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Abstract

The following article examines the structure of a remarkable Christian Arabic treatise
from the eleventh century, the heyday of Arabic culture: the Book of Sessions (Kitab
al-majalis) of Elias of Nisibis (975-1046), metropolitan of the Church of the East. In this
treatise, Elias presents his discussions with his Muslim interlocutor, the vizier Aba
1-Qasim al-Maghribi (981-1027). The article compares the Book of Sessions with Elias’
Epistle to the vizier, taking into consideration some further documents that shed new
light on the genesis of the Book of Sessions.
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Metropolitan Elias of Nisibis and the Vizier Abu I-Qasim
al-Maghribi1

The following postscript to the old manuscript containing the Chronography,
Elias of Nisibis’ principal historical work!, provides basic biographical informa-

tion about this author:

1 London, BL add. 7197, fol. 41r.
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SEVEN SESSIONS OR JUST A LETTER? 435

On the birth of Mar Elias, metropolitan of Nisibis, who wrote this book:
He was born on the eve of Thursday, the 11th of the month Shbat of the
year 1286 of the Greeks, which was the 26th of the month of Jumada I of
the year 364 of the Arabs [=11 February 975 CE]. Then he was ordained a
priest by Yo’anis, bishop of the town of Shena, who later became cath-
olicos?. [Yo’anis] appointed him as a senior priest at the monastery of
Abba Shem‘on opposite Shena, on Saturday, the 15th of the month of Elul
of the year 1305 of the Greeks, which was the 7th of the month of Sha‘ban
of the year 384 of the Arabs [=15 September 994 CE]. He was appointed,
by the same catholicos Yo’anis, as a senior bishop of the diocese of [our?]
Beth Nuhadra® on Sunday at the beginning of the Great Lent, the 15th of
Shbat of the year 1313 of the Greeks, which was the 29th of Rabi‘I of the
year 392 of the Arabs [=15 February 1002 CE]. The same Y0’anis appointed
him metropolitan of Nisibis on Sunday, the 26th Kanan I of the year 1320
of the Greeks, which was the 24th of Rabi‘ 11 of the year 399 of the Arabs
[=26 December 1008 CE].4

Another biographical detail: in the fourth majlis of the Book of Sessions, Elias
mentions that “at the monastery of Mar Michael in Mosul, there was a monk, a
venerable old man named Yahanna, known as the Lame (al-Araj),” and that he
(Elias) “was one of his close disciples.”

Elias occupied the metropolitan see of Nisibis until his death. According to
Saliba ibn Yahanna (fourteenth century), whose testimony in the Book of Se-
crets (Asfar al-Asrar) has been accepted by modern scholars as trustworthy,
Elias of Nisibis died on 10 Muharram 438 AH (which corresponds to 18 July 1046
CE). He was buried in the church of Mayyafarigin, next to the grave of his
brother Abu Sa‘ld, mentioned® at the end of the Book of Sessions.”

2 B.B. Bonoross, H3s ucmopiu Llepkeu cupo-nepcudcroii [V.V. Bolotov, On the History of the
Syro-Persian Church], Xpucmiarncroe umenie 6 (1899), pp. 1196-1197 (repr.: B.B. Bosoross, H3s
ucmopiu Llepkeu cupo-nepcudckoti. Saint Petersburg, 1901, pp. 126-127).

3 In the manuscript: Béth Nithadran.

4 Eliae metropolitae Nisibeni Opus chronologicum, ed. EW. Brooks, 1.-B. Chabot (csco 62-63; Syr,
Ser 3, 7-8), Rome—Paris, 1909-1910, pp. 2‘28—229.

5 Vst g Al e O e oW g ST 1 AL @l 5 s O e UL UL LRl OB
VYA SNwgs (393 e Kitab al-majalis li-Mar Iliyya, mutran Nusaybin, wa-risalatuhu il
l-wazir al-kamil Abi -Qasim al-Husayn ibn Al al-Maghribi, tahqiq Nikalay Siliznyaf [Book of
Sessions by Mar Elias (Iliyya), Metropolitan of Nisibis, and his Epistle to the Perfect Vizier Aba
1-Qasim al-Husayn ibn ‘Ali al-Maghribi, ed. N. Seleznyov], Moscow, 1439H/2017/8, p. 89.

6 by 6 Vs 302 ol €'Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 157.

7 S.Kh. Samir, Foi et culture en Irak au X1¢ siécle: Elie de Nisibe et ['Islam (Variorum), Aldershot,
1996, Essay 11, pp. 124-125.
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436 SELEZNYOV

The written heritage of Elias of Nisibis is extensive and multifaceted. His
most popular works were the Sessions with the vizier Abai 1-Qasim al-Maghribi
and the treatise Dissipation of Sorrow and Elimination of Anguish® (Kitab Daf"
al-hamm wa-muzil al-ghamm),® written at this vizier’s request.!® In addition to
Elias’ preoccupation with practical philosophy reflected in the Kitab Daf* al-
hamm, one can also notice his interest in apologetics attested in the Book of the
Proof of the True Faith (Kitab al-burhan ‘ala sahih al-iman)! and the epistles.l?
Besides, he composed treatises on such diverse subjects as history (his afore-
mentioned Chronography — Maktbanuta d-zabné or Kitab al-azmina'® — writ-
ten in both Syriac and Arabic), grammar,'* lexicography,'® canon law;'¢ and
hymnography.'”

The literary opponent of Elias, the vizier Abai 1-Qasim al-Husayn ibn ‘Al1 al-
Maghribi was born in 981 CE. His family had served the Fatimids, but most of
its members were killed in 1010 on the orders of the mentally unstable caliph
al-Hakim bi-Amri L1ah.!® Abt 1-Qasim was the only survivor of this massacre.
He fled to Palestine and attempted to start a rebellion, but with no success.

8 Elia di Nisibi (975-1046), Il libro per scacciare la preoccupazione (Kitab Daf* al-hamm), ed.
Kh. Samir [et al.] (Patrimonio culturale arabo cristiano, 9-10), Turin, 2007-2008.

9 See Saliba ibn Yahanna's note in Samir, Foi et culture en Irak au XIe siécle, Essay 11, pp. 124-
125.

10 5 95 s LgYﬂf C}“; (ol gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 165, 254, 259.

1 L. Horst, Des Metropoliten Elias von Nisibis Buch vom Beweis der Wahrheit des Glaubens,
Colmar, 1886.

12 J. P.Monferrer Sala, “Elias of Nisibis,” Christian-Muslim Relations, ed. D. Thomas [et al.],
Leiden—Boston, 2009— [in progress], vol. 2, pp. 733-736.

13 Eliae metropolitae Nisibeni Opus chronologicum, ed. E.W. Brooks, 1.-B. Chabot; L.-J. Dela-
porte, La Chronographie d’Elie Bar—ginaya, métropolitain de Nisibe, Paris, 1910.

14 A Treatise on Syriac Grammar by Mar(i) Elid of S6b"4, ed. R. Gottheil, Berlin — London —
New-York, 1887.

15 Praetermissorum libri duo. 5\ 133 FL@ Golal & Kitab at-Targuman fi talim lughat
as-suryan, ed. P. de Lagarde, Gottingen, 1879; A. McCollum, “Prolegomena to a New Edi-
tion of Eliya of Nisibis's Kitab al-turjuman frtalim lugat al-suryan,” Journal of Semitic Stud-
ies 58:2 (2013), pp. 297-322.

16 The Nomocanon of Abdisho of Nisibis: A Facsimile Edition of Ms 64 from the Collection of the
Church of the East in Thrissur, ed. 1. Perczel (Syriac Manuscripts from Malabar, 1), Piscat-
away, 2005, pp. XV-XVI.

17 L. Basanese, “Le Cantique d’Elie de Nisibe (975-1046),” Orientalia Christiana Periodica 78:2
(2012), pp. 467-506.

18 Ibn Challikani Vitae illustrium virorum, ed. F. Wiistenfeld, Gottingen, 1835, fasc. 1, p. 138;
Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary, tr. Bn Mac Guckin de Slane, Paris, 1843, vol.1,
p. 452.
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Thereafter, he fled again, this time to northern Mesopotamia, where he was
granted asylum by Nasr al-Dawla Ahmad ibn Marwan, the emir of Diyarbakir
and Mayyafariqin, known for his patronage of intellectuals.!® There, Aba
1-Qasim took up the post of a minister (wazir), which he occupied until his
death in 1027 CE.2? He is known as the author of several works: on the correct-
ness of speech, genealogy and history of Arab tribes, and state administration.!
His treatise on state administration is, in fact, mentioned by Elias of Nisibis.?2
He also authored a commentary on the Qur’an.?3 The famous Syrian poet Abu
1-‘Ala> Ahmad al-Ma‘arri (973-1057), the vizier's younger contemporary, dedi-
cated to him the final lines of his poetry collection Necessity of What Is Not
Necessary (Luzum ma la yalzam).24

The Book of Sessions and the Epistle

The content of the debates that took place between Elias and Abu 1-Qasim is
transmitted in two substantially different versions: one of them is presented in

19 Ibn Challikani Vitae illustrium virorum, fasc. 1, p. 139; Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Diction-
ary, vol. 1, p. 454.

20 Cogaipem VS5 332 ! O Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 158; Ibn Challikani
Vitae illustrium virorum, fasc. 1, p. 139; Ibn Khallikan’s Biographical Dictionary, vol. 1, p. 454.

21 Samir, Foi et culture en Irak au x1€ siécle, 1, p. [5]/259; P. Smoor, “Al-Maghribi, 4,” Encyclo-
paedia of Islam, New Edition, Leiden, 1986, vol. 5, pp. 1211:2-1212:2.

22 J,J;L\L:..u GV 5t dleadl K Kitab al- majdlis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 166; dwlull oK

s Ol gle Gt @ A é: O ped e W1 d\ S5 90 uJL Kitab fi l-siyasa [On
Governance ta’lif al-wazir al- kamil Abi I-Qasim al- -Husayn ibn Ali al-Maghribt, ed. Sami
al-Dahhan, Damascus, 1948.

23 Sg AL s Al e o e Qa0 s g ball QLalalas Lo e Nlas

Voo - VT S ‘6;1\5?1”\._, ‘3\);.\1\:,,);&};(1;“;4 (G g Al 5 ((at)A : Abd
al-Karim ibn Salih ibn ‘Abdallah al-Zahrani, Al-Masabih fi tafsir al-Quran al-‘azim li-I-
Husayn ibn Alt al-ma‘riaf bi-l-Wazir al-Maghribi (t: 18 h) [Lamps of the Interpretation of the
Great Qurian by al-Hussayn ibn ‘Ali Known as Vizier al-Maghribi (d. 418 H)], PhD disserta-
tion, Umm al-Qura University, Mecca, 1421/2000; cf. (oL (9 ) 93 e 55 9 ds uuf By
yra¥ Ol o&ils %;j{; s sbys el Al ‘Q\jﬂ\ e 3 iLa»J\ Morteza Karim1
Niya, Vagzir-e Maghrebt va riush shenasizye al-Masabih fi tafsir al-Qurian [The Vizier
<al--Maghribi and the Methodology of His Lamps of the Interpretation of the Qurian], PhD
dissertation, Tehran University, 1394sh/2015.

24 O Ll uﬁdﬂbcms\)ijdwbz . qu‘ M\Mu\y\dﬂ\j)j\gwugb|
1aAA Thsan ‘Abbas, Al-wazir al-Maghribt Abu 1-Qasim al- -Husayn ibn Ali: Dirsa [t siratihi
wa-adabihi ma‘a ma tabagqa min atharihi [The Vizier al-Maghribi Abu 1-Qasim al-Husayn
ibn ‘Ali: A Study of His Biography, Writings, and Heritage], Amman, 1988, p. 81.
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438 SELEZNYOV

the Book of Sessions, the other, in Elias’ Epistle to the vizier. The Book of Sessions
was first published in an abridged and uncritical edition by Louis Cheikho in
1922.%5 Afterwards, several sections of it were published by Samir Khalil Samir.26
A complete critical edition of the Book of Sessions, along with an edition of
Elias’ Epistle to Abu 1-Qasim and some additional material, has been recently
published by the present author.?? It seems appropriate to offer a comparative
survey of these texts here.

The first session (majlis) of the Book of Sessions consists of three main parts:
a story about the healing that the vizier received in a monastery; theological
and philosophical discussion in which Elias asserts that the confession of God
as “one substance in three hypostases” contains no contradiction since his
Word and Spirit are not accidental; and, finally, the explanation of the Chris-
tian doctrine characteristic of the Church of the East which distinguishes two
entities in Christ: the divine (eternal, uncreated) and the human (created).

The first part of the first majlis — the vizier’s healing story — is missing in the
Epistle. One can only find allusions to this story in the following impersonal
phrases of Elias: “If something happens to one of them [non-Christians] or he
suffers any evil, such as illness or something else, then he appeals to them
[Christians] for help and benefits from this” and if he “enters a monastery, he
will live.”28

The second, theological and philosophical part of the first majlis is present-
ed in the Epistle with the same argument: the confession of God being “one
substance in three hypostases” contains no contradiction, because substance
(jawhar) ought to be understood as “that which subsists in itself” (qga’im bi-
nafsihi), while hypostases (aganim) should be interpreted in the sense that
God is “living by a life and speaking by speech,” and since “the Creator’s self
does not admit of accidents,” His Word (speech) and Spirit (life) are not acci-
dental. To the vizier's objection that such an imagery is anthropomorphic,
Elias responds that, similarly, many Qur’anic verses contain anthropomorphic
imagery.2?

25 (1922) 20 3_2l (a0l s LU Ll (32) st o9 L. Shaykhs, “Majalis Tliyya,
mutran Nusaybin,” al-Mashriq 20 (1922), pp. 34-44, 112-122, 267-272, 366-377, 425-434.

26  See bibliography in Monferrer Sala, “Elias of Nisibis,” p. 732. Martino Diez, “The Profession
of Monotheism by Elias of Nisibis: An Edition and Translation of the Fifth Session of the
Kitab al-majalis,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 28.4 (2017): 493-514 (on p. 513, Diez
thanks Samir for providing him with a typewritten copy of the Majalis).

27 O VS 5 Al o € Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov.

28 O oY 622; el o € Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 216-217.

29 Q\:E\al—Qur’én 11:37/39; 20:40; 5:64/69; 68:42; 2:115/109; 2:210/206; (s Vs d:‘“; ol gg
95 phews Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 28-29, 174-175; 261-262.
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SEVEN SESSIONS OR JUST A LETTER? 439

The third part of the first majlis is presented in the Epistle in an abridged
form: the history of the condemnation, by the catholicos of the Church of the
East Timate’os I, of the mystics who argued that the human hypostasis of
Christ could see His divine hypostasis is omitted.3° To the mystics, vision of
God implied transformation of the visionary into divinity (what one might call
“deification”), for only God sees Himself. Paradoxically, based on the same as-
sumption — that vision of God is available only to God Himself — Timate’os and
the mystics’ other opponents denied the possibility of a human vision of God,
because they rejected as impious the idea that a created being could be trans-
formed so as to become uncreated. In the Epistle, we find only a few quotations
from the New Testament pertaining to the invisibility of God (including “No
one has ever seen God”).3! On the basis of these quotations, Elias argues that
Christians do not associate God with “anything but Himself” and are, conse-
quently, entirely committed to monotheism (tawhid).

It is noteworthy that in Louis Cheikho’s abridged edition of the Book of Ses-
sions, based on inferior manuscripts, the whole section emphasizing the dis-
tinction between the created and the uncreated and the story of Timaté&’as’
condemnation of the mystics were omitted.32

In the second session (majlis), the theme of Christology is developed fur-
ther. The main subject is the concept of indwelling (hulil) of divinity in hu-
manity and the special character of God’s indwelling in Christ. This section of
the disputation with some differences (notably, the presence of Christian
apocryphal legends in quotations from Ibn al-Kalb1's Tafsir33 in the Epistle) is
present in both the Book of Sessions and the Epistle. However, the problem of a
theologically motivated removal of a part of the text is also manifest in this

30  Bonoross, H3s ucmopiu Ileprsu cupo-nepcudckoti [Bolotov, On the History of the Syro-
Persian Church], p. 1185 (repr.: p. 115); A. Treiger, “Could Christ’s Humanity See His Divin-
ity? An Eighth-Century Controversy between John of Dalyatha and Timothy 1, Catholicos
of the Church of the East,” Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 9 (2009),
pp. 3-21.

31 1John 4:12; (3 3 e (¢ VS (,Jzi (ol gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 199.

32 (e Olks L) L2 () gt o9 Shaykhd, “Majalis Iliyya, mutran Nusaybin,”
Pp- 33-44. A critical edition of the first majlis was published by Samir Khalil Samir:
Kh. Samir, “Entretien d’Elie de Nisibe avec le vizir al-Maghribi sur I'Unité et la Trinité,”
Islamochristiana 5 (1979), pp. 31-17; French translation based on good manuscripts:
E-K. Delly, La Théologie d’Elie bar-Sénaya. Etude et traduction de ses Entretiens, Rome,
1957, pp- 65-78; Spanish translation: F. del Rio Sanchez, “Un debate entre Elias de Nisibe y
el visir Ibn ‘Ali al-Magrib (417H-1026 d. C.),” Collectanea Christiana Orientalia 1 (2003),
pp- 163-183.

33 O oY 3t «Aleall OK Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 185.

SCRINIUM 14 (2018) 434-445



440 SELEZNYOV

case: the discussion of God’s indwelling in Christ is omitted both in a number
of manuscripts of the Book of Sessions and in Cheikho’s edition.34

It is worth mentioning that in Christian theological terminology, the con-
cept of indwelling is based on the following words from the prologue of the
Gospel of John: “And the Word became flesh, and dwelt in us” (John 1:14). In
some Arabic translations used at that time, the words xal éoxVvwaev év Nuiv
(“and dwelt in us”) were translated as wa-halla fina. This translation can also be
found in the commentary on John 1:14 by Elias of Nisibis’ contemporary Abu
1-Faraj ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Tayyib al-Iraqi (d. 1043).3% The image of the indwelling
of God’s Word in mankind similar to His dwelling in the temple (cf. John 2:19)
was frequently used by Syrian authors, both in Syriac and in Greek (in particu-
lar, Theodore of Mopsuestia).2® Subsequently, opponents of the Antiochene
Christological tradition found this indwelling imagery to be “Nestorian” and
renounced it.37 Evidence of this can be seen in the text of the second majlis:
according to Elias, it is only the Church of the East, but not the other two Chris-
tian denominations (the Jacobites and the Melkites) that uses the concept of
indwelling (fulil). This is because it is only the Church of the East that draws
a consistent distinction between the divinity and the humanity of Christ; for
this reason, the concept of indwelling is appropriate for it, while the other two
denominations emphasize Christ’s divinity to such an extent (“Christ is God”)
that the concept of indwelling is no longer acceptable for them. There is no
doubt that the omission, in some manuscripts of the Book of Sessions and in
Cheikho’s edition, of precisely this section of the second maylis, in which Elias

34  H.H. Cenesnes, “«H Bcemuca Bb Hb»: Boroscenenue (al-hulul) B MmycynsmaHcKo-xpuc-
traHcKoM auanore — Mms Hucusuncknit u AGy-n-Kacum an-Marpu6i” [N.N. Seleznyov,
“And Dwelled in Us’ Divine Inhabitation (al-hulal) in Muslim-Christian Disputation —
Elias of Nisibis and Aba 1-Qasim al-Maghribi”], Xpucmianckiic Bocmoks 8 (14) (2017),
Pp- 297-312.

35 MY @ sl e blan ;5 g A 2 B ) 3 AL s (g s oy, Y. Manqariyts, Tafsir
al-Mashriqi, ay al-qass Abu [sic] [-Faraj, li-l-arba‘at anajil [A Commentary on the Four
Gospels by the Oriental <Author> i.e. Priest Aba I-Faraj], Cairo, 1910, vol. 2, pp. 387-388;
see also manuscripts: Cairo, St. Mark Cathedral Library, & Y 28, fol. 259v-260r (sub loco);
Cairo, St. Mark Cathedral Library, &8 29, fol. 261v-262r (sub loco).

36  H. Cenesues, Xpucmonoeus Accupuiickoti Ilepkeu Bocmoxka [N. Seleznyov, The Christology
of the Assyrian Church of the East], Moscow, 2002, pp. 31-32, 39, 47, 56-57, 63-64, 84-86, 88;
A. Treiger, “Al-Ghazali’s ‘Mirror Christology’ and Its Possible East-Syriac Sources,” Muslim
World 101.4 (2011), pp. 698-713, esp. p. 704 (the article also traces the idea of hulal in Mus-
lim sources).

37  A.Treiger, “The Christology of the Letter from the People of Cyprus,” Journal of Eastern
Christian Studies 65.1-2 (2013), pp. 21-48.
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SEVEN SESSIONS OR JUST A LETTER? 441

clearly subscribes to the doctrine of indwelling, is due to theologically moti-
vated censorship.

In his emphasis on the duality in Christ — or, in other words, on the total
“otherness” of the created in relation to the uncreated — Elias likely pursued
two goals at once. First, by drawing an emphatic distinction between the hu-
manity of Christ on the one hand and God the Word on the other, the latter
dwelling in the former with an excellent “dignity, contentment, and will” (“and
holiness,” according to the Epistle), he seeks to justify, in the eyes of his Muslim
interlocutor, not only the confession of his Church, but also the very concept of
God’s indwelling, often deemed suspect in Islamic thought. Second, Elias seeks
to present his own denomination in a favorable light as compared to the Chris-
tology of his theological opponents: the Jacobites and the Melkites. His po-
lemic with these two Christian communities is, therefore, far from accidental.

The third session (majlis) — “Concerning the Proof of the Monotheism of the
Christians from the Qur’an” — is found, with some discrepancies, both in the
Book of Sessions and in the Epistle. In the Epistle, it is preceded by an argument
that the Qur’anic accusation that Christians are polytheists is either meant lit-
erally and is, therefore, erroneous (with the implication that the Qurian is
wrong — something that Elias’ Muslim opponent cannot acknowledge) or is
meant to be interpreted allegorically.3® Following this argument, New Testa-
ment quotations are adduced to confirm the monotheistic belief of the Chris-
tians of the Church of the East.3? Both the argument and the quotations are
omitted in the Book of Sessions. Also in the Epistle, Elias quotes several state-
ments by Muslim Qur’an commentators. Elias draws them from Abu Ja‘far al-
Tabari, whose Tafsir he quotes frequently and at length. The Epistle refers to
“readings of Ibn Mas‘ad”;*? in the Book of Sessions, however, these quotations
are omitted. The following two sections in the Epistle concerning the Chris-
tians’ obedience to Muslims, which exceeds their obedience to other rival
communities, and concerning the mutual conformity of the Muslim and Chris-
tian laws are present in the Book of Sessions: the section on obedience is placed
at the very end of the book, and the section on laws is included in the third
mayjlis in an abbreviated form (in particular, references to three founders of the
main schools of Muslim law — al-Shafi‘r, Malik and Abt Hanifa — are omitted).#!

Anti-Jewish polemical passages, both in this section of the text and in many
other places, were removed and are mostly absent from the Book of Sessions.

38 Ui oY &.&; (el \,g Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 195-196.
39 s ¢ YSG 332 M) & Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 197-200.
40 Oy oYK 5t ) UK Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 203.

41 5 43 s LgY)(j &J&ﬂ U.JL?“J\ gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 226-228.
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442 SELEZNYOV

They were evidently intended for the vizier himself, who was interested in the
subject,*? but were no longer useful in the Book of Sessions.

The fourth majlis of the Book of Sessions — “On the Confirmation of the
Christian Faith by Both Intellectual [Argumentation] and the Divine Mira-
cle[s]” —is not found in the Epistle. The first section seems to be an abridgment
of Hunayn ibn Ishaq’s (809-873/7) treatise How to Comprehend the Truth of a
Religion (Kayfiyyat idrak haqiqat al-diyana).*3 Elias’ acquaintance with
Hunayn'’s works is evidenced by the text of the sixth session, where Elias men-
tions Hunayn’s Kitab al-nugat.** The second section of the fourth majlis is a
story about Elias’ teacher Yuhanna, a clairvoyant elder. This story was evidently
designed to show that the events in a Christian’s life are governed by God'’s
providence.

In the fifth majlis of the Book of Sessions Elias outlines his creed as well as
lists theological views rejected by the Christian community that he represents.
Both elements are found also in the Epistle, except that Elias’ emphatically
monotheistic creed is located at the very beginning of the Epistle, whereas the
list of rejected views is provided considerably later, approximately in the mid-
dle of the text.

The sixth majlis, containing a comparative analysis of syntax, lexicography,
calligraphy, kalam (%m al-kalam), i.e., the art of argumentation, and logic
among the Arabs and the Syrians, is completely absent from the text of the
Epistle. This “debate” looks like an artificial addition — the vizier would have
hardly endorsed a conversation about the Syriac language, especially given
that Elias insists on the superiority of Syriac over Arabic.4>

In the seventh majlis of the Book of Sessions, Elias refutes the validity of the
“decrees of the stars” (ahkam al-nujum, i.e., astrology), examines the issue of

42 A (3hes OB Gliel UV ¢y de ) de 5] Abii ‘Abd Allah Muhammad Ibn al-Abbar
[1199-1260], I'tab al-kuttab [Contentment of the Secretaries], Damascus, 1961, p. 206 (Ibn
al-Abbar mentions a treatise against Jews by Abu l-Qasim al-Maghribi); P. Sbath, Biblio-
théque de manuscrits, Cairo, 1934, vol. 3, p. 11 (Abu I-Qasim asks for Elias’ opinion about
the Jews).

43  H.H. Cenesnes, “U60 ux [Incanue nmosenesaer...”: Yerepras 6ecezsa Wimu, Murponosmra
Hucusuna, n Besupa AGy-1-Kacuma ar-Marpu6u” [N.N. Seleznyov, “For Their Scriptures
Command...": The Fourth Debate Between Elias, Metropolitan of Nisibis, and the Vizier
Abu I-Qasim al-Maghrib1”], Becmuux Canxm-ITemep6ypcrozo Tocydapcmeernnozo Yrugep-
cumema, Ser. 9, 4 (2015), pp. 57-65.

44 s o VSS w& ol O € Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 124, 127.

45  D.Bertaina, “Science, Syntax, and Superiority in Eleventh-Century Christian-Muslim Dis-
cussion: Elias of Nisibis on the Arabic and Syriac Languages,” Islam and Christian-Muslim
Relations 22.2 (2011), pp. 197-207.
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Christian-Muslim relations, and offers an account of the nature of the soul. In
the Epistle, the anti-astrological section is expanded, and the discussion of
Christian-Muslim relations is incorporated in the third majlis, in the section on
the obedience of Christians to Muslims and the mutual conformity of Muslim
and Christian laws. The Epistle contains no detailed discussion of the soul; it
mentions only that the view that the soul is an accident and not a substance is
characteristic of the Jews, whereas the opposite view is characteristic of the
Sabians.46

Finally, at the end of the Book of Sessions, the vizier asks Elias to call on the
monks to pray for him. Subsequently, an account of subsequent meetings and
communications between the metropolitan and the vizier is provided. It also
includes details of a conversation between Elias and his brother (who was a
doctor who looked after Abti 1-Qasim) and of the vizier’s death (on 15 October
1027). It is mentioned that the Book of Sessions was approved (effectively, given
the “nihil obstat”) by Abu l-Faraj ‘Abd Allah ibn al-Tayyib.#” None of this, of
course, is found in the text of the Epistle.

The Sevenfold Structure of the Book of Sessions

In the Book of Sessions, the debates between Elias and the vizier are presented
as having taken place in the summer 1026, immediately following their initial
meeting in Nisibis. The encounters are presented as a series of seven extensive
dialogues, and the Book of Sessions itself is supposed to be a transcript of these
dialogues, which is why it comprises seven “sessions.”

However, when one reads Elias’ Epistle as well as the vizier’s letter that pre-
ceded it*® and the vizier's subsequent response,*® the picture appears in a
completely different light. The anonymous Coptic scribe who authored an
abridged version of the Epistle>° has reconstructed the events as follows. In this
introduction, he writes, following the structure of the Book of Sessions, that
after the initial meeting between the metropolitan and the vizier in Nisibis,

46 Oy oY 5t (o bl <& Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 239.

47  The see of the Catholicos of the East was vacant at the time (¢ Y5 ‘}.B.i (ool _.,g/
2 93 A Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 159-160), and thus the approval was given by
the highest authority: the catholicos’ secretary; Bosmoross, H3s ucmopiu Ilepxeu cupo-
nepcudckoii [Bolotov, On the History of the Syro-Persian Church], p. 197 (repr.: p. 127).

48  Sbath, Bibliothéque de manuscrits, vol. 3, pp. 10-12.

49 s VS w& ol o € Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 255-259.

50  Published in: 55w s V5 i (el S& Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 260-
263.
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they held several meetings, “up to seven sessions.” “Then,” he continues, “the
aforementioned vizier left Nisibis for his residence and pondered over what he
had talked about with the aforementioned metropolitan; and [because] some
things from the discussion were difficult for him [to accept], he sent him a
letter,”>! asking for clarification. In response, Elias sent him the detailed Epistle.

This purported reconstruction, however, proves to be inadequate, since
large sections of the Epistle and the Book of Sessions are identical. Given that
the Epistle repeats sections of the Book of Sessions verbatim, it was certainly
not intended as a clarification of the Book of Sessions. Moreover, it is evident
from the vizier’s first letter to the metropolitan that the vizier was dissatisfied
with what he had previously heard about Christianity from some (other)
learned Christians, whereas from Elias, on the contrary, he expects to receive
satisfactory responses to his perplexities; he also expresses his desire that these
responses be as brief as possible. It is obvious that by the time of writing he
had already communicated with Elias. For example, he asks Elias to send him
“what he had written in refutation of al-Jahiz” (ma ‘amilahu fi [-radd ‘ala l-Jahiz)
and expresses a desire to read Elias’ Dissipation of Sorrow,5? which Elias had
promised to send the vizier because of the latter’s anguished state of mind, as
becomes clear from the vizier’s subsequent letter.53

It seems more plausible that after Elias’ initial meeting with Abu 1-Qasim,
they did not have the kind of long and sophisticated discussions of theological
and ethical matters that we find in the Book of Sessions, but rather touched on
a number of topics of interest to the vizier. Subsequently, the metropolitan
would have promised to respond to the vizier in writing in further detail.5* The
vizier must have departed to his residence in Mayyafariqin. Soon thereafter, he
would have received a gift from Elias — a kind of “calculator of feast days and
the beginning of years and months.”>5 Intrigued by this and wishing to hear
more, the vizier replied by expressing gratitude and requesting both additional
information about the calculation system and answers to the questions previ-
ously touched upon.> This was followed by Elias’ Epistle with the promised
answers. Neither the treatise on the dissipation of sorrow nor the “refutation of
al-Jahiz” seems to have been ready at the time.57 Nevertheless, as can be seen

51 O VS 3 (el <& Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyo, p. 260.
52 O o VS 3 (el <& Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 165.
53 O o YSG &‘U' (el gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 258-250.
54 Oasew oY C,,.Z.i (el gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 104.
55 O oY 6:2; (ol lemad! gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 165.
56 Chsiien Vs d:a.i (el O & Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 164-165.
57 Crsiide Vs 0\44 (o el gg Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 252-253.
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from Abu 1-Qasim’s response, the Epistle pleased him, and he immediately
shared it with some of his co-religionists.?® Elias, too, shared it with his own
co-religionists,5® and it is in this way that the Epistle, together with the vizier’s
preceding and following letters, became an important event in the history of
Christian-Muslim polemical literature. Subsequently, additional meetings and
conversations must have taken place. Elias mentions the subjects discussed at
these meetings towards the end of the Book of Sessions.59 A year after their
initial meeting, the vizier Abu I-Qasim died.! After his death, Elias created a
new version of the disputations, omitting what was no longer relevant and
adding elements that would not have been appropriate before: “self-narratives”
— i.e., personal stories of various kinds®? — and emphatically apologetic texts.
The result was a new work, arranged in a more orderly way and divided into
seven sessions, an arrangement in which influence of the magama genre with
its literary reworking of actual life situations can be recognized. Being a histo-
rian who authored the Chronography, Elias keyed each majlis to the actual
chronology of his meetings with the vizier. It is in this way that having been
reworked according to the laws of literature, the Epistle was transformed into
the Book.

58  “Agroup of scholars, experts in the Qur'an” is mentioned in the vizier's second letter (& £
g (s Vs ‘_“5,.2.4 oI Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 255), and “Qadi Aba Yala
al-mutakallim” is mentioned in the introduction to the fifth majlis (‘332_4 ol u{
39 wew o VoS Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, p. 94).

59  Al-Mutaman Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn al-‘Assal mentions that “this Epistle is widespread
and well known” - see (il J 522 Eyoms ol dyi gt JLl UE}U al-Mwtaman
Abu Ishaq Ibrahim ibn al-Assal, Majmu‘ usiul al-din wa-masmumahsul al-yaqgin [Summa
of the Foundations of Religion and of the Traditions (lit. What was Heard) of Reliable
Knowledge], ed. A. Wadi [=W. Abullif] (Studia Orientalia Christiana; Monographiae,
6a-9), Cairo—Jerusalem, 1998, vol. 6a, p. 309.

60 o oY L“,.U"- (ol & Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp. 158-159.

61 O Vs aj.i (ol UK Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov, pp.158. The words
“May God have mercy on him!” following the vizier's name in the Book of Sessions also
point to his death (s b ¢ V5G 322 (dldl UK Kitab al-majalis, ed. Seleznyov,
p- 2).

62  D.F.Reynolds [et al.], Interpreting the Self: Autobiography in the Arabic Literary Tradition,
Berkeley, 2001.
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