit comes from r b t and means to bind. 7aj al- ‘Ariis (Part 19, 301) explains that
he is

122 Lgria s L (sl Liall (e 4w Jay j (gl Calla (o2l) aSall s a5 caal )

A similar definition is reported in The Doha Dictionary.
Juladhyy is the plural of Juldhyy and means the servant of the temple in the
dictionaries but its origin is unknown.
Nuhamyy (or nihamyy) comes from n h m and in Taj al- ‘Ariis (34:22) it means:
123, 503 (51 peis 43Y al Ml 58
‘Aash’ath comes from sh ’ th that means to dishevel, referring to the monk’s hair

which is not taken care of. (7aj al- ‘Ariis 16:71)

121 His full name was Shamsu al-riyasa ‘Abu al-Barakat. He was a Coptic priest in the
XII-XIV century (at the end of the Coptic Golden Age) and one of the most important
thinkers in the history of the Coptic Church. Misbah al-Zulma fi ‘Idah al-khidma is
considered the largest Coptic encyclopaedia. See his life and works in Al-Magari A.
2012, I, 730-758

122 Translation: the monk, the ascetic and the wise man who is above sins that is,
leaves the world, shuts it out and refuses it.

123 Translation: he is the monk because he shouts, that is, calls (God).
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Muharrar comes from 4 r r and means that the child is freed that is, he is dedicated
to serve the Church forever and he cannot leave it according to his religion. (A4l-
Mukhassas, 4:66).124

The word Hanif has an unclear origin until today.125 It is hypothesised that it may
derive from the root 4 n f to decline, turn from, in the sense of turning from the false
religions to the true, in reference to what the Prophet Muhammad announced. Or, as
Noldeke (30) maintained, it has a Syriac origin and might well have been known to the
pre-Islamic Arabs as a term used by Christians for those who were heathen. Other
researchers claim that the word refers to a Christian group (Sprenger, 1861, Wellhausen
87, C. de Perceval, 321). Instead, according to Cheikho, the word refers to the monk
(119).

Finally, al-‘abil from a Syriac origin refers to the monk in the poetry of ‘Amr Ibn
‘Abd al-Jinn al-Quda’yy (verses in The Doha dictionary) but its meaning cannot be
verified from the root of the word.

In conclusion, the meaning of these words conveys values and characteristics of the
figure of the monk. In reference to this example, we can conclude that the ancient
Arabic language is rich in meanings that describe the figure of the monk which
Christianity embraces, but that Arabic Christian language today lacks. Therefore, the
question that we raise is whether it is possible today to recover this linguistic richness
and accuracy.

There are a lot of other ancient words which sound foreign or incomprehensible and,
as a consequence, are classified as belonging to an Islamic language or discarded
because they are difficult to understand and substituted by others.

To take some examples I will consider the attributes of God. In a verse Ummaya Ibn
‘Abi al-Salt wrote:126

Dhie G ¥ A Ll g aelS .l Lle WY1

124 Translation from Al-Mukhassas: LSy aaen ¥ Jile Lo LI Lana o088 5005 dlaa $T 658 aly
A (o8

125 See Jeffery’s analysis (1938), 113-115.

126 Translation: All creatures on Earth are the parish of God, He is governor on Earth,
the ruler
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I read that the word salitatu means, according to Lisan al-‘Arab (1884, VII, 322)
musallat (who is powerful and owns victory) but the author of the dictionary wrote that
he was not sure about this meaning. I try to analyse the meaning of s / [ t. Al-musallat is
someone who receives certain power and becomes the governor; thus it is an
inappropriate attribute of God who should be al-mutasallit, who has absolute power or
musallit, who give power. What interests us here is to verify the use of the two words as
attributes of God and whether they are both recorded in religious texts. Exploring the
available old versions of the Gospels I report for example the verse in Mark 2:10127

from Beirut B.O. Or, 430, Sinai 70 and Sinai 72:

Beirut B.O. Or, 430 (Folio 56v) o8 baliws yanll cpl o [galast -<Iy
LUaaTl aay oY

Sinai 70 (Folio 38r) oY b baliwa sl o3 57 g8l
Llaad) jas,

Sinai 72 (Folio 38v) wle Glales Ll o8 (] [salad (<I
Lleall gy o,y

Ibn al-‘Assal (p. 202) wde Glalew il o8 o7 [sala (I
LUaat & o oY)
While the translators of Beirut B.O. Or, 430, Sinai 70 used musallit, Sinai 72 and Ibn
Al-‘Assal use the expression sultan ‘ala (power, authority on).
And again, what attests to the use of musallit in reference to an attribute of God is IX
century Kitab al-Burhan of ‘Ammar al-Basri who wrote:
128 5 e ¥ agde ol 4l Lo 24§ o Jaluall sa 5 ladaf o) sa slal) dacf o) Y
More recent resources instead also register mutasallit as an attribute of God. In the

kulajt (see the Glossary for the meaning) of the Coptic Church in one of the Prayers of

127 Translation from NKJ English version: “But that you may know that the Son of Man
has power on earth to forgive sins.”

128 See A. Basri, The Book of the Proof Concerning the Course of the Divine Economy
(Kitab al-Burhan), in ‘Ammar al-Basri: apologie et controverses, M. Hayek ed., Beirut,
Dar al-Mashriq, 1977, 22.

Translation: because the one who gave life is the one who took it and He is the
governor of taking what is rightfully His, and no one else has the power to do so.
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Fraction (See the Glossary for the meaning) for the Son recited at Christmas (4/-khilaji
al-mugaddass, 686), the priest retains the same word and recites: BRI s &) Al 129
An explicit and similar meaning of that word can be found in the prayer recited in
Cyril’s Mass (Al-khiilaji al-muqaddass, 576):

‘ﬁﬁwlw;?u‘ dSJSJLHdS}UBdeuLL.L»deMU)dSé)sdi\4‘u\}ziuié.as‘ﬁ
130, V) Ay Jadasd jaall i
It could be added that the use of sultan in this phrase is a substituted word for the

meaning of mutasallit and musallit.
In addition, I find that there is a clear reference to God using mutasallit. B.-Van Dyck
and the inter-confessional agree on the use of the word. In 2 Chronicles 20:6 of B.-Van

Dyck it reads:
358 Slay g canY) lllas aran o Jaluiall cul 5 colasdl & 8 sa el Ll Lall al) ooy

131 clan ity (o Gl 5 g 0
This verse contains the word mutasallit as in many other verses in which the word is

used with regard to God.132

I can conclude that the word salitatu is contained in a verse that at the level of
meaning does not go against Christian doctrine if the meaning is musallit, but salitatu is
not used in Christian sources. Old Gospel translations and a theologian of the X century
confirm the use of musallit and the translations of the inter-confessional and B.-Van-
Dyck and the liturgical expressions also make use of the word mutasallit in relation to
God. Today, therefore to express the authority of God the words musallit, mutasallit and

sultan coexist in the Arabic Christian texts.

To take another example, I identify the word muhaymin (The Preserver). It is difficult
to establish the origin of this word. The philologists take it as genuine Arabic but

Fraenkel (23) noted that it was a borrowing from the Aramaic or Syriac, and Noldeke

129 Translation: God the Powerful, the ruler

130 Translation: For You are God, who are above every principality and every authority,
and every power and every dominion, and every name that is a name, not only on this
age, but also in that which is to come.

131 In the NKJ English version: O Lord God of our fathers, are you not God in heaven,
and do you not rule over all the kingdoms of the nations, and in your hand is there not
power and might, so that no one is able to withstand you.

132 See for example; Psalms 22:28; 59:13; 66:7; Daniel 4:17, 25.

93



(27) claimed that the word is closer to Syriac. In addition, Jeffery claimed that it is
difficult to decide whether it came from Jewish or Christian sources. Consulting our
sources this word appears in Surat al-Hashr v. 23 (this has been mentioned above) and
in the verses of Quss Ibn Sa’da.: =il 5 £l e Lae argall @llally 3 5eld 133 But, it
seems not to be present in Christian sources. In the Doha Dictionary it means <x—3 1!
adladla ) e 8N e 2381134 it is a definition in accordance with Christian principles
but, in the Christian literature I find other words with a similar meaning as hafiz, haris,
‘adid and dabit al-kull. Although the word may have a foreign origin and use prior to
the birth of Islam, the word is not used by Arab Christians because has assumed an
Islamic connotation.

Besides terminological analysis, my aim is to understand throughout my research the
reasons that the linguistic varieties used by Arabic-speaking Christians at that time are
considered foreign and far from what is used today and try to verify that its meaning is
not different to what is said in Christian rites or prayers today. If we examine, for
example, some verses of the poet ‘Umayya Ibn "Abr al-Salt, regardless of whether he
was a Christian or not, we notice that this praise does not undermine Christian principle

and contains Christian concepts:
Jaal 5 1ame dlie e b g i D8 L @llall 5 slaaill g Aaall ol
sy bl fniailal Gelgh sleadl (B le B
L SmAa e el Al Dl sl Claaade
135, 550 Bla 5l Olas (525 4d play 4 sy D D8

He underlines the unity of God, he praises God, glorifies him and makes things come

back to him. These verses are religiously neutral, there is nothing in them that Christian

133 Translation: | seek the protection of the dominant king from tribulation and
misfortune suffering.

134 Translation: The guard, the sustainer of the thing; who preserve it.

135 Translation: To You the praise, the blessing and the sovereignty our Lord, nothing is
more glorious than you. Regnant on the throne of the heaven preserver, to his power
faces submit and kneel. He has got a veil of light and light around him and rivers of
light around him burn with zeal. There is no human being to his side and below the veil
of light there is creation.
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readers would find objectionable or offensive, yet they recall prayers and praises that
are recited today in church, as in the Holy Week of Paskha in which it is said:
136, sl 291 ) 5 5al) g A ) g aaal) 55 5dl) &l
And, in the Gregorian Mass, in the prayer of Reconciliation to the Son, the priest
says:
137 45 )Ll Gl 8l (e @ sadiall 5 ca 5 LA cagilad) (5 pall (358 Ll
In the translation of Revelation 4:11 we find:
s ,eld¥) IS s sl el 5 jaall g Al S aaall 340 G ol Ll Bt el
138 sl ¢ 4l @bl )b
In terms of hymns to God, ‘Umaya wrote:

139.W\jgﬂﬁ\@&uﬁ}dﬂﬂuwéﬁw

In the praises the Church chants in the refrain of the third Hos (hymn):

s Sl o il g anedll 5 zanall | sgd atan ) 291 ) Tole 0535 0 53na o s
140 dias y Y

And again, ‘Umayya B. Abt al-Salt, wrote verses which show the unity of God:
55 oal 35558 0y 405 40 G Y G i
141, 375828 M) 5358 21 Bl A&l Al ac 3\ 2l (g
The concept of the unique God is often expressed in Holy Scripture and in Christian
texts. Instead of the words fard and muwahhad we find wahid and wahid.
Indeed, as Cheikho claimed, this vocabulary is adopted in the Qur’an. Then, the
question that arises is why does the reading of these verses recall the language of Islam

and not Christianity.

136 Translation: Your strength, glory, blessing, power forever Amen.

137 Translation: Who sit upon the flaming throne of the Cherubim who are served by
the fiery powers.

138 Translation: You are worthy, O Lord, To receive glory and honor and power; for You
created all things, and by Your will they exist and were created. (From New King
James English Version)

139 Translation: May (God) be praised and praise to Him, the Mount Judi praises Him
before us.

140Translation: Praise him, glorify him, and exalt Him above all forever; His mercy. He is
praised, He is glorified, He is exalted above all ages. His mercy is forever.

141 Translation: Glory to whom creation could not contain His magnitude and whom on
the throne is the only one and whom the creation does not conflict His Reign and
worshippers do not compete for His uniqueness.
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As this point, we could argue that even though we do not have sufficient written
evidence, we cannot completely rule out that the Arabic language was a vernacular
language before the advent of Islam, especially in parts of Syria and Mesopotamia,
while the languages of religious thought and dogma were Syriac and Greek. It is clear
that the reason why Arabic began to be adopted in Christian circles is the demands of
arabicization and islamisation by Muslim Arab rule. It is therefore a sharing of a
language by two different religions. Christians adopted Arabic as their literary medium
because they started to face debates and conflicts. Going through literature and history
we can deduce that Christians have lived up to this adoption and that their Arabic
production has a wealth that adds to pre-Islamic poetry an important building block for
the literary development despite various challenges. Adopting Arabic, during that period
of history, Christians used the Arabic variety used by Muslims and the reverse
happened, creating in consequence an interaction that today is contrasted with the idea
to retain distinguishing linguistic features that have been constructed over the centuries
and probably have led to the impoverishment of the language. Another consequence of
the adoption of the Arabic language may have been, on the one hand, the
marginalisation of their contributions by Muslim control of political power and, on the
other hand, the distancing from the broad congregations of the church as Jorgen S.
Nielsen asserted in the preface to Christian Arabic Apologetics during the Abbasid
period (750-1258). In short, adopting Arabic was beneficial in some ways though

difficult to accept.
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Conclusion

To establish a beginning for the Arabic Christian literature is a question that is
answered in the presence of Arab Christian community in the Peninsula Arabica.
Historical sources testified that Christianity spread among the Arabs and churches and
monasteries were established before the rise of Islam. Arabs were in contact with
Christianity through the Christians of Syrian, Greek and Ethiopian origin who lived in
an Arab environment; and through nomadic Arabs who frequented Christian
communities in the north (Palestine, Syria and Iraq). The first available Arabic texts are
documented by inscriptions before VII century in the centre of Arabia, Sinai and Syria.
It is acceptable the fact that the Christianised Arab tribes possessed only an oral liturgy
and that the evangelical message was transmitted orally. It is possible that these
communities used a Syriac and Greek liturgy with possibly a spontaneous oral
translation. This is because the oral culture still predominated at that time. In fact, Arab
society was characterised by the tribal system, nomadism and the presence of
storytellers who narrated facts orally. Thus, there was no solid tradition of written
transmission. But, traces lead us to say that Arab Christians had their religious
vocabulary.

The pre-Islamic Arabic language is a link in a long chain called the Arabic linguistic
variety, which expressed Christianity before the birth of Islam. This initial link in the
chain falls within the first field I have attempted to track in this first chapter. With the
gradual and progressive Christianisation of the Arabian Peninsula, the pre-Islamic
Arabic linguistic variety of Christian influence was characterized by individuals from
various social backgrounds, such as monks or tribal leaders and their families, who
certainly followed Christianity in their daily lives. The former preached the word of
God and baptised the faithful, and the latter built sacred places, such as churches. Their
language was primarily influenced by languages that had already reached the stage of
writing, such as Syriac, Hebrew, and Greek, and as a result, many words borrowed from

these languages were Arabised over time.
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The tribal system determined various groups and identities, so it is likely that only
the Christian faith served as a common point among them. As history reveals, even Arab
bishops participated in councils, demonstrating that the Arab Church had its own
distinct identity. Subsequently, after the ecumenical councils, particularly following the
Council of Chalcedon, alliances were formed among tribes based on the Christian
denomination to which they adhered, thus defining sub-fields within Arab Christianity.
These sub-fields, in turn, developed and faced struggles among themselves and with
other actors, such as Islam, as I will illustrate in the second chapter. In this complex
context, the Arabic language, in its various facets, spoken by Christian actors, is
certainly an important factor of identity, even though primarily expressed orally.

With the birth of Islam, there was a decline in oral culture, and the societal structure
was characterized by strong centralisation of power (the caliphate). The unification of
Arabia under a single authority led to the urbanisation of the territory. Culturally, there
was a decrease in the role of memory and an emphasis on written forms for the
transmission of culture in a very short time. The Arabic language soon became the
official language of the caliphate and this was dependent on the sacred language of the
Qur’an. The linguistic question that preoccupied scholars was how to record the
"fasaha" of the Arabic language by drawing from the speech of the Bedouins and
distinguishing what was part of the Arabic language from what was not. In this new
political context, Christians, who spoke different Arabic dialects, were considered
newcomers in the field, progressively excluded from the social space that emerged with
Islam, or accepted under certain conditions. Christians adapted to the new
circumstances, some adhered to the new religion, and others did not lose either their
religion or their language, demonstrating linguistic skill.

In addition, it is precisely in this historical and socio-cultural context that the first
Arabic texts of the Bible appeared. The acquisition of Arabic was essential for
maintaining Christians’ social status and, at the same time, important for preserving the

Christian faith, which will be the struggle I address in the second chapter.
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I try to revive a language and establish a link between the variety of Arabic that is
recited and written today and what it was in the past. The methodology applied reveals a
complex linguistic framework. The linguistic situation that emerged in the first centuries
after Christ is characterized by multilingualism that covered a vast geographical area.
The Arabic dialects, influenced by foreign languages, were in a constant state of
evolution.

Furthermore, with the advent of Christianity, languages had to reformulate a well-
known field of knowledge, the religion, that went against the polytheism of that time
and that proclaimed the coming of the Saviour. Although the sources are scarce, we can
assert that the language of preachers and Bedouins was a part, and precisely the
beginning, of a new knowledge within the Arabic linguistic variety. Therefore, the
Arabs had their own knowledge out of which to express Christianity. Moreover, being in
multilingual places, it is difficult to pinpoint precisely when Christian worship was
translated into their individual languages, and consequently, to trace the linguistic
development of an indefinite number of words. But, it could be said that the linguistic
varieties of the Arabic language persisted even after the advent of Islam, until a
common language prevailed throughout the entire community of the Peninsula.

The pre-Islamic Arabic linguistic variety has not completely disappeared from
Christian language today, but over the course of history, as I will delve into, it assumed
a predominantly Islamic connotation. As research demonstrates, even the Qur’an itself
contains terms that existed in other languages during the pre-Islamic era, and Islamic
culture also dominated from the perspective of language appropriation, despite the
contributions made by Christians to its formation. It can be said that initially, in the
period covered by this study, the language was commonly used among both Christian
and non-Christian tribes, but Islam progressively dictated the rules to the extent that the
Arabic language is the only language today with a close, if not dependent, relationship
with the Muslim religion. This is the perception of a Christian today who reads pre-
Islamic poetry and compares it to the easily accessible liturgical texts, considering them

as the only source of a purely Christian nature.
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From consulting numerous sources, I can say that foreign terms were Arabised, but in
the early dictionaries, limited space was given to terminology related to the Christian
sphere. This has been demonstrated by more recent lexicographical sources where the
terminology specific to this domain is illustrated in a more extensive manner. The use of
ecclesiastical and Christian sources was necessary to demonstrate the depth of this
terminology and to verify its use compared to what was reported by Muslim-oriented
sources.

In conclusion, every term has its history, its sources, and its traceability. This initial
study is certainly not exhaustive, but it can be considered as an attempt to illustrate the
linguistic history of some words, which can be applied to others in future work through

the study of the sources
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Chapter II - Christian Arabic Literature and the Gospels
Introduction

The phenomenon of Christians using Arabic before the rise of Islam is a long-
debated question. Factors that have kept this debate an active one come from the
existence of Arabic-speaking Christian communities for several centuries before the rise
of Islam; the presence of monasteries and churches in the Arabian Peninsula; finding
pre-Islamic Arabic inscriptions made by Christians from Syria, Najran and Dimat al
Jandal; and the general tendency toward scriptural translation within the Christian
tradition, suggest that Arabic-speaking Christians had had the impulse to translate at
least portions of religious texts into Arabic as others did.

Certainly, translation of Christian texts into Arabic took place after the Arab
conquest. This translation movement had evolved into real literary production in Arabic.
This period is what Tannous (2022) defined as the “second phase” in the history of the
Arabic variety used by Arabic-speaking Christians after the first pre-Islamic phase. First
of all, the depth and extent of the second phase needs to be better understood. Broadly
speaking, the Arabic Christian heritage consists of is a large archive of Arabic texts
composed by Christians from as early as the VIII century of the Christian Era and
continuing right up until today. It is sufficient to realise that the pioneer work
Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur by G. Graf, written only between 1944
and 1953, simply mentions names of works and manuscripts in 2400 pages without
analyzing them. In spite of this large quantity, the history of the Arabic-Christian
literary heritage is deeply exciting but little known, as Father Samir Khalil has said
(1982, 206-210). Arabic-speaking Christians not only made major contributions to
Islamic culture, but they also wrote philosophical and theological texts of their own in
Arabic and they translated much of their several ecclesiastical traditions from Greek,
Syriac, and Coptic into Arabic. Unfortunately, this heritage is almost entirely unknown
to all other religious or secular communities. To give an example, only for the Arabic
Bible, Vollandt (2018, 442-443) claimed that studying of the Arabic Bible is a newly
emerging field of academic research and that there are ten thousand items containing

Arabic versions of the Bible produced from the IX to the XX centuries.
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To understand better the importance and the volume of this heritage some
characteristics need to be stressed. First of all, by “the Arabic-Christian literature
heritage” is meant all the Christian and non-religious works written in Arabic or the
works translated into Arabic by Christians. It includes on the one hand literary, medical,
philosophical and scientific works, and, on the other, religious works and biblical
translations, the Church Fathers and Council rules, etc. To the present day, despite this
immense heritage, many manuscripts have yet to be studied. Geographically speaking,
if we consider the period from the VIII century to the XIV century, the Arabic-Christian
world is meant as that stretching from the Middle East to Spain. Several ancient cultures
lived in this area, such as Greek, Syriac, Coptic and Latin, and then the Aramaic and
Western cultures, which included Syriac culture and its three branches: the Maronite,
the Syriac and the Assyro-Chaldean. From the point of view of the Christian
denominations, the Christian world is characterised by Melkites, Jacobites and
Nestorians. The Church in this area was positioned according to this settlement: the
Coptic Church in Egypt and is the biggest Church in the East numerically and for its
importance; in Iraq the Assyro-Chaldean Church settled by Syriacs and Melkites. Then,
the Syriacs and Melkites deployed in Syria and Lebanon became the Seat of the
Maronite Church. Historically, after the Islamic expansion, the Arabic language had
spread across all the Middle East and, then the Christians of Egypt, Iraq and Levant
adopted Arab customs and joined with the original Arab Christians. At this stage the
Arabic language was the element that bound Christians in the East and it took the place
of Greek. From the beginning of the IX century we find several works which were proof
of Christian faith agreements despite different philosophies, vocabulary and
expressions. The Arabic-Christian heritage has another uniqueness that deserves to be
taken into consideration, one that has influenced its history and development. This
literature has the characteristic of existing in a non-Christian environment and its
writers have tried to provide the concepts of the Christian faith to non-Christians in an
understanding way. In fact, Muslims demanded constantly that Christians defend and

justify their faith, in addition to the conflicts which arose between them and the Jews.
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Nowadays, the Christians of the East adopt the theology of the Westerners to
constitute their religious identity and forget that they have their own theology,
ecclesiastical law, ethics and spiritual literature, their biblical interpretations and their
patristic translations; as Father Athanasius al-Maqary (2012, 82-83) claimed, “if we had
a historical comparison between the Arabic Christian heritage and any Western
Christian heritage, we would find that Arabic Christian thinking is more deep-rooted
than any Western theological thinking.” In fact, Arabic theology starts at the end of the
eighth century AD, without theological works from the Western languages till the
fourteenth century AD. As a consequence of the plurality of Christian communities in
the East, this heritage had expanded considerably and, despite the fact that each
community possessed its own works according to its tradition and doctrine, all this
heritage did not belong to one country or community or culture but was holistic,
multifaceted and ecumenical.

In conclusion, in understanding the significance of the spread of Arabic culture in the
East which was Christian and became Islamic, means to recognise that the Arabic
language and culture had unified Eastern Christians.

The study will now illustrate the evolution of Arabic Christian literature, particularly
in apologetic literature and the translation of the Gospel text, while contextualising it in

order to highlight its linguistic characteristics and internal and external influences.

I. Contextualising the beginning of Arabic Christian literature

According to a Bourdian interpretation, I identify here a field of cultural production
that is, in some ways, the development of what was previously discussed: Arabic
Christian literary production. However, it is necessary to take a step back to understand
the role of Christians in this production. The actors of this emerging field, the
Christians, previously played a crucial role in transmitting Hellenistic culture in the
Syriac language, starting from the V century, by establishing renowned schools of
philosophy, science, law, and theology in Alexandria, Beirut, Antioch, Edessa, and

Nisibis (Samir, 2007, 14). Many Christians dedicated themselves to the translation of
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important authors such as Hippocrates, Galen, and Aristotle. The role of Christians in
the transmission of knowledge continued during the Islamic conquest, but this time in
the Arabic language. Christians adapted the knowledge of past civilisations into Arabic
to convey it to Muslim Arabs, utilising Greek and Syriac as intermediaries.!42 During
the VIII and IX centuries, the first Arabic translations emerged and improved through a
method of translation under the influence of the renowned Nestorian scholar Hunayn
Ibn Ishaq of Hira (d. 873 AD). As Samir K. states (2007, p.23), during this phase, more
than ninety percent of all accessible knowledge at that time was translated into Arabic
by Christians. In addition to translations, starting in the 10th century, original works in
Arabic were also produced, drawing inspiration from Hellenic thought. In this manner
Christians gained prestige and success in that society that was forming its culture. The
cultural prestige that Christians attained was further confirmed by the fact that Muslims
themselves became their students until they took their place. Their contribution is,
therefore, a recognition of their presence within the social order; they were able to "get
[themselves]) recognized, to get [themselves] noticed and admitted, and so to win a
place" (Bourdieu 1984, 480-1). So, it is important to say here, that Muslims were
newcomers to this field of cultural production, and in a short time, they shared it with
Christians, thus giving rise to an interreligious Arab humanism (Samir, 2007, 32), in
which, we can say, the agents, in service to Arab society, competed to accumulate
symbolic capital. More broadly, the centers of knowledge that emerged thus contributed
to gaining economic, social, and symbolic capital for the Islamic empire, which aimed
to establish its supremacy in the region. The translation efforts, in fact, brought
technological and scientific knowledge to that empire, which would strengthen it
politically, socially, and economically.

The field of Arabic Christian literature fits into this broader context in which
Christians carried out biblical translations and apologetic works that were gradually
refined and linguistically enriched, much as had happened with scientific works. We

identify within the Arabic Christian literature two interconnected subfields in which

142 A new vocabulary was indeed forged, capable of integrating all the sciences of the
time due given the linguistic deficiency in terms of scientific terminology.
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Arab Christians were engaged for an extended period, and which are the subject of this
study. The first field is literary production in the realm of theology through apologetic
works. The second field, which according to our thesis precedes the first field
chronologically, is the translation of the biblical text. Given worship, evangelization,
and the need for Arabic speakers to understand the sacred text, this field has a long
history and its own evolution that continues to this day.

We believe that the two fields are related because the early apologetic texts were
closely linked to the biblical text, which played a central role in defending the Christian
religion against Islam. Samir (1994, 110) traces the evolution of apologetic literature
and described the initial phases of the apologetical movement, indicating a biblical and
homiletical approach (from the middle of the eighth to the middle of the ninth century)
and a mixed biblical and philosophical approach (from the middle of the ninth century
to the beginning of the tenth).!43 Most probably, the biblical quotations reported by
authors contributed to the translation of the Gospels and they affected the translation
itself. For this reason, I believe it is necessary to turn to apologetic texts with a biblical
approach to understand the language adopted in conveying the Gospel text. Whether the
Arabic Gospel text appeared before liturgical or apologetic texts containing biblical
excerpts is still an open and not completely defined question. What matters in this study
is to capture the early translations of the Gospel through the documentary sources
available to us today. Certainly, the early translations are an integral part of the ongoing
translation process, and conducting a comparative study between them and the biblical
passages contained in another type of literature could be useful in establishing a

hypothetical relationship.

143Gamir (1994, 110-112) places the apologetic works of Abu Qurrah and the
anonymous Melkite author of On the Triune Nature of God treatise in the first phase
characterized by a biblical and homiletical approach. The works of Hunayn lbn Ishaq,
Abu Ra’ita al-Taknti, ‘Abd al-Masih al-Kindi, and ‘Ammar al-BasrT are positioned in the
second phase characterized by a mixed biblical and philosophical approach. He
continues by identifying a third phase, a very philosophical approach, in which he
places Yahya ibn ‘Adi and his disciples. Finally, he identifies a fourth phase, a spiritual
humanistic approach, as a continuation or renewal of the second phase, in which he
places the works of Elias of Nisibis (975-1043) and Sawirus Ibn al-Mugaffa'.
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We will delve deeper into the field of theology here and address the field of
translating the biblical text in the following section.

In Christianity, theology refers to the formulation of dogma, which was considered
inviolable, inherited from the Church Fathers primarily in Greek. This doxa was
subsequently reformulated by the churches during the age of the Councils as a result of
the Trinitarian and Christological heresies of the III and IV centuries. Following the
Arab conquest, theology was then expressed in the Arabic language to facilitate
dialogue among Christians and with Muslims. The conflict between the churches
continued in a new field of knowledge that was taking shape. Christian agents, once
again, were involved in translating their creed into Arabic, each according to their own
habitus, which means their theological and linguistic background. Their goal was to
convey theology in Arabic because it had become the /ingua franca of Christians and
their interlocutors. Therefore, the struggle took place on two levels: one among the
Christian communities for the consolidation of faith in Arabic, and the other with
Islamic leaders and representatives to demonstrate the truth of Christianity. The aim was
the recognition of the Church's dogma in the face of others, recognizing the Christian
dogma before the Muslim authorities and encouraging co-religionists to hold onto their
faith given the socio-political situation imposed by the Muslim empire. Another
characteristic that distinguishes this early literature is that the apologists incorporated
Qur’anic language for rhetorical purposes without losing sight of their dogma.
According to the classification proposed by Samir, there is an evolution in this literary
field where different approaches are adopted, with the climax reached between the 11th
and 13th centuries (Samir 1994, 113).

Now, I try to trace the beginnings of Christian Arabic literature from a historical and

literary point of view. From the VIII to X centuries vast amounts of Greek medical,
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philosophical, and scientific literature were translated into Arabic.!44 Otherwise, in the
IX century, in Baghdad, the first Syriac-Arabic lexica started to be compiled.!45 In the
same century bilingual Greco-Arabic biblical manuscripts started to appear!4¢ and in
Palestine the Melkites began to use Arabic in their liturgies.!47

As far as Arabic Christian literature is concerned, it was located in the Syrian-
Palestinian Melkite milieu, since the Umayyad era (around the year 700), beginning
with the translation of biblical, monastic and hagiographic works, and continuing in
theological works in response to Muslim and Jewish criticism by as early as the middle
of the VIII century.!48 But, as Griffith (1989, 12) mentioned, historical records found in
the Syriac-Palestinian archive (known as old south Palestinian) of Christian texts in
Arabic illustrate a recurring pattern of interaction between various locations, including
Baghdad, Edessa, Damascus, sometimes Alexandria, and the monasteries in the Holy
Land. This consideration brings one to bear in mind that the literature under review had
no boundaries and that what enabled communication between the churches was

precisely the Arabic language.

144 See: G. Troupeau, Le réle des syriaques dans la transmission et I’'exploitation du
patrimoine philosophique et scientifique grec, Arabica, 38/1, 1991, 1-10; S. Stroumsa,
Philosophy as Wisdom: On the Christians’ Role in the Translation of Philosophical
Material into Arabic, in H. Ben-Shammai, Sh. Shaked, S. Stroumsa ed., Exchange and
Transmission across Cultural Boundaries: Philosophy, Mysticism and Science in the
Mediterranean World, Jerusalem, Israel Academy of Sciences and Humanities, 2013,
276-293; A. Treiger, From al-Bitriq to Hunayn: Melkite and Nestorian Translators in
Early ‘Abbassid Baghdad, Mediterranea, International journal on the transfer of
knowledge, 7, 2022, 142-181; G. Dimitri, Greek thought, Arabic Culture: The Graeco-
Arabic Translation Movement in Baghdad and Early ‘Abbasid Society (2nd-4th/
8th-10th centuries), London Routledge, 1998.

145 See: D.G.K. Taylor Syriac Lexicography, in Sebastian P. Brock et al. ed., The
Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, Piscataway, NJ, Gorgias Press
LLC, 2011, 391-393.

146 For a list of bilingual Graeco-Arabic manuscripts, see D.C. Parker, Codex Bezae:
An Early Christian Manuscript and its Text, Cambridge University Press, 1998, 60.

147 See: K. Leeming, The Adoption of Arabic as a Liturgical Language by the
Palestinian Melkites, ARAM Periodical, XV, 2003, 239-246.

148 See: S.H. Griffith, The Church in the shadow of the mosque Christians and Muslims
in the world of Islam, Princeton and Oxford, Princeton University Press, 2008, 138;
S.K. Samir, Une apologie arabe du christianisme d’époque Umayyade?, in: S. K. Samir
ed., Actes du troisieme congres international d’études arabes chrétiennes, Louvain-la-
Neuve, septembre 1988, in: Parole de I’Orient 16, (1990-1991) (paru en 1992), 85-106;
G. Graf, 2018, 39. For the History of the Melkite Church and its literature see J.
Nasrallah,Histoire du mouvement littéraire dans I’église melchite du Ve au Xxe siécle, 4
vols., Louvain, Belgium: Peeters, 1979-89.
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Most of the works in the surviving archive of old south Palestinian are translations of
liturgical texts but five of them are original apologetic compositions (Blau, vol. 267,
21-23). The new cultural circumstances emphasized the importance of the translation
movement and Gospel translations “were widely in circulation and extensively copied”
(Kashouh, 2012, 93, 96, 112).

Anthony David of Baghdad!4® and Stephen of Ramlal50 are two monks and scribes
of, respectively, the Mar Sabas and Mar Chariton monasteries in the late ninth century
who played a great role in the Palestinian Church. They testify to a flourishing
translation culture and a prosperous Arabophone monasticism. Anthony David of
Baghdad copied translations from Greek into Arabic of ascetical works: lives of
monastic saints, homilies, or tales of spiritual feasts. His two surviving manuscripts
(Vatican Arabic MS 71 and Strasbourg Oriental MS 4226) are of monastic interest, one
of the concern of the copyist and his Arabic-speaking community.

Stephen of Ramla worked on the British Library Oriental MS 4950 and the Sinai
Arabic MS 72. The first contains two compositions originally written in Arabic, the one
a summery of Melkite theology in Arabic called The Summary of the Ways of Faith in
the Trinity of the Unity of God, and in the Incarnation of God in the Word from the Pure
Virgin Mary, 15! (called the Summa Theologiae Arabica) and the other Theodore Abt

Qurrah’s Arabic tract on the veneration of the holy icons.!52 The second manuscript

149 See S.H. Giriffith, Anthony David of Baghdad, Scribe and Monk of Mar Sabas:
Arabic in the Monasteries of Palestine, in Church History, Vol. 58, 1, Cambridge
University Press on behalf of the American Society of Church History, 1989, 7-19

150 See S.H. Giriffith, Stephen of Ramalah and the Christian Kerygma in Arabic in
Ninth-Century Palestine, in Arabic Christianity in the Monasteries of Ninth-Century
Palestine, Variorum collected studies series 380, Great Yarmouth, 1992, VII 23-45

151 See S.K. Samir, La somme des aspects de la foi: Oeuvre d’Abu Qurrah? And S.H.
Griffith, A Ninth Century Summa Theologiae Arabica, in Actes du Deuxieme Congres
International d’Etudes Arabes Chrétiennes, Oosterhesselen, septembre 1984, ed. S.K.
Samir, 93-121 and 123-41, Orientalia Christiana Analecta, 226, Rome: Pontificio
Istituto degli Studii Orientali, 1986

152 See S.H. Giriffith, trans., A treatise on the Veneration of the Holy Icons Written in
Arabic by Theodore Abu Qurrah, Bishop of Harran; translated into English, with
Introduction and Notes, Leuven, Belgium: Peeters, 1997.
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contains an Arabic copy of a translation of the four Gospels and is one of the earliest
dated manuscripts of the Gospels in Arabic known to modern scholars.!53

These two monks and their colleagues intended to meet the needs of the Melkite
community, whose language of daily communication was shifting towards Arabic.
Additionally, they copied original Arabic compositions with apologetic themes.

In fact, the original literature of the Melkites almost always exhibits a dogmatic,
apologetic, and polemical imprint (Graf, 2018, 41). The prominent figure of this trend is
certainly Theodore Abu Qurrah (d. ca. 825)!54 who was the last doctor of the Greek
Church in Syria, followed by others such as Qusta ibn Liiga!ss (830-912) and Sa’id Ibn
Bitriq (877-940).156 Their works represented the Melkites’ initial efforts to engage with

topics beyond their own community matters.

1583 Sinai Arabic MS 72 was copied in 897 A.D. and is a translation from Greek.
According to Kashouh (2012) it shows little Syriac influence and it is a revision and an
improvement of the Arabic style of earlier manuscripts (Sinai, Ar. N.F. Parch 14 &16
copied in 859 A.D and Sinai, Ar. 74 dated ninth century and Vatican, Borg. Ar. 95 dated
eight/ninth century seem to have undergone fewer corrections and they are closer to
the archetype which might go back to the seventh or eighth century).

154 For an initial bibliographic reference, see Graf (2018) pages 43-62. More
bibliography will follow in the section dedicated to him.

155 |n this context | cite the correspondence between a Muslim astronomer at the
caliphal court in Baghdad, Al-Munajjim, and the two Christian scholars, the already-
mentioned Nestorian Hunayn Ibn Ishag and Qusta Ibn Luga. For bibliographical
reference of Qusta Ibn Liga see Graf, 2018, 41; 70-72; S.H. Griffith, 2008, 86;88-89.
For the study of the correspondence see P. Nwyia and S.K. Samir, Une
correspondence islamo-chrétienne entre Ibn al-Munajjim, Hunayn ibn Ishaq et Qusta
ibn Luqga, Patrologia Orientalis, no. 185, vol. 40, fasc. 4, Paris: Brepols, 1981; W.Z.
Haddad,Continuity and Change in Religious Adherence: Ninth-Century Baghdad, in
Convention and Continuity: Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic Lands; Eight
to Eighteenth Centuries, ed. M. Gerves and R.J. Bikhazi, 33-53, Papers in Mediaeval
Studies, 9, Toronto, Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1990.

156 He was the first Melkite of Alexandria to write in Arabic. His Annals is the main
source of his theology. On his life and works, see Graf, 2018, 41; 72-78; for a study on
the Annals see S.H. Giriffith, Eutychios of Alexandria on the Emperor Theophilus and
Iconoclasm in Byzantium: A Tenth Century Century Moment in Christian Apologetics in
Arabic, in Arabic Christianity in the Monasteries of Ninth-Century Palestine, Variorum
collected studies series 380, Great Yarmouth, 1992, 1V, 154-190; ibid., Apologetics and
Historiography in the Annals of Eutychius of Alexandria. Christian Self-definition in the
world of Islam, in R. Ebied, H.G.B. Teule, ed., Studies on the Christian Arabic Heritage.
In Honour of Father Prof. Dr. Samir Khalil Samir S.I. at the Occasion of his sixty-fifth
Birthday, Leuven, Paris, and Dudley, MA, Peeters, 2004, 65-89; and B. Ebeid, La
Tunica di al-Masih, La Cristologia delle grandi confessioni cristiane dell’Oriente nel X e
Xl secolo, Roma, Edizioni Orientalia Christiana, Valore Italiano, 2018, 85-216.
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From the original apologetic compositions which Blau studied closely, I will analyse
On the Triune Nature of God treatise which is attributed to the Melkite tradition. In
addition, I deal with Theodore Abti Qurrah’s works; he was one of the first Melkite
writers.

Not only the Melkites were producers of sacred texts but, at the beginning of the IX
century, Arabic Christian literature was enriched by the production of the Church of the
East composed by Syrian Nestorians and the Church of the West composed by Syrian
Jacobites. As well as the monastic environment in which Arabic Christian literature was
produced, Caliph’s courts were also a place of debate where Christian theologians were
invited to explain their beliefs. In this context, probably, as Samir (1994, 110) stated,
Jacobites and Nestorians were more in contact with Muslims than the Melkites.

The members of Nestorian denomination made the largest contribution to the
translation of Greek philosophical thinking into Arabic. The members of the Nestorian
denomination made the largest contribution to the translation of Greek philosophical
thinking into Arabic. I will try to reconstruct this field by highlighting some important
figures. Nestorian literary production initially consisted of translations, and later
expanded to include commentaries and independent works (Graf, 2018, 151). This
tradition was born and developed in the Abbasid court of Baghdad. The authors who are
part of this tradition had the peculiarity of being participants in Arab civilization
through important positions in society; they included physicians, scholars of medicine
and philosophy, and priests who, in addition to being authors in their professional and
intellectual fields, were also influential in the ecclesiastical sphere. As mentioned
earlier, the advanced education of Nestorian Christians made them teachers of Muslim
Arabs and brought them into the schools of Muslim philosophers. Furthermore, this
status led to a rapprochement between Nestorians and Jacobites; numerous Nestorian
writers emerged from the Jacobite school of Yahya ibn ‘Adi. Even among Nestorians,
the apologetic orientation in literature was prevalent from the beginning and continued
to be so, but moderation in polemics, concessions made to Islamic proponents, and the

exposition of the doctrine of faith encouraged worrying misinterpretations (Graf, 2018,
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152). Among the main topics of controversy addressed were the unity and trinity of God
and the mystery of the Incarnation.

The first among the polemicists was Patriarch Timothy I (780-823), who delivered
his speeches on dogmatic issues, the Qur’an, the Bible, and Christian worship in the
Arabic language (Graf, 2018, 152; 163-166). Initially, his disputes were written in
Syriac but later spread in the Arabic language. We will further explore this figure when
examining his debate with Caliph al-Mahdi.

The most prolific and successful author in the field of philosophy and sciences was
the aforementioned Hunayn Ibn Ishaq (808-873). He served as the chief physician of
Caliph al-Mutawakkil (r. 847-61) and headed a school of translators. He translated
numerous Greek texts into Syriac for Christian readers and into Arabic for Muslims. He
was also an active apologist for his faith. He did not engage in Christian or inter-
denominational controversies but focused on issues such as the creation of man and how
to know the true religion (Griffith, 2007, 81-82).

He put his skills and knowledge at the service of Christian theology, although he did
not write much on religious topics that has survived. He wrote brief apologetic treatises,
including one that was lost on proofs of the existence of the one God. In addition, he
responded to the previously mentioned al-Munajjim's letter in which the author called
on him to profess Islam. The achievements and profile of this philosopher were so
widely recognized that his writings were mentioned by other Christians. I am referring
to the Coptic writers of the XIII century, Abu Ishaq ibn al-‘Assal, (al-Maqari, 2012, 1,
562) and ’Abu al-Barakat (Al-Maqari, 2012, 11, 737) who transmitted his treatise Kitab
fi Kayfiyyat idrak al-diyanah (On the ways of discerning the true religion). The first
author transmitted another theological treatise called Kitab al-Ajal (Book on the hour of
death) (Graf, 2018, 176).

On this occasion, it is important to point out that this is just one example
demonstrating that an author was cited in the works of Christians from other
denominations, but this was a very common phenomenon in the field of Arabic
literature. This illustrates an important dynamic among the churches, namely that,

despite being rivals in asserting their respective theological doctrines, they shared
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untouchable beliefs and recognized works containing these beliefs. This dynamic is not
evident in the Christian literature of today, which distances itself from literary writings
that are not part of its own Christian tradition.

What contributed to this recognition of the author was undoubtedly the philosophical
approach adopted by the writer, as also adopted by other writers. In his writings,
Hunayn adopts a philosophical approach characterized by logical reasoning, a new line
of thinking, which offers the means to defend the Christian faith and also adopt it as a
way of life in the Islamic milieu, capable of allowing Christians and Muslims to live
harmoniously (Griffith, 2008, 121-122). One can say that this approach helped the
author establish a consecrated position in the field (Bourdieu, 1996, 239) and, at the
same time, he adopted it as a strategy to appeal to the Muslim audience whose interests
lay in "heightening the role of reason in religious discourse, moral development, the
acquisition of virtues, and the beginnings of a political philosophy" (Griftith, 2007, 85).

Another figure who is considered the author of a unique apology in content and form
is ‘Abd al-Masth al-Kindi.157 This work is comprised of a risalah from the Muslim ‘Abd
Allah ibn Isma‘1l al-Hashimt and a substantial response from the Nestorian al-Kindi.
The letter from the Muslim interlocutor was likely a well-executed forgery that the
Christian author used it to structure his apology (Graf, 2018, 193). The Muslim
correspondent invites the Christian to convert to Islam and recognize the Prophet, but
the author, in addition to persuasively defending his faith and Christian moral doctrine,
criticizes Islam and Muslim ethics irreverently. AI-Kind1 possessed an extensive literary
knowledge that included the Qur’an, the life of the Prophet, and Islamic religious
currents, through which he revealed the weaknesses of Islam from historical and moral
perspectives. Another strong point of this apology is his dialectical skill (Graf, 2018,

185), which certainly contributed to gaining symbolic capital that translated into his

157 On al-Kindr’s bibliographical sources and his letter, see Graf, 2018, 153; 184-195;
B. Landron, Chrétiens et musulmans en Irak: Attitudes Nestoriennes vis-a-vis de
I’lslam, Paris, Cariscript, 1994; G. Tartar, Dialogue islamo-chrétien sous le calife al-
Ma’mdn; les épitres d’al-Hashimi, 2 vols, Combs-la Ville, Centre Evangélique de
Témoignage et de Dialogue, 1982 (Arabic text with French translation); N.A. Newman,
The Early Christian-Muslim Dialogue: A Collection of Documents from the First Three
Islamic Centuries (632-900 A.D.). Translations with Commentary, Hatfield, PA,
Interdisciplinary Biblical Research Institute, 1993, 345-555 (English translation).
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popularity and dissemination among the Melkites, Jacobites, and Nestorians at that
time. In the letter, we find another example of textual quotation, with a literal reiteration
of the doctrine of the Trinity of God from the first letter of the Jacobite Habib Abt
R@’ita al-Takrit1, which we will further explore in our study.

Another Nestorian writer was ‘Ammar Al-Basr1 (d.ca. 850) a theologian from Basra
near to the seat of the ‘Abbasid dynasty of Baghdad and a contemporary of both
Theodore Abii Qurrah and Abi Ra’ita. He is distinguished from the other two by his
knowledge about logical argumentation and, relevantly to my study, the creation of the
theological vocabulary and its explanation in a philosophical manner (Hayek 1977,
14;18).

He wrote a literature of resistance due to the sociopolitical pressures of being
dhimmis and with the pastoral aim of reinforcing Christians, who needed proof of the
credibility of their faith. He wrote two apologetic works for Christians Kitab al-masa’il
wa al-ajwiba (The book of Questions and Answers) and for both Muslims and
Christians Kitab al-Burhan (The Book of the Proof concerning the Course of the Divine
Economy).15¢ While the former book lists fifty-one questions about the Incarnation,
death, resurrection and ascension, Kitab al-Burhan develops apologetic arguments and
Christian practices.

‘Ammar’s defense relies more on rational arguments than on Scripture and tradition
(Beaumont, 2009, 609). In addition, He employed Qur’anic language and contemporary
Islamic theology for his arguments in a way that Muslims theologian would understand
(Thomas, 2008, 3); his style is also influenced by dhimmi status and he avoided direct
criticism (Mikhail, 2013., 316). He “is impregnated with the Qur’anic culture. He does
not live in a Christian ghetto, he shares with Muslims the common Arabic culture,
which carries many Qur’anic words and expressions, and a certain style and even

Muslim thoughts”, (Mikhail, ibid., 320-321).

158 For the study of these works, see Basri A., The Book of Questions and Answers
(Kitab al-masa’il wa al-ajwiba), in ‘Ammar al-Basri: apologie et controverses, edited by
Michel Hayek, 93-265, Beirut: Dar al-Mashriq, 1977; Basri A., The Book of the Proof
Concerning the Course of the Divine Economy (Kitab al-Burhan), in ‘Ammar al-Basri:
apologie et controverses, edited by Michel Hayek, 19-90, Beirut, Dar al-Mashriq, 1977.
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In a later phase, other authors of high social status continued the Nestorian tradition,
producing a vast body of apologetic literature. Notable among them are two authors
with eclectic backgrounds, Elias of Nisibis (975-1046) and Ibn al-Tayeb (d. 1043), who
marked the golden age of Arabic Nestorian literature (Graf, 2018, 153).

Another community living under Arab rule was the Jacobite. The Jacobites, from the
early 9th century, also began writing in Arabic alongside their use of Syriac. This was to
defend their religious identity and respond to the challenges posed by the Muslims.
Under Muslim governance, the Jacobites experienced a level of religious empowerment
that was unprecedented when compared to their relationship with their Byzantine
counterparts, who considered their ecclesiastical activity clandestine (Atiya, 1968, 193).
The initial tolerance towards the dhimmis and the Arab's desire to benefit from the
advanced culture and learning of the ancient habitants settled within their dominion,
regardless of religious differences, allowed the Jacobites, like the Nestorians, to secure
prominent positions in the courts of the caliphs (Atiya, ibid., 194). After intense
translation activity in the IX century, in the X century, when translation was still crucial,
scholars also began engaging in interpretative activities, commentaries, and the
composition of philosophical treatises of their own.

During the time of Abli Qurrah and ‘Ammar al-Basri, Habib ibn Khidmah Abu
R#’itah (d. before 850) was active on the Jacobite side. He was the first Jacobite to write
theological treatises in Arabic. He defendded the Jacobite Christology of Severus of
Antioch (ca. 465-538) against the Melkites, and wrote on the doctrine of the Trinity and
the Incarnation.!5® Not much is known of his life. It is known that in 817 AD he sent a
Jacobite apologist called Nonnus of Nisibis (d. after 862) (Graf, 1951, vol. 130, 65-6) to

debate with Abli Qurrah.1®0¢ Abti Ra’itah was a flourishing figure during that time

159 For an initial bibliographic reference, see Graf (1951). More bibliography will follow
in the section dedicated to him.

160 He wrote apologetic and exegetical works in both Syriac and Arabic. On this
scholar and his works, see A. van Roey, Nonnus de Nisibe, Traité apologétique: Etude,
texte et traduction, Bibliothéque du Muséon, 21, Louvain, Belgium, Peeters, 1948;
S.H. Griffith, The Apologetic Treatise of Nonnus of Nisibis, ARAM 3, 1991, 115-38.
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(Griffith, 2001, 49) and two of his works were preserved by Coptic writers (Graf, 1951,
vol. 131, 25-26).

Later, the figure of Yahya ibn ‘Adi (893-974) emerged. He was one of the “major
proponents of the philosophical way of life as a guarantor of interreligious harmony and
of logic and philosophy” (Griftith, 2007, 93) which were the principal tools of the
Christian theologians and apologists in the Islamic milieu.!®! He was part of a new
generation of intellectuals in Baghdad, initially a student of the renowned Muslim
philosopher Abii Nasr al-Farabi (ca. 870-950), later becoming “the head of the Baghdad
Aristotelians in the mid-tenth century” (Gutas, 1998, 101). He contributed to the
Christian endeavour of developing a logical, philosophical, and theological vocabulary
in Arabic (Griffith, 2008, 124). In addition to his prolific work in philosophy, logic, and
translation, the scholar was particularly engaged in defending the doctrines of the
Trinity and the Incarnation in Jacobite Christology.!62 His works were so effective that
Coptic writers referenced them in doctrinal texts of the XIII century (see for example in

Al-Magari, 1, 430).

Regarding the Coptic Church, it was not until the X century that the Copts began to
produce their literature in Arabic up until the XIII century. The most relevant author of
the first Coptic literature in Arabic was Sawirus Ibn al-Muqaffa® whom I will address in
the third chapter. Therefore, by the X century, Arabic was the language used by
Christians of all denominations: it was the target language and the writing language of
significant works.

To sum, the disputations of this period did arouse a feeling of theological defence in
religious men who wrote treatises to uphold Christian principles and Christian social
practises aimed at both Christians and Muslims. The most-known theologians of the IX
century were the Arab Orthodox Theodore Abii Qurrah (d. ca. 825); the Syriac
Orthodox Abii Ra’ita al-Takritt (d. 835); and the Nestorian ‘Ammar al-Basr1 (d. ca.

161 In Samir (1994) Yahya ibn ‘Adi is positioned in the third phase, which is marked by
a purely philosophical approach and almost no Biblical references.

162 |n this regard, G. Endress lists sixty works under the title of “Christian theology” in
his bibliography of Yahya's works. See Endress, Works of Yahya ibn ‘Adi: An Analytical
Inventory, Wiesbaden, Reichert, 1977, 99-123.
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850). Arab Christians contributed to Christian literature in the philosophical field, too,
writing original works. We cite here Hunayn Ibn Ishaq (d. 873), Qusta Ibn Luqa (d.912),
Yahya Ibn ’Adi (d. 974). The Arab Christians also made their contribution in other
genres such as Biblical commentaries, Saint’s lives, historical works, as well as poetry.

In conclusion, Christian literature in the Middle East produced by the different
dominations is vast and has continued since the medieval period; most of it still remains
unknown and unexplored despite the attention paid to the Arab-Christian culture and it
constitutes an enrichment given its precious belonging to Christian history, rich in
heritage and long-suffering.

Before delving into the analysis of the selected apologetic works, it is essential to
introduce the field of Gospel translation, as I mentioned, intertwined with theology and,

linguistically, tied to the field of the Arabic language.

II. The field of the Arabic Gospels: a long, hybrid and complex editorial history

The Bible is a basic clue to understanding the history of Christianity in Arabia. We
mentioned that Holy Scripture brings up the presence of Arabs on the day of Pentecost
and that this Christian presence of the Arabs is confirmed in the V and VI centuries.
Despite the fact that Arab populations adhered to Christianity, the issue of a late
appearance of biblical or liturgical texts in Arabic is not fully resolved. From a different
viewpoint, on the one hand, scholars like Cheikho, Baumstark, Peters, and Shahid argue
for a pre-Islamic existence of the Gospels, or parts of them. To cite one of them, Shahid
states that it is certainly possible that Arabic-speaking Christians long before the early
seventh century had already translated at least the Gospels, the Psalms and then
homilies into Arabic. He claimed that an Arabic translation of the Bible could have been
undertaken in three areas: Mesopotamia, Syria, and South Arabia where Christianity had

been propagated for at least three centuries before the rise of Islam.163 Baumstark

163 See in particular, Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth Century,
pp.435-443; Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fifth Century, pp.422-429,
449-450; Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, Vol. 2, part 2, p.295,
Washington D.C., Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collection, 1984.
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recalled that early Muslim authors of the IX century, for example Ibn Qutayba in Kitab
al-ma‘arif, and al-Tabar1 in Kitab al-din wa-al-dawla, cited a few passages of the
Gospels in Arabic from a Syriac Vorlage which is an old Syriac version (1934,
165-188). Kashouh (2012, 93) remarked in his analysis of the oldest manuscripts of
family A (dated VIII-IX century) that “the archetype of this family goes back to the
seventh or eighth century at the latest”.

On the other hand, others such as Graf, Blau, Arbache and Griffith argue for a post-
Islamic date, around the ninth century. From a historical and cultural point of view
Samir Arbache draws the conclusion that it was only after the Umayyad caliph ‘Abd al-
Malik had the Arabic alphabet fixed that Christian Arabs started actively to write
versions of biblical and liturgical texts (2007, 37-48).

However, we are reminded that in the recent study by Kashouh, the author claimed
that there are several clues that suggest that the translation of parts of the Bible was in
the pre-Islamic era. In this latest study by Kashouh, he claims that the Gospels were
translated earlier, in either al-Hira, Iraq, or Najran from Syriac between 500 and 620 AD
(Kashouh, 2021).

In the first centuries after the rise of Islam, Christian communities demonstrated also
a great variety in their biblical translations, especially for the Gospels: Arabic was in the
service of reinforcing the Christian position within Islamic society. In fact, the biblical
translations were often transformed and adapted to the setting of the receptors with an
apologetic purpose in mind. Starting from the introductions of the translators, they
showed their intentions and strategies. Over time, changes also occurred because older
registers and translation techniques were not understood by later copyists and readers!64
(Kashouh 2012, 150).

What we know is that the two centres from which Arabic translations started to be
rendered were Mar Sabas and, especially, St. Catherine’s monastery. What has come to
us is that by the early IX century the Wisdom of Jesus ben Sira and Psalm 79 were
translated into Arabic as regards to the Old Testament. Intense activity was not only in

the IX century but also in the XIII and XIV centuries in which the majority of the

164 This is what emerges for example from the analysis of Kashouh (2012).
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manuscripts were not fresh translations but copies of earlier ones. Going over time, the
XVII and XVIII centuries represent the third period of extensive efforts in copying and
transcribing the Gospels. It must be remembered here that the first to engage in the
comparative examination of Arabic versions of the Bible were Medieval Coptic
scholars. In the year 1252 al-As‘ad Abi Al-Faraj Hibat Allah Ibn al-‘Assal wrote a
critical review of the Arabic Gospels. In his translation he avoided Qur’anic
terminology and substituted it with more neutral terminology (Zaki 2011) to be
accessible to Copts who no longer understood the Coptic language.

As regards the modern translations we mention the translations of Ahmad Faris al-
Shidyaq (1851), Eli Smith and Cornelius Van Dyck (1860-1865), the Dominican version
(1875-1878), the Jesuit (1876-1880) and The inter-confessional Arabic translation
(1979). All these translations have been produced because there was strong disapproval
of earlier printings of Arabic Bibles.

We start by defining the Arabic Gospel manuscripts which contain the continuous
text of the Gospels. The first issue to take into consideration is the state of research in
the field of the manuscripts and their classification. We retrace chronologically some
scholarly contributions carried out that can help us to understand the dimensions of the
matter and to pursue our research aim. First of all, we have to consider that the Arabic
Gospels texts are translations from more than one language, in particular Ignazio Guidi
(1888) developed five different groups (classi); firstly, the manuscripts translated from a
Greek source (the chief source); secondly those translated from the Syriac Peshitta;
thirdly those translated from the Coptic version; fourthly, manuscripts of two eclectic
recensions: the recension of Ibn al-‘Assal and the “Alexandrian Vulgate”; and fifthly,
the elegant or singular manuscripts. We remember that the Alexandrian Vulgate became
common and influential and also the basis “of all printed editions of the Arabic Gospels
from the edition princeps of 1591 down to the twentieth century” (Metzger 257-268).

Then, Graf (1944, I, 142-170) referred to three hundred and seventy-five Arabic
manuscripts of the Gospels and followed this division in his volume with a division into

four main headings.
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In general, the study of the Bible in Arabic was limited in the XIX and XX centuries
because their importance was underestimated and the studies of Islam was the main
object of study in the academic world from the philological point of view.165 On the
other hand, some researchers claimed that biblical translations in Arabic have “textual
significance”.16¢ What complicates this field of research is that there is a large majority
of translations which are anonymous and/or are not complete; then the plurality in terms
of compilations and the difficulty of access to the manuscripts or simply being aware of
them because there does not exist a comprehensive bibliography.!67 There is no single
direction of research in modern studies of the Arabic Bible. Some scholars propose
studying the Middle Arabic features of these texts,!68 but concentrating on the linguistic
aspects weakens the historical importance of these translations. On the other hand, there
are few analyses of translation techniques and studies of these translations in liturgical
and apologetics contexts which influenced firmly the strategies of translators.!6® As

regards the critical editions of the Gospels, we mention the critical edition of al-’As‘ad

165 Biblical scholarship tended to have a negative attitude toward the examination of
Arabic biblical versions, see P. De Lagarde, Die vier Evangelien arabisch aus der
Wiener Handschrift herausgegeben, Leipzig, F A Brockhaus, 1864, 1; E. Nestle,
BibelUbersetzungen, arabische, in Realencyklopédie fiir Protestantische Theologie und
Kirche, 3rd edn, Leipzig: J. C. Hinrichs, vol. Ill, 1897, 91; S.P. Tregelles, Arabic
Versions, in A Dictionary of the Bible Comprising its Antiquities, Biography, Geography,
and Natural History, 2nd edn, London: John Murray, vol. Ill, 1893, p.1615; B.J.
Roberts, Die Religion in Geschichte und Gegenwart: Handwdérterbuch fir Theologie
und Religionswissenschaft, 3rd edn, Tubingen: Mohr Siebeck, 1957, 1.

166 See: B. Levin, Die griechisch-arabische Evangelien-Ubersetzung. Vat. Borg. ar. 95
und Ber. orient. oct. 1108, Uppsala, Almquist & Wiksells Boktrycheri, 1938, 1; C.
Peters, Grundsatzliche Bemerkungen zur Frage der arabischen Bibeltexte, Rivista
degli Studi Orientali 20, 1942, 129-143.

167 For the last point | know online recent databases and inventories such as Biblia
Arabica, Pavone, Vhmml sites and Sinai Palimpsests Project.

168 See Levin, 1938; B. Knutsson, Studies in the Text and Language of Three Syriac-
Arabic Versions of the Book of Judicum with Special Reference to the Middle Arabic
Elements, Leiden, Brill, 1974; B.J. Dikken, Some remarks about Middle Arabic and
Sa'adya Gaon’s Arabic translation of the Pentateuch in manuscripts of Jewish,
Samaritan, Coptic Christian, and Muslim provenance”, in L. Zack and A. Schippers
(ed.), Middle Arabic and Mixed Arabic: Diachrony and Synchrony, Leiden: Birill, 2012,
51-81.

169 M. Polliack (1997) deals with translations in an exegetical context, see his study:
The Karaite Tradition of Arabic Bible Translation: A Linguistic and Exegetical Study of
Karaite Translations of the Pentateuch from the Tenth and Eleventh Centuries C.E.,
Leiden, Birill.
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Ab1 Al-Faraj Hibat Allah Ibn al-’Assal’s translation published by Samuel Moawad in
2014 based on the oldest eight manuscripts.170

Returning to the enormous material at our disposal, we have to say that there is no a
systematic inventory of this corpus yet. Kashouh did an enormous amount of work

(2012) examining 200 manuscripts from twenty-one library and monastery collections.

Taking into account the classification made by Kashouh, through phylogenetic
analysis, this study aims to focus on the earliest translations of the Gospels that are
currently available to us. Even though these manuscripts are dated to the eighth or ninth
century, Kashouh's study demonstrates that they are copies of earlier exemplars, and
that by that time, the Gospel texts had already been textually contaminated and
linguistically improved (ibid., 318-319).

In his classification, the Gospel text of Codex Vatican Ar. 13 is the most ancient. It is
a copy from a much earlier and more archaic exemplar and it is supposed to be
translated from the Peshitta before the rise of Islam given its linguistic features and
translation technique; in addition it does not belong to the Middle Arabic or Arabic of
south Palestine even if it does come from the St. Saba monastery, but its language is
classical Arabic. It contains difficult and rare expressions and is characterised by a rich
and well-elaborated language and archaic vocabulary (Kashouh 2012, 142-149). The
manuscript contains words such as \—_Y¥! and 12_¥! for disciples, (+—=s— for John the
Baptist, ¢e—) for the Prophet Elijah which “are obsolete within Islam and also within
the emerging Arabic versions of the VII and VIII centuries” (Kashouh, 165). But this
was not a completely discarded version. In fact, in Kashouh’s contribution he
discovered that Vatican Ar. 13 is a loose and free translation and was edited in the
Codex Beirut B.O. Or. 430 bringing it closer to the Peshitta version (Kashouh, 328). So,
there is a need to rework the translation to meet the needs of the society for which the
biblical text is intended.

Another manuscript which is located in the early centuries from the birth of Islam is

the Manuscript Sinai Ar. 72 which is the oldest complete and dated manuscript of the

170 Most of these Gospels represent Family L in Kashouh, 2011, 258-274
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Gospels (copied in 897 A.D.). It is part of a homogeneous group of manuscripts that
originated in Palestine in the mid-eighth century. It contains corrections to present a text
improved linguistically and close to classical Arabic (Kashouh, 7).171 Arbache confirms
that the linguistic features of the manuscript are identified as the Middle Arabic variety
previously studied by Blau (1966). According to Diem's study, there are influences of
Aramaic, Nabatean, and Syriac from an orthographic perspective (1983, 214). Arbache
(ibid. 128-129) argues that the text is closely linked to the source text (Greek), meaning
that the word order and stylistic structures are similar if not identical to the source text.
Furthermore, in the translation, the principle of literalness prevails, but there is also
success in creating a style. Finally, the vocabulary of the biblical text is independent of
the Muslim language but participates in the vocabulary of a common culture (Arbache,
ibid. 138)

Sinai 70 is an undated manuscript but according to the feature of the script Kashouh
(2012, 123-124) suggested that it was copied in the early IX century and its archetype is
from as early as the eighth century. In addition, Kashouh (ibid.) confirms that it follows
the Syriac in terms of word order and of terminology and that the language is Middle
Arabic.

In the field of Gospel translation, there have also been versions that adopted
language close to that of the Qur'an. In this initial phase, the rhymed translation from
the Syriac Peshitta of manuscripts Ar. vat 17 and 18 date back to the early tenth century
is placed (Kashouh, 2012, 128). The two texts present the same translation but the
author is unknown. The Qur’anic style of this translation elevates the Gospel text to a
completely different level in terms of eloquence and understanding compared to the

other above versions.172

171 Manuscript Sinai Ar. 72 was the subject of study of A.G. Garland, An Arabic Version
of the Gospel According to Mark, Master of Arts diss., Catholic University of America,
1978; and S. Arbache, Une ancienne version arabe des Evangiles: langue, texte et
lexique, Thése de doctorat dirigée par L. Jacques et T. Gérard, Etudes arabo-
islamiques, Bordeaux Ill, 1994.

172 |n terms of Qur’anic expressions, in the Gospel of Luke Nasr (2011) identifies an
expressiveness and a vocabulary in 74 verses that are similar, if not identical, to an
equal number of Qur’anic verses.
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According to this preliminary description these translations one can formulate the
following hypotheses. The Vatican Arabic 13 manuscript was written for a tribe which
spoke an archaic language not belonging to the southern Palestinian region, and the
translator was familiar with the Syriac Peshitta which influenced his translation. Sinai
Arabic 72, a text translated from Greek, could be part of the extensive translation work
undertaken at the beginning of the Islamic Empire. Given the dating of the manuscript,
another hypothesis that could be put forward is that the translation may have been
intended for a more civilised audience compared to the tribal association's form,
probably by a translator who was well-acquainted with the Greek-speaking Byzantine
Church. As for Sinai 70, it could be chronologically earlier than Sinai 72, as various
studies agree, because the translation process began from Syriac into Arabic rather than
from Greek, as previously mentioned; so the dominant culture at that time could have
been the Syriac one. What certainly unites these translations is the fact that the language
of the audience was now Arabic, and the demand for a biblical text in Arabic was
growing stronger to maintain their Christian identity or even for the purpose of
evangelisation. In the context of the translation of Arabic 17 and 18, that could indeed
be a plausible hypothesis, emphasizing the sacred nature of the Bible through a
language closer to that of the Qu’ran or using linguistic features familiar to the Muslim
ear in order to trigger the Christian sacred text. As regards the translators, first, they
might have encountered either a completely new translation, if the scribe had no access
to any Arabic text, or a translation influenced to varying degrees, directly or indirectly,
by another version circulating at the time. Second, they have been influenced by the
historical period in which they lived, by what characterized the culture and art of the
time.The linguistic richness of this heritage should not be neglected and in the next
pages I will try to illustrate the variety of its vocabulary. In addition to comparing the
Gospel versions among themselves, the intent is also to compare these versions with the
oldest dated treatise, On the Triune Nature of God, centered on biblical verses, in order
to establish a connection. In fact, my aim is to understand the Gospel linguistic choices
from other types of texts that are not continuous Gospels because they have been

created within a particular historical context.
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III. Some Early Christian works and Islamic language

It is in the VIII century that we have the earliest dated translation into Arabic of a
Christian text, produced as early as 772 AD. It is the Arabic translation of Amonious’
Report on the Martyrdom of the Monks of Sinai and Raithu (CPG 6088).

In the early Islamic times Christian literature was characterised by elements
borrowed from emerging Islamic concepts which were adapted and turned to a Christian
purpose. Christian writers were adept at explaining their faith, approaching Islamic
language without losing the Christian spirit and meanings. This was not an easy task
and “special efforts were expanded to find an appropriate Arabic vocabulary in terms of
which to translate the technical expressions of Christian theology as they had been
deployed earlier in Greek and Syriac” (Griffith, 2008, 94). And the opposite happened:
“all of the religious vocabulary in Arabic had already been co-opted by Islamic religious
discourse, which often systematically excluded the very meanings wanted by Christians,
or at the very least Muslims Islamised the terms in a way contrary to Christian thinking”
(Griffith, 95). In other words, Arab Christians participated with Muslim intellectuals in
‘ilm al-kalam or the science of discoursing about religion in the Abbasid period.

Gardet noted several times that the same word has different connotations in Christian
and Muslim vocabulary (1967, 429). Ledit stated that the words often change their
meaning when moving from Christianity to Islam (1956, 132). Watt reached the
conclusion that there was a distinctive linguistic tradition among Arab Christians that,
independent of Muslim culture, persisted into the tenth century (1957, 360-365).

Thus, the result seems to be that a common language was created but, with the
passing of the centuries, this language assumed Islamic connotations and became
unfamiliar to Christians.

The Abbasid empire (750-1258 AD) created political and religious reality which
pushed Melkite Christians in particular to write apologetics in Arabic. This was the
official language of the empire, non-Muslims were gradually marginalised within

society and conversion to Islam became an increasing pressure. In addition, according to
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the so-called pact of ‘Umar,!73 Christians were under the condition of dhimmis that
dictated the cessation of their rights to protection for those opposing the Qur’an or
Islam.

In this context, apologists tried to answers Muslim objections and to support the
Christian faith developing proofs by way of reason and Bible. Thus, this literature had a
double purpose: one of resistance through criticising Islam indirectly and the second of
accommodation, namely of accepting challenge to produce an effective discourse of the
Christian faith (Griffith, 2008, 17; Tarras, 2017, 85).

In this first period, between 750 and 850, apologetical movement was characterised
by biblical and homiletic approach (S. Khalil 1994, 110) integrating a language familiar
to Muslims for rhetorical purposes.

The earliest known apologetical debate belonging to the first period is the religious
debate between the Nestorian Patriarch Timothy I (727-823) and the ‘Abbasid caliph al-
Mahdi (754-785)!74 which is the earliest apologetic in Eastern Christianity and
encapsulates the whole, still ongoing, debate between Christians and Muslims. Timothy
was highly active in ecclesiastical organization and literary endeavors. In his work, he
utilized the Syriac language, which was still predominant during his time, but he also
advocated for the emerging activity in the Arabic language (Graf, 2018, 162). At the
time, there was significant interest and dissemination of the debate that Timothy had
with the caliph. It is a debate the script of which is familiar to the ears of a Christian or a
Muslim and has an ecumenical character. From the linguistic point of view, it was
recorded by Timothy in Syriac but was conducted in Arabic in 781 or 782AD; later it

was translated into Arabic and circulated throughout the Christian communities of the

173 See J. Tolan, The Pact of ‘Umar in D. Thomas, B. Roggema ed., Christian-Muslim
Relations: A Bibliographical History: Volume 1 (600-900), Leiden: Brill, 2009, 360-66;
M. Levy-Rubin, Non-Muslims in the Early Islamic Empire: From Surrender to
Coexistence, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2014.

174 The first edition of this debate is by L. Cheikho, Al-muhawara al-diniyya allati jarat
bayna al-khalifa al-Mahdi wa Timathawus al-Jathiliq, Mashrig XIX, 1921, 359-374 of
MS 662 of the Bibliotheque Orientale in Beirut. See also the edition and french
translation of H. Putman L’Eglise sous Timothée I, (780-823): étude sur I'église
nestorienne au temps des premiers ‘Abbasides: avec nouvelle édition et traduction du
dialogue entre Timothée et al-Mahdi, Beruit, Dar al-Mashriq, 1975.
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Near East (Mingana, 1928, 11).175 Instead of this argumentation, Browne (1931)
claimed that the Arabic text is would have been highly unlikely before the Syriac
version. The language of the debate is a simplified form of Arabic accessible to the
Christian Arabs of that time. In addition, the text contains numerous analogies and
Aristotelian logic presented in a simplified Arabic form.

Comparing it to the source text, the translation is literal, the narrative form is
maintained in the first person, and some sections are condensed. The topics they engage
with include: Christ as the Son of God and Son of Man, the Trinitarian relationship, the
differences between Christians, Jews, and Muslims regarding ritual obligations,
Christian opinions about the Prophet, the accusation of Scriptural falsification, the
veneration of the cross, and the cause of Christ's crucifixion. Timothy's aim was also to
demonstrate the agreement between Christian doctrine, specifically Nestorian beliefs,
with the sacred texts, including the Qur’an, and reason.

I will try to expound some notes about the language of this debate in accordance with
the purpose of this study.

First of all, it is evident an Islamic influence, intentional or unintentional, in the
choice of vocabulary in the process of translation. In fact, In the discussion there are
traces of the Arabic words recorded in the pre-Islamic poetry such as hawariyiin
(disciples), nasara and ‘Isa but, there are also Islamic expressions in the lines of
Timothy I, the so-called epitaphs which enriched the dialogue. For example, I have
extrapolated ‘azza wa jalla (May He be exalted and glorified), al-Masih ‘alayhi al-
salam (Christ, peace be upon Him), Allah ta’ala (God Most High), Allah al-bari’ (God
the Creator) and jalla sha’nuhu (May his essence be exalted). As regards these
expressions, in terms of meaning, they do not offend Christian belief (except al-Masih
‘alayhi al-salam because Christ is the Prince of Peace); simply, they are not found in
today’s language because they are considered to belong to Islam and then we find other
expressions which were substituted for them. Another hypothesis could be that this is an
ancient Christian terminology of the Arabic, fallen into disuse today because of an

interruption by Arab expressivity after the Golden Age. For this second hypothesis we

175 Also Putman (1975) claimed the same.
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take into account the expressions Allah ta'la and Allah al-bari’ which contain two
attributes of God. Today, fa ‘ala is substituted by al-muta’ali and al-bari’ by al-khalig.
However, we find these two words in the F7 tathlith al-’ittihad treatise of Ibn Al-‘Assal
(1241 AD) written in classical Arabic. The author wrote (Sbath, 111):

176: JLaSl) Ciliny 6 gam g0 2a) g 4 sa Nad (oLl (o 2ia% Apspaall Zayll
and he continues to quote these two words throughout the text. This example confirms
the second hypothesis. In contrast, the expressions ‘azza wa jalla and jalla sha’nuhu
have Islamic connotations. I find, for example, in Fi wahdaniyyati al-bari’ ta’ala wa
tathlith aganimihi treatise of Sam‘an bin Kulayl (1145-1235) the words jalla and ‘azza
(Sbath 105; 106; 109):

claall e Jagadtale Y Seall clacall S0 aaud Ja GIAN Caay 5 9o 28
177, ke jSall & gaill (Ge) (38 ails alae
And we also find:
178, Ll s g Ll LT il s adls Ja s e bl (g0 ) el Wl g
Another Qur’anic term in the debate is ‘arraja (to ascend) referring to the ascension
of Jesus instead of using sa 'ada that is the Christian common word for indicating the
ascension of Christ.
From reading these treatises we perceive that Christian texts are aligned with to
Islamic terminology especially when referring to God in praising and exalting him.
Second, I suppose that a Syriac influence. I have extrapolated the word inthilam
which means, in the wider sense, defilement in regard to the virginity of the Mother of

God (dina inthilam batiuliyyatu al-walidatu, without the virginity of the bearer being

176 See the text in Paul Sbath,Vingt Traités Philosophiques et Apologétiques d’Auteurs
Arabes Chrétiens du IX au XIV siécle, Cairo, H. Friedrich et Co, 1929, 111.

Translation: The Church believes that the Creator, He exalted, is a unique essence and
described by perfect attributes.

177 Translation: the Creator, His name is worthy to be exalted, be described with all
qualities...because His power is far above the qualities and the greatness of His
essence surpasses honorable epithets (property).

Also the word husna is not used today in the Christian context.

178 Translation: When we receive the agreement from God, may be exalted and
glorified, the command that He names Himself Father, Son and Holy Spirit.

We point out that the word tawqif is tawfig as mentioned by the author.
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defiled). 1t could derive from Syriac!7® but the word entered into Arabic and is today
recorded in dictionaries. In The Doha Dictionary it means U\)A DSl o A SDE
Lglagal 5180 and the definition refers to its use by Bashar Ibn >Abi hazim al-’Asadi, a pre-
Islamic poet. In the B.-Van-Dyck Bible (2 Kings 22:5) thulam is used, referring to the
temple of God which had to be repaired.

We find it in Dozy (1881)18! associated with al-sit (the honor). Thalam al-sit is
“blesser I’honneur, décréditer, faire tort a, tenir la renommée de quelqu’un” and “‘sa
réputation a été blessée, a regu une atteinte; bréche a I’honeur.”!82 In our case, there
could be a connection between the breaking of an object or the wounding of a person’s
honor with the virginity of Mary but in the ecclesiastical context other expressions are
used to indicate this concept. In al-lahiut al-mugarin Pope Shenuda wrote dawam
batiliyyati al-‘adhra’ or laysa li-’annaha fugidat batiliyyatiha (Pope Shenuda III,
95-98). It occurs for instance in The Burning Bush hymn:

183,405 8w ¢ de il g lldial 8 Sy ) A ) (adla Ja @l ol L cue s

Finally, Ezekiel (44:2) speaks of the mughlaq (shut) door prophesying the perpetual
virginity of Saint Mary.

In conclusion, I suggest that the translator of the Syriac debate or Timothy I himself
used the word inthilam taking it from Syriac but, from the meaning registered in the
dictionaries, the dogmatic meaning does not correspond exactly to breaking; the sense
of defilement is a consequence of losing her virginity for an unmarried woman, but this
is not the sense that Christian texts have transmitted.

Third, the text demonstrates that theological expressions in Arabic were already
coined at that time. In fact, expressions such as alladhi zahar bi al-jasad li-ajl khalds

al-‘alam (appeared in the flesh for the salvation of the world); al-masih huwa Ibn wa-

179 The word in the Syriac manuscript means to loosen, break open and also unseal.
See R. P. Smith, A compendious Syriac Dictionary, Oxford, Clarendon Pressed. J.
Payne Smith (Mrs Margoliouth) 1903, 595.

180 Translation: the breaking of the object, its edges and its collapse.

181 Dozy took up the definition of Bocthor 1964, 96.

182 Translation: to injure honour, to discredit, to do wrong to, to hold up one’s
reputation and one’s reputation has been injured, has received a blow, breach of
honor.

183 Translation: You became a mother of your creator, for the salvation of man kind, He
came and dwelt in your womb, and your virginity is sealed.
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mawlid qabl al-duhiir (Christ is the Son born before the ages); Kalimatu Allah
ittakhadha jasadan (the Word of God took on a body); Allah wahid wa-huwa muthallath
(God is one and triune), are still found today in liturgical and theological texts. In
addition, there are words such as aganim (hypostases) or /@ yamtazij wa-lda yakhtalit
(not be mingled or mixed) which are specific to explaining the trinitarian dogma. Thus,
not only has this vocabulary been kept unchanged throughout history but from this
manuscript I deduce that it was certainly fixed before the debate between the two
protagonists took place. This is an important difference from the Syriac version in
which there is no sophisticated theological vocabulary like the Arabic one (Putman,
183).

I extracts some lines from the dialogue to show the strategies adopted by Timothy to
respond to his interlocutor’s questions about Christ which include the Unity of God, the
Trinity and the Incarnation.!84

On the question whether Christ is the Son of God he responds:
Jani¥) B dic ) shase g 3 dusdi el (o Lialed 1388 Y @l () g0 Gl e L) scalid
Auae 30Y 5 A o alaad) 5aY IS gl asaV 5 K15 AL ol 4sl e LW 531 53l
185 0 32Y I (Baby LaS (Ll Cana g9 Janl) &I 3] (9 o83

,L@SJﬁQiYJcBJ‘X}S\a&Qsua@oi@mmé.)}mﬂ\dﬁqjy}&\ﬁ@yd\gj
186, 43l aren A jae pe ) Y

138 ¢ puiil) (e A€l g el (o A AL LaSh dapal) (e 3 sale cle aguiiny sl (S
187.)}45&3\@&._1;)”&33} ca:ﬁ\usd\jiugc@“d\

184 | consulted and quote the edited text of Hackenburg (2009). All translation are
mine.

185 Translation: then | said, We believe this without a doubt because this is what we
have learned from Christ Himself, as it is written about Him in the Gospel, the Torah,
and the Prophets, that He is the Son of God. However, His birth is not like the physical
birth but a miraculous birth that transcends the understanding of the mind and the
description of the tongue, as befits a divine birth.

186 Translation: Christ is the Son, born before the ages. We cannot inquire about this
birth, nor can we comprehend it, as God's attributes are beyond comprehension.

187 Translation: But we bring a comparison derived from nature: just as rays are born
from the sun, and the word from the soul, thus Christ, being the Word of God, was
born from the Father before the ages.
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From these lines the author relies on the scriptures to defend Christ's figure and from
the start declares the incapability of humans to understand His birth as it is divine. For
this reason, he employs the analogy of the sun and the word to aid in understanding the
birth of the Son of God.

On the question about the impossibility of Saint Mary’s virginity after the birth of
Christ, he responds:
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From these line, Timothy demonstrates an understanding that human reason deems
Mary’s virginity impossible, but he places this within the omnipotence of God. He
supports his argument by drawing upon the common belief in the creation of Eve and
parallels taken from nature.

Then, on the questions referring to the Trinity, first he explains his faith:

188 Translation: This matter, according to nature, is impossible and cannot happen
without the defilement of virginity. Moreover, it is not possible for a woman to
conceive without the participation of a man.

189 Translation: As for the ability of the Creator of nature, He is capable of this,
meaning that a virgin can give birth without the defilment of her virginity. Because God
Almighty is capable of everything, and nothing is difficult for Him.

190 Translation: Firstly, from the Book, it is written that Eve was brought forth from
Adam's rib without that rib splitting. And Jesus (peace be upon him) ascended to
heaven without his skin splitting. So, Mary the Virgin gave birth to her son without the
defilement of her virginity and without any harm befalling her.

191 Translation: Secondly, from nature. Fruits are born from trees, sight from the eye,
fragrances from flowers, without any splitting or separation. Similarly, rays are born
from the sun.
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Then, he continues by providing evidence based on creation and the Bible showing
his philosophical and theological education as he does for the rest of the dialogue on
more practical issues.

I can conclude that from ths debate, one can discern a simple language and a
dialogical strategy based on the norms of that era. The dialogue reflects the cultural
setting and theological discourse and follows the expectations of the target audience,
both Christians and Muslims. In addition, the translation of this dialogue into Arabic
demonstrates the need to disseminate its content in a language comprehensible and

spoken at that moment to reach a broader audience.

Another representative work of the first period mentioned above is the apologetical
treatise which was called On the triune Nature of God. This treatise is attributed to
Melkite tradition and it is a witness to biblical quotations in Arabic. It was found in the
Arabic MS Sinai Arabic 154 manuscript (fols 99r-139v) at St. Catherine's monastery
and edited and partially translated by Margaret Dunlop Gibson in 1899.193 This treatise

is dated to “746 years since the Christian religion had been established” (fol. 110v).

192 Translation: The belief in these three names is the belief in three hypostases, which
are the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, these are one God, one nature, and one
essence. This is what we believe and affirm based on the explicit teachings of Jesus
(peace be upon him), which we've also learned from the prophets.

193 M. Gallo translated it into Italian in Palestinese anonimo Omelia arabo-cristiana
dell’VIll secolo, trans., Collana di Testi Patristici 116, Rome, Citta Nuova 1994; M.
Swanson translated it partially into English, see An Apology for the Christian Faith, in
ed. S. Noble and A. Treiger, The Orthodox Church in the Arab World, 700-1700, an
anthology of sources, NIU Series in Orthodox Christian Studies, Northern lllinois
University Press, 2014, Chapter 1, 40-59; See also S.K. Samir, Une apologie arabe du
christianisme d’époque Umayyade?, in: Samir Khalil Samir ed., Actes du troisieme
congres international d’études arabes chrétiennes, Louvain-la-Neuve, septembre
1988, in: Parole de I'Orient 16, (1990-1991) (paru en 1992) 85-106; idem, The Earliest
Arab Apology for Christianity (C. 750), in Christian Arabic apologetics during the
Abbasid period (750-1258), Leiden, The Netherlands, Brill, 1994; Griffith, the Church in
the Shadow, (2008 53-57; 89-90; 167-68); idem, Bible in Arabic, (2013 112; 121-122;
125-26).
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This dating is implied by the manuscript, discovered by Samir Khalil Samir (1992,
85-106), from which he formulated two dating hypotheses: one starting from the date of
Christ's birth which would date the manuscript to 738, the other starting from the
crucifixion of Christ from which a later date (771) would be deduced. Others like
Swanson (1993, 117-141) dates it to 788 considering the crucifixion of Christ; instead,
Griffith, opting for the Incarnation, dates it to 755 (2008, 89-90 n. 47). In a more recent
article Treiger (2016, 9, 12, 33) claims that the treatise should be dated to 753/4,
considering the Incarnation, according to the Palestinian variety of the Alexandrian era
used by Melkites in the ninth century.

Thus, it appears to be the oldest piece of Arabic Christian Theological writing in our
possession. It is the work of a Christian which is addressed to Muslims, or, as Maria
Gallo (1994, 18) claimed, it is a work of catechesis with an apologetic dimension for
Christians living in a sectarian milieu. It is not particular to one given Christian
community but it is based on what is common to all Christians; it contains many biblical
quotations and traditional patristic arguments to defend the Christian faith in general,
similar to those contained in the Timothy-Mahdi dialogue.

But, in this case Muslim and Christian idioms and vocabulary flow harmoniously.
One of the main characteristics of this early Arabic Christian text is the use of the
Muslim’s sacred scripture and, this leads to the assumption that the author did not live
in a “Christian ghetto” and he knew Islamic thought very well. According to Mark
Swanson (2007, 119-120), the author of this treatise weaves the Qur’anic material
together with Biblical material for greater effect. At the end of his text, Swanson spoke
about “linguistic and conceptual bridges between the world of the Bible and that of the
Qur’an.” In fact, if we focus on the linguistic point of view we notice that the two
languages are very similar and both are interchangeable. As S. Khalil estimates “ces
allusions s’integrent parfaitement dans le texte, sans que [’on ne sente un quelconque
effort stylistique”9* (Samir, 1992, 97). In another analysis he spoke about the

phenomenon of inculturation which is characterised by expressing one’s faith in one and

194 Translation: these allusions are perfectly integrated into the text, without any sense
of stylistic effort.
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the same Arabic culture (Samir 1994, 70). This style could be due to and also justified
by the fact that apologists could not openly express their disagreement with Islam in the
social and political circumstances they were in. In fact, the text is explicitly addressed to
Muslims but it lacks polemics. The structure of this apology is composed by the
following sections: the introduction which contains a beautiful prayer influenced by the
language of the Qu’an; a section dedicated to the trinity in which the author narrates the
story of redemption from Adam to Christ and proves Christ’s divinity through a
dominant biblical material; a section dedicated to Christ’s life narrated through Old
Testament passages.

Unlike the intermediate form of Christian Arabic of the Timothy-Mahdi dialogue,
this treatise is an example of simplified Christian Arabic. In fact, linguistic phenomena
are present in this treatise belonging to the so called Middle Arabic that “constitutes the
missing link between classical Arabic and modern dialects and is therefore of
extraordinary importance for the history of both” (Blau 36).195 These phenomena, up
until the IX century, were common to all Arabic writers, regardless of their
denomination as S. Arbache has claimed (2008, 19).

Shared expressions that a responsive and alert Christian reader would accept today
would be:19¢
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(folio 102a from the Gibson version)

By quoting Qur’anic verses, the author shows agreement with Islam on the creation

of the world (Sarah III v.49) and man (Strah XC v.4; VI v.94) and on the elevation of

195 The reference text for the study of Middle Arabic is Blau.

196 | give the text as it is in the Manuscript.

197 Translation: We ask You O Merciful and Mighty God, to let us know Your truth,
follow Your will, stay away from Your indignation, praise Your Good names and talk
about Your sublime sayings.

198 Translation: in fact there is no God before You and no God after: You are the
destiny and You are dominant over everything.
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Christ and his followers above the disbelievers (Siirah III v.55). His quotations are very

similar or almost similar to the text of the Qur’an. For example he writes:
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From these passages it seems that the author know well the vocabulary of the Qur’an
and I hypothesis that the same is for the Bible. This treatise contains several biblical
quotations, that give us further confirmation of a pre-existing Arabic translation of the
two Testaments. Two possible hypothesis are that the author cites the verses from a
translated Bible in his possession or that the verses were transmitted orally rather than
in literary form to the author. Certainly, as the whole text has an Islamic influence so
also the biblical references may have had it. As will be show, the author does not write
always the whole verse as it is the biblical text but his purpose is to make use of them
for his meta-narrative.

At this point it might be useful to understand in more detail the lexicography of the
quotations of the Bible. I will focus on the New Testament verses and I will compare the
61 verses extrapolated with Vatican, Arabic 13, where possible, Beirut B.O., Or 430,
Sinai Ar. 72, Sinai Ar. 70 and Vatican, Arabic 17 and 18, where verses from the Gospel
of Luke are presented. First, according to the vocabulary used, I try to outline a

theoretical habitus of the author who translated or quoted biblical extracts in the

199 |n the Quran: < o 5La¥i G 58 (Sarah XC v.4).
Translation: indeed, we have created humankind in constant struggle. (The translations

are from: quran. com)
200 In the Qur an: yagie o ;m Lacall Ui G453 (STrah LIV v.1 1)

,,,,,

Translation: you have come back to us all alone as we created you the first time.

202 |n the Quran: |
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(Surah [l v. 55). Translation: | will take you and raise you up to Myself. | will deliver you
from from those who disbelieve, and elevate your followers above the disbelievers
until the day of judgement.
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apologetical text and, in the meanwhile, to understand the same in the manuscripts of
the Gospels. Second, to understand whether social influences played a role in the choice
of language.

I will add the corresponding verses from the inter-confessional Arabic Bible
(indicated as int.-conf.) to give the reader an idea of what is being read today and to
what extant words vary over this long period of time. In quoting the manuscripts, I will
respect the orthography as it represents a specific field of research as well as a source of
information on morphology and syntax (See the extracts in Appendix 1).

I summarise the main points of the linguistic features.

a) The Syriac influence

The author considered surirt and shit as synonyms in the verses. Both terms are
present in the translator's linguistic repertoire and are interchangeable for him. The verb
shi'tu comes from sha’a. Sha’a b- is a precise calque on the Syriac sba b-. Sha means
“to will” or want (= sha’a) but sha b- is an idiom that means to be pleased with
something.203 This passage matches very closely the Peshitta at Matthew 3:17.

b) The Islamic influence

In Mark 16:16, the word kafara is used, while the other versions contain ‘amana.
Kafara is an Islamic-sounding word contained in the Qur’an which means to disbelieve.

In Christianity, to express this concept, for instance, 'ankara (to deny) or, the
negative form of ‘amana (to believe) is used.

In Luke 1:34 the author does not confine himself to a literal translation of the Greek
verb that literally corresponds to 'to know' in reference to the words of the Virgin Mary
but adopts the Islamic term yamissu contained in Surat Maryam (19:20).204

In the Lord's Prayer, the author uses the word bala’ instead of tajribah to refer to the
trial. The concept of trial is present in both religions but today both words carry
connotations, one Islamic and the other Christian.

¢) Original words

203 | am grateful to J.B. Tannous who explained me the derivation of this word.
204 This word is confirmed also in Vatican Arabic 17 and 18.
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The author maintains original words without modifying them, as is the case with
Sha ‘anin which comes from the Hebew husha 'na (Hosanna) that means to save.
d) No systematic choice of words

There is for example the use of the verb ga ‘ada but he also uses jalasa (to sit).

A few observations could be made about the author's overall framework based on his
linguistic choices.

First, the author has adopted a highly inclusive approach in crafting the text,
combining elements or concepts from more than one culture or tradition. He might have
aimed to make the concepts understandable and recognisable to a wide range of readers,
including those following the Islamic tradition and those within the Christian context.

One hypothesis is that the author could have been using a language that resonates
with Islamic terminology to be understood in Muslim encounters but it could be
plausible too because there was not yet a clear distinction between the two religious
terminologies.

Second, quoting so many verses, without counting those of the Old Testament, could
confirm the existence of a Bible from which the author drew, or could make one think
that the author was translating from a Syriac or Greek Bible. The hypothesis that the
author knows this by heart is plausible, too. On the one hand, skipping some parts of the
verses could mean that the author was not interested in quoting them and, on the other
hand, adding parts could mean that he wanted to specify or underline some concepts.

Having quoted identical or similar verses to the other versions in the choice of
vocabulary and in the contents of the verses is positive evidence because it means that
the translator had a good knowledge of the source language, of the Arabic language on
the one hand and on the other side a good knowledge of the Sacred Scripture. This does
not mean that the biblical corpus of MS 154 lacks its own identity or that the biblical
translation is not unique. I would advance the hypothesis that the writer's ability to
interweave language and biblical verses within his narrative is another factor that

influenced the translation of those passages.
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The last observation I would like to make is about the target audience. While explicit
references indicate the apologetics were aimed at Muslims, the text also carries a strong
homiletic and catechetical tone directed towards Christians. This aligns with the socio-
political context of its time, marked by an advancing Islamic conversion process.
Therefore, the text might have been conceived to slow this process and gain social
capital in terms of believers.

As regards the passages of the early translations they exhibit grammatical and
syntactical irregularities, as Griffith claimed in his study (2013, 138), as well as a
diverse use of vocabulary. From the reading of Appendix 1, we observe a linguistic
richness of Arabic from which we comprehend that the Arabization process was still
ongoing, and therefore, that the choice of vocabulary had not yet been standardized. I
believe that the vocabulary choices can be understood and justified through a more in-
depth study of the languages of interference, Greek and Syriac. An Arabic lexicography
with Greek and Syriac equivalences would be of great help in constructing the
translation process for each version. Consequently, it would aid in understanding which
terms were retained and which were discarded in subsequent versions, and discerning
the reasons behind these choices. Future studies should be directed towards this

direction.

IV. Two Arab Christian theologians of the IX century

In the ninth century terms such as jawhar (with the meaning of essence), ‘ugniim
(hypostasis), tabi‘a (nature), dhat (being) started to appear in Christian texts.205 This is
because with the dissemination of Islam Muslim-Christian controversies arose based
mainly on three themes: the true religion; the Incarnation of the Logos; God one and
triune.

With the development of Islamic doctrines and the foundation of Mu‘tazilah, the first

school of Muslim dialectical theologians (mutakallimiin), terminology20¢ was being

205 See: R. Haddad, La trinité divine chez les théologiens arabes (750-1050), Paris,
Beauchesne Religions 15, 1985. In this work the author lists the trinitarian vocabulary
and indicates which terms each author used (182-183).

206 For example the one that refers to the attributes of God.
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defined and sounded foreign to Christians and, at the same time, the long conflict
among the Christian denominations threatened the integrity of each Church: Jacobite,
Nestorian and Melkite. In addition, this period, the ‘Abbasid, was transitional
linguistically because the Christian communities had to face this double challenge from
Syriac to the Arabic language; this means that terminology was at the center of the
dispute. Moreover, Christians, called ahl al-dhimma, were protected during the
’Abbasid period and, as a consequence, apologetic tracts increased and there were
various efforts to translate biblical books. Theologians started to write treatises and
letters ex novo to give the proof, burhan, demanded by the Qur’an. In their writings
they seem to know Islamic sources very well and, without reducing the value of
Christian doctrine, they offered a translation of Christian concepts in a philosophical
and rational manner to be acceptable to Muslims. Their writings are full of Islamic
terms and expressions but they often cited biblical verses, too, that do not match our
day’s verses exactly. Therefore, in my research I considered why biblical references
differ in some terms. We know that there have been numerous translations of the Bible
over time, but it is not clear to us yet what Arabic translations circulated at that time and
analysis of the verses could be a way to understand how the Bible was translated.

Certainly, writers knew the Christian Sacred Scriptures very well but our first
question is whether they worried about writing the exact verses or their purpose was
merely to cite them vaguely or they changed the verses with the aim of being
understood by their interlocutors.

In this section I will consider some writings of the first authors who wrote in Arabic:
Theodore Abt Qurrah, Abt Ra’itah al-Takrjti and who represented respectively the
Melkite and the Jacobite denominations and knew Christian heritage in Syriac and
Greek. In addition, they launched in Arabic the great issues of philosophy and theology

that had been addressed by mutakallimiin in Islam.
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I. Theodore Abii Qurrah

Theodore Abii Qurrah was a Melkite Orthodox bishop of Harran (south of Edessa), a
city which was home to various religions, amongst which was Syriac Christianity, and
famous for its schools. Though little biographical information is available and most
comes from unfavorable sources, some details about his life can be reasonably
reconstructed. He thrived between 755 and 830 and he served as a bishop in Harran for
the Melkite church. Theodore had affiliations with St. Catharine's and Mar Saba
monasteries, both renowned for producing Christian Arabic texts. Despite past beliefs,
there is no concrete evidence to confirm he was ever a monk at Mar Saba, and his monk
status at St. Catherine's remains uncertain (Lamorieux 2002, 2009).

He defended Christianity against Judaism and Islam; in particular, he was a
pioneering figure in the history of the Christian-Muslim debate. There, too, he defended
the Chalcedonian christological synthesis. He was one of the first Christians to write in
Arabic and his works are singular because he tried to define Christian identity using the
language of Muslim theologians.207 From studies dedicated to Abii Qurrah, we know
that he regularly wrote Christian theology in Arabic and that he was a prolific author in
Syriac too (Griffith, 2008, 60). There are also Greek compositions, translated from
Arabic, which are attributed to him and published in Patrologia Graeca.?5 There are
several recurrent themes within his works. These include understanding what the human
mind can comprehend about God (particularly the existence of God and the equality of
His Son), the interconnection between faith and reason, determining the "true" religion,

the concept of free will, the significance of Christ's death and Incarnation, the practice

207 For Abu Qurrah’s life and works, see Graf, Geschichte, 2:7-25; S.H. Giriffith,
Theodore Abu Qurrah: The Intellectual Profile of an Arab Christian Writer of the First
Abbasid Century, Tel Aviv, Tel Aviv University, 1992; S.K. Samir, Al-jadid fi sirat
Thawadurus Abr Qurrah wa-atharihi, Al-Mashriqg 73, 1999, 417-449; |. Dick, Théodore
Abuqurra. Traité de I'existence du Créateur et de la vraie religion. Introduction et texte
critique, Patrimoine Arabe Chrétien 3, Jounieh et Rome, 1982; J.C. Lamoreaux, The
Biography of Theodore Abl Qurrah Revisited, Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 56, 2002,
25-40.

208 J. Gretseri, Theodorus Abucara Carum Episcopus, Patrologia Graeca cursus
completus, Vol. 97, e.d. J.P. Migne, Paris, 1886, cols. 1445-1610.
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of venerating icons, and the question of whether Christ intentionally desired to be
crucified.

At that time the Trinity and Christology were the most controversial issues and Abt
Qurrah attempted to explain them “in an idiom in which the religious vocabulary was
already determined by the Qur’an and by the burgeoning theology of the Muslims”
(Griffith, 1993, 273).

Like his contemporaries, Abii Qurrah quotes biblical verses to support his arguments,
often paraphrasing them. Tritton maintains that AbGi Qurrah did not have a fixed
language to cite quotations; rather he wrote them on the basis of his purpose and
memory (1933, 52-54). Samir talks about “fluidité” because Abu Qurrah did not ever
cite the verses literally, his purpose is the content of the verse; in addition, he might
have known by heart the verses in Syriac, his mother-tongue, but not the Arabic for the
simple reason that the same verse can be found more than once but quoted differently
(1983, 184-91). From the edited works, more than three hundred biblical quotations
from the Old to the New Testament are counted (Tarras 2017, 81). These biblical
renderings are essential to his arguments (Lamoreaux, 2009, 35).

In this section I deal with treatises that argue the Trinity and the oneness of God, as
well as the Incarnation.

In the On Trinity and Oneness of God (Maymar yuhaqqiqu annaha la yulzamu al-
Nasara an yaqulii thalatha...) treatise, the author addresses Muslims.20 In this section,
I look at this text and try to illustrate its Theology of the Trinity through the arguments
and terminology the author uses. Following an introduction on the concept of faith and
after calling upon evidence for the reliability of the sacred texts, the Christian doctrine
of the Trinity is justified based on testimonies from the Holy Scriptures. He begins to
justify Christian doctrine by evoking narratives from the Torah and inserting verses
from the Old Testament, similar to the style of the treatise previously discussed. He
addresses certain Old Testament texts (for example Ps: 109:1 and Hosiah 1:7) that might

imply the existence of multiple gods. This choice indicates that they were referenced by

209 | consulted it in C. Bacha, Traité Théologiques de Théodore Abu Qurrah en arabe,
Beirut, Matba‘at al-Fawa’id, 1904
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Muslims to suggest Christian shirk (polytheism). He endeavours to explain, through
logic and theology, how the language of these statements aligns with, rather than
contradicts, the concept of monotheism and the unity of God. He then proceeds by
invoking other episodes from the Bible to speak of one Lord as “God, his Word and
Spirit”, and not numerically of many lords (for instance, the narrative of the stories of
Abraham, Jacob, and Noah). From there, the writer demonstrates the same with the New
Testament. He refers first to John 1:1-3 to indicate the eternal sonship and divinity of
God’s Word by attributing lordly status to Him, without implying that God and His

Word are two separate lords, but rather establishing their equal status as lords:
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Then, he quotes what Saint Paul writes about the identity of the Three Hypostases
citing Mt 28:19:
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Therefore, his purpose is to to illustrate, through the biblical language of lordship,
the unity within the Trinity, the equality of divine or lordly status among God, His
Word/Messiah, and the Spirit.

The trinitarian relationship is then clarified through a dialectical exposition of
pertinent concepts and names as well as by using analogies from the natural world and

biblical language and doctrinal terminology. Abii Qurrah articulates how Christians

210 Translation: In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the
Word was God. He was in the beginning with God. All things were made through Him,
and without Him nothing was made that was made. (From New King James English
Version)

211 Translation: Saint Paul said about the Jews that Christ appeared from them in the
body, He who is the God on all, to Him praise and blessings forever. Christ is the God,
and the one Christ praises is God...and Christ our God said to his disciples: "Go and
teach all nations and baptise them in the name of Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
This realises that the Son and the Spirit are both God like the Father, and the creation
has been renewed in baptism in their name with the Father, only because each of
them is like the Father.
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distinguish between names designating wujith (faces) such as 'Peter,' 'Paul,' and 'John,’
and those referring to taba’i‘ (‘natures) like human, horse and ox. He highlights that
counting many faces under one common nature avoids associating number wih names
representing nature, which might imply multiple natures. For instance, while counting
Peter, James, and John represents individual differences, counting human suggests a
single nature held by all three. Thus, the triune God is analogously described by

Christians in a similar manner, he says:
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He continues associating the Godhead to the three hypostases together, saying:
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Then, he clarifies that the Father, Son, and Spirit share everything among themselves,

without exception, and this occurs continuously:
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212 Probably, Abu Qurrah employs wajh (face) to use a familiar term to Muslim, Arabic-
speaking audience, given its relevance in discussions about God found in the Qur'an
and Hadith.

213 Translation: Likewise, the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit are three faces with one
nature and their nature is God. So, if you count them, you should not predicate
number to the name God, which is the name of the nature; otherwise you would make
their one nature, the meaning of which is the name God, various natures, and commit
a manifest error.
214 Translation: Likewise, know that the Father is God [or divine], but God is not the
Father [alone]. And the Son is God [or divine], but God in a face (since the name God
designates nature) is not the Son [alone]. And the Spirit is God [or divine], but God is
not the Spirit [alone]. So, if you count the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit, you
should not predicate number to the name God, saying three gods, lest you predicate
number to what is not to be numbered.
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He explains, in addition, another Trinitarian aspect concerning Their distinction

without implying their difference:
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He continues touching on another interesting and debated point on creation, stating
that the creator is one without excluding two hypostases and without there being a

hierarchy between hypostases in the act of creation:
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And he clarifies more, saying:
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215 Translation: as for the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, there is not one of them in a
position the other is not in, nor has one of them an image the other has not or a will or
a condition which the other has not. So, if one of these characteristics may make
those who commonly hold it one, even if they are many, this oneness is more
applicable to the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, who never part ways and who agree in
everything and every respect and other things alike.

216Translation: Concerning the Father, Son and Holy Spirit, there is between them no
difference whatsoever which can be traced in the hypostasis of one of them more than
the fact that each one of them is other than himself. They are, | swear, more
appropriately to be one God even if each one of them is a complete deity.

217 Translation: Likewise, it is said that the Father created the creation. And it is said
that the Son created the creation. And, it is not said that the Father and the Son both
created the creation, for the Father created the whole creation by his Son.
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The author concludes this comprehensive discourse on the Trinity, leaving no room
for further questions. Addressing the issue of God's unity, he encapsulates the Christian
doctrine held universally throughout the patristic theology in a detailed manner.

Thus, Abii Qurrah appears to start from a common ground, whether purposefully or
inadvertently, acknowledging the existence of a God best understood through a
synthesis of reason and revelation. He shows the relationship of a balance between faith
and reason through analogies. Thus, he uses the concept of employing the God-given
reason to comprehend divine revelation which encapsulates the Mu‘tazili theological
method too. Otherwise, analogical reasoning, known as giydas, was a method utilised by
Muslim jurists to draw conclusions regarding situations by referencing the Qur'an and
the Hadith. It seems that Abii Qurrah is familiar with the teachings of Muslims
regarding divine attributes, evident in the list of attributes resembling those articulated
by Muslims.

One cannot exclude that this treatise can be seen as a homiletic text where the author
speaks directly to Christians, defining responses to complex questions in their debates
with Muslims. In fact, he explains the nature of God in a traditional Christian sense
according to the Christian scripture and the teachings of the Fathers.

In the On Incarnation (Maymar yuhaqqiqu annahu la yunkaru lil-’ilah al-tajassud

wa-al-huliil) treatise, Abii Qurrah seeks to demonstrate, through biblical and rational

218 Translation: And we do not think that the heat belongs to the fire more than the Son
belongs to the Father, nor that the heat is more attached to the fire than the Son to the
Father, [even] if each one of them is hypostasis, because the divine nature cannot be
constructed [of several parts] as [physical] bodies can. Nor can it contain matter or
form and there is never any otherness in the single person among them, but the
position of the Son to the Father is like the position of the fire’s heat to the fire and of
the ray to the sun and the word to the mind, [even] if for us the Son is a complete
person [ugnum tamm], for the divine nature is too refined to accept the existence of
otherness within one of its per- sons, as | said.
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arguments, the possibility of the Eternal Son's Incarnation.2!® The treatise has a structure
with two primary parts, initially theoretical and then contentious. The introduction
raises the central inquiry around how the Eternal Son can inhabit a human body, he
says:
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The text is then divided into three sections. The first section, following an opening
statement, emphasizes that God is not confined and illustrates the central concept: the
throne's imagery?2! as a place from which God has been communicating with angels

before human creation. He says:

[ OsSa o8y ] Aled Vs casima Vs g snn pd o[Alapda 8 il o) J85] (i
S ia gall (10 4D 5 [Adlad agd (g2 ol 5 eold La] Cua (e aBlAD Heday of (16 ls)
Cali g agd sie CSgil cagn @l Jady al S A agd drdia g cagule danidie 138 5 agd mliay
Il agass ¥ Ul el Ld cpiuae 1 50S 5 Addda (e )8 Y 5 908 agd LS Ll g el gl
agle] Galay Wi e ad das 3 dal [oe 4 Y] aed Aal, Y (2 Al 50 ) agsl ol
aaly)] agialald &1y (1 Mat) (ipadl [elld L) oll] Atalal add cagila Lo J sl die [ASSDL

219 | consulted the edited version of P. Masri, Maymar yuhakkiku ‘annahu la yunkar
lil-’ilah al-tajassud wa-al-huldl li-Thaudhurus °Abi Qurrah (nahd 830 m), Part I,
Lebanon, Dar al-Mashriq, 2022. (The text is reported as in Masri’s edition). The author
adds [ ] to indicate the modified or missing parts in respect to Bacha’edition; he adds
double [[ ]] to indicate parts to be better defined in the future. () brackets in translation
are my additions.

220Translation: [It should be said]: You ! It has been proven that [forgiveness of guilt]
can only be by bringing together pains that hit this [the incarnated Son, who] has been
subjected to avoid us going through, [so he saves us from punishment] which each of
us deserve [because of sins done before]. But you still have to tell us [how the Son
should do for that], who is God and right of [the Father and of His essence] who
embedded, in order to get to Him (the Father) in [His own body and through the way of
pain] reaching Him.

221 He focuses on the metaphor of God's Throne, which is also present in the sacred
scriptures of Jews and Muslims.
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It includes numerous testimonies from the Old Testament prophets affirming this
concept.

The text then addresses the idea of God sitting on the throne without being contained,
agreed upon by all, and the potential for the Son's presence in a human body, also
without containment, as held by Christians:
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The second section addresses two objections from an Islamic source, probably aimed
at the comparison between the throne and the body and the equation between them. The

first argument asserts that the throne is vast while the body is narrow. Abii Qurrah

222 Translation :We [say that God is in His own nature] not contained, unlimited and
endless [but He has the ability] (He be praised!) to appear to His creatures in the way
[he wants, and to show them His acts] and words from a suitable form for them. This
is a blessing and a benefit from Him to them. Because if He did not do it, their minds
would have been broken and lost in searching for Him, and they would have had no
decision to ask Him. They owed it unjustly, their turmoil never led them to His depth,
which is their rest [only in Him. For] this, He made for Himself a throne to sit upon [for
the angels] from the very first He created them, not for His need [for the throne] (He be
praised!), but for their need [to know] the place of His decision, to be [in this place] to
kneel [to Him] and to instruct them about His matters.
223 Translation: We also know that the Eternal Son is everywhere, [and that He has no]
end, that nothing can contain Him, and that he does not need to be present [in
any]place. However, He conceded His mercy for our needs, [to His presence in] a
body which He received from the pure Virgin Mary. [To receive through it] pains and
aches, which dwell [in Him as it has been shown from above], He redeemed us from
the curse of the law [and from the punishment of our sins. So] He dwelled in it by His
mercy, and [this body] became [His own on Earth for people] as the throne in heaven
[for the angels. [He showed] His divinity and [words] [to the people] [from this] body
[and was subjected to that] tribulation which dwell in Him, so He [saved us from our
sins with justice], [and He proved the law and he did not make it] [unjustly nor
unplanned].
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responds to the first objection by explaining that human measurements are not

applicable in divine matters:
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The second claims that the throne is pure while the body is impure. He counters this
second objection by highlighting that humans are the most honored of God’s creatures
in a way that cannot be measured. He argues that impurity stems from sin, a concept

completely alien to the incarnate Son's humanity. He says,
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This is supported by several verses from the prophet Isaiah. He goes on to explain
how the body of Christ became the place of the divine nature, although this was not

openly apparent until after his resurrection.
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224 Translation: But, You would say that the throne is wide and the body from Mary is
tight, so it does not deny that God dwells in the throne and it may be denied to Him
that he dwells in the body! We are telling you, our beloved! The throne, the heavens
and the Earth, even there were countless things like them, are narrow May God endure
it (May He be exalted and praised!). It is only one that has narrowed or widened. His
dwelling in this body is only His dwelling in the throne.

225 Translation: If you say that the throne is pure, the human body does not equal it to
this extent. We told you that the throne in the creation is not purer than human nature.
But You say and we say: God has not created a creature more honorable than man”.
God was not against dwelling in the more honorable creature. But [this human
creature is more deserving to be dwelled by God of all creation, [because he is the
most honored of creatures to God]. Although the impurity to which God is against is
only sin. And this body taken from Mary, in which the sin does not enter minimally
(except for him), as [Saint Paul] said: He made to be like us in every aspect expect for
sin.
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The third section responds to denials of divine dwelling in the human body,
explaining the superiority of this body over all other places and means God chose for

His dwelling in the Old Testament. He says,
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As the Father of the Church compared elements of the Old Testaments to the

Incarnation, he draws comparisons with various mediums through which God revealed

226 Translation: Christ's body is the sun of righteousness, as the Prophets predicted.
This was also for the divinity as the sun's body for the light. Just as God created the
light on the first day, and then he created the body of the sun on the fourth day, in
which he lay the light which he created on the first day, so this body from Mary
became the place of the divinity, from which the divinity shines its light, and its acts
and speech, today, appear to the angels and to all the creation. This body was not
taken from the Virgin Mary, until it was purified by the Holy Spirit from the dirt of sin.
From her, the [Eternal] Son took it, [a pure immaculate purified body prepared] for the
dwelling of the divinity. [After the dwelling of the divinity], it became a source, from
which flowed all the glories of the divinity which are righteousness, wisdom and
power.

227 Translation: However, the Eternal Son confined the highness of His divinity, He did
not show His highness in his body as he moved among people. He left human acts to
appear in Him, from food, drink, sleep, etc., so that Satan did not deny Him and made
Him free. Until he was afflicted, by his obedient people, by those pains, dwelling in
Him, which were salvation for us from our sin, and were invalidation of Satan's
argument that Adam had when followed his obedience by his will. When he
accomplished his arrangements and delivered his humanity to the death for us, he
resurrected it on the third day and filled it by all His Majesty. He ascended in it with
Glory to heaven, where he arranged with it on the throne on which was before being
incarnated. From there His lovers expect Him to come, in that body, on the clouds,
with His hosts of angels, to condemn the living and the dead, and reward each of
them for what he has done.

147



Himself in the Torah, such as the unburned unburned thornbush, the luminous cloud
column, the gold plate, the dome of time, and the Ark of the Covenant.

Abi Qurrah skillfully amalgamates elements of biblical tradition with responses
sought by the Islamic opponent, highlighting their shared elements while retaining the
patristic tradition from which he draws to present the Christian dogma of the
Incarnation. He does not mention Islam by name but he use Qur’anic language in an
imperceptible way to defend Christianity.

Like his contemporaries, Abii Ra’itah al-Takriti and ‘Ammar al-Basri, he wrote a
treatise where he engaged in the intellectual exploration of the true religion and the
signs that would authenticate it. This endeavour was largely shaped in response to the
contemporary program of Muslim scholars to advocate for the religious credibility of
Islam, emphasising the validation of true prophecy and religion in the life of
Muhammad, the teachings of the Qur’an, and the Islamic faith. But, certainly, due to its

doctrinal content, the readers of this literature were also Christians.

II. Aba R@’itah al-Takriti

Abii R?¥’itah al-Takriti, contemporary to Abu Qurrah, was a Christian Arabic
theologian of the Jacobite Church and tradition relates that he was the Bishop of
Takrit.228 Abti Ra’itah, at the time, likely had proficiency in both Syriac and Arabic,
allowing him to straddle the line between the Syriac Christian community and their
Muslim neighbors. Close to the evolution of Islamic thought, Abii Ra’itah evidently
found it imperative to address inquiries raised by Muslims about the Christian faith. His
works depict a profound intertwining of classical Christian doctrines with Islamic

theological queries and the transmission of Greek philosophy into Arabic. Abu R3’itah

228 See: G. Graf, Die Schriften des Jacobiten Habib Ibn Khidma Abd Ra’ita, CSCO,
Vols. 130 and 131, Louvain, Belgium, Peeters, 1951; S.H. Giriffith, Habib ibn Khidmah
Abu Ra&’itah, a Christian mutakallim of the First ‘Abbasid Century, Oriens Christianus
64, 1980, 161-201; S. Keating, Dialogue between Muslims and Christians in the Early
9th Cenury: The Example of Habib ibn Khidmah Abd Ra’itah al-Takritr’s Theology of the
Trinity, Phd diss., Catholic University of America, 2001; S. Keating, Abu Ra’ta Al-Takrti
(D.CA 835): A Defender of the “People of Truth” Against Islam, in A. S. lbrahim ed.,
Medieval Encounters Arabic-speaking Christians and Islam, Piscataway, Gorgias Press
LLC, 2022, 201-232.

148



acknowledges the insufficiency of relying solely on scriptural evidence to counter his
Muslim neighbors, evident in his direct response to the accusation of takrif. However,
he also recognizes the necessity for exploring alternative methods to address challenges
posed by Islam.

To do this, “he perfectly combined both approaches: the biblical-homiletical tradition
and the logical-philosophical approach” (Samir, 1994 111).

In his two letters, and in the majority of his writings, Abli Ra’ita cites a lot of
scriptural references.229 Voobus suggested that the source for the translated verses is the
Old Syriac version (Early Versions, 271-7) and Keating claimed that the writer did not
have an Arabic Bible and he translated the verses as he needed them for his project.

The First Risalah On the Holy Trinity and The Risalah on the Incarnation are
considered the most important of all his writings.230 These two rasa’il are dialectical
and answer to Muslim objections to principal Christian doctrines.

From the first lines of On the Trinity it is immediately understood that the language is
complex and that he has an extraordinary capacity to blend the two doctrines through a
unique discourse capable of being understood by Muslims and Christians of that time
even quoting brief references to complex theological concepts.

I expound the content by selecting some passages from the letter. The risalah starts
with a long incipit which incorporates the characteristics of the Syriac preface.23! He

wrote:
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229 For an analysis of the contents of the verses see S. Keating, Defending the People
of truth in the early Islamic period. The Christian apologies of Abu Ra’itah, Leiden, The
Netherlands, Brill, 2006.

230 We have consulted the Arabic texts in Keating 2006.

231 For this argument see the study of E. Riad, Studies in the Syriac Preface, Acta
Universitatis Upsaliensis, Studia Semitica Upsaliensia 11, Uppsala: Uppsala
University; Distributed Almqgvist & Wiksell International, Stockholm, Journal of the
Royal Asiatic Society, 121 (2), 1988, 313-314.
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Undoubtedly, this way of writing is not applied in today’s literature but it sounds
close to a Christian believer. First of all, from the point of view of content, it is rich and
is marked by Christian and Islamic beliefs such as the juxtaposition of the light, the
truth, the knowledge and the Law of God. It is a long invocation and request to God
constituted by unusual phrases. I identify some expressions which have an Islamic
background: (1) fard’idu (precepts), (2) shara’i'u (laws), (3) mutaharribin li-sunanihi
(fighters for His Ways), (4) jahidin al-kufr (rejectors of unbelief), and (5) al-taghiit
(tyranny). From the point of view of the definition they do not always correspond to
Christian thought and they are substituted by other words today. For (1) and (2) wasaya
(commandments) and kalam (word) are the equivalent, (2) is used to indicate the Law of
Moses. (3) could correspond to mudafiyyin al-"iman (defenders of the faith), (4)
becomes jahidin al-shaytan or al-khatiyyah (rejector of satan or sin).

Although largely centered on philosophical and rational proofs taken from Aristotle,
Abi Ra’itah also incorporates a number of other methods and arguments such as
analogy and various biblical proofs. Abii Ra’itah's starting point is a Muslim statement
about God, highlighting the distinct perspectives on the oneness of God between

Christians and Muslims. He says:
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232 Translation: May God grant us and you righteousness and support us firmly with
His greatest support. May He make us and you know His Truth, His Light, be led by
the light of His Knowledge’s lamp, follow His enlightening and guiding lamps which
illuminate those who seek the truths of things in which they persist, adhere to His
Precepts, apply His Laws, fight for His Ways, observe His Words, rejoice in His
Religion, refuse those who are against Him, avoid those who make Him displeased,
reject unbelief and tyranny and believe in God and in what is granted by Him. Thus, He
is Patron of all graces and the end of all desires

233 |t recalls the verses 17:111 and 25:2 in the Qur’an.
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This initiates a thorough discussion about the nature of this oneness, where Abu
Ra’itah navigates through various types of oneness and concludes that describing God
as a single entity in ousia (jahwar) , encompassing three hypostases, is most fitting. He

says:

aa) g adiai 08 oK1 Jlay JalSy ual g (amy 23] 8 aa) g i) () gial W1 (5 280 Jeb o318 )l
O sl (8 Alba CalaS 288 A0 5N 6 (o) daad) L8 AY 22l 8 Y e sad) OIS
?‘ t_\JLSMW@JJ)MA@A;uLMM)\AJA}Q\GA\L\jabw\huju\ AEEVEN
e ally Jlasa je Alay) @iS e danno e 4 kil a1y o 4l ol A iese
235 LT Y g ) Jial e (e 08 s
Unlike Abti Qurrah, who uses 'wajh', in this case, Abii Ra’itah cleverly employs the
term jawhar to refer to substance. This term is familiar to the Mu'tazila, used by them to
denote the substances of the world in terms of their Atomistic view, but not in reference
to the essence of God. He indirectly engages with the debate on Muslim divine

attributes by exploring the meaning and ontological status of God's attributes. He starts

with a list of Muslim sounding attributes with which Christians agree:
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234 Translation: And the first [issue] is here. The people of the South said that the
argument is in our hands and the proof is in our saying. Because you agreed with us
and testified to what is in our hands that it is true that you did not deny us the
description that God is one, always was and always will be, living, knowing, seeing,
hearing, having no partner in His essence or in His dominion. He is the first and the
last, Creator of what is seen and what is unseen, self-sufficient, perfect in His being,
He is not described by those who describe Him, exalted above decreasing and
weakness, not described by division nor by substitution, Ruler, powerful, Doer of what
he wants, not seen, not sensed, not understandable, not limited, who comprehends
everything he knows.

235 Translation: If you say, “How are you able to describe God as one in number neither
[as] a part, nor as a perfect [whole]? It is said to you: We describe Him as one perfect
in ousia, not in number, because He is in number, that is, in hypostasis, three. His
description is perfect in both ways: When we describe Him as one in ousia, then He is
exalted above all His creatures, be it His perceptible or His comprehensible creation,
nothing is comparable to Him and nothing is mixed with Him, He is simple, without
density, spiritual, without a body, His ousia approaches everything closely without
blending or mixing.
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Thus, He explains the Trinity in terms Muslims might understand by borrowing
language and concepts from Arabic grammar, the divine attributes debate and
combining it with philosophical notions.

Additionally, after establishing that the attributes are inherent to the essence of God,
he explains how they are related. Then, he directly addresses common questions from
Muslims, such as why the three hypostases should not be considered as three separate

Gods. He takes the analogy of the light:
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236 Translation: As for your description of God as living, knowing, hearing, and seeing
and for your thought that we would agree with you in this and witness to what is
correct. We examine these descriptions of living and seeing and knowing. [Are they]
single absolute names or predicative, indicating the addition of something to
something. We may have to look at which are the predicative names, and which are
the single, absolute. The absolute are like the words earth, heaven and fire, and
anything similar of which it can be said that is not predicated of another thing. As for
the predicative names, attributed to others, such as knower and knowledge, seer and
seeing, wise and wisdom, and anything similar to this. Thus, the sower is knowing
through knowledge, and the knowledge is knowledge of a knower. And the wise is
wise through wisdom, and the wisdom is wisdom of the wise.

237 Translation: We describe [God] as unified in ousia and divided in the hypostasis,
and His ousia is His hypostasis, and His hypostasis are His ousia as three lights in one
house. None of us thinks that we mean three lamps but, we mean their light, even
though God, blessed is He, is above every analogy. The lights are three and one and
they are identical with each other. Each one of them is self-subsistent and permanent
in its being, even if there is no barrier in place between it and the other, [they are] one,
because they are all united in light. And the evidence that they are one and three is
that each one of them is not the others in its being. Because, if one of these lamps
were pulled out from the house, its light would be pulled out with it, and nothing of it
would remain.
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Abi Ra’itah also directly responds to common questions posed by Muslims, such as
why the three hypostases should not be called three Gods, and why there are only three

and not more. As to why there are specifically three hypostases, He says:
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He launches into a series of other analogies designed to show how things can be
described as one and three simultaneously. Then, he concludes the long part of the

analogies, saying
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He starts to give examples from the Bible to explain the Trinity such as Genesis 1:26,
2:18, 3:22 in referring to the Creation and to Adam. In addition, he evokes some Suras

to compare the same content of the bible to the Qur’an to show that when God speaks

he does it using “we” (See for example Suras 3:34; 15:26: 10:24).

238Translation: If they say: what called you to describe God, May He be praised, as
three hypostasis rather than ten or twenty or less than this or more? It should be said
to them: We do not describe Him as three hypostasis instead of one ousia. These
three hypostasis are one ousia in all aspects. It is not possible to find for this an
equivalent or a likeness.

239 Translation: These entities are unified, distinct, and different. They are unified in
their essence and existence, are distinguished by unique characteristics specific to
each of them, just as we have explained before in this passage. [They are] different
because of the difference in property of each one of them, without their ousia being
different because of a difference in their properties. Because the properties express
the attributes of the relation of [one] hypostasis to [another] hypostasis, not the
essences of the [things] related, much like how Adam, Eve, and Abel have different
properties but their ousia is not different because of the difference of their properties.
Adam begets but is not begotten, Abel is begotten but not the begetter, and Eve
proceeds but is neither the begetter nor the begotten. They have different properties
belonging to distinguished hypostasis, and a unified ousia.
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Finally, Abu Ra’itah also responds to accusations of falsification of Muslim
scriptures, citing Abraham, David and Isaiah and affirming that what Christians possess
(The Old Testament) is the same as what Jews, the other enemy of Christians, have in
their hands.

In the final section, there are four questions which the writer responds to. The first is
a question mentioned earlier, asking why the three hypostases are not considered three
Gods; the second whether the name God is considered to be the name of the substance
in general; the third and the fourth questions regard the issue of whether or not the
Father precedes the Son and the Holy Spirit and how the Son and Holy Spirit relate to
the Father.

Whereas On the Trinity focuses on redefining specific terms to make room for the
conceptual feasibility of trinitarian descriptions of God, in On the Incarnation, there is a
heavier reliance on scriptural evidence to support the arguments.

The aim of The Risalah on the Incarnation is the same as that of the previous one. In
this writing the author establishes a common ground with the Muslim mutakallimiin in
order to show that the doctrine of the Incarnation is coherent and that Christianity is the
true religion. He explains how God took on a human form without undergoing any
change or alteration. Muslims argue that Christian beliefs in the Incarnation necessitate
holding contradictory statements about God: that God is both mortal and immortal,
eternal and born in time, and more. As seen previously, the apologist answers by
explaining the doctrine and presenting examples to show that what might seem
incompatible with human understanding of God can be logically demonstrated as truth.

He initially deals with the relation between the three divine hypostases and the one

incarnated in a human body, saying:

Lol agd W&y JAY) (90 pald Jad Leia aal 5 S o) s sl o) LU Jad (e Lisinld | olE ()8
s S Hseh 5 Al ALl 5 a5 agie 5 o) OIS LS80 ddlal) 4 8
L3 () g et aml 5 O 5 ol 58 LY Gl s (ol Ja oL b (5L i
LB ol 55 o S ¥l ) o (5 ) Leie ool sl GTAE Y sl g o 538
0 | yan Lol Lo 38 asiliY) o o pu I3 4313 3L pe aslEY) e 2al 5 JS a3 Lald
i (63 auad Laaal el a8 Jasd Laaad o 3k o) eld Lo ddlaa Y L 3 18 5AY)

154



A el 5 Y1 058 pala LaaY iy ) s lalld o e 5 salkll (33lall (o Fiaie
240 LD alxd Lada) duay aginiia 5l usall

Eventually addressing the challenge of how God enters the limitations of creation,

saying:
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The interlocutors then raise the necessity of God's choice to bring about salvation

through Incarnation. The author says:
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240Translation: If they say: “Clarify for us the act of the three hypostasis: is it a proper
act of one or of each one of them a proper act without the others?” it should be said
to them: from the view of creating and willing, everything that existed or exists through
[the hypostasis] is one. As for manifestation and revelation, each one of them is in any
act or state it wills, and this is specific, not common. This is because a mode of being
differentiates each one of them. If the three of them were one and not three, then the
revelation of something from them or a manifestation in any aspect, would be a
revelation and manifestation of the three of them.

241 1t is the same about the Word of God, may He be praised! [The Word] is described
in its body and in things: in its body as a united composition, lasting and eternal, and
in things as one that has no limit and no end, without being composite with them or
embodied in them. Because it is not possible of an attribute of God, may He be
praised! that He be described as in one place and not in another, since He is in
everything, without limit, exalted over everything, without end, there is nothing, praise
to Him! in which He is embodied or with which He is a composite, except that pure
body, as we have described.

155



Lo ya () 2z ST 8 6Ly adlaa) o) 4vadlat saiad fpa 4lzd Loy 4818 das Ly g 5a
242\_1)53&543&)}4;)\..4%\.}73‘5Mu\é\obddﬂu\JP)A

The central matter revolves around the true nature and mission of Jesus: is he God
incarnate for the redemption of creation as Christians assert, or is he a Messenger sent to
deliver God’s commands, as the Qur'an contends? However, at the core of the debate
lies an unanswerable question: why did God choose this specific means to reconcile
creation to Himself? Abii Ra’itah provides a standard Christian response to his Muslim
questioners and then redirects the question to them, seeking justification for their
teaching that God sent messengers.
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242 Now, if they say: “Did He not have the power to deliver them without becoming a
human being?” it should be said to them: Certainly, may He be praised! He is powerful
over what He wills. However, He did not will that their salvation and deliverance would
be an act from Him alone without them, in order not to deprive them of the reward
from following Him, because the reward and recompense comes to [the ones who do]

the work [earning] the reward, not the work of others on their behalf. And what would
have caused Him, may He be praised! not to become human to save those whom His
goodness has caused Him to create? Which of [God’s] acts that are inseparable from
Himself do you regard as the disgrace and do not make plain His goodness: His
allowing a ‘nothing’ to become an existent thing, and renewing His creation by what
He did in His Incarnation for its deliverance, or His neglect of it in destruction after He
had made it into an existent thing? That which caused Him to become incarnated and
become human is His goodness and mercy, as we have mentioned.

243 What would they say, if we asked them in the same manner they question us:
Which of the two ways is better and more suitable of God, may He be praised and
Glory to Him! [that He] decided to call human beings to serve Him and obey Him, and
to make them His obedient servants without commissioning His delegation of
messengers and the revelation or that He sent messengers to them, calling them to
belief in Him and to works of obedience to Him, so that they would be reviled and
beaten and killed? Certainly they should know that God, the Blessed and the Exalted,
only calls human beings to Himself in the way in which He knows that they will
deserve merit through their response to it, and which has reward and recompense, not
in the way in which He [alone] acts, even though He is powerful [enough to do] this.
What act, small or great, could God, may He be praised! not have [accomplished] in
another way with [His] power? So, does one say about every act of God, “if only He
had done something else, it would have been more suitable and better”, even though
He is powerful [enough to do] this?
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The issue circles back to the idea of God embodying the definable properties of a created

being, he says:
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And he concludes by examining the Messiah’s knowledge of the future and His

volition in the crucifixion.
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244 Now, [as for] the statement of the Messiah, may He be praised!: “My Father Who
sent me is greater than |”, He is not superior in His ousia, because the two of them are
one ousia, just as He described Himself [saying] that He and [the Father] are one. Nor
is He superior in importance, because they are both one in glory and honor. This is
[seen] in His true statement: “The one who honours the Son, honours the Father, and
the one who does not honor the Son, does not honor the Father”. If we deny Him the
superiority of the first two descriptions [given], it is necessary for us [only] to describe
the Father as superior to the Son in cause, not in ousia, because the Son is from the
Father, as we have [already] described. A son is only from a father. Now if the Father
were superior to the Son in ousia [in the Holy Trinity], it would be impossible for the
Son to say: “lI and my Father are one”, because what is elevated in ousia, and what is
diminished [in ousia] are not one.
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Abu Ra’itah's letters takes up all of the same questions concerning the Trinity and the
Incarnation which have been addressed by Abii Qurrah. Many of the issues receive a

more comprehensive treatment, incorporating additional philosophical and scriptural

245 |In the same way, this statement, when we utter it, [indicates] doubt and
concealment, but when God utters it, either it is an argument or governance [of
creation] by Him, or a threat or reprimand or an explanation. This [is like] the statement
of the Messiah, may He be praised! denying knowledge of the Hour [of Judgement]: it
is [God’s] governance [of creation] and a warning of His second coming. For the Hour
is of His coming alone, and He will set it. How could He be ignorant of the Hour, when
He described its signs and indications, in that He said to His disciples, “When you see
such and such [a sign], [the time of ] my return has arrived, and the Hour has come to
you,” so that you will know that this is [God’s] governance and a warning and
something [that has been] concealed, because He knows what would be destroyed in
the world if He announced [the Hour] to them, as we have mentioned, not because He
lacked the knowledge of the Hour, as [the opponents] think.

246 |f you say: “He consented to what they did to Him, that is, He consented to what
He suffered from them, without being compelled to it,” [then] we say: Yes, indeed! He
consented to accept this because through it He saved the world and delivered [human
beings] from the error that had overpowered them, without willing their act, as we have
described. Now if they say: “How did He consent to what He suffered at their hands
without consenting to what they did, as if their action before Him were different from
what He suffered at their hands?” it should be said to them: Yes, indeed! His suffering
at their hands, according to us, is not their act against Him. In this way, we make His
consent necessary for His suffering this [act] at their hands and their punishment
[necessary] for their act. The suffering of the one killed because of the [act of] killing is
different from the suffering of the killing caused by the killer, otherwise the killer would
be the one killed, and the one killed would be the killer. Now, if you maintain that the
act of the killer and the suffering of the one who is killed are one [and the same], we
shall ask you: What do you say of the one among you who is a martyr: is the act of the
unbeliever against him his [own] act, and is his act their act? If they are one [and the
same] then the martyr is the killer, and the killer is the martyr, and all are blameworthy
and praiseworthy, the killer and the one who is killed are blameworthy because of the
killing, and praiseworthy because of the martyrdom.

158



evidence. In both these works, Abti Ra’itah presents well-articulated questions aimed at
pinpointing the source of the conflict, followed by a repertoire of responses drawn from
diverse sources. These letters are crafted to counter accusations put forth by Muslim
mutakallimtin. They adopt a dialectical approach, closely adhering to the rules of debate
to supply evidence demonstrating that the Christian doctrines of the Trinity and

Incarnation are neither contradictory nor nonsensical.

The purpose of this section was to describe the field of apologetic literary production
in the early literature. In particular, issues such as the Trinity and the Incarnation, which
were the focal points of the Islamic-Christian debate and defining elements of the
Christian faith itself, were addressed. Among the numerous works produced by
intellectuals of different denominations, the focus was on two specific authors, Abi
Qurrah and Abui Ra’itah. They are not just examples but true representatives of this
literature. The writings of Theodore Abt Qurrah represent the initial approach adopted
by Christian writers in the early phase of Arabic literary composition, namely a biblical-
homiletic approach. On the other hand, the writings of Abti Ra’ta are characterized by a
mixed biblical and philosophical approach.

Both authors demonstrate great argumentative skills, undoubtedly inherited from the
Church Fathers and Aristotelian dialectics, within the context of the debate that emerged
in Islamic culture. From the analysis of these works, the following conclusions have
been reached. Christian intellectuals were tasked with expressing their faith in a
language not entirely new to their ears but new in terms of the Christian literary
production which had occurred in Greek or Syriac before this period. Christian thought
is thus translated into Arabic through new works. While each author has their stylistic
characteristics, what unites them is the defense of the doxa not only before Muslim
representatives but also within individual denominations. That is, a literature that does
not exclude the purpose of calling Christians to faith.

The purpose was therefore to try to earn social and symbolic recognition, not so

much for themselves but for the content of their works.

159



Moreover, from a linguistic perspective, an Arabic terminology suitable and
understandable to readers is constructed and established.

Finally, inevitably, in a context where different religions coexist but share the same
culture, the authors adopted a language that was common but is now perceived as
Islamic. It can be affirmed that intellectuals were able to comprehensively express

Christianity in Arabic and confront their interlocutors.

Conclusion

With the first chapter, we found that the Arabic language, with its various dialects,
was spoken by the Christian tribes of the Peninsula. The acquisition of Hellenistic
knowledge by the Syriacs prior to Islam gave regions such as Syria, Lebanon, Palestine,
Mesopotamia, and Egypt a significant cultural role. From the V century, there was a
substantial movement to translate Greek works into the Syriac language, leading to the
development of teachings in medicine, mathematics, philosophy, and theology within
schools. Ecclesiastically, from the V century, the Church split into three major groups,
forming three independent churches.

At the time of the birth of Islam and its rapid conquest, the Muslim civilization was
still in its early stages, and the predominantly Christian populations conquered by
Muslims became a source of knowledge for them. This brought about a social and
political change that influenced the status of Christians within the caliphate. They
contributed to the reformulation of the Hellenistic tradition by translating works into
Arabic, gaining social and symbolic capital within Muslim society. Muslims quickly
acquired significant linguistic skills, while the pressure from the caliphate to convert
Christians grew stronger. Consequently, Christians found themselves in the status of
dhimmis, no longer the dominant group. In response to this pressure, Christian
intellectuals, through their writings, sought to encourage their fellow believers to
maintain their faith and defend their beliefs before Muslims. Additionally, debates
between Christians of various denominations were an integral part of this field of

controversy. This historical context frames the Arabic Christian literary production.
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Throughout my study, I have identified two subfields within Arabic Christian literary
production in which their respective doxa are affirmed: the translation of the Gospels
and the principles of Christian theology.

Regarding the translation of the Bible, previous studies have shown that this
translation movement predates the birth of Islam. Certainly, for liturgical purposes, it
was necessary to translate the biblical text. Consulting some ancient translations and
examining the biblical verses contained in the treatise "On the Triune Nature of God," it
is evident that there is linguistic variety in each version, based on linguistic influences,
from source languages such as Greek and Syriac, as well as Islamic influence. It is
necessary to construct an Arabic lexicography with Greek and Syriac equivalence to
understand the processes of each translation and to be able to map the various stories of
the Arabic Bible from a terminological perspective. Otherwise, the field of biblical
translation is further enriched by the translation of biblical passages found in apologetic
texts.

The Arabic text of the Bible was then translated not only in a continuous text, or in a
lectionary, but also in treatises and rasa’il. Studying these texts gives an understanding
of the richness of this tradition and its potential contribution to Biblical studies and to
Arabic Church history, linguistics and Muslim-Christian relations.

Although individual authors translated the same passages differently I think they
contributed to the formation of the Arabic text of the Bible. The authors used biblical
verses for narrative purposes and as evidence to support their claims. The translations
they provided varied in their choice of terms, possibly influenced by the author's
background and/or the type of audience being addressed. It is also conceivable that
linguistic choices were affected by other factors, such as the varied language sources of
the Bible, external cultures, and ultimately, the writer's intent in persuading their
opponents. However, it is not always possible to establish the reasons behind the
linguistic choices made by any given author in the translation or text production
process. From Ms 154, it can be inferred that the author had a profound understanding
of the Bible and Islamic thought, even though he did not adopt a systematic

methodology in his translation. When it comes to the literary production aimed at
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defending the doxa of Christian theology, representatives from various Christian
denominations have left us an extensive legacy. We have examined some apologetic
texts primarily directed towards Muslims, where we have observed hints of homiletic
and catechetical approaches. The dialogue, Timothy-al-Mahdi, presents a simplified
form of Arabic, translated from Syriac. It shows evident influences from the Islamic
culture of the time. However, the author demonstrates an ability to engage in debate,
employing effective stylistic tools such as analogy and Aristotelian logic. This illustrates
that theological expression in Arabic had already been established at that time.

The second text we have focused on in our study is On the Triune Nature of God,
characterized by stylistic elements similar to the Timothy-al-Mahdi dialogue. The
anonymous author employs a biblical approach, typical of texts from that era, to address
his arguments. The oldest available apology to date does not seem to be a translated text
but an entirely new Arabic production with some Syrian influence. The expressiveness
of Islamic culture perfectly blends with the biblical content, suggesting that this is not
solely due to the author's skill but also the result of a shared culture. That was the
language of that time, irrespective of religious affiliation.

Moving from the eighth-century apology to the apologetic treatises of Abt Qurrah,
we witness an increase in the complexity of arguments, as elements of Islamic discourse
combine with scriptural elements.

The authors of the analyzed literature, Abii Qurrah e Al-Takriti, defended their faith
using all that they inherited from Syriac and Greek tradition and from religious
formation to find what is most apt and they meticulously chose a specific terminology
they coined or, in certain cases, used a language common to both them and their rivals.

Christian Arabs, as Haddad (1985, 184,5) claimed in regard to Trinitarian vocabulary,
Haddad (1985, 184,5):

Malgré un effort sérieux d’adaptation au language, les théologiens ont maintenu la
priorité aux dogmes de la foi, montrant ainsi leurs attaches étroites avec le grec et
plus particulierement avec le syriaque. L’elaboration du vocabulaire trinitaire par les
chrétiens arabes, souvent polyglottes, ne semble pas avoir subi I’influence des
écrivains musulmans, autant que-celle des auteurs grecs et syriaques. D’ailleurs ce
vocabulaire qui servait a exprimer les vérités les plus sacrées, ayant trait a Dieu lui-
méme, ne pouvait pas étre créé a la légere, malgré la fausse impression qui se dégage
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d’un contact superficiel avec les textes chrétiens. La Tradition imposait, dans ce
domaine, un enseignement précis, exprimé dans des formules soigneusement
étudiées par les Peres et les Conciles.247

This statement confirms that the writers of that time were attentive to the search for
terms and to use them in their writing to defend the doxa that united the three
denominations.

In conclusion, I would like to make two points about the contribution of early Arabic
Christian literature. First, the adaptation of language and style to the culture of the time
are what characterise this early literature, are part of the religious, cultural and linguistic
challenges of that time, which have never gone away, and are part of the history of the
evolution of Arabic Christian terminology. And, as Swanson points out, early Arabic
Christian literature is not merely a literature of translation, it is also a literature in an
intertextual relationship with the Qur’an (Swanson 1998, 302).

Second, what I am trying to assert is that, even though the Qur’an become the
standard measurement for the grammars, lexicons and literary texts, the variety of
language used for the dispute between Christians and Muslims is not stylistically
inferior to the language used by Muslims. Likewise, the Arabic intended for the people
and the monasteries, influenced by Greek and Syriac terms and far from grammatical
norms and syntax is not any less; it bridges the gap between classical and pure dialect

and is part of the variety of this literature.

247 Translation: Despite a serious effort to adapt to language, theologians have
maintained the priority of dogmas of faith, thus showing their close ties with Greek
and more particularly with Syriac. The elaboration of the trinitarian vocabulary by Arab
Christians, often polyglot, does not seem to have been influenced by Muslim writers
as much as by Greek and Syriac authors. Moreover, this vocabulary, which served to
express the most sacred truths concerning God himself, could not be created lightly,
despite the false impression that emerges from a superficial contact with Christian
texts. In this area, tradition imposed a precise teaching, expressed in formulae
carefully studied by the Fathers and Councils.
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Chapter III - The Coptic Church and the Arabic language

Introduction
In the second chapter, I sought to illustrate the social and cultural role played by

Christians in the development of Arab civilization. The extensive Christian literary
production in the Arabic language emerged to meet various needs, such as the
imposition of Arabic as the official language in the Islamic empire and, consequently, its
adoption by the churches. Additionally, there was a need to respond to controversies
with Muslims and internal struggles among the churches.

From the numerous sources passed down by Christian communities, we can
confidently state that they navigated through these challenges with significant linguistic
skills and adept argumentative abilities. At this juncture, the question that arises is: Is
there a continuum in the field of Arabic Christian literary production today? To address
this query, I deemed it fitting to follow the trajectory of this literature by examining the
last church that adopted the Arabic language in its literature, the Coptic Church, which
reached its peak between the XIII and XIV centuries. In this chapter, I will attempt to
elucidate the linguistic characteristics of this literature and formulate hypotheses
regarding the reasons I believe led to a break with this literature in the modern era.

The transition from Coptic to Arabic in Egypt had a different evolution compared
with the transition from Syriac and Greek to Arabic (Rubenson 1996, 3) or compared
with other communities (Vollandt, 2015: 22-36). The Coptic language was spoken and
written before the Arab conquest (640-641 A.D.), after which Coptic survived in the
administrative structure of the government for some decades. Progressively, Coptic and
Arabic appeared in parallel in the official governatorial documents. In 705 AD Arabic
became officially and exclusively the language of all administrative offices. Early on,
Copts learned Arabic to maintain their position as scribes and tax collectors. At first,
Egypt was ruled by a governor, appointed first by the early Caliphs up to 661, then by
the Omayyad Caliphs up to 750 and after that by the Abbasid Caliphs. Then followed

the Fatimid Caliphs with direct rule for some two centuries, 969-1169.

164



The Christians of Egypt were distinguished for their orthodoxy: earlier, the Egyptian
Church had played a very important role in the Christological controversies in the
ecumenical Councils which ended with the schism in 451 AD between the Egyptian
Church and the Greek and Latin Churches. When Arabs entered Egypt, Christians were
called Copts, a term that derives from the Arabic word Qibt, which in turn is merely a
shortened form of the Greek word Aigyptios (Egyptian). However, the so-called Coptic
Church was closed in on itself and it was not ready for either an exchange between the
various languages of the neighbouring Christian communities or a dialogue with
Muslims. One of the principal reasons for this closure was the opposition to the Melkite
Church, that is the Imperial, Byzantine and Chalcedonian Church. This explains why
after the Arab conquest, the Copts seem to have continued to use Coptic for almost two
hundred years and they resisted the assimilation of Arabic.

Because of this conflicting situation, the period of transition is difficult to follow and
the assimilation of Arabic occurred gradually. We know that only during the patriarchate
of Pope Gabriel (1131-1145) was it established that for the faithful who did not
understand the Coptic language could pray in Arabic (Burmester, 1935). By necessity it
became the official language of the Church, used in historical, canonical, theological
and liturgical contexts from the tenth century onwards. It follows that they produced the
bulk of the Christian Arabic literature of the Middle Ages, forsaking Coptic (Vollandt,
3).

Rubinson identified three stages of this transition which cover the period from the
early translations into a colloquial Arabic of the X century to the great Arabic authors of
the XIII and XIV centuries, and in particular he pinpoints the crucial period of the
transition in the last decades of the XI century (1996). In particular, in his analysis he
claimed that by the XI century Arabic had become the language and the only viable
medium of the theology of the Church. During these centuries not only were
translations from Coptic no longer central, due to the growing relations with other
Christian Arabic literature, but there had been a greater increase in the use of the Arabic,

a development in the skills of translation and a greater command of the language to such
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an extent that it can even be difficult to be sure if a text from that period is a translation
or an Arabic original.248

Even though our study focuses on Coptic Christian literature, it is worth mentioning
that the first Egyptian Christian who wrote in Arabic was the Melkite physician of
Alexandria Nastas Ibn Jurayj in the IX century (Khalil, Copt. Enc. 1775b-76a). He was
followed by Sa‘id Ibn Batriq who translated from Greek and wrote on medicine and
philosophy, but his Annals entitled Nazm al-jawhar, one of the first world histories in
Arabic, was the most celebrated writing (GCAL 11, 32-38, EI, F.Micheau).

Returning to the Christian literature, the two works that marked the beginning of this
vast composition are Kitab al-Tawarikh by Sa’id ibn al-Bitriq (877-940) and the other
the Tarikh Batarikat al-’Iskandariyya al-Qibt by Sawirus Ibn al-Mugqaffa“. These works
are relevant to understanding the transition period because, while Coptic was still the
spoken language, the authors were proficient in classical Arabic.

Linguistically speaking, as it was for the other churches, Islamic influence was a
constituent and essential element that Coptic writers faced to address Christians who
needed Arabic resources to understand their faith, to skeptical Christians about to
convert to Islam and to Muslims who continued to advance their criticism of Nasara.

From the X to XII centuries literary works dealt with education and morality in
particular. In the XIII century, production starts to flourish in many fields. That period
was known as the Golden Age of the Coptic Church. There had been an intellectual
revolution because of internal conflict and political instability.24° Christians still had to
deal with the Coptic language in translation activities but it is clear that Arabic was the
true language understood at that time. The fact that Al-Mu’taman ibn al-‘Assal wrote a

Coptic-Arabic dictionary Al-Sullam al-Muqaffa" wa dhahab al-Kalam al-Musaffa" and

248 For this argument see: R.G.Coquin, Christianismes orientaux: Introduction a I’étude
des langues et des littératures, Micheline Albert et al. ed., in Initiation au Christianisme
Ancien, Paris, Les Editions du Cerf, 1993, 52-61; S.K. Samir, Arabic Sources for Early
Egyptian Christianity, The Roots of Egyptian Christianity, in B.A. Pearson and J.E.
Goehring ed., (Studies in Antiquity&Christianity), Philadelphia, Fortress Press, The
Journal of Ecclesiastical History, 1986, 82-97; S. Rubenson, The Transition from

Coptic to Arabic, Egypte/Monde arabe, 27-28, 1996, 77-92.
249 There was an opposition to Pope Kirollos bin Lugluqg (1235-1243). Conflict between
Mameluk and Ayubin.

166



that his brother Al-’As‘ad translated the Four Gospels into Arabic, his mother-tongue,
confirms that Arabic dominated the linguistic sphere.

As mentioned above, at the top of the list of Coptic writers who wrote in Arabic there
was Sawirus Ibn al-Mugqaffa“ (ca. 915-1000), bishop of al-‘ Ashmiinin.25° He had a great
contribution in introducing the Arabic language into Coptic literature (Graf, I1, 300) and
he wrote more than twenty works. His purpose was the religious education of people, in
particular, in the essential truths of the faith evoking strong proofs, the comprehension
of Sacred Scripture and the history of the Church. He is considered an isolated case and
only after three more centuries can we find another similar figure.

Apart from al-Mugqaffa‘, Abii Ishaq ibn Fadl-Allah wrote two treatises related to the
Ultimate Times and the End of the World in 924/5 (CoptEnc, 19b-20a, Samir). One
further author is al-Wadih ibn Raja’ who converted to Christianity (during the reign of
Caliph ‘Abd al-‘Aziz, 975-996) and wrote three apologetic works against Islam
(CoptEnc, 2311, Samir).

The next period, which is characterised by Arabic intellectual achievement among
the Copts, dates only from the second half of the twelfth century. Before then, period we
find on one side few works on ecclesiastical history and Canon Law in Arabic?3! and on
the other side the last identified writer Michael, Bishop of Tinnis who ended literature in
Coptic (after 1051), which definitively declined.

With regard to Bible studies, Al-’As‘ad Ibn al-Assal and al-Wajth al-Qalyiib1 dealt
with translations; for biblical interpretations and commentaries we cite Ibn Al-Mugaffa‘,
Murqus Ibn Qanbar, Butriis al-Sadmanti and Bilus al-Bushi who is considered the
successor of al-Mugqaffa“.

The production of apologetic writings was in the first place because of conflicts

which lasted until the XIII century. As with all Christians, Copts needed to defend their

250 For the life and works of Sawirus ibn al-Mugaffa’, see A. Al-Maqari, Fihrs kitabat
Aba’ kanisat al-Iskandaryya, 1, Il, Matba'a al-Nubar, Cairo, 2012, 114-185; lbn al-
Mugaffa‘ S., Misbah al-‘aqgl, S. K. Samir ed., Cairo, Arabic Christian Tradition, 1978,
7-36; S.H. Griffith, The Kitab misbah al-‘aql of Severus ibn al-Mugaffa‘: A Profile of the
Christian Creed in Arabic in Tenth Century Egypt, Medieval Encounters 2, Birill, 1996,
15-42.

251 See Table IV in A.Y. Sidarus, From Coptic to Arabic in the Christian Literature of
Egypt, Coptica, 12, 2013.
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faith against Muslims, Jews and Chalcedonian/Melkite accusers. They dominated
discussions covering themes such as Christology, the Trinity and the authenticity of the
Bible.

The defenders were Sim’an Ibn Kulayl (d. ca. 1206) whose style and approach are
associated with Yihya Ibn *Adi (893-974); also Butrus Sawirus al-Jamil, Bishop of
Malij who was against liturgical deviations and Muslims and Jews.

In the XIII century, Coptic Arabic literature flourished; it starts with the theologian
al-Rashid ‘Abi al-Khayr Ibn al-Tayyib who wrote Khuldsa al-’Iman al-masthi; he
established doctrinal educational rules for the Sacraments and worship and explained
Christian literature to Muslims and Jews. We cite also Butrus al-Sadmanti who wrote on
faith, al-difa" ‘an al-Thalith and al-Hall min al-Shukiik books; and Yusab, bishop of
Akhmim who wrote a book on the defense of Christian doctrine against Islam.

The great defense was by Al-Safi Ibn al-‘Assal who wrote Majmu " ‘Usil al-din
(1238) which is considered the broadest and most powerful defense of this kind.

Finally, at the end of the XIV century Al-Makin Jirjis Ibn al->’Amid wrote detailed
defenses of Coptic faith and their belief in a classic language and theological style.

Monastic literature, liturgy, homilies, canonical and historical books and hagiography
enriched Coptic Arabic literature too. But, after the XIV century began a dark period in
the history of the Coptic Church that continues until the modern era. This happened as a
result of the collapse of monastic life, neglect in teaching by the clergy and the sterility
of literary production.

Although the Coptic Church history is unique, its deep roots, its fervent transmission
of patristic teaching, its great contribution to Arabic Christian literature, on the one side,
much remains to be done to rediscover its literary production and, on the other side,
there is need today for this literature to be revived without departing from the Arabic
language that characterized it.

Therefore, in the following pages, we will revisit the two fields that have been the
focus of this study and that continue within Coptic writings: the defense of the doxa in
the field of theology through apologetic texts and the translation of the Gospel text. As

mentioned in the second chapter, Coptic writers adopted the content, terminology, and
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methodologies used by writers of other denominations who preceded or were
contemporaneous with them.

Therefore, we expect to find similarities. We will illustrate some stylistic
characteristics of three writers to understand the status of Arabic Coptic literature in its
early stages and during its peak production phase. We will analyze some works of the
founder of this literature, Sawirus Ibn al-Muqaffa®, and then proceed to illustrate a more
mature phase of this literature by taking two examples from the Golden Age, Sim'an ibn
Kulayl and Al-Saft ibn al-‘Assal. Finally, we will show the culmination reached in the
field of evangelical translation in the Coptic Church by considering the work of

Al-’As‘ad ibn al-‘Assal.

I. Arabic language in the apologetic literature

7

I. Sawirus Ibn al-Mugqaffa“

We have mentioned that Sawirus Ibn al-Muqaffa® was the principal author of his time
and no one followed in his footsteps until the second half of the twelfth century. He
learned Arabic, which facilitated his role as a scribe in the Arab government
administration. He attended the court of the Fatimid caliph al-Mu’izz and he represented
the Coptic Church in public debates with other Christian, and Jewish and Muslim
leaders. He is considered the theologian who laid a methodological foundation in Arabic
in terms of Christian doctrine. In fact, considering that faith was not well defined
linguistically in his time, he is considered the middleman who took from his
predecessors and passed on to future generations. In addition to Arabic, he was also
proficient in Greek and Syriac. Moreover, he had knowledge of Greek philosophy and
the sciences of his time, to the extent that he could incorporate them into his works. (Ibn
al-Mugqaffa‘, Misbah, 8). And, above all, he was very familiar with the philosophy of his

time, namely Mu'tazilite philosophy.
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It is a fundamental stage of our research to dwell on his apologetic style to
understand how Copts were with regard to Arabic assimilation and how much Islamic
influence had impacted on the language of the Church. On the one hand, he was
concerned to explain the faith in Arabic because as he declared clearly in his book al-
Durr al-thamin fi ’idah al-i'tigad fi al-din Copts listened to Coptic but did not
understand it (Chapter 10), they quickly lost their ability to understand even the most
fundamental doctrinal language, such as “Son of God”, due to their inculturation within
Islamic society (Davis, 201). On the other side, he was involved in hudhdhdq al-
mutakallimin (Muslim philosophers) debates (Samir, 1978). Thus, he lived during a
cultural and religious transition period in the Fatimid era.

The question of the existing translation of the Bible in Arabic remains but we know
that he was interested in the transmission of the Bible and his knowledge of it was
astonishing; in his writings he often quoted it; only in his al/-Durr al-thamin alone he
cited 1,161 verses, 854 from the New Testament (Samir, 11); and he filled his tafsir
al-"amana (The Interpretation of the Creed) with biblical references.

Probably, as noted by Samir (Ibn al-Mugqaffa‘, Misbah, 11-12), the author studied the
Bible and the Fathers of the Church once he left secular life and entered the monastery,
and this can be inferred from the frequent and careful use of patristic sources in his
works.

One can say that this writer has covered all the topics that can be dealt with within
the Church: He composed works on dogmatics, hermeneutics, history, and pastoral
matters. He knew ecclesiastical and apologetic terminology very well; as well as the use
and the interpretation252 of the Liturgy in his writing and this is the proof that the text of
the Hymns was more ancient than his writings.253

In order to understand his position among Christian writers, his contribution to a

defined christological canon and his language we have chosen to analyse three works.

252 For example, he interpreted the Mose’s Hymn, Psalm 135, 150 and the Three
Saintly Children hymn.

253 Samuel Rubenson identifies early translations of canonical, hagiographical, and
liturgical texts up to the eleventh century, in Translating the Tradition, 4-14
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The first is al-Durr al-thamin fi "idah al-i‘tigad fi al-din?34, the second is Kitab al-
Majalis,?5 and the third is Misbah al-‘agql.?’¢ From these works, my interest in this
section is to extract three important aspects of Sawirus’ discourse and not to present
their content since they follow the same pattern as the works that precede them. First,
how his language articulation merged in his writings in relation to his Islamic cultural
context; second, how he expounds the Christian doctrine; third, how he translated the
vocabulary of the Trinity and Incarnation.

Al-Durr al-thamin is one of the most important works of al-Mugaffa“ because it was
an anthology with the important function of making the patristic tradition available in
Arabic, following their lines, and emphasising and defending the christological dogma.
It is composed of fifteen chapters concerning the Trinity and the life of Christ and cites
twenty-six patristic writers. In this section, I will address the first two parts. which
concern the Trinity and The Oneness of God and the Incarnation and Salvation. In each
of these parts he explicitly explained that he will give a simple exposition to those who
have little understanding and knowledge and another explanation to scholars and those
who are intelligent. This first clarification shows the author’s awareness of the
complexity of the subject and his attention to expounding clearly more categories of
authors. In the simple explanation he starts with a biblical approach:

A Uil gie () Jy oo Jiag Vs coodanandn Y ) o)) 158 (0 JS Jad e sl
Ll il A 3 iy @D g Jad LaS clgy ad yai Jia L 4gu ol JUial (I zlins
alladl 55 Ul Guaiall Al 8 JU8 4l @lld g il Wi ) dale Jua gl 5 588 oluily
3, 4nd B AR 3 s sal (51535 sl ol e s s 3all B a5l Dl
S5 el IS Ga el s V5 Adpadall Wae () dale Jua sl Leo 4nads A 40l £ L03Y)

257 ddia JS 5 ¢ Jlia

254 | consulted Ibn al-Mugaffa‘, Al-Durr al-thamin fi ’idah al-din, Cairo, Abna’ al-Baba
Jirullus, 1971.

255 | consulted the text edited by P. Chébli, Réfutation d’Eutychius par Sévere (Le Livre
des conciles), in Patrologia Orientalis, lll, 2, 12, 1983.

256 | consulted Ibn al-Mugaffa‘, Misbah, 1978.

257 Translation: And first of all, | say: Truly, God does not look like anything, he does
not represent anything, but our minds are weak, and [the minds] need likes and
similarities to know Him, as He did himself. He likened himself to us in many ways to
give His knowledge to our weak minds. As He said in His Holy Gospel that | am the
light of the world and David said in the Psalm in your light, God, shall we see light.
And He appeared to Moses in the bramble in semi-fire...God liked Himself to these
things to give His knowledge to our weak minds, because He is above all similarities
and likes and attributes.
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Then he continues clarifying that God likened himself to light and that Father and
Son agree in essence. He inherits the use of the analogies which had been adopted from
his predecessors to explain the Trinity. He reports the examples of the sun and the man
with the aim of simplifying the concept of the Trinity as his predecessors did; and cites

the example of the finger which is his addition:
d}‘\}[\ c)Al\u\djs.\AWWMaM@cPdﬁ;\P\UM@MY\U\
e IS Jual 0¥ OV as JY1 e 3adl L Qe Vs Al ani ¥ sl e s LY
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e 3all o LSy Jlia Vg ad 4y (S o)) el & 5 10 and ol hall 8 sa 53 JagY)
Jaaia il > 501 GlIASE ¢ LWl ¢ Jadl (e gl clagad s 0 Hally Jaalia Jas Y
G oY) e 5l (O LS Legia Jemiin i ) (e LA clagad il ¥y YL
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¢l e oMaiy ¥y Al (V) 4l 4l Wl Al el e a1 ¢ ) of LSy Jladl
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The author also inherits the formulation of Arabic Christian terminology, which I
summarize here::

The expressions that he used to explain the Trinity and to respond to the multiple
heresies are: al-Ilah al-wahid wa-al-thaliith (the one and triune God), Allah al-wahid al-
muthallath al-’aganim (God the One and, the triune Hypostasis); tawhid al-dhat
al-"tlahiyya wa-tathlith al-"aganim (the Oneness of the Nature of God and the triune
Hypostasis), jawhar wahid wa thalathat "aganim (One Essence and Three Hypostases),

Jjawhar wahid ka’in fi thalathat "aganim (One Essence One Entity in three Hypostases),

258 Translation: The finger is three parts, each part of which is a knot connected to
each other. We say that the first original part is like the Father, who has no likeness or
similarity. The first part is like the Father, because He is the origin of everything. And
the other part where there is the nail is like the Son born from the Father, and who has
no likeness or similarity... The middle part of the two parts is like the Holy Spirit, and
who has no likeness or similarity. And just as the middle part is linked to the two parts
and it is fixed to them, derived from the original part, so the Holy Spirit is linked to the
Father and the Son, fixed to them, derived from the Father, not separated from them.
And just as the middle part of the finger is not separated from the two parts and
appears as one of them, derived from (them) uninterrupted and inseparable, so the
Holy Spirit is not separated from the Father and the Son and appears in them as one
of them uninterrupted and inseparable. And just as the last part of the finger, which we
said is like the Son, to him, they do not separate from the original part, and the original
part does not come down and not rise, so the Son came down from the heaven and
was incarnated.
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ilah wahid fi thaldathat "aqanim (One God in Three Hypostases), tathlith bi-il tawhid wa
tawhid bi tathlith (Triune with Oneness and Oneness with Triune) al-thaliith laisa
‘ugniim wahid (The Trinity is not One Hypostasis).

For the Incarnation he used: al-Masih al-mawlid al-mutajassid (Christ born
incarnate); ta’annasa al-ibn (the Son became human), rabbana satara ‘anhu lahiituh
bi-tajassidihi min Maryam al-‘adhrda’ bi-ghayr natfat rajul (Our Lord covered his
divinity by His Incarnation through the Virgin Mary without man’s sperm), tajassud al-
masih (The Incarnation of Christ), al-tajassud sirr (the Incarnation is a mystery), sara
insanan (he became a human being), sara mawjiidan, manziiran mahsiisan malmiisan
mahdiidan bi-al-jasad alladhi ittahada bihi (He became present, visible, perceived,
tangible, limited in the body in which he was united). We add to the vocabulary already
mentioned the words munbathiq, kharij min, muttasil, thabit, zahir, ghayr ingita', la

infisal to indicate the relationship between the three ‘ugnitm (hypostases).

Considering that the Kitab al-Majalis was written after 955 AD in response to Sa’id
Ibn Batriqg, he stressed the biblical narrative to explain the Incarnation. We notice that
al-Mugqaffa® used a clear and classical language but his style is far from that of Muslims
or from Christian literati such as Abii Qurrah. In this book he started to expound the
Bible from the Creation to the evangelisation of the apostles; the Councils and the
reasons why they were summoned; the Fathers’ teachings and the division of the
Church; he narrated all that bringing together citations and history. There is not always
uniformity in biblical quotations but, reading the work we can not completely preclude
the possibility of the existence of a translation of the Bible in his time. He also cited the
Creed in Arabic, the same as is recited today, specifying its importance and explained
Christian doctrine in a simple way.

What we can say regarding the language is that in addition to inheriting words of the
pre-Islamic time such as hiwariyyin, bay‘a, nasranyya, shard’i’, zabir, inbi’ath
expressions such as sanna sunan (to establish laws), Rabb al-‘alamin, al-bari’ or
common Islamic designations for holy writings, kutub al-tanzil (the books of divine

revelation), and kutub al-rusul (the books of the prophets); he also adopts a dialogical
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question-and-answer style, as a formal literary means, as Muslims did in their
philosophical debates.

From the first lines, it is obvious that the author simply acquired the language
dictated by the social situation. It is not a matter of distinguishing what is Christian
from what is not from the language point of view because if we analyse phrases we
realise that they are only stereotyped formula. For example in:

Y 5 g ailia e e dlile) g adelay b dar) b sirall (e gall #Y) Ll bl ) Slia
259 4Jaday

And in the first line of the first chapter he wrote:

il 5 agall e dalad BIAY Bl Al S5 s Al () el g g ) cllada dndl V) Ll ale )
s el (e Adlans Al GBI WS g 4%y g0 5 8 a9 45 508 gl jeladd agule aie Dliadl a8l
Yt 42 L s com iyl y Doy oy U 4l (o) Jlal) e s il Y]
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On the whole we can say that there are no particular modifications in the traditional
vocabulary used in a controversial debate by a Christian and he used simple language

and concepts.

The third work is Misbah al-‘aql which is a brief work that shows Sawirus’
apologetic methodology within the Islamic milieu and other Christian denominations.
He responded to questions and critics of adversaries choosing carefully the style,
vocabulary, and appropriate arguments; he used philosophical and logical methods to
expound the doctrine of the Christians. The fact that the work appeared within an

Islamic cultural context is obvious in both the content and the vocabulary used, unlike

259 Translation: | received your message, faithful and blessed brother, may God please
you to live in his obedience, help you do His pleasure and give His protection.

260 Translation: Know, blessed brother, God keep you and make you prosper, that God,
His name be exalted, did not create the universe because he needed it, he did it out of
pure condescension, to manifest his power and make known his sovereignty. All that
he created, from the beginning to this day, remains as it was made without
disappearance, without transformation and without change. Man alone grieves at the
spectacle of creation, God, His power be magnified had created it to persist in
existence.
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the book of al-Durr. The author adopted some Islamic idioms to convey his ideas. We
see for example:
tdan) & L tdanll 5 sl ellal @l 5 5 cJhadll (e iled s (U3 (o i Slasac
261, Mat 5 & (5 ) €6 583 Ja ¢l Slanud
It is clear that the author would not use this type of address in another context. Or
when he specified some characteristics of the Essence that are not included in a purely

Christological discourse, he wrote in the first chapter:

262, e W) Cand axly Y g ¢ pdial gl Caa g (3 )8 (Al (i il Jaldll ja gal)

Thus, he started to explain the Oneness of God introducing terminology suitable and
common to the understanding of his interlocutors. In the second chapter he described
the Trinity as jawhar wahid, tabi‘a wahida wa-dhat wahida (one essence and one nature
and one self). In another extract, he made a distinction between al-jawahir al-basita
(simple) and al-murakkaba (composed) to explain his argument.

He defined God as jawhar mawjid al-dhat "azali (essence, present, eternal), bdg
(staying), sarmadi (immortal), and he described also Allah as hayy, natiq and hayah
following earlier Christian theologians (Swanson, Hypostases, 246).

In the third chapter he made additions, saying also that these sifat of the hypostasis
are ga’ima (exist), thabita (permanent), lam tazal wa lam tazul (they continued and
continues), ma ‘qil (the Intellected). And finally, he also gave synonyms for the word
aganim: ashkhdas, khawdass, ma ‘ani and sifat.

In the later chapters he explained the Incarnation defining Masih (anointed) and
specifying that the Son became Masih when the Word joined the human being. He
narrated theophanies that happened to the Prophets in the Old Testament, that are
parallel history in the Qur’an, prophecies on the Incarnation, that Christ renewed

shara’i’ and narrated his life on the earth. On the Incarnation he employed expressions

261 Translation: May God protect you from sins, keep you away from wrong, help you
to succeed for his favor and practice; Blessed be His Name; May God please you;
May His Name be exalted; Blessed be the Creator and may He be glorified.
262Translation: the virtuous noble essence which distinguishes descriptions of
describers and is not reachable by attributes of writers.
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such as: tajassada bi-jasad tamm dhi nafs wa-‘aql (he was incarnated in a complete
body with breath and intellect); sara ‘insanan kamilan min ghayr taghyir dhat fa-
ja’alahu lahu haykalan wa-mahallan wa-hijaban (he became fully human without
changing His Nature and He made it for Him a temple, a dwelling place, and a veil); al-
dhat al-basita la yulahiquha ta thir (the simple nature does not have any influence); al-
Masith muta’allim min jiha ’insaniyya ghayr muta’allim min ghiha lahutiyya (Christ
suffered on the human side and did not suffer on the theological side.

In conclusion, Al-Mugqaffa‘ not only stood out in his time but there is no doubt that
the author knew the Scriptures and the Tradition very well which he sustained Coptic
doctrine. In addition, he explained the Trinity and Incarnation simple, not yet as mature
or as complex as his posterity; we can say with certainty that the Christian Arabic
vocabulary had been established and diffused in Egypt.

Finally, in his writings his usage of stereotyped formulas did not affect the exposition
of his apologetical and biblical arguments and in terms of content he discussed all kinds

of problems from the Coptic viewpoint and championing the cause of his church.

In the Arabic-speaking worlds, Sawirus's apologetic works were extensively
duplicated and widely circulated, standing out as some of the most frequently
reproduced Christian texts in the Arabic language (Griffith 1996, 15-42). Therefore, we
can derive from this study that even the Coptic confession managed to express itself in
the new lingua franca, Arabic, and that the need to respond to Muslims was a significant
stimulus for the Copts to develop their own theology in the Arabic language. In fact,
following Sawirus ibn al-Mugqaffa‘s era, Arabic rapidly became the primary language of
the Copts. They subsequently generated a greater number of texts in Arabic compared to
all other Christian communities in the caliphate combined. The list of known authors
and their works during this period is extensive.263

I1. Apologetic writers in the Coptic Golden Age

263 See Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Literatur, 2: 294-468. As
mentioned, this work was translated into Arabic by Al-Makari (2012).
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Just barely two centuries after al-Muqgaffa® a generation of skilled writers formed
what will come to be called the Golden Age of Coptic Arabic literature.264 This is
symbolised by the endeavours (from 1230 to 1260) of an extraordinary Christian family
of scribes and writers collectively known as the Awlad al-‘Assal, the sons of al-‘Aassal.
They were principally three, that is al-Safi, Al-’As‘ad Hibatallah, and al-Mu’taman.
They engaged in significant initiatives involving manuscript discovery, copying,
translation, and the original composition of Christian theology in Arabic (Graf II,
387-414). Notably, their work displayed an unmistakably ecumenical character; they
diligently sought out the finest Christian tracts in Arabic from earlier periods, authored
by individuals from the Nestorian, Jacobite, or Melkite traditions. Among the Copts,
there was also Shams al-Ri’asa ’Abt al-Barakat, often known as Ibn Kabar (d. after
1321). He composed a comprehensive encyclopedia of Christian theology in Arabic,
incorporating texts from numerous earlier writers across different communities. His
work serves as a reference book of Christian theology and ecclesiastical practices in
Arabic, spanning from the origins to the XIII century. 265

During this period of time literary activity focused on the translation of biblical,
hagiographical, liturgical and doctrinal works into Arabic, and their reinterpretation
(Davis, 237). In examining the literature of this period, we will complete our journey
that began in ancient pre-Islamic times in the Arabian Peninsula and now ended in the
medieval time in Cairo.

During the XIII century theological literature had a renewal and Copts adopted a
sophisticated syntax and vocabulary for the purpose of Christian-Muslim apologetical
debates (Davis, 202). In fact, a reason for this literary production may have been the
uncertainty and the pressure of the Ayyubids (1171-1250 CE) on the religious

minorities. Thus, writers, such as ’Awlad al-‘Assal, produced new christological works

264 See, e.g., Samuel Rubenson, Translating the Tradition: Some Remarks on the
Arabicization of the Patristic Heritage in Egypt, in Medieval Encounters 2, Brill, 1996,
4-14.

265 Graf, Geschichte der christlichen arabischen Litertur, 2: 438—-45. For the text, see,
Samu’ll. ed., Misbah, al-zulma fi iddah al-khidma, Cairo, Maktabat al-Kartz, 1992
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that proved a meaningful commitment to Christian tradition and to current disputations
caused by Islam and that are characterised by an inherited philosophical language.

This topic deserves closer study and here we will concentrate on two writings.26¢6 The
first is Magqala fi al-tawhid wa-al-tathlith?67 by Sim’an Ibn Kulayl (d. 1206), who was
the secretary of armies during the reign of Salah al-Din al-’Ayiib1 before becoming a
monk. The second is Fusil mukhtasara fi tathlith al-ittihad (Brief on the Trinity and the
Union) by Al-Saft Ibn al-‘Assal (d. ca. 1265).268

First of all, it is notable that the authors linked Trinitarian vocabulary to the Muslim
discussion on the attributes of God. There are lot of sifat such as al-bari’, al-natiq, al-
hayy, al-shari’ which match jawhar, ’aganim, dhat, almost to form real definitions.

Second, the method of exposition, based on philosophy and logic, is characterised by
the assumption of a particular terminology in addition to what we have expounded
above to explain complex concepts.

Ibn Kulayl started to explain the concept of jawhar in comparison with the ‘arad
(accident):

) o5 5 o8 ling W g iy Lails () 6K O Lal 00 el 2] (e ad 23 Y 3 g 50 60 S
A 13850 e odsay B e andiyal ol B Y (6K O Ll om sall o8 1385 6o e
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He continued with the explanation of mawjiid, hayy, natiq, through a derivation
(ishtigaq) relation with the jawhar, writing:
O Sl ad (3380 (pa V) AEAL (3dals (6o Y Al g claad) e Gl Al (335 (pa V) AdEall
o g gall et Y A1 Claall 5 el ya s 4513 Clia (3haill 5 3ladl 5 3 ga ol Y (il
270, o e (ye LeBlELE) dea e W) Lt ol any Y

266 \We consulted them in Bath, 1929.

267 This is a part of the Tiryaq al-‘uqul fi ‘ilm al-’usul book.

268 We take the information on these authors from Al-Magqari, 2012.

269 Translation: everything that exists has to be one of two things: either it is self-
existing and in its existence it needs no other, and this is the Essence, or it is non-
self-existing and it needs others for its existence, and this is the accident.

270 Translation: We must clarify that nothing truly exists except those who are derived
from existence; truly nothing is alive except those who are derived from life; truly
nothing speaks except those who are derived from speaking; because existence, life
and speaking are self-essential attributes; the self attributes are not correct for the
described and it does not have to be described with them except for their derivation
from others.
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Further on instead, he explains the Three Hypostases making a distinction between
them and giving their characteristics and a definition for each of them:

dals 4l agia o 38l JS Y e s8Y) 8 () silise 2 a sall 8 () siie AN Anl8Y) oY 58
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Finally, he explains the birth of Christ by explaining that there are two types of birth,
kathifa (dense) and /atifa (mild):

DAl o g gal) e all gl anii e Juslii g dancaliay 445 30Y 5 1o 53 e JW5 83N 11 () &3
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Al-Saft Ibn al-‘Assal had a similar scheme of Kulayl’s explanation. His Brief is
considered the jewel of his writings and was inspired by Yahya Ibn ‘Adi.

He started to say that al-bari’ is one jawhar described through attributes of integrity
and He is three Hypostases; then he continued with “the Son became human”, “the

Jjawhar is self-existing” and that “each Hypostasis has His characteristic”.

271 Translation: These Three Hypostases agree with the essence and differ with
respect to the Hypostasis because each of them has a different characteristic; they
are one essence by number and they are not called three essences as they are not
called three gods...thus, the Father has the characteristic of paternity and he is not
son or holy spirit; the Son has the characteristic of sonship and he is not father or holy
spirit; the Holy Spirit has the characteristic of proceeding and he is not father or son...
thus, The Father is self-existing, speaking through the Son, is alive through the Holy
Spirit. The Son exists through the Father without separation from Him, and speaks
through Himself, is alive through the Holy Spirit. The Holy Spirit exists through the
Father, speaks through the Son, is alive through Himself.

272 Translation: Then the birth is of two types: (the first is) dense birth by sexual
intercourse and procreation in which the father precedes the born and the born
proceeds from the father as the birth of Isaac from Abram and the birth of Suleyman
from David. (The second is) mild without sexual intercourse and without procreation,
and without preceding or proceeding by time or separation or disjunction or retirement
between father and son, as the birth of speaking from soul, the birth of light from sun
and the birth of heat from fire.
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Following an Islamic philosophical approach, he added that there are four types of
sifat: salbiyya (negative), idafiyya (additional), murakkaba (composed) and thubiitiyya
(confirmatory) he wrote:
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He continued saying that the Three Hypostases are only three and that this is proved
by three directions: the verses, from the prophecies, the Gospels and letters; the wise
men274 who proved that the Creator is ‘ag/ (the Intellect), ‘agil (the Intellecting) and /i-
dhatihi (self-existing), nothing more and nothing less; from the first mutakallimiin who
proved that He is hayy (alive), ‘alim (the All knowing), gadir (the Powerful) and a lack
of these three is lack of perfection and an addition is subsidiary and unnecessary.

Al-‘Assal proceeded with the Incarnation and its understanding, then, he explained
the linguistic differences between Jacobites, Melkites and Nestorians in terms of the
humanity and the divinity of Christ who is al-haliqg al-razig al-mauliid min Maryam
al-‘adhra’ al-maslib al-ma’it (The Creator, the Provider, the born from the Virgin Mary,

the Crucified, the Mortal), but he stressed “that with His divinity, and this with His

273 Translation: The essence here is intended to be the Creator’s self who has been
proved to be one; from the attributes of this divine essence they are negative as we
say “He, the Exalted, has not a body nor is he is a creature preceded by nothing”;
additional as we say “He is before His creatures”; and composed as we say “He is the
First”, and “first” means that there is no one else before Him, and this is negative, and
means that is “He is before others” and this is additional; confirmatory as we say “He
has the power and will”, which means that the power is an attribute occurring in
Himself and for the will as well;, composed as we say “The All knowing” thus, the
knowledge is an attribute occurring in Himself and related to what is known. So, when
it occurred in Himself it is confirmatory and when it is related to what is known it is
additional. Then, His attributes, the Exalted, are His owns and do not exceed Him as
we say that “He is alive and speaking”; or are of action related to his actions as we
say “He is the Creator and the Provider”

274 |In the past, other writers such as ‘Abd al-Masih al-Kindi (IX century), Yahya ibn ‘Adi
(X century) and also Bulus al-Bushi adopted a neoplatonist understanding of the
nature of intellect to respond to the “Why three?” Muslim question.
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humanity”. Hence, he showed that the differences among the three Christian
confessions are philosophic, not dogmatic in nature.

Finally, he proposed two directions to understand the reasons of the unity of the
Creator with humanity, that is the necessity of Incarnation, by mentioning the concept of

similarity and integrity and what is related to them:
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In conclusion, these two writings are an example like so many others that show that

the Arabic language was not only developed by Islam and that Coptic Christian authors

275 Scholars mentioned that Union has many reasons divided into two categories: the
first category concerns the Creator who made us exist for His generosity and joined
our nature for our perfection that is to fulfil His generosity: the proof of the necessity of
the union that the Creator, He Exalted, is the most excellent Benefactor, and the most
excellent benefactor is the benefactor who has the most excellent essence, and the
most excellent essence belongs to the Creator. Thus, the Creator bestowed Himself
upon us with generosity and this was by joining our nature. And the proof showed up
that His contact with us is possible because what impedes the contact is the
contrariety. But the Creator is not against to His creature, since the contrary would
eliminate what is its opposite not bring it into existence. God said in the Torah: “He
created man according to His likeness” and this likeness is close to the idea of
contact; therefore, if His contact with us is possible and if we have the goal of
honouring Him by contacting and if He is the perfect benefactor by contacting with us,
deficit and stinginess, which are imperfection, do not impede Him and He is superior
to them. Therefore, his contact with us is necessary.

The second category concerns us. When we were negligent to reach our human
perfection, and when the Prophets neglected to reach few people to the principles of
the above mentioned perfection, God became human and reached the greatest
number of people to the highly human perfection, and state of being. The Scriptures
affirm the condition of Christians as compared to the condition of those who came
before them: who passed from worshiping of false deities to the worship God and
from a sybarite life to the goal of ascetic life.
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were able to express their faith using combinations of biblical and Islamic expressions,
Muslim terms in their resonance, stock phrases, invocations from the Qur’an without
changing the meaning of Christian doctrine and its tradition. In addition, the
terminology of theology, that had already been coined in the Arabic language, was used
without any discrepancy; indeed the authors demonstrated an exceptional ability in
handling this vocabulary in a philosophically logical approach and in an interfaith
context.

The fact that at that time this type of text was produced first of all shows the
necessity and, once again, the urgency of defending the faith; second, it shows what
level of writing Christians had developed the philosophical theology in a language
common to Muslims. Also, at that time and in the Coptic context, Arab theology proves
no less than and in compliance with Christian tradition. Finally, we pause to say that for
a Christian reader today the proposed writings should not necessarily be understood as
texts written only for the purpose of controversy but also as a means to examine his

faith in depth, and then to compare with other denominations and religions.
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II. Status of the Arabic Gospel in the Coptic Golden Age

Coptic translators contributed a large number of Arabic works in the biblical field
after Arabicization. At first, they tended, like Christian communities in general (Griffith
2013, 118) to adopt and adapt older versions, probably because they were “in need of
biblical translations at a time in which most other communities already had well-
established traditions” (Vollandt, 70). Afterwards, these translations became
independent from the older versions (Zaki, 2021). As mentioned in the previous chapter
Al-’As‘ad Ibn al-‘Assal composed a proofreading of the Gospels.27¢ Before his
translation, the Alexandrian Vulgata was the most dissemination version translated from
Greek and Syriac.277

Little is known about this author. Al-’As‘ad Ibn al-‘Assal held the honorary title of
Fakhr al-Dawlah (pride of the state), indicating his significant role in the administration
of the Ayyubid government in Egypt.2’8 He knew Coptic from his childhood, but his
mother tongue was Arabic, and as he himself states in the introduction to his version, he
knew neither Greek nor Syriac (Moawad, 29).

Prior to his era, there existed various non-authoritative Arabic versions that required
thorough examination to align them with the recognized original texts in Greek, Syriac,
and Coptic. Al-’As’ad gathered these texts with the intention of creating his own revised

version (Atiya, Coptic Encyclopedia).

276 | have consulted this translation from the edited text of S.Q. Moawad, Al-’Anajil
al-’Arba‘a Tarjamat al-’As'ad Abi al-Faraj Hibat Allah bin al-‘Assal, Madrasat
al-‘Iskandariyya, 2014; for further studies see S.K. Samir, La version arabe des
évangiles d'Al-As'ad lbn al-'Assal," Parole de ['Orient 19, 1994, 441-551; D.B.
Macdonald, Ibn Al-'assal's Arabic Version of the Gospels, Homenaje a D. Francisco
Codera en su Jubilacion Del Profesorado: Estudios de Erudicion Oriental, Zaragoza,
Mariano Escar, Tipografo, 1904, 375-392; K.E. Bailey, Hibat Allah Ibn al-'Assal and His
Arabic Thirteenth Century Critical Edition of the Gospels (With Special Attention to
Luke 16:16 and 17:10) in Theological Review: The Near East School of Theology 1.1,
April 1978, 11-26.

277 This version is, for example, in the codex Vatican Coptic 9 version using Kashouh’s
classification. Alexandrian Vulgata was a version translated from Greek and Syriac,
then it was updated from the Greek text and finally revised from Coptic (Moawad
(2014, 29).

278 Atiya A., As’ad Abu al-Faraj Hibat Allah lbn al-‘Assal , in Coptic Encyclopedia,
Claremont Graduate University. School of Religion, Vol.1, https://ccdl.claremont.edu/
digital/collection/cce/id/254/rec/1.
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From the methodological introduction provided by the author himself, we can extract
important information to understand the reasons behind his composition of this
translation.

First, one of the reasons why Al-’As’ad composed this translation was a request from
a person whose name he does not mention. Then, the author justifies his act of
translation by stating that he undertook it not only to update previous versions but also
because there was a poorly crafted version in his time. In particular, he adds that in the
existing versions of his era, there were alterations in Arabic writing concerning the
vocalization of words in the biblical text, and he cited several examples of this
phenomenon. However, he does not mention that in the previous versions there was an
inaccuracy in the translation. The author informs the reader that the existing translations
coincide exactly with each other and with the original. He notes that the differences
between the translations lie in the variety of meanings of the words.2’”® Moawad (2014,
14-15) thus deduces that Al-’As’ad carefully addresses the differences in meaning
between translations in order to respond to the accusation of falsifying the Bible
(14-15).

Al->As‘ad's (1252-1253) translation is an eclectic version corrected against the
Coptic version and prepared from at least five Arabic and three Coptic manuscripts
(Kashouh, 2012, 266-267).280 These translations, as clarified by Ibn al-Assal himself,
have both Greek and Syriac as their source languages. Otherwise, what characterizes the
translation process carried out by Al-’As‘ad is that he inserts very many readings in the
margins and between the lines. In other words, the main text contains the authentic
readings, while the marginal apparatus displays the variant readings. Furthermore, he
devised twenty-eight symbols for his detailed apparatus to assist the reader in
identifying the source of a particular variant. We can therefore infer how complex the
translation process must have been, view that the interference in the production of this

translation came from more than one source text. As Kashouh (ibid., 274) claimed,

279 This is one of the main reasons why this study focuses on illustrating the linguistic
varieties adopted over the centuries to reformulate the biblical text.

280 As regards my study, in particular, the study of Kashouh shows also that the author
made his translation from the Codex Beirut B.O., Or 430 which, as mentioned before,
it is a continuous and an edited version of Vatican Arabic 13.
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employing a minimum of five Arabic manuscripts and three Coptic manuscripts
represents a remarkable and robust endeavour in the Arab world.

Thus, from the fact that more than one Arabic version has been consulted we can
assert with certainty that there were multiple versions in circulation in Egypt in the XIII
century. But, this edition was found to be too complicated for popular use. The sheer
number of footnotes and marginal observations did not promote its dissemination so the
Alexandrian Vulgata remained the more consulted and read. Evidence of this is that
only fifteen manuscripts contain this version when about one-hundred and fifty are of
the Alexandrian Vulgate (Kashouh, ibid, 274).

Comparing his version and the Alexandrian Vulgata, Moawad (2014, 31-35) shows
that there are differences in the choice of words, that his choices are more literary and
precise, that there are differences in verb tenses, in the way that Al-’As‘ad laid the
sentences between them and finally that his translation was more eloquent and stylish
than the first. In addition, he made a language improvement from the point of view of
vocabulary translating from Coptic.

Al-’As‘ad version being more accurate, and close to the Syriac and Greek versions
we dealt with it to check on the evolution of the language, and to show the growing
standardisation in the translation process with respect to the Arabic manuscripts that we
have mentioned in the second chapter. For this purpose, we have extracted from
Al-’As‘ad's version the same verses found in Ms 154 (See Appendix 2).

In the study of Moawad he collects the texts of the Gospels of Al-’As‘ad extrapolated
from eight manuscripts: o (1258-1260), B (1265), y (1271-1272), 6 (1280), C
(1295-1296), n (1340), 6 (1500), « (1304).

I limit the following section to showing some linguistic features that allow us to
observe and understand to the extent of the state of art of the Arabic Christian language
“outside” the sacred text at that time. I use the introductions contained in these
manuscripts written by the copyists at the beginning of each manuscript, except two of

them that do not have introductions.

185



In (y), (n), (x) this general introduction says: 28!
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We observe that:

The extract is characterised by an Islamic sounding vocabulary to exalt God as that
which follows. This confirms that this language was intrinsic to the language of that
time.

To thank God the author cites His attributes and expressions related to His Essence

and Trinity as if it were an apologetic treatise.

In (8) (0):
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281 Al-llah al-wahid (The Only God) is different from Tiah wahid (One God) that it is
usually pronounced and written in liturgy or in ecclesiastical books today.

282 Translation: In the Name of the Only God, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit.
Introduction to the Holy Glorious Fourth Gospel and the ten laws, in peace, support
and mercy of the Lord. Amen. To proceed, the first thing to present before the
masterful eloquent speech and with which | open the fluent correct statement, is the
thankfulness of God who shades, who covers, the Speaker, the Powerful, the Living,
the Conqueror, who warned hearts to speak of Him and guided tongues to praise Him
and to thank Him, we praise Him for having beautiful verse, and | confess to Him for
what comes to us from His abundant graces, and we properly sanctify His Precious
Name for having the mystery of the faith, the unity of His Essence and His Nature and
the Triune Hypostasis and His attributes, and we glorify Him adequately for granting us
to deny suspicions, what is written in His Holy Gospel, whose wonders and miracles
showed, May His majesty be glorified, His name and His integrity be exalted...
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In () there is a completely different introduction:
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Also in the introduction to each Gospel there is similar language. We consider the

first lines of the Gospel of Matthew written by Al-’As‘ad (from the manuscripts a, v, n,
K):
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283 Translation: In the Name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, the Only God.
We start with God’s help, May His majesty be glorified, His name and His integrity be
exalted, who rules all powers, who is the purpose of every wish, to him is the end of all
demands writing the introduction of the Holy Glorious four Gospels and the ten laws in
the Lord’s peace. Amen. | praise you O Intellected and Perceived God, Creator of
bodies and souls, praise from whom you have, generously and favourably, dressed the
garment of existence after nothingness.

284Translation: Praise to God who is splendour and glorious, who announced the law
of kindness and fullness, with His pure and holy Gospel, the right, the enlightening, the
bright, with whom the world was guided by the apostles, the hawariin, and they were
freed from the devils’ capture and they won with the graces of the Lord of the world,
we thank Him for his great graces, we praise Him for what we received from His huge
dignity. To proceed, thus, the book of the Holy Gospel is the most honourable divine
book and the greatest proof of the Lord and with it the purposes of the Law of Moses
were fulfilled, the prophetic symbols became clear, the carnal image spiritualised and
the spiritual commands stand firm
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Here also, there is vocabulary that would not be accepted today as the use of
munazzil and al-tanzil, kufr, sunna, especially the word mustafa to explain the meaning
of Matthew.

With regard to the introductions extracts I state that this writing way was common in
Christian literature over the period considered and that the Islamic influences was still
present and that this resonance was unconscious in these writers because it was part of
the language itself and to show that their meanings does not distort the principles of
Christianity. In addition to the fact that it was a translation rejected at the time, the
introductions we have reported demonstrate that the language used is not suitable for
today’s literature and, once again, makes it seem unfortunately an Islamic text to today’s
reader.

Despite Ibn Al-‘Assal's version being rejected and replaced by the Alexandrian version,
his rendition represents a significant stage in the development of the translation of the
Gospel text. We understand from the presence of numerous Gospel translations in his
time that there was a linguistic variety not yet standardized. The negotiation process of
translating the Gospel text was still ongoing, and he took on the task of summarizing
this variety by annotating it in his corpus. At the same time, he offered a new translation
to address the needs of that society.

At this point, I would like to illustrate some lexical variations in the versions considered
in this study by comparing them to Ibn al-‘Assal's rendition.

In Chapter 2, I sought to outline a profile for each Gospel version. The information

available to us is limited, and the position of each version is challenging to define in the

285 Glory to God who revealed the Gospel and who fulfilled the revelation with the
splendid verses from every apostle and the irresistible miracles for all minds, with it He
clarified the truth of the faith and exposed the devil’s tyranny; He moved the creation
of God to his worship (from the devil) after worshiping their idols; He established the
way which leads to the eternal life and save people from godlessness and from
following their enemies, from death caused by sin and He continued the law of justice
with the law of favour, thus He imposed love, compassion and reconciliation, He urged
the abandonment of wealth and to use humility and forgiveness... Matthew the well
chosen, he is named Levi, the translation of his name is chosen...
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historical context in which it was produced. We know from the previously conducted
research that Vatican Ar. 13 is the most ancient and its language is classical Arabic and
contained archaic vocabulary. This was not a completely discarded version but was
edited in Codex Beirut B.O. Or. 430. Both contained a Peshitta interference.

Sinai Ar. 72 is characterised by a Greek influence and its linguistic features are
identified as the Middle Arabic variety. Also the language of Sinai Ar. 70 is Middle
Arabic but it is a translation influenced by Syriac.

These translations each contain "the norms" that prevailed at that time, and in turn,
these norms have evolved from a continuous process of negotiation over the centuries.
Therefore, the linguistic choices contained in them are the result of prescribed and
tolerated norms. Therefore, we can apply Toury's "growing standardization law" in the
field of Bible translation as well.

Thereafter, we can observe a growing standardization when we find the same biblical
content in the verses or, in our case, when the same word is replaced by another, and the
latter persists in later versions.

We limit ourselves here to consider the verses extracted from the Gospel of Matthew,
which allows us to see the evolution of the lexicon from the Vatican Arabic 13 version
to the Al-‘Assal version. I have highlighted the lexical differences where the text of the

versions allows.

Passages Vatican Ar. 13 | Beirut B.O. Sinai Ar. 70 Sinai Ar. 72 Ibn Al-Assal
Or., 430
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From a preliminary reading of the extracted verses in appendices 1 and 2, one can
observe a variety of lexicon as well as uniformity of the same across different versions.

Here some descriptions of the language of Ibn al-‘Assal version.

In Mt 2:2-6, the word used for translating “to come”28¢ is wafa (to descend suddenly)
which gives the verse a nuance of meaning different from the simple verb ja’a (to
come). In the same verse he uses for “troubled” idtaraba which indicates a disturbed
movement. The other versions uses respectively dha‘ara which indicates fear and
alarm; galaqa/tagalqala which means to be troubled by something; faza ‘a which means
severe panic.287 For “to demand” he does not use sa’la (to ask) but istakhbara (to
inquire). In the prophecy he does not refers to Christ as the malik (king) but as the

mudabbir (who rules and judges). He defines the categories of people that Herod refers

286 The English translation of the words in the verses is taken from the King James
Version.
287 | tried to give a definition of these similar words by consulting The Doha Dictionary.
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to as ru’asa’ al-kahana (the chief priests) and kahanat al-sha ‘b (scribes of the people).
We find other differences in the following verses.

In Mt 3:11 for “to be worthy” he substitutes ’akl (to be worthy of something) with
the verb istahagqa which has a similar meaning (to deserve or be worthy). Unlike other
versions that translate the equivalent of 'to bear' with verbs indicating the action of
removing, he translates it with hamala (to bear, to carry). “To baptize” he chooses to
translate it not with ‘ammada but with sabagha which in the Christian vocabulary was
used to indicate the action of baptizing.

He chooses nagada (to abolish) in Mt 5:17 for "to destroy”; ’ata’a (to obey) in Mt
17:5 for “to hear”; khaldas (salvation) in Mt 20:28 for “ransom” and not
fida’ (redemption). Finally, he chooses the Hebrew word ’usha‘'na to translate
“Hosanna”.

In general, from these few passages, we can say that the author makes the Arabic
translation more accurate and refined, without traces of Islamic connotations. Certainly,
Al-As'ad's purpose in undertaking such an extensive and elaborate translation project
was clear. One hypothesis that can be put forward regarding the rejection by his target
audience is that it was likely a translation too scholarly to be read by the faithful, as
Kashouh stated (2012, 274).

Ibn al-‘Assal's version emerged during a period of religious and literary revival
among the Christians of Egypt in the XIII century. We find a highly developed language
that demonstrates that the writer was experienced, possessing great skill and a good

command of Arabic.
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Conclusion

After the Islamic conquest, the Copts quickly acquired mastery of the Arabic language.
As early as the tenth century, there is evidence of works authored in Arabic by
prominent figures within the Coptic community. This literature reaches its peak between
the XIII and XIV centuries. At that historical moment, this production was a result of an
awareness of the gradual disappearance of Arab Christian culture and, therefore, the
need to preserve it (Samir, 2007, 42).

The initial reflection for this research project started with the observation that
Christians, specifically with reference to Coptic Christians due to a personal connection,
do not identify with the Arabic language, considering it primarily as the language of
Islam. Therefore, we aimed to showcase the origins of this language and the significant
role Christians played in shaping Hellenistic culture in the Arabic language. We also
wanted to highlight the substantial Christian literary production that Christians
generated over the centuries across various denominations. Following the Golden Age,
this literary field experienced a setback,

Many Christians lost interest in renewing the Arabic expression of their faith. They
continued to use the Arabic language of course, and to copy the texts produced in
earlier times, as they do to this very day. But after the thirteenth century the creative
genius for borrowing the cultural and linguistic idiom of the Muslim Arabs for the
proclamation and defence of Christianity seems to have waned.

(Griffith, 2008, 21)

So, the attitude of the Arabic-speaking Christians changed. The use of Islamic-
sounding vocabulary has long-since ceased in Christian Arabic texts today; expressions
such as Allah al-khaliq wa-al-natiq wa-al-hayy?$8, al-faqir ila rahmat Allah?$® or bi ism
Allah al-wahid al-dhat al-muthallath bt al-sifat?®, have disappeared. After a fervent
development and production of Arab Christian texts there was an interruption and a
suppression of the language of Islam. The so-called Classical Arabic of Christian Arabs

was replaced by a language of a lower level; the medieval Arabic apologetic heritage,

with its accompanying Islamic nuances, is studied from the patristic and liturgical

288 Translation: God, the Creator, Who speaks, the Living.
289 Translation: the poor who seek God’s mercy.
290 Translation: in the Name of God, the One, The Essence, the thrice attributed God
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sources in the original languages of those sources.?°! The intriguing chapter in the
history of Christian apologetic theology produced by Arab Christian theologians to
defend their doctrine against Islam seems to have been forgotten or barely remembered
today, except by those familiar with the history of the Eastern Christian communities.

The same seems to have happened concerning the translation of the Bible. In the
field of the translation of biblical texts the growing inclination to create translations in
the most refined Arabic style led Arabic Christian translators to incorporate expressions
from the Qur’an to demonstrate the sacredness of the Bible.292 But, this trend was
disrupted in 1865 when the translators of the Bustani-Van Dyck version decided to de-
Islamicize their translation (Hanna, 2019, 366).293 Today, this version is still the most
used among Christian Arabs and a version really capable of replacing it has not yet been
produced.

In conclusion, over the extended period I have delved into in this study, Arab
Christians and Arab Muslims shared a linguistic closeness that is no longer evident
today. This shift is driven by the need to distance themselves from Islamic culture and
return to their roots, overlooking all the literature produced in the Arabic language.
Regarding the development of the three fields discussed in this study, we can draw the
following conclusions. First, Christians still speak the Arabic language, and it is still
used in their liturgy. However, at the same time, they distance themselves from language
associated with Muslim culture and the Qur’an, despite having been promoters of this
language in the past. Secondly, in the field of theology, Arab Christians today are
engaged in defending their beliefs. However, what distinguishes this modern era from
the medieval period is that the development of Christian doctrine by our predecessors

was made possible or fuelled by (or due to) Muslim regimes, which engaged Christians

291See: Mark N. Swanson, Are Hypostases Attributes: An Investigation into the

Modern Egyptian Christian Appropriation of the Medieval Arabic Apologetic Heritage,
Parole de I’Orient 16, 1990-91, 239-50.

2920n this topic see S. Hanna, ’Intaj al-ma’rifa wa tashkil al-hawiyya fi tarjamatayn lil-
kitab al-muqaddas ‘ila al-’arabiyya, [Production and Identity Formation in Two Arabic
Translations of the Bible], in Baker, Mona, ed. Translation and the Production of
Knowledge(s), Special issue of Alif. Journal of Comparative Poetics 38, 2018, 11-45.
293 Based on this statement, throughout this study, | have consistently referred to the
Van Dyck version to verify its content.
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in extensive literary production. Today, however, Arab Christian literary production is
primarily created for educational and homiletic purposes directed towards the faithful.
In the field of Bible translation, the commitment to ecumenical dialogue among Eastern
churches brings to light an inter-confessional version aimed at providing Arabic-
speaking Christians with a common text. The need today, compared to the past, is
different. There is no longer a requirement to produce a biblical text solely for liturgical
purposes or to showcase the sacredness of the biblical text by creating translations with
a high Arabic register. Instead, the focus is on negotiating norms and translation

strategies to offer a translation suitable for all Christian denominations.
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Final Conclusion

This study was an attempt to reconstruct the terminological variety of Arabic in the
fields of apologetics and Gospel translation. There were numerous questions to start
with in reconstructing both fields. It was necessary to go back to the origins and explore
the history of Christianity in its early days on the Arabian Peninsula in order to establish
the beginnings of Arab Christian literature.

From the first chapter, I have reached the following conclusions.

The presence of Christians in Arabia before the rise of Islam is evident from
historical and palaeontological sources. In addition, they expressed their faith in Arabic.
It is not excluded that Christianized Arab tribes had at first only an oral liturgy through
which to transmit the evangelical message. These communities might have utilized
Syriac and Greek liturgies, potentially accompanied by spontaneous oral translation but
traces lead us to say also that Arab Christians had their religious vocabulary and that
they contributed to enriching Arabic by drawing from the other languages with which
they had contact. The contact between Arab Christians and other Christian communities
intensified during the period of the Councils, and even more so when the church split
over theological doctrine. Thus, the Arabic language existed in its multiple varieties and
was in a constant state of evolution. With the birth of Islam, the process of
standardization of the language began.

In this initial phase of the study, an attempt was made to place religious terminology
in this timeframe through its extraction from historical, lexicographical, and poetic
sources. From the consultation of these early sources, it emerged that foreign terms
were Arabised, though limited space was given to terminology related to the Christian
sphere in early dictionaries. In comparison to Christian liturgical resources, particularly
those of the Coptic Church, pre-Islamic Arabic linguistic variety has not completely
disappeared from Christian language today. However, some words are no longer used
by contemporary Christians, and the language of poetry is considered ancient and
difficult to understand and attributed to Islam, even though it does not affect Christian
doctrine. From the perspective of Christian dogma, poetry expressed the uniqueness of

God, but to date, there are no other sources attesting to it in our possession; the only
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source that summarizes Christian dogma, and that the early Christians certainly adopted,
is the divine liturgy, but for now there is no written trace. With this first section, I have
tried to demonstrate that the Arabic language was an integral part of the identity of
Christians before the birth of Islam.

I did not aspire in this study to present a comprehensive exposition of all the
terminology that previous studies have already made. My intention was to give
examples of that language which served a dual purpose. First, to illustrate the stages of
the field of Arabic Christian language that led to the formation of the fields of theology
and Bible translation; second, to clarify the position of this language among Arabic-
Christian speakers today.

In the second chapter, we delved into the heart of Arabic Christian literary
production, particularly in apologetic literature and the translation of the Gospel.

After the rise of Islam, Christians translated Hellenistic culture into Arabic having
previously translated it into Syriac.

I focused on the phenomenon of the Arabization of culture during that historical
period, but I would like to note here that cultural production in Syriac influenced the
field of literary production in Arabic and contributed to the formulation of the Arabic
language. The search for sources for this study led me to discover another type of
struggle within literary production, namely, the linguistic competition between the
Syriac and Arabic languages. Which language was more suitable for expressing the
knowledge of that time? I limit myself to saying that the two languages coexisted and
competed in shaping knowledge. However, we know from this study that promoters of
the Arabic language were able to implement a standardization process capable of
expressing the culture of that time at levels comparable to those achieved by speakers of
Syriac. 1 thus highlight this avenue for further exploration in future studies to better
define the position of Syriac in relation to Arabic.

Thus, Christian intellectuals not only contributed to the dissemination of knowledge
through the Arabic language but were also engaged in defending their faith against

Islam and Judaism. Furthermore, through this new lingua franca, they were committed
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to reaffirming Christian doxa for educational purposes among the faithful and to
illustrating the true doxa within Christian denominations.

I focused primarily on texts produced for apologetic purposes with multiple goals.
Firstly, apologetic texts were among the first types of texts produced by Christian
communities in Arabic to address Muslims. Secondly, they bear witness to the native
Christian Arabic terminology that expressed the foundation of the Christian faith,
namely, the oneness of God, the Trinity, and the Incarnation. Thirdly, they were
produced using the model of dialogue that occurred in the courts and debates among the
mutakallimun. Fourthly, they contain linguistic features that today we would attribute to
Islamic language but were an integral part of the culture of that people at that time.
Fifthly, they contain biblical excerpts that indicate the stage of Bible translation in this
early phase of literary production and that can be compared to the earliest biblical
translations in our possession. Following these objectives, 1 selected the earliest
apologetic texts and sought to illustrate their main characteristics. Concurrently with the
study of the early apologetic works, a study was also conducted of the earliest
translations of the Bible. From these, we selected the oldest versions and briefly
outlined their linguistic features based on previous studies.

From studies conducted on the use of the biblical text in apologetic works, it has
emerged that the authors of these works cited biblical verses to support their arguments
and may have employed a liberal approach in their formulation. From the examination
of the biblical passages in On the Triune Nature of God, 1 believe that this formulation,
at the terminological level, should be placed within the long history of Arabic biblical
translation and should not be ignored. Irrespective of whether the anonymous translator
consulted a Bible at his disposal or relied on his memory, both scenarios should be
considered. Beyond grammatical and syntactic irregularities, the diversity of vocabulary
must be analyzed more thoroughly, taking into account the Vorlagen of such versions,
and not merely conducting a comparative analysis of Arabic language lexicon. The
biblical text, especially in its early translations, underwent linguistic interferences that
led translators to formulate the lexicon in one way rather than another. While this study

has thus been limited to the arduous task of extracting the biblical text to showcase its
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linguistic variety, by doing so it also aims to draw attention to a larger endeavor that
illustrates the complexity of the dynamics involved in the translation process of the
various versions that are currently not well-highlighted. Therefore, we situated these
initial translations within the context of an ongoing process of Arabization.

From a preliminary analysis of Ibn al-‘Assal's version, we can affirm that in the
extensive process of standardizing Arabic language translation, translators had, over the
course of history, proposed various translations based on the cultural and social needs of
each era. In general terms, the purpose of translating sacred texts has always been to
provide a translation accessible and comprehensible to the faithful. Regarding Arabic
translation specifically and within the context of the ascendancy of Islam, the aim had
been to translate the text using language akin to that of the Qur’an to affirm the biblical
text's sacredness, but without compromising the terminology closely tied to Christian
doctrine. The negotiation of translation norms and strategies is thus a phenomenon that
has occurred slowly and remains open whenever a new translation is proposed.

The application of Toury's theory of the laws of translational behavior in my case is
limited, as the contextualization of the translation is constituted by scarce information
regarding the earliest manuscripts in our possession. However, satisfactory results could
be obtained if there was an in-depth understanding of the Vorlagen languages, enabling
more informed hypotheses about the translation process. To provide a few examples,
after identifying the source language, one could compare the versions and determine
whether the multiple Arabic translations for a single word are simply the result of
linguistic skill on the part of the translators in using different translations for a single
word, or if it indicates a negligence on the part of the translators to standardize the
lexicon in their individual biblical translation. It could also suggest an incorrect or
imprecise interpretation of the original text, or, alternatively, this linguistic variety
might be interpreted as the Arabic language's ability to express the same concept with
multiple words.

In conclusion, Christian communities demonstrated great variety in their biblical

translations and every epoch, or even author, had its/his translation.

203



Future research would aim to map the linguistic differences in the versions presented
here through the construction of an Arabic lexicography with Greek and Syriac
equivalences.

Turning to the apologetic texts, we described the field as follows.

Writers knew the Scriptures very well and did not modify Christian doctrine while
they nevertheless tried to make it understandable to opponents using a logical and
philosophical approach. The Gospels, being in the service of reinforcing the Christian
position, were adapted to the setting of the receptors with an apologetic purpose in
mind.

The Arabic language of the early literary production, represented by the dialogue of
Timothy-al-Mahdi and the treatise On the Triune Nature of God, is classified as a simple
form of Arabic but is capable of expressing the Christian message following in the
footsteps of the Fathers of the Church. At the same time, what characterizes these
apologetics is the shared linguistic culture that today would be defined as distinctly
Islamic but at that time, was part of a habitus that was common to writers, both Muslim
and Christian.

At this point, the trajectory of the present study has aimed to focus on the
presentation of some works by important authors such as Abti Qurrah and al-Takriti,
who ha contributed to enriching Christian literary production. From the described
works, there emerges an increase in the complexity of arguments that include elements
of Islamic discourse combined with elements of sacred scripture. In addition, the writers
meticulously chose specific terminology to express their doctrines in comparison to
Islamic ones; for example writers linked Trinitarian vocabulary to the Muslim
discussion of the attributes of God. They shared vocabulary but at the same time they
defined the Christological canon in Arabic.

From this phase of literary development, it can be deduced that the vocabulary
related to Christian doctrine had been definitively formulated and also adapted to

Islamic philosophical thought.
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To continue the description of this field and illustrate its developments, our focus
was ultimately directed towards the literary production of the Coptic Church,
considered the last Eastern church to adopt the Arabic language in its literature.

Thus, the Copts also confirmed their presence within literary production, but after the
golden age, this production seems to have come to a halt. This interruption appears to
have occurred for social and cultural reasons, and gradually, the desire to detach
linguistically from Islamic culture becomes increasingly demanding, leading to a
modern literary production with an identity different from that of the past. Today,
Islamic-sounding vocabulary is substituted by other expressions, and the accuracy,
eloquence and style of the Classical Arabic of the Gospels elaborated in the XIII century
is considered inappropriate to the faithful today.

From the research and work done I have attempted to outline the characteristics of
the Arabic Christian language and its terminology through the evidence of selected
literature, from its birth, to its evolution and survival in a broad linguistic and cultural
context; in order to clearly illustrate the field of Arabic Christian literature, the structure
of this study was conceived based on the principal conceptual tools that the sociologist
Bourdieu provided in his extensive works.

The aim of this work was to narrate some of the literature that constituted the Arabic
Christian literary heritage, without providing a comprehensive account of the entirety of
Arabic Christian literature. But we can conclude by saying that the long list of texts
written by Christian thinkers with apologetic purpose thus responds to important
questions such as: How did Arab Christians respond to Islamic challenges to the Bible,
the Trinity, and the Incarnation? How did these theologians use Arabic, which became
the language of the conquerors, to defend the faith and its principles? How was the
divinity of Christ explained? To what extent were they able to articulate the concept of
the triune God in opposition to Islamic monotheism? Can the Eastern churches still
benefit from the arguments addressed in this literature developed in that language?
Finally, can one also benefit from this literature within Arabic literature and linguistics
programs? One of the aims of this study, in fact, has been to draw attention to this

immense literary wealth within linguistic studies, which often limit themselves to the
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analysis and study of the Arabic language, primarily using literature belonging to the
Islamic tradition as a model. These writings could also be excellent sources of study in
various academic subjects, such as early Islamic history, Islamic Studies, Christian-
Muslim relations, Patristics etc.

This study originated from a general reflection on the status of the Arabic language
among contemporary Christian speakers, but it developed with the aim of contributing
to the study of the language and Arabic Christian texts whose authors interacted with
Islam. This is an academic field that is growing, with an increasing number of studies
on the subject?® and numerous unedited Arabic Christian texts that need deeper
analysis.

In conclusion, the Arabic Christian language moved across time, as is the natural
course of any language, and my future endeavors will compass contributions that further

advance this field of study.

294 For example, see the studies by Noble and Treiger Eds, The Orthodox Church in
the Arab World, DeKalb, IL: Northen lllinois University Press, 2014; Pratt, ed., The
Character of Christian-Muslim Encounter; Essay in Honour of David Tomas, Leiden,
Brill, 2015; Beaumont, ed., Arab Christians and the Qur’an, Leiden, Brill, 2018;
Thomas ed., The Bloomsbury Reader in Christian-Muslim Relations, 600-1500,
London, New York, Bloomsury Academic, 2022.
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