Nasr ibn Yahya

Nasr ibn Yahya ibn Tsa ibn Sa‘id al-Mutatabbib
al-Muhtadi

DATE OF BIRTH Unknown; late 1™ or early 12™ century
PLACE OF BIRTH Basra

DATE OF DEATH September 1193 or possibly 1163

PLACE OF DEATH Basra

BIOGRAPHY

In the opening of Al-nasiha al-imaniyya the author refers to himself
as Nagr ibn Yahya ibn Tsa ibn Sa‘id al-Mutatabbib (p. 48). The work
also reveals that he was a Christian doctor who later converted to
Islam. In classical biographical dictionaries, however, one can detect
hardly any information about a Christian doctor called Nasr ibn
Yahya. Despite the confusion concerning the identity of this author
(see Steinschneider, Polemische und apologetische Literatur, pp. 105-6),
recent scholarship has tentatively identified him as Yahya ibn Yahya,
suggesting that in the biographical sources the first name was mis-
spelled as Yahya instead of Nasr (see Sharqawis introduction to his
critical edition of Al-nasiha, pp. 17-18).

Yahya ibn Yahya ibn Sa‘id, known as Ibn Mari al-Masihi is described
as a Christian doctor from Basra by his biographers, with the excep-
tion of Ibn Taghribirdi, who calls him ‘al-Baghdadi (Al-nujam, p.
346). Yahya ibn Yahya was also a man of letters, an author, poet,
linguist and grammarian, as well as being distinguished in the sci-
ence of the ancients (‘ilm al-awd’il). In the field of literature, he was
known for his Al-maqamat al-sittin, in which he attempted to imitate
al-Hariri. Most of his biographers record that he died in Ramadan 589
(September 1193), while Ibn Taghribirdi (Al-nujiam, p. 346) and Ibn
al-Tmad (Shadharat, p. 185) suggest that he died in 558/1163.
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WORKS ON CHRISTIAN-MUSLIM RELATIONS

Al-nasiha l-imaniyya fi fadihat al-milla
I-Nasraniyya, ‘Faithful counsel concerning the
ignominy of the Christian religion’

DATE Unknown; mid or late 12" century
ORIGINAL LANGUAGE Arabic

DESCRIPTION
The work is an example of a convert’s assessment and critique of his
former religion, penned as an act of gratitude to God for granting
him the opportunity to find the true path.

The book comprises four chapters covering various topics concern-
ing Muslim-Christian relations, entitled respectively: on the Chris-
tian sects and doctrines; Christian claims, incoherencies in theology,
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and differences of opinion; the miracles of Jesus, the Christian claim
regarding the divinity of Jesus and the miracles of other prophets;
biblical prophecies concerning the prophethood of Muhammad.

The text examines and criticizes varying Trinitarian and Christo-
logical formulas and views as represented by three Christian denomi-
nations: Melkites, Jacobites and Nestorians. In addition to attacking
the doctrinal contentions related to the Trinity and Incarnation, the
author vehemently rejects the Christian veneration of the cross, the
use of icons and the eucharist (ed. al-Sharqawi, pp. 56-77; see also
Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, pp. 125-31).

Focusing on the allegorical meaning of the title ‘Son of God, the
author suggests, like many other Muslim authors writing on Christi-
anity, that Jesus never claimed to be divine and that he is no different
from other prophets (ed. al-Sharqawi, pp. 78-103; see also Sepmei-
jer, Een weerlegging, pp. 131-43). Moreover, there is no difference
between his miracles and those of the other prophets, and none of
them was declared divine. The Gospel itself reveals Jesus’ humanity
and prophethood, but instead of following the teachings given there,
Christians have introduced innovations, which have ultimately led
them to polytheism (shirk), error (dalal) and unbelief (kufr). Further-
more, the Trinity equals tritheism (ed. al-Sharqawi, pp. 104-37; see
also Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, pp. 143-62).

Finally, the last chapter focuses on biblical predictions concerning
the coming of the Prophet Muhammad. Examining various passages,
the author shows how Moses and Isaiah, as well as Jesus, all brought
good tidings concerning his prophetic ministry (ed. al-Sharqawi,
Pp- 138-50; see also Sepmeijer, Een weerlegging, pp. 162-67).

As demonstrated by Sepmeijer’s careful study, the author incorpo-
rates into his treatise the entire work of al-Hasan ibn Ayyuab (q.v.),
the 10™-century Christian convert to Islam, which is preserved in Ibn
Taymiyya’s Al-jawab al-sahih. Not only the contents of Al-nasiha, but
also its structure and even the titles of the chapters are completely
identical to those of al-Hasan ibn Ayyub’s Risala (see Sepmeijer’s Een
weerlegging, where he reconstructs Ibn Ayyub’s work relying on Ibn
Taymiyyas Al-jawab and Nasr ibn Yahya’s Al-nastha).

Moreover, as Shargawi points out, one may also find many par-
allels between Al-nasiha and ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s (q.v.) exposition and
refutation of Christianity in his Tathbit as well as his Mughni. These
similarities may lead one to conclude that both Nasr ibn Yahya and
‘Abd al-Jabbar benefited from °‘Ali I-Tabars Kitab al-din wa-I-dawla
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and Radd ‘ala I-Nasara, or else that Nasr ibn Yahya may have quoted
from ‘Abd al-Jabbar who had had access to ‘Ali 1-TabarTs work (see
SharqawT’s introduction to Al-nasihd, pp. 30-31).

SIGNIFICANCE
Although the entire work is built upon a substantial number of quo-
tations from an earlier source without any acknowledgment, its sig-
nificance lies in the fact that it represents another contribution to the
genre of polemical writing by religious converts, intended to offer
justification for their conversion and to refute their former beliefs.
The existence of a great number of manuscripts of the work, as well
as the copy owned by the Ottoman Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent,
all attest to the repute this work has enjoyed among its Muslim read-
ership, both the commonality and the elite.

MANUSCRIPTS

MS Istanbul, Topkapi Palace Library — Ahmed III Kit. 1883, 92 fols
(probably copied sometime between 1494 and 1566, during the
reign of Suleiman the Magnificent, for his private library; pos-
sibly the oldest surviving manuscript)

MS Amsterdam, Royal Netherlands Academy of Arts and Sciences —
Oriental Manuscripts, Acad. 7, 101 fols (1579)

MS Istanbul, Kopriilii - Ahmed Pasa 158, 36 fols (possibly 1585 or
earlier)

MS Berlin, Staatsbibliothek — 2208, 28 fols (c. 1591)

MS Istanbul, Siilleymaniye - Reisiilkiittab 586, 220r-231v (most
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MS Tokyo, University of Tokyo, Institute of Oriental Culture - Daiber
Collection MS 65 [134], 47 fols (possibly 18™ century)

MS Princeton, Princeton University Library — Garrett Collection
of Arabic Manuscripts 1537 (305L), 60 fols (1861)

MS Cairo, Khudaywiyya Library - 325/16405 (1877)

MS Princeton, Princeton University Library — Garrett Collection
of Arabic Manuscripts 1538 (975H), 24 fols (1880)

MS New Haven, Yale University Library — 1062 (L-35), fols 13-36
(1880)
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