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“THESE STONES SHALL BE
FOR A MEMORIAL”:
A DISCUSSION OF THE ABOLITION
OF CIRCUMCISION
IN THE KITAB AL-MAGDAL

The question of Christian freedom from Old Testament law became
especially controversial since it concerned the practice of circumcis-
ion. The obvious practical considerations for excusing Christianized
Gentiles from the demands of the Jewish tradition were not the only
reason to discuss the custom. When Paul told the church in Rome
that circumcision was rather a matter of the heart (Rom 2:29), he un-
doubtedly referred to the words of the prophets who preached cir-
cumcision of “the foreskin of the hearts” (Deut 10:16-17; Jer 4:3-4).
Bodily circumcision, including that of Christ Himself, remained a
subject of debate during subsequent Christian history, though the
problem of fulfilling the stipulations of Old Testament law was gen-
erally no longer actually present in historical reality.! The present
study will provide an interesting example of how a similar discussion
of the same subject regained and retained its actuality in the context
of Christian-Muslim relations in the medieval Middle East. The ex-
ample in question is a chapter on the abolition of circumcision in the
comprehensive ‘Nestorian” encyclopedic work of the mid-10t—early
11th century entitled Kitab al-Magdal 2

(1) A.S.]JAcoss, Christ Circumcised: A Study in Early Christian History and
Difference (Divinations: Rereading Late Ancient Religion), Philadelphia, 2012.

(2) M. STEINSCHNEIDER, Polemische und apologetische Literatur in arabischer
Sprache, zwischen Muslimen, Christen und Juden: nebst Anhingen verwandten In-
halts, mit Benutzung handschriftlicher Quellen (Abhandlungen fiir die Kunde
des Morgenlandes, 6.3), Leipzig, 1877, pp. 83-86. For the problems of attribu-
tion and formation of the Kitdb al-Magdal see: B. HOLMBERG, “A Reconsidera-
tion of the Kitab al-Magdal,” Parole de I'Orient, 18 (1993), pp. 255-273. For the
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The original table of contents of the work was included in the Cat-
alogue of the Arabic-speaking prominent Coptic author Abu '1-Ba-
rakat ibn Kabar (d. 1324).3 J. S. Assemani reproduced it with a Latin
translation in the chapter on ‘Amr ibn Matta (Cap.LVIL: Amrus
Mattheei) in his Bibliotheca Orientalis.* Mark N. Swanson gives a brief
survey of the contents of the book based on its original list of sections
and chapters in his recent article on the Kitab al-Magdal.> He observes
that “the author fully exploits the metaphor of a tower (or castle),
naming the work’s seven chapters (abwab, major sections, covering a
wide range of topics) after features of architecture or landscaping”
and that “the extended title, Kitab al-majdal li-l-istibsar wa-I-jadal, “The
tower, for reflection and discussion’, points to another significant
feature of the work: both the metaphor of a (defensive) tower and the
notion of jadal, “discussion’ or “argument’, indicate the apologetic utili-
ty that the work is intended to have.”®

The book begins with a series of dense theological investigations:
on the existence of God (al-bayan, ‘the exposition’), His unity, the In-
carnation of the Word of God in Christ, the Trinity (the section al-
bunyan, ‘the edifice’, is divided in three chapters: ad-durwa, ‘the sum-
mit’, al-asas, ‘the foundation’, and at-tasyid, ‘the construstion’). There
follow a number of chapters on the Christian sacraments and sym-
bols: Baptism, the Eucharist, the Gospel’s testimonies to Christ’s di-
vinity and humanity, and the Cross (al-arkan, ‘the supports’); virtues
and practices (al-masabih, ‘the lamps’); the creation, the typological

list of manuscripts of the Kitab al-Magdal, bibliography and a general intro-
duction see: M. N. SWANSON, “Kitab al-Majdal,” in: Christian-Muslim Rela-
tions: A Bibliographical History, eds. D. THOMAS and A. MALLETT, vol. 2 (900-
1050), Leiden, Boston, 2010, pp. 627-632.

(3) Abu 'I-Barakat IBN KABAR, Misbah az-zulma fi idah al-hidma, vol. 1, al-
Qahira, 1971, pp. 298-300. Chapter 7 of this encyclopedic work contains the
Catalogue which was edited and translated into German by W. RIEDEL, “Der
Katalog der christlichen Schriften in arabischer Sprache von Abii 'l-Barakat,”
Nachrichten von der Koniglichen Gesellschaft der Wissenschaften zu Gottingen,
Philosophisch-historische Klasse, 5 (1902), SS. 635-706. An English translation of
the chapter, based on Riedel’s edition, was prepared by Adam McCollum
and published in 2009 on the website tertullian.org.

(4) J. S. ASSEMANI, Bibliotheca Orientalis Clementino-Vaticana, vol. 1II:1,
Romae, 1725, pp. 582-589.

(5) SwANSON, “Kitab al-Majdal,” p. 630.

(6) Ibid., pp. 629-630.
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salvific events and Church history, mainly that of the Church of the
East,” the concordance between the Old and the New Testaments in
their interpretation by the Church (al- ‘amad, ‘the buttresses’); on the
prayer towards the East, the observance of the Lord’s day, and peni-
tence (al-gadawil, ‘the watercourses’). The concluding section (al-
hada’ig, ‘the gardens’) deals with the Christian attitude towards Old
Testament law.

The section al-hada’ig is subdivided into four chapters: (1) Tark
isti ‘mal al-hitana wa-1-istigna ‘anha bi-sihhat ad-diyana (Abandoning the
practice of circumcision and dispensing with it in virtue of rightness
of the faith); (2) Hall al-hadita li- ‘amal yawm as-sabt wa-mugib imsakihi
‘ald mutaqaddim al-wagt (Resolution of the New [Testament] that con-
cerns working on the Sabbath day and the previous obligation to
abstain from work [on it]); (3) Itldg ma huzira min al-ma akil wa-wugiub
halliha li-kull "akil (Permission of the food [formerly] prohibited, and
the necessity to allow everyone to eat it); (4) Tawbih al-yahid ‘ala ma
yabtadi ‘unahu wa-izhar buhtihim fi-ma yadda ‘unahu (Reproof of the Jews
for what they invent and demonstrating their delusion in what they
pretend). The first chapter of the section is the subject of the present
publication.

The main argument with which the author starts his treatise is that
circumcision long remained unknown to human generations after the
creation of man. “When God created Adam and taught him the wis-
dom of all things,” the author says, “He did not command him [to
practice] circumcision, nor did He explain its meaning to him. In-
stead, many of his descendants enjoyed God’s favor through showing
obedience, having the right faith, assurance of reliable knowledge,
and devotion... Since ... [Adam] was created in the image of God and
according to His likeness, taking anything away from him is shame-
ful and sinful, and one should rather take pride in letting him be in
his [original] state. When God commanded Moses to build an altar
for the Lord, He commanded him to choose whole stones, unhewn
and having no defects...” Abraham, the father of the blessed nations,
who introduced circumcision, “received many blessings before he got
circumcised.” Some biblical material, including apocryphal tradit-
ions, are here used to buttress the argument.

(7) This part of the Kitab al-Magdal was edited by H. Gismondi: Maris,
Amyi et Slibae de patriarchis Nestorianorum commentaria, ex codicibus Vaticanis
edidit ac latine reddidit Henricus GISMONDI, Romae, 1896—-1899.
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While explaining the reason for establishing the practice of cir-
cumcision, the author further develops the idea that there was a need
to differentiate the chosen people from all the others and that circum-
cision served as a differentiating mark. “The custom of circumcision
was established..., such that [every] newborn should be circumcised
on the eighth [day] to have a sign by which they would be known
among the peoples... In the same way, a chosen thing is marked,
when it is mixed with other things...” The necessity of circumcision is,
therefore, dynamic; when living among the Gentiles, it becomes ob-
ligatory, but once there are no others around or the other nations
enter into the same faith as the chosen people thus constituting a sin-
gle community with them, then circumcision loses its raison d’étre:
“When the object of preference is moved away alone, there is no
longer need for differentiation because it is separated, as they did
while dwelling in the desert, when they gave up circumcision of chil-
dren. Also, when something is chosen as a whole, there is no longer
need for a sign [of differentiation], as when faith in Christ became
universal and safety embraced the peoples.”

It is emphasized that God “did not differentiate between uncir-
cumcised and circumcised people in priority...” during their sojourn
in the desert, and that He maintained His support as He did earlier.
However, when the chosen people passed across the Jordan and got
into contact with other nations, God commanded them to practice
circumcision again, but this commandment had a temporary char-
acter: “thus the practice of circumcision, or the law of circumcision,
was introduced for a limited [time].”

There was no other reason for practicing circumcision than keep-
ing the chosen people segregated from the others in order to prevent
their moral and spiritual corruption. “The strongest indication that
circumcision [was re-introduced] for the [sole] purpose of [keeping
the people] segragated, not for the sake of kinship or [ritual] purity, is
the fact that it is prescribed for males, but not for females, and that
Abraham was circumcised, but not Sarah: if [the purpose of circum-
cision] were happiness and grace, pure women would not be de-
prived of it...” What really matters is faith and following the divine
guidance. Our author assembles quotations from Jeremiah, Malachi,
and Paul to demonstrate that “neither circumcision is anything to
rely on, nor uncircumcision, but faith in God and confession of love.
If the circumcised broke the law, his circumcision is made uncir-
cumcision, and if the uncircumcised kept the commandments his
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uncircumcision turned out to be circumcision.” Thus, what is pre-
ferred by God is the spiritual circumcision along with “rightness of
faith, goodness of reliable knowledge, and integrity of the heart.”

The spread of Christianity “to all the ends of the earth” resulted in
many nations entering the faith “and thus all of them became chosen,
and could dispense with the mark of differentiation, and the differ-
ence between circumcision and uncircumcision ceased.” The author,
however, insistently points out that the apostles “did not forbid the
people of circumcision [i. e. the Jews] from practicing it, nor did they
make it mandatory for the uncircumcised once they had accepted the
[right] faith.” If abandoning the practice of circumcision were manda-
tory this would have been difficult for Christianized Jews, and if cir-
cumcision were mandatory this would have been an obstacle for
Gentiles attracted to Christianity, so God allowed both ways to be
valid. We see, however, once again, that though declaring that “there
is neither harm, nor sin, neither benefit, nor honor” in being circum-
cised, our author still remarks that “the whole creature is more wor-
thy of [being considered as] truthful.”

The concluding part of the chapter under discussion is devoted to
the practice of circumcision among “the sons of Ishmael.” The author
shows that Ishmaelite circumcision practices were very inconsistent.
Circumcision began before the rise of Islam and was then applied to
girls — a custom not in accordance with any of the divine com-
mandments concerning circumcision. Then he mentions the Turks,
“the children of Abraham from Qantura,” who “rejected circumcision
[and] as a result, the law of Islam got modified,” and, according to
him, circumcision is hardly ever practiced among them.

Summing up what has been said above, we can discern several
apologetic strategies in the Kitab al-Magdal’s discussion of the subject,
but also generally in the entire treatise. The Middle Eastern Christ-
ians” main opponents who criticized them for ignoring circumcision
were Muslims, rather than Jews.® The Kitab al-Magdal has certain simi-
larities to anti-Islamic polemical works by Middle Eastern Christian
authors and in that sense may be considered one of them, though
taken as a whole it is an encyclopedic treatise rather than a piece of

(8) See, for example: H. PUTMAN, L’Eglise et l'Islam sous Timothée I (780-
823). Etude sur I'Eglise nestorienne au temps des premiers Abbassides avec nouvelle
édition et traduction du dialogue entre Timothée et al-Mahdi, Beyrouth, 1975,
pp- 19-20 (§ 74-83).
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polemic. The author’s approach is quite delicate. First, he deploys the
traditional anti-Jewish arguments and brings into play a vast array of
biblical material elegantly arranged for the purpose of his discussion
even though by the time he was writing Jewish-Christian polemic of
this kind had largely lost its bitterness. Furthermore, he emphasizes
that the Christian attitude towards circumcision is one that allows the
practice, and that the main reason for the abolition of circumcision in
Christianity is the focus on the spiritual value and meaning of cir-
cumcision already highlighted by the Old Testament prophets. There-
fore, despite the fact that there are many Christian reasons to prefer
uncircumcision, there is no principal argument against circumcision,
and it therefore remains legitimate if those who practice it do not
wish to go beyond the outer aspect of the practice and move on to the
inner, and from the bodily dimension on to the spiritual. While mod-
erate and irenic in tone, the author develops this implicitly polemical
conception and appeals to the well known idea, characteristic of Ara-
bic literature, of going beyond the zahir on to the batin, i. e. beyond
the outer aspect on to the inner. Finally, he highlights the pre-Islamic
origins of circumcision among the Arabs and points out that the ways
of practicing it during the spread of Islam were inconsistent. Last, but
not least, the very elegant literary form of the Kitab al-Magdal, written
in a refined rhymed style, was evidently intended to serve as an addi-
tional witness to the cultural attractiveness of Christianity.

The following edition is based on two manuscripts: P — MS Paris,
Bibliotheque nationale de France, Ar. 190 (13% century),’ fol. AR163v/
512v/p.1019-AR171v/519v/p.1033 and C — MS Cambridge University
Library, Add. 3163 (=3293) (14" century), fol. SYR203r/201r—S¥R210r/
208r. The scribe of P often omitted the diacritical points and signs of
vocalization. While setting the type, I added the diacritical points. I
also indicated the ends of lines in P as well as the pagination of both
P and C. The English translation was prepared in consultation with
Dmitry A. Morozov to whom I express my deepest gratitude. I am

(9)  See the description of the MS in [W. MAC GUCKIN] DE SLANE, baron,
Catalogue des manuscrits arabes, Paris, 1883-1895, p. 47:2.

(10) E. G. BROWNE, A hand-list of the Muhammadan manuscripts, including
all those written in the Arabic character, preserved in the library of the University of
Cambridge, Cambridge, 1900, p. 195 (# 1007); W. WRIGHT, A Catalogue of the
Syriac Manuscripts Preserved in the Library of the University of Cambridge, with
an Introduction and Appendix by S. A. COOK, 2 vols., Cambridge: University
Press, 1901, vol. 2, pp. 965-975.
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also grateful to Alexander Treiger (Dalhousie University), Grigory
Kessel (Marburg University), and Sergey Minov (The Hebrew Uni-
versity of Jerusalem) for reading an earlier draft of this publication
and suggesting some improvements.
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(22) Syriac and Arabic quire numbers s~ and < are written in the bot-
tom margin.

(23) Something seems wrong with the text between *...1. The sense re-
quired here seems to be “lest” or “because otherwise.” The correct text can
only be established by consulting additional mss.

(24) C Sl

25) C s

(26) Cepsmo

(27) Cf. classical Arabic alsUad

(28) C bl se

(29) Cabs.
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tom margin.

(1) Pu=dilly

(32) Editorial correction of 41L& in both P and C.

(33) Cf. Syr. sausl=

(34) Editorial correction of <4 in C; P has no diacritics on the prefix.
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(35) P crossed out; C abs.

(36) Cf. Syr. <oy aen (Num 4:25).
(37) Cin the margin.
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oAl 035 Q) o) 8 )55l g dled Y | (e Lo ) SA
LS e Vs e Lelelil #1d Aa3e 2R ) e | Jadll s 56l
Bl (8 Y5 Jla Glar¥) ae lguiad Vg adi S aa Led [10] Vs 4aDle
Callay iy 1) sl le Vs led s pudl | 4 GIA e
il b monally Jas il (gl e Je W) 5 4R | b AlLpadl)
Blial) aie dule ¥yl e e diaiill CalSS g | V) Jaady

(41) P in the margin; C in the text.

(42) Co e

(43) P adds and deletes 23GAl),

(44) Cabs.

45) C Liall (with a sign underneath the g, indicating that it is to be read
asan ¢ and notasa ).
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Aball CalSs 8405 jall 5 Banldll Gl JLEAYT (e | Lagie Gla¥y
) Sl diells (A pleall el 4 48 5 [15] ol L)l
GO [205v/vian] W Jlay (Al Aadlil) dls 5 1) Alal) g apal | 474l )

sy Jind) oy LS Qi) Aadl s Gl Gua s | GlagY) daa
Al e i Gall ) sl e J sl g QUSD (8 2 539 | Cpall
513 oSy 518 4418 ) sia) candll 51 ) 5l (8 () (s 50 U | g

| LY s 4l all sa oSl Ll dal (e oS8 ) 4 s [20]
BElias o811 54l 448 (e AN Alaa¥) 6 il Lie ) JU

oL 8 Aals )l gl g dlall e Vge 35 Y 5 [ TV/516v/1027]
LS e el s Bl Jl Flaal) (8 AV | gl e ol Jd
495 5a¥1 5 5 52¥) (4 Ay pually Laa DS sloe Cuuzail 5 | sy Gl

g Ll 50 pim Y1 Sl ale ) il g 13 La g AR 5 [5] cansill g cpud g
a3 5 3 sel) e ) e IS5 sl s sall il JU 5 | ASLal) Juad
Rl Sl )y il Gla¥) Y1 ALAD Y g adiay o5 | AR Y sl
Taia 130 Je s A e 4B Claa Gugaldll 3 skad | 130 sl
[10] LAY S35 53 a5l 5 A8 43)je Cale u galll | yal
| Astad) Lail 5 Alialdl Juad Jhay g Glap¥L A ) (S5 o8 Gla¥U
8l 5 | Glar¥l (8 Al padl 5 LA (5 gl (Bia 5 = 5 1L Qi) A
Wiy sl ) (g | JaY) 345 sbosa s il e (i il 5 sk * SIS
13 st Landl ) il | L 4l jan Lis il Ll 380 ) & il
Aadl s e 5 115] G aSkas & sin g Jala Gl 8 4l o 5 0liag
o) a5 | Aleriisal) AUAIL sl 5 Wl g 25las (s 8 Ol A
Al il | a5 ARG jeae e )BT 5 G5 R 5 (sl

e anill (e | 3 gall KI5 Alpall 8 a8 i leidl e A plly

(46) Both manuscripts have s_*<ll. Adding a diacritical dot seems to
provide a better reading.

47) C i

(48) P first writes Q—.’Lum, then corrects in the margin.

(49) Sic!

(50) Editorial correction of (s~ in both P and C.
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Vs jisis | o5l s A [206r/rasn] | seUal 131 AlEall 5 41 all Ja) L
2 pandia [20] @iy sl o ile AR aa 5 ol Abal) g i e
o8 Aadlall | 1Y) ATl 3 54 pa U 8 L 55 L)) ) L pgind s
Caall s SN e uall Jielally jeas aaabaial
8 alally ikl dallas e Aailall 5 aivall all 5 [V TAK/5171/1028]
Oy pmadaion ¥ Cpaghaian LelaW 1 85 el | paliall e
| Ll * Ll pall 5 < sally Gl daSle 4l 8 < jlas | el
[5] * s cnl VS5 (53 Ol g sl (5 3m (a)¥1 JA Y )l )
2samall | @il s LAY 4 e Lene <l Y e b AN AR
aY) Culy s (all | agie adalily el et (e 3 sgliall 5 ) ill
s 1805 LSV (8 A | slilae g allall (8 5TaaW) 5 sl 5 Ll
pea3S (e a8V 5l 5 gl | g i g agilay) | 3S (e 4y 3alL alraall ia )
Y alagall 5 dasdll (8 () s AUAIL ) 5 Jlas [10] * agl s J 36
g o) Bses il g Al e G50 Yy pa | e Lalie )5Sy
G | sl JRag Y GUSH il b il o SAL | grpsall
LAY | (A agren dian 559 all 5 () 525 s g | sl 5 Glag!
oS 5 &l jall 5 15] BEAN G I s pabaia¥) dedle e il 5
)y anS glal g | 4 4 jae il Jlay padal) (3 5k g Alagll
Dl Ll bl g aliad |l e callad) Q) S4clall IS 8 plil
o Al iy Lo Jlatiaal 5 | * (n galill alSa) (pa 5 kil 55 iy
Al ae ) R glia s il | Glal) e gy sl s Jlall s ol
T oY S sae B Lall [20] a5 il 5 aliadlly 6 paliadll 5
Gl 8 LYl 5 sl | e mmladll 855 8 all iy
gl [V TAV/517v/1029] Ola¥L el g pdll Jee (e [206v/vsaad]
Go Jai¥) | adde O Uy al sill 5 das 1 5 miiall 5 Ganall 5 o 5801 5
(51) PaeY
(52) Cabs.
(53) Cuas Al
(54) C i)

(55) Repeated twice in C.
(56) C initially had (=bsaill 5, but then corrected to Ladll 5
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b e el Y5 A | Jleaid o 4y Al )l 5 REY) dalad
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Ve L5 aiad W g | 1S ) (1 (505 A1 a0l W 5 L se Laghae 3
Jss 2 e sall Qe | e )Rl s Gamad) g | saaial Lal
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Vs aals Gla¥l (8 | agan 5 aaludl (Bladly SOLES) e slagy il

5 e b shomn 130 | L sudly agie CHBYI 5 (AN (0l B gl 38
(e o TR |yl oV L (o s imial gl s (il
OS5 3 ggaall [20] Cliia) agallaainl 5 agile LS 5 4 gaal 3 5l
JuaS gt | Al g (o gl B3Lcan agial S 5 agus sii (8 o sl
025458 [V 141/5181/1030] Lo Lal s el Tyl 5y rpusall ) sea 5 4ssial
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s | lle sy (B e OS5 gaaall Cpall (8 Laladl 5 [2071/r ) ad]
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(57) Co_»=>2
(58) Here and below P spells 4] gana,
(59) An emendation of the text to g2l (= other nations) seems to be

desirable.
(60) P &)
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(61) This seems to be the reading in C. The reading in P has a similar
rasm, but is uncertain.

(62) Editorial correction of (53! in both P and C.

(63) P il

(64) P il
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(65) Soin C. P has Sbsd but corrects to el in the margin.

(66) Pl

67) P sall

(68) Here and below C spells Alac,

(69) C el

(70) Editorial correction of ! s> 5 ¥ in both P (without diacritical dots on
the prefix) and C.
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P

THE SEVENTH GATE
GARDENS, [IN] FOUR SECTIONS

First section

[On] Abandoning [the practice of] circumcision
and dispensing with it in virtue of rightness of the faith
in accordance with what is written

[P 1020] God brought Abraham out of Harran when he was seventy-
five years old.”® Abraham obeyed God with devotion and worshiped
Him in excellent ways, remaining uncircumcised for twenty-four
years, while the Lord was giving him [other] commands and prohibi-
tions. His name was exalted and his memory became widespread,
and God favored him and looked after him, while his rank in right-

(71) Cc iy

(72) C4iclaa
(73) C dlial g
(74) C o8 s
75) Pl
(76) Gen 12:4.
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eousness was exalted, and his affair became famous in virtue of the
rightness of [his] faith. On account of his compassion and benefaction
his fame became widespread among the Gentiles, and his apprecia-
tion among the kings was great because of the [divine] benevolence
manifestly bestowed upon him. God’s care would always surround
him, guarding him from the vicissitudes of self-will. God chose him,
spoke to him, made him a father, named him a prophet, blessed him
and his possessions, gave him a good fate, changed his name from
Abram to Abraham, and elevated him to the chosen rank. [God] also
changed the name of his pure wife from what was at first Sarai to
Sarah, delivered her from the hand of Abimelech,”” even to the degree
of taking her away from him by force, and, on another occasion, [de-
livered her] from the Pharaoh.”® [God then] filled his dwelling place
with fertility, and the Angel of God called upon Hagar and returned
her to the saddle of her master,” commanded her to serve her mis-
tress and brought her the good news of the offspring that was to be
born of her. [God] promised prosperity, complete success, and
[abundant] growth to Ishmael, [Abraham’s] firstborn, gave him the
desirable things of the earth, and guaranteed him the blessings of
heaven. God made [Abraham] victorious over the five kings, even
though he only had a small group of servants and slaves, three hun-
dred and eighteen men in number. He brought back the captives of
Sodom and Lot, and scattered the enemies far away.?’ The Lord ap-
peared to him in three persons, and talked to him in understandable
speech, and he learned the evil meaning of Sodom and what punish-
ment would befall it. Then [the Lord] brought him the good tidings
that the pure Isaac [would be born] of Sarai and that he would beget
kings from his loins.®! He showed him fire in Qaysum [Ur Qasdim],?
which would strengthen his trust in his Lord. He confirmed His
promise and vow to him that He would fill the earth with his proge-

(77) Gen 20.

(78) Gen 12:10-20.

(79) Gen 16:7-9.

(80) Gen 14.

(81) Gen 18.

(82) E. SPICEHANDLER, “Shahin’s Influence on Babai ben Lotf: The Abra-
ham-Nimrod Legend,” in: Irano-Judaica 1I, eds. S. SHAKED and A.NETZER,
Jerusalem, 1990, pp. 158-165; S. L. LOWIN, The Making of a Forefather: Abraham
in Islamic and Jewish Exegetical Narratives (Islamic History and Civilization,
65), Leiden, Boston, 2006, pp. 39-40.
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ny, and that the name of Isaac who was obedient to God would be
strengthened by his God-pleasing deeds. [P 1021] He gave him the
covenant that He would make his descendants as numerous as the
stars of heaven and the sand of the sea,®® and that his memory would
remain in the world forever. He also promised that He would let him
inherit the kingdoms of the Gentiles, that He would bring back the
fourth generation after him to rule over their enemies’ land, and that
He would give [his descendants] all that is upon it. All this hap-
pened, as it is described, in the years when he was uncircumcised,
and both the prophet [Moses] and the Torah bear witness to the fact
that everything explained here concerning his story is correct.

Then God willed to grant Abraham the blessed child Isaac from
his infertile and pure [wife] Sarai in accordance with the foregoing
promise and vow. He also willed to multiply his progeny in the
world and to bring forth from this couple kings, prophets, the chosen
people selected for prophecy and priesthood, high priests® and [oth-
er] chosen men. God willed to make his [descendants] His chosen
tribe, set apart from [all other] nations. Yet He also foreknew that
they were to live alongside transgressors. He also foreknew that [his
descendants] would greatly multiply in Egypt after they had came to
be enslaved there, and that He would lead them as a separate group
out of Egypt with miraculous signs. It was only then that God — may
His name be exalted! — commanded the forefather Abraham to prac-
tice circumcision as a sign for his male descendants, not in such a
way that it would be a sign of the faith on their bodies which could
not be hidden in times of oppression, [but as a sign which] would
prevent them from mixing with strangers and taking wives from the
Gentiles. Abraham circumcised himself when he was ninety-nine
years old, and fulfilled [God’s] command in obedience. He then cir-
cumcised Ishmael when he was thirteen years old as well as those
men who were in his camp, and he circumcised his slaves, both old
and young, whatever their age, whether little or great. In his time,
circumcision became a sign of the people of faith in God. When later
Abraham was blessed with Isaac, he circumcised him on the eighth
day, as the Lord commanded him to circumcise slaves, children, and
residents. God’s word came to Abraham, saying: “Circumcise every

(83) Gen 22:17.
(84) The term _»> in this text seems to refer to (high) priests. It is used
below to describe Melchizedek.
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male after eight days, him who was born in your house and whom
you bought with your money. There will be a covenant between Me
and you in your generations forever that you shall circumcise the
flesh of your foreskin, and every male who is uncircumcised his soul
shall perish from his people.”®> The custom of circumcision was es-
tablished among the males of the family of Jacob, such that [every]
newborn should be circumcised on [P 1022] the eighth [day] to have a
sign by which they would be known among the peoples, both in
places of settlement and on a journey, whether they be alive or dead.
In the same way, a chosen thing is marked, when it is mixed with
other things, as long as it is present among them; since otherwise®
[these other things] would [seem] equally worthy of choice, the [cho-
sen thing’s] distinguishing sign would be lost, and everything would
be [equally] shown preference. However, when the object of prefer-
ence is moved away alone, there is no longer need for differentiation
because it is separated, as they did while dwelling in the desert, when
they gave up circumcision of children. Also, when something is cho-
sen as a whole, there is no longer need for a sign [of differentiation],
as when faith in Christ became universal and safety embraced the
peoples.

So, circumcision became a sign for the people to prevent their
mingling with foreigners. Their way of life was defined by it, as they
could not hide it in contacts [?]. If, however, they had been equal to
the Egyptians in being uncircumcised while living side-by-side with
them, they would have got corrupted by taking [foreign] women, and
their [stock] would have become mixed through [blood] ties. Having
become used to their mothers” homes, familiar with the countryside
and the desires [?], and accustomed to bathing and recreation, no one
among their children would be able to withstand the burden of slav-
ery, hardship, harshness, and oppression, and even less so to leave
their homes and to depart to the desert with its desolation and fear.
Moreover, [without circumcision] differentiating them [from the
Egyptians] would have definitely been very difficult for the prophet
[Moses], given their great number, but the Lord is most skillful in
arranging the affairs so as to lead them to [His goall].

By contrast, when God created Adam and taught him the wisdom
of all things, He did not command him [to practice] circumcision, nor

(85) Gen 17:11-14.
(86) The translation is conjectural.
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did He explain its meaning to him. Instead, many of his descendants
enjoyed God’s favor through showing obedience, having the right
faith, assurance of reliable knowledge, and devotion in following
[God]. This is the case with Abel, whose sacrifice was accepted, Seth,
the gifted singer of the holy, Enos, famous for his praises [to God],
Enoch, who was transferred to Paradise while being uncircumcised,
and the children of Seth, who were called “sons of God” in a certain
book.?” [As for circumcision,] nothing [of the sort] ever occurred to
them, nor did they think of doing anything [of the sort] or avoiding
it. The Scriptures testify that God created Adam as a perfectly-shaped
man.8® [P 1023] This rules out the possibility of excess or lack [in his
bodily constitution] and hence means “no” to what has been ment-
ioned earlier [i.e. circumcision]. Moreover, since, according to the
[Jews?], [Adam] was created in the image of God and according to
His likeness, taking anything away from him is shameful and sinful,
and one should rather take pride in letting him be in his [original]
state. [Similarly], when God commanded Moses to build an altar for
the Lord, He commanded him to choose whole stones, unhewn and
having no defects.? He also commanded Joshua son of Nun to in-
scribe the Law of the Old [Testament] on stones untouched by iron.”
This was a symbol pointing back to the primordial creature.”* He did
not mean by this stones completely unworked on, on which labor has
not even begun [?], but simply expressed preference for what is
whole and intact over what has been affected by cutting. When God
renewed the world and commanded the family of Noah to populate

(87) The “sons of God” were identified with Sethites by many authors
without specifying any “book” as a source for the identification. See:
A.F.]. KLIN, Seth in Jewish, Christian and Gnostic Literature (Supplements to
NT, 46;), Leiden, 1977, p. 61 ff.; J. TUBACH, “Seth and the Sethites in Early
Syriac Literature,” in: Eve’s Children: The Biblical Stories Retold and Interpreted
in Jewish and Christian Traditions, ed. G. P. LUTTIKHUIZEN (Themes in Biblical
Narrative, Jewish and Christian Traditions, 5), Leiden, Boston, 2003, pp. 187—
201.

(88) The expression “perfectly-shaped man” (basaran sawiyan) is Qur’a-
nic (19:17), where it refers to the angel Gabriel as he appeared to Mary at
Annunciation.

(89) Ex20:25.

(90) Josh 8:31-32.

(91) Or: to the beginning of creation.
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the earth,” the Lord did not command them [to practice] circumci-
sion, and they knew nothing of it, either as a [praiseworthy] custom
or as a mandatory duty. [Similarly,] Melchizedek the high priest was
famous on account of his piety, excellence, and asceticism, and many
people of obedience came after him worshiping God and following
His will. Then there arose in different regions of the earth giant
kings*® and knowledgeable sages who invented the sciences and de-
vised the crafts, teaching about the stars of heaven. They knew noth-
ing of circumcision and never mentioned it. As discussed earlier, it
was only when God commanded Abraham [to practice] it, three
thousand and three hundred years after the [creation of the] world,
according to the books of the Law and the known reliable history,
[that circumcision first appeared]. Also, when God willed to bring the
children of Israel forth out of Egypt, circumcision, which had been
necessary in sedentary life, was no longer useful, but [nevertheless]
He delivered them from death through blood let out [and smeared]
upon their doors.? This was done so that they might know that it was
through [the letting out of blood in circumcision] that God kept them
from corrupting their lineage. [Thus, circumcision] became a sign on
their bodies preventing them from intermarrying with foreigners, so
that no Israelite might take a foreign woman or find a way to leave
his people.

When God gave Moses the tablets [of the covenant] and taught
him the way of action pleasing to Him, He did not establish circum-
cision by way of miracles, nor did He deliver a ruling concerning it in
His decree. As a result, circumcision disappeared from the entire
people in the days of Moses [during the journey] in the desert. Both
circumcised and uncircumcised high priests [P 1024] worshiped God
equally. Being far away from the Gentiles, they had no need for a
sign which would prevent intermingling [with them]. During this
period of isolation and despite being uncircumcised, they remained
in a state of complete blessedness: the uncircumcised were not left

(92) Gen9:1.

(93) The Chronicle of Michael the Great witnesses to the tradition which
narrates that the “sons of God,” after their descent and abandoning the “An-
gelic way of life,” appointed a king named Semiazos, while the Sethites imi-
tated them by appointing another king (Book 1, ch. 3—4). Chronique de Michel
le Syrien Patriarche Jacobite d’Antioche (1166-1199), ed. ]J. B. CHABOT, 4 vols.,
Paris, 1899-1910, vol. 4, p. 2 (Syr. text); vol. 1, p. 5 (FT).

(94) Ex12:7.
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behind in misery, and the circumcised were not given preferential
treatment, but both were treated equally as far as purity was con-
cerned and if some were more excellent than others this was only in
terms of piety, reverence, and faith.

When God commanded the prophet Moses to build the Tabern-
acle, to make the Ark of the Covenant, as explained [in the Script-
ures], and to establish [the hierarchy of] high priests and priests,
those who sacrifice, celebrate, and worship,” there was no difference
between the uncircumcised and the circumcised in priority. All of
them were equals of one another in terms of priority, and were dis-
tinguished only by their deeds: in both groups, whoever acts [as pre-
scribed], obtains [God’s] favor, and whoever neglects [to act], forfeits
[it].

When God commanded the prophet [Moses] to wash Aaron and
the high priests among his sons and after that to anoint them for the
service of the holy, the people had not yet traveled deep into the de-
sert, and both the circumcised and the uncircumcised had the same
rank in the service of the Lord: uncircumcision presented no disad-
vantage, and circumcision no advantage. Likewise, the rest of the
people were treated equally during their sojourn in the desert, with
no one considered more excellent than another, except when one was
considered excellent on account of his knowledge and given priority
over his peers in virtue of his intellect. This was true for both those
who were circumcised and those who were uncircumcised: they were
treated without distinction.

Eventually, those who were circumcised all died and perished in
the desert to the last of them. Their uncircumcised sons grew up and
inherited all their dignified offices. Thus, when God made those who
had left Egypt with Moses and Aaron to die, for He had promised
them in wrath to leave their dead bodies in the desert, He appointed
their sons who grew up uncircumcised as high priests and priests.
The wise [God] neither diminished them in rank nor took away their
dignity. Instead, light was illuminating [their way] at night, a cloud
overshadowed them during the day,”® through revelation [divine]
command and prohibition came down, and manna was given them
as food in abundance.” Their situation in regard to clothing [P 1025]

(95) Ex 25 ff.
(96) Ex 13:21-22.
(97) Ex 16:15-18.
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and belongings was the same as that of their ancestors, and when
they offered sacrifices they were accepted, similarly to [sacrifices of]
their circumcised descendants. [Divine] support was offered them as
it had been before: there was no loss of the [divine] care, nor did they
lose the means towards [eternal] happiness. Instead, they were pro-
tected from death, accidents, injuries, and killing. They were allowed
to grow and multiply, and blessings were bestowed upon them, for
God willed them to have many descendants. As a result, while in the
desert, they became as numerous as those leaving Egypt and even
exceeded them in number by many thousands, according to the fig-
ures given in the Scriptures. These people received the gifts of the
Lord in the desert, the commandments of the prophet were addres-
sed to them, and the virtues of the people were firmly established
among them. They witnessed the commandments and the curses®
and learned [the difference between] choice and obligation. They
became heirs of the promise and of the covenant, and habitations of
the earth were distributed among them. Among them there were
high priests, the sons of Aaron, who resumed the service of the Lord
and were given the new and firm covenant as well as [P marg.: ever-
lasting] priesthood in their progeny.

The God-pleasing Joshua [son of Nun] appeared among them and
ruled over them with might, prudence, and vigor. He took them
across the Jordan by an astonishing miracle and brought them to the
land of fertility and abundance. The crossing of the Jordan and the
fact that priests stood on the river bottom and took stones from its
soil was evidence that their crossing it was a miracle,”” and they were
proud of it.1% The fact that the Jordan stood still so that they could
cross it through the great grace [of God] and that the [priests] went
on standing on the river bottom until people could run safely across
it with their belongings with no fear affecting them became [the sign
of] the uncircumcised people’s dignity.

It was only after they had crossed the Jordan and were in need of
living in the neighborhood of the Gentiles that God commanded
them to practice circumcision. And so they were all circumcised in
compliance with the explicit command, and the practice of the law of

(98)  Deut 28.

(99) Josh4:7.

(100) The Arabic text seems somewhat garbled here, in both manu-
scripts.
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circumcision was introduced at that time for a limited [number of]
days. Adult men, youths, and boys were circumcised, according to
the well known story. [God] the Father made the sign [of circum-
cision] to re-appear before their contact with the Gentiles [P 1026].
The explanation provided in the Scriptures makes it unnecessary for
us to retell what is written.

The strongest indication that circumcision [was re-introduced] for
the [sole] purpose of [keeping the people] segregated, not for the sake
of kinship or [ritual] purity, is the fact that it is prescribed for males,
but not for females, and that Abraham was circumcised, but not Sa-
rah: if [the purpose of circumcision] were happiness and grace, pure
women would not be deprived of it, because there were many good
and pure women among them, those who prophesied and were
mothers, sisters, daughters, and wives of prophets, kings, and high
priests. There were noble women, famous for their asceticism, who
practiced virtue and were thus equal to righteous men. Since the goal
of circumcision was to keep the males and preserve their stock, prac-
ticing it was not necessary for women, even as [both males and fe-
males] were equally praised for [their other] endeavors.

The obvious meaning of both the [Scriptural] text and [the nature
of] of the action itself indicates that circumcision is merely a sign
which neither provides an advantage to the person who keeps it nor
imputes blame to the person who neglects it. If one is an infidel, there
is no use for [circumcision], and if one has the [right] faith, there is no
harm in abandoning it. Moreover, there is surely neither loss nor
shame in leaving the creature of God in its original state. When the
circumcised has no belief in God, he loses the dignity of his circum-
cision, and when the uncircumcised has belief in God, he enjoys the
fitting [fruits] in virtue of his faith. [The former] has experienced suf-
fering and took on a [bodily] defect with neither reward, nor recom-
pense, while he who is so rich in faith as to dispense with these two
[aspects of circumcision, i.e. suffering and bodily defect] is protected
from corrupt choices.!%!

The whole meaning of following a religious [life] is to please the
Lord and to draw near Him through purity of conscience in obedi-
ence to Him, and to strive zealously for His goodwill. The spiritual
and beneficial circumcision, which is preferred by the Lord, is having

(101) The sentence is very difficult in Arabic. This is the best interpreta-
tion of it that can be offered.
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the rightfaith, assurance of reliable knowledge, and integrity of the
heart, as reason demands, religion deems necessary, and Scripture
confirms. Universally accepted witnesses of Truth [to be cited pres-
ently] allow us to speak no more [ourselves].

The prophet Moses addressed the people in the Torah [as follows]:
“Circumcise the foreskin of your hearts, and be no more stiffnecked
for the Lord your God, who is God of gods, and Lord of lords.”!%? The
prophet Jeremiah said in the third section of his book: “Light a
lamp!® for yourself, [P 1027] and sow not among thorns. Circumcise
the foreskin of your hearts for the Lord.”!** And he said, rebuking the
people: “All the nations are uncircumcised in their flesh, but the sons
of Israel are uncircumcised in their hearts.”!®> And the Lord said by
the mouth of Malachi in the twenty-fourth section of his book: “I
loved Jacob, and I hated Esau. They are both equal in their father-
hood and motherhood, in age, generation, and circumcision.”!% The
[circumcision meant here] is nothing but the upright way of life and
the virtue of religion, though God knows best [the meaning of Scrip-
ture] and is all-wise. Paul, the divinely inspired apostle, who had
been one of the dignitaries of the Jews and servants of the holy, said:
“Neither circumcision is anything to rely on, nor uncircumcision, but
faith in God and confession of love. When the circumcised breaks the
law, his circumcision is rendered uncircumcision, and when the un-
circumcised keeps the commandments of the law his uncircumcision
becomes circumcision. The One God who makes circumcision valid
by faith, He makes uncircumcision valid by faith.”10”

[The following considerations] prove the superiority of [bodily]
circumcision to be null and void (for [true] circumcision is the cir-
cumcision of the heart by the Spirit) and establishes the equality be-
tween circumcision and uncircumcision in faith, piety, and purity.
Both groups enjoy an equal favor with God, and He bestows an equal

(102) Deut 10:16-17.

(103) Peshitta: ~_ix. The translator obviously read the Hebrew 71 in
Jer 4:3 as “a lamp,” not as “a fallow ground.” The Arabic Zls<s translates
the Peshitta reading.

(104) Jer 4:3—4. The author is following a different division of the book
into chapters than the one presently accepted.

(105) Jer 9:26.

(106) Mal 1:2-3.

(107) Rom 2:25-26, 3:30; cf. 1 Cor 7:19.
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reward upon those of them who please Him. He translated Enoch
alive into Paradise when he repented, even as he was uncircumcised,
and He took up the prophet Elijah into heaven, as observed [by all],
and he was circumcised. He accepted the sacrifices of Abel, Enoch,
Melchizedek, and others, though they were uncircumcised, and the
sacrifices of Aaron, David, Elijah, and Job, who practiced circum-
cision. He divided the sea for Moses, Aaron, and those who left
Egypt, who were circumcised, and He [divided] the Jordan for those
who grew up in the desert, who were uncircumcised. The story of
how they were protected [in the desert] is well known. Abundant
blessings are bestowed upon pious people, whether they be uncir-
cumcised or circumcised, if they obey God, [do what] pleases Him,
and fulfil the conditions of religion.

Circumcision did not only bring manifest benefits for the people,
but they also experienced troubles on account of it, as explained in
the Scriptures. The first circumcision was a sign of enslavement in
Egypt, and it urged them to be patient in the face of hardship, op-
pression, [P 1028] and continuous harm. It prevented [those who
were circumcised] from mingling with [other] tribes. It also prevent-
ed them from escaping, and so they remained oppressed on account
of it, as they could not hide their origins. In the desert [circumcision]
became a sign of perdition from death, war, and destruction, for the
Lord had made a vow that no one should enter the [promised] land,
except Joshua son of Nun and Caleb son of Jephunneh.!® The third
circumcision took place after crossing the Jordan. It indicated that
they were no longer privileged as a chosen [people]. [This is why] the
celebrated light and the visible cloud!® which had appeared during
the day were taken away, the giving of manna ceased, their footwear
and clothing got worn out, and they became like the Gentiles in
searching for goods, suffering from hardship, and earning their liv-
ing. In the promised land, they had to eat [what they earned] with
shameful bodily labor. They had to cover themselves and their chil-
dren with materials they produced and their women wove together.
With that circumcision, they became confined to their lot and the
[land] promised to them. They could find no deliverer'® [to save
them] from harm, nor could they repel it themselves.

(108) Deut 1:35-38.
(109) I e. the pillar of fire and the pillar of cloud.
(110)  Or: deliverance.
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The preaching of Jesus Christ (may His memory be glorified!)
spread to all the ends of the earth, and many peoples embraced the
faith and accepted the prescribed customs and obligations. Thus all of
them became chosen, and could dispense with the mark of differen-
tiation. The difference between circumcision and uncircumcision
ceased. Guidance and the way of salvation were established, and the
requisite obligation became [obtaining] knowledge of God and fol-
lowing His Scriptures and His messengers. In both cases [whether
one was circumcised or uncircumcised], it is one’s works that draw
down His gracious rewards and His guidance towards us.

[Christ] commanded to leave behind the worldly [aspects] of the
commandments of the Law and to practice what is conducive to in-
tegrity of the faith, of the inner state, and of the souls. He forbade
swearing by God’s [name], repaying enemies with evil, taking venge-
ance, killing, marrying several women, divorcing a wife by a letter of
dismissal, offering sacrifices for the [forgiveness of] sins, and abstain-
ing from doing good on Sabbaths. He commanded to have faith
[P 1029] and to repent, to be pious and truthful, to forgive, to be mer-
ciful and humble, and to follow the Gospel in forgoing revenge and
doing good [to one’s enemies] instead. Yet as regards circum-cision,
He neither forbade the practice nor commanded it as being part of the
stipulations of faith. Also, when He sent His disciples to establish the
preaching of the right way, made them to see the fruits of piety, and
warned them against the causes of perdition, He did not mention
circumcision as part of His commandments, either as being mandato-
ry or as being forbidden. This indicates that [circumcision] is neither
particularly useful nor particularly harmful to whoever practices it or
refrains from: it.

Further, when the disciples summoned the nations [to Christian-
ity], they did not forbid the people of circumcision from practicing it,
nor did they make it mandatory for the uncircumcised once they had
accepted the [right] faith. As the cornerstone of the right way, they
put purity from pernicious [spiritual] defects. As a means of purify-
ing oneself from previously committed sins, they advocated putting
on the garment of baptism. They compared getting out of the [bap-
tismal] water to Christ’s rising from the grave [and raising up] their
souls, which are now renewed and pure, and again capable of [acting
in] pious ways pleasing [to God]. The [disciples] said that circumci-
sion did not help draw a disobedient person nearer [to God], nor did
it alienate [from God] an obedient person who fully observed [what
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is prescribed]. Likewise, uncircumcision did not draw an unfaithful
person nearer to God, nor did it alienate [from God] someone who is
pious and beneficent.

When after the descent of the [Holy] Spirit the seventy [disciples]
chosen from among the most prominent believers gathered together
in order to determine religious obligations, they neither forbade the
practice of the circumcision nor declared it mandatory for those who
were guided. They did not give preference to those who practiced it,
nor did they hold those who refrained from it in contempt. And so it
happened that followers [of Christianity] from among the People [of
Israel] continued to practice it, according to the custom of Abraham,
while the adherents [of Christianity] from among the [other] na-
tion[s]'"! refrained from it, preferring instead to keep the created
[form of man] intact. All the while, [both groups] were all members
of one faith, and there was no difference between them in religion.
Both the circumcised and the uncircumcised were equals of one an-
other, once they became part of those who were rightly guided [by
God].

The prominent apostle Peter, called “the Rock,” did not forbid cir-
cumcision for the faithful coming from the Jews because it was diffi-
cult for them to abandon it as they considered abandoning a prescrip-
tion of the covenant to be a grievous act, were deeply attach-ed to the
custom, and were reluctant to act against the law. Thus they accom-
plished the fullness of the Old Testament by means of circumcision,
and [became worthy of] the coming of Christ by observing the condi-
tions of holiness.

Then the divinely inspired [P 1030] apostle Paul called the nations
to the law of Christ, and great kings, philosophers, and scholars all
embraced the true religion. It sometimes happened that a king, with
all his subjects and inhabitants of his city, or a prominent chieftain
with all those loyal to him, including old people, adults, youths, chil-
dren, and infants, along with their mothers, sisters, spouses, and un-
married and married daughters, all came into the faith in one day. By
heavenly command, the apostle spoke in favor of abandoning the
practice of circumcision and offered a proof that it was no longer
necessary. He explained the [Old Testament] testimonies to the
[Christian] faith and said: “The same [God] who established circum-
cision in times of old, has now commanded to abandon it, and the

(111) Following the emendation suggested in n. 59 above.
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same [God] who sent the Rock [i.e. Peter] to preach circumcision, has
sent me [i. e. Paul] to preach uncircumcision.”!!2

Some of those who responded to the call from among the Gentiles
were apprehensive about circumcision on account of the Jews. They
were afraid that if they became equal to [the Jews] in being [circum-
cised], they would be bound by [the obligations of] the covenant.
They also knew that Christ appeared among [the Jews] and that those
who preached Him were [Jews] as well. They also witnessed John's
baptism given to the [Jews], and so they were afraid that [if they were
to accept baptism] they would also enter Judaism. It was only when
the divinely inspired preacher [i. e. Paul] permitted the nations guid-
ed [to faith] to abandon circumcision that they realized that Jesus
came with a new dispensation. It was only then that they felt safe
from the consequences of circumcision, and so they were put at ease
and responded to His preaching. They accepted the faith with trust,
embraced the good lot of following the right way, and worked for
[the salvation of] their souls with assurance.

Had [Paul] made circumcision mandatory for the Gentiles, they
would have hardly found it attractive, since people of the East dislike
change and find it hard to embrace it. Moreover, most people must
attend to procuring their bread and clothing and taking care of vari-
ous necessities and expenses associated with children and women-
folk.!® Thus, the [new] dispensation came from on high and the new
regulation for all came from heaven. [Whether circumcised or not,]
the faithful were equals of one another, all following the right way
and accepting the religion of Christ in a spiritual manner.

The divinely inspired apostle Paul said in his epistle to the Ephe-
sians: “You, the community of Gentiles, were in the past [P 1031]
fleshly who were called people of uncircumcision. You were far from
Jesus Christ and from God’s promise to Abraham and from the law of
the Torah, having no hope after this world. But now, by the blood of
Jesus Christ, you became nigh and received the hope of good things,
for He abolished the enmity between the People [of Israel] and the
Gentiles, and between angels and humans, and both the circumcised
and the uncircumcised became one community. He abolished the

(112) Cf. Gal 2:7-9.

(113) The author’s idea seems to be that if Gentiles had been forced to
get circumcised as adults the painful operation would have prevented them
(temporarily) from earning their living and supporting their families.
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doubts separating them, and instead of the fleshly commandments,
gave new, spiritual ones. He made all one and renewed all things
through baptism. He established peace between God and [His] serv-
ants, and satisfied the Lord for them by His one body. He abolished
the enmity between them by His cross; then He came and preached
the good news both to the peoples who were far away and to the
people of the Jews who were near. The nearness to God the Father
has embraced us all by the one Spirit, and you have now become sons
and heirs through the grace which the Lord has bestowed upon
you"’ 114

The argument that Christ and the apostles were circumcised does
not make it necessary for His followers to practice circumcision, be-
cause the former were [circumcised] as children without considering
[circumcision] to be a virtue. They did not have the power of reason
and were unable to object. Moreover, they did not [at the time] know
any other preaching, as the dispensation of the Old Testament had
not yet been fulfilled, and the good news of the New [Testament] had
not yet been revealed.

The strongest argument of those [Christians] who practiced cir-
cumcision, unnecessary though this was, is the fact that the divinely
inspired apostle Paul had Titus!'® circumcised when he wanted him
to accompany him and assist him while traveling. And so he got cir-
cumcised to be equal to the faithful from among the People [of Israel],
as described [in the Book of Acts]. Likewise, the distinguished [apos-
tle] Simon [Peter], called the Rock, gave permission to those among
the Jews who became Christians to practice circumcision. The faithful
circumcised their children in accordance with their old belief regard-
ing its value. Some of the disciples, too, insisted that circumcision
was necessary and invoked God’s command to Abraham and the
everlasting covenant with him regarding the matter.

So if a newborn is circumcised on the eight day, prior to donning
the garment of baptism and accepting the obligations of the faith, and
without holding the belief that circumcision is mandatory, then there
is neither harm and [P 1032] sin nor benefit and honor. However,
[keeping] the creature in its integral [form] is truly preferable, while
adding to what is already sufficient is a waste. So [it is best for] the
newborn to remain uncircumcised as God created him from the very

(114) Eph 2:11-19.
(115) Titus is obviously confused with Timotheus here, see: Acts 16:3.
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beginning. Then he will receive the purity of baptism and will live as
an integral creature.

The cornerstone of all is to have knowledge of God in Christ, sin-
cere faith and love, and strong and correct belief, to accept the apos-
tles and the Scriptures, to act [righteously] so as to inherit the King-
dom, and to confess resurrection [of the dead], the gathering [of all
humanity for the Last Judgment], and the [final] recompense at the
time of resurrection.

Then there were those of the sons of Ishmael who were born in
the land of Tihama.!'® When they swelled tremendously in number,
and their genealogies grew long, they began circumcising their
daughters with no [divine] command and without following a [di-
vinely given] law. Nor did they do so in order to set themselves
apart from their neighbors or to prevent intermarriage with people
of base lineage. When the religion of Islam emerged among them,
the custom of circumcising daughters along with sons, during the
time between their birth and puberty became established as a man-
datory commandment and one of the foundations of their religion.
This second circumcision, that of daughters, was something added
to God’s command to Abraham, or [better put] something contra-
dicting the earlier covenant and going back to its complete deficien-
cy, for the time appointed [for the practice] had already passed.
Many years went by, until eventually all the [adherents] of this reli-
gion, from all the nations, near and far, became [circumcised]. Then
the children of Abraham from Qantura [i.e. the Turks]'"” appeared
in the land of the East, multiplied and grew strong. They strayed
away from the true path and rejected circumcision. As a result, the
law of Islam got modified, and they no longer circumcise males or
females and no longer subject themselves to a defect in [bodily] per-
fection. Those among them who only now convert to Islam are cir-
cumcised, but others remain in their uncircumcised state as they
were created. Thus [the Muslims] became identical to their neigh-
bors among the nations, and family ties were established among

(116) A.GROHMANN, “Tihama,” in: The Encyclopaedia of Islam, vol. §,
Leiden, 1927 (repr. 1993), pp. 763:2-765:2; G.R. SMITH, “Tihama,” in: The
Encyclopaedia of Islam. New edition, vol. 10, Leiden, 2000, pp. 481:1-482:1.

(117)  Gen 25:1-4; 1 Chr 1:32-33. An explanation common in Arabic
writers is that Qanttira was a female servant of Abraham from whom the
Turks were descended.
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them. There was no longer a need to have a sign by which one
would be differentiated from the others, and the lineage [of the Ar-
ab Muslims] became intertwined and mixed with that of [other na-
tions]. Superiority [among them] is now achieved through obedi-
ence [to God] [rather than having a superior lineage].

The Jewish pride in being circumcised, distinguished, and having
a superior lineage has dwindled. They have been [P 1033] humiliated,
and [divine] anger with them has become evident.!® Their circumci-
sion did not help them when they refused to believe in Christ, and
their pride was given to others. The slave became equal to someone
who is completely free, and the earlier prophecies concerning the
union of nations and peoples came true. The matter came back full
circle to the point of justice, and it is only the person who repents that
attains purity.

SUMMARY

The present article provides an interesting example of how Christian
discussions of the abolition of circumcision — originally developed as
part of the process of Christian emancipation from the Old Testament
law — became revitalized in Christian-Muslim polemic in the medieval
Middle East. The chapter on the abolition of circumcision from the com-
prehensive ‘Nestorian’ encyclopedic work of the mid-10% — early
11t century entitled Kitab al-Magdal (‘The Tower’) is edited and translat-
ed in full. The edition of the Arabic text is based on two manuscripts:
Paris, BnF Ar. 190 and Cambridge University Library Add. 3163 (= 3293).

(118) The reference is primarily to the destruction of the Temple and
their expulsion from the Promised Land.
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