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Introduction

Among historians, the Ottoman period of Egypt has long been thought of as an
era of decline in culture and literature. However, the period witnessed a great
number of poets and literary figures who traveled between Ottoman cities,
including Cairo, looking for official patrons. Nelly Hanna argues that the dif-
fusion of learning and culture was not only among the elite and scholars, but
also extended to other strata of urban society. Due to the scarcity of sources,
we are not well informed about the many different cultural and literary forms
and circles among common people, such as songs, music, dance, folklore, etc.!
Hanna believes that “features of popular culture penetrated learned culture.”
This means that “the style and language of popular tales can be detected in
learned forms of writing, such as history, and in the development of linguistic
studies that stressed colloquial and dialect.”®

According to Hanna, public storytelling was a form of entertainment in
Ottoman Egypt in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.* As for Coptic
texts from the Ottoman period, in particular, research has focused so far on
Coptic chronicles, hagiographies, and sermons.> According to Magdi Guirguis,
the intellectual Coptic life in the eighteenth century had witnessed a note-
worthy rise in the copying and reproduction of Arabic Coptic manuscripts.
Notably, this surge was primarily motivated by the financial backing of Coptic
archons, Coptic civilian elites of the church, who aimed to either place these
manuscripts in monasteries or retain their own personal collections. The
extensive presence of copyists across various Egyptian provinces, particularly
in Upper Egypt, highlights the economic opportunities associated with manu-
script reproduction. This economic engagement of copyists implies a tangi-
ble demand for written materials, providing evidence for a prevalent level of

1 Nelly Hanna, “Culture in Ottoman Egypt’, in M.W. Daly (ed.), The Cambridge History of Eqypt,
Modern Egypt, from 1517 to the end of the twentieth century, volume 2 (Cambridge University
Press), p. 100.

Hanna, “Culture in Ottoman Egypt’, p. 100.
Hanna, “Culture in Ottoman Egypt”, p. 100.

4 Nelly Hanna, “The Chronicles of Ottoman Egypt: History or Entertainment?” in The
Historiography of Islamic Egypt (c. 950-1800), ed. Hugh Kennedy (Leiden: Brill, 2001), pp. 243,
245; Cf. 1d., In Praise of Books (Syracuse, NY: Syracuse University Press, 2003).

5 See, for example, Febe Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt (Oxford & New York:
Oxford University Press, 2om).

© KONINKLIJKE BRILL BV, LEIDEN, 2024 DOI:10.1163/9789004704749_002



2 INTRODUCTION

literacy and circulation of manuscripts within the Coptic community during
this era.6

In what follows, we offer a historical page of in Coptic history by present-
ing a unique anonymous Coptic popular tale entitled Sirat al-Qiss Nusayr
al-Iskandarant wa ibnuh Murqus, which contains lengthy dialogues between
Nusayr, a Coptic priest, and his extravagant son Murqus regarding the Coptic
religious daily life of austerity and asceticism. This literary work is exceptional
because it neither belongs to the mainstream Ottoman literary verbose prose
works, nor to the typical genre of al-Sirah al-Sha‘biyya, which mostly had an
Islamic character and contents. Despite its fictional character, and its author
being completely unknown, it still sheds important light on the social and lit-
erary meaning of Coptic religious doctrines, morality, rituals, and debates in
the eighteenth-century Ottoman Egypt.

To our best knowledge, this tale was only briefly mentioned by Nelly Hanna
in her illuminating study of “Love and Money in Egyptian Literature.”” As
belonging to the “minority trend” of literature, this sirah demonstrates the
diversity of literary products and exhibits a realistic approach to Egyptian
Ottoman literature from below in style, language, and content. It also gives the
reader new glimpses of daily life expressions, problems, and debates beyond
the ornate literature and wordiness by elite literati and writers.® The Coptic
popular sirah under study sheds light on Coptic religious debates about doc-
trines, morality, and rituals in eighteenth-century Ottoman Egypt. The tale
offers insights into everyday life expressions, problems and debates by provid-
ing readers with a more realistic approach to Ottoman Egyptian literature from
the lower classes in terms of style, language, and content.

Nelly Hanna is actually only interested in the tale of Sirat al-Qiss Nusayr from
the perspectives of money, wealth, and food in the late eighteenth-century
Coptic society. Throughout the narrative, Qiss Nusayr admonishes his prodigal

6 Magdi Guirguis, Athar al-Arakhina ‘ala awda‘al-Qibt fi al-Qarn al-Thamin ‘ashar, n.p., nd pP-
36-30; S| gy b r Shon St ol ol B Ll g Lol e 2V
&a)l (https://coptic-treasures.com/book/%D8%A3%D8%AB%D8%B1-%D8%A7%Dg%8
4%D8%A3%D8%B1%D8%A7%D8%AE%D9%86%D8%A9-%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-
%D8%A3%D9%88%D8%B6%D8%A7%D8%B9-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%-
A8%D8%B7-%D9%81%D9%8A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B1%D 9%86-
%D8%A7. Last accessed 12 January 2024). See also, Guirguis, Magdi, An Armenian Artist in
Ottoman Egypt: Yuhanna al-Armani and His Coptic Icons, introduction by Nelly Hanna; trans-
lated from the Arabic by Amina Elbendary (Cairo: The American University Press, 2008),

2008, pp. 12-14.

7 Nelly Hanna, “Love and Money in Egyptian Literature” in May Hawas (ed.), The Routledge
Companion to World Literature and World History (London & New York: Routledge, 2018),
pp. 172—182.

8 Hanna, “Love and Money in Egyptian Literature’, pp. 175-177.



INTRODUCTION 3

son Murqus by trying to lead the son back to the right path. Hanna states that
“the narrative shows what poor people consumed: lentils, wet grains (bagl
mablul), bread, and salt and flaxseed oil, which was the cheapest fat that could
be used in cooking. The food of the wealthy always contained meat, especially
lamb, but also duck, chicken, and goose, and it was often described as swim-
ming in butter”® The tale discusses the religious duty of fasting among the
Copts. Priest Nusayr enjoins his son to stop drinking and to start fasting for his
health, but Murqus insists that the Copts, on the contrary, suffer from all kinds
of diseases from fasting and from eating beans.!

The discussion of the sirah from the perspectives of money, wealth, and
food in late eighteenth-century Coptic society is insightful, as it sheds light on
the diet and economic status of the Copts during this period. However, a thor-
ough reading the story of the Coptic priest Nasayr shows that the unknown
author tries to provide advice and wisdom through narrative style and story-
telling, extensively quoting biblical verses about wisdom, virtue, and the con-
sequences of vice. In addition, the text is not only an addition to theological
studies, but also to popular Coptic history. The text should be read as an impor-
tant documentary record that contains details of fictional moralistic tales that
were likely circulated among the Copts in Alexandria and Egypt. It is also a
dynamic text about family relations and the ethics of the Coptic community,
showing people’s attitudes towards their customs and attitudes towards reli-
gious practices and authority. It offers a dialogue between an older generation
and a younger generation indicating that the younger generation was likely
influenced by the religious changes that challenged Coptic communal identity
and traditional practices due to European intervention in Coptic religious life.

Can we include this Coptic sirah under the well-known Arabic classical
genre of siyar shabiyya (popular tales)? As the main character of the sirah is
an anonymous Coptic clergyman belonging to a religious community with a
long heritage, it is hard to argue that the tale was popularized or circulated
among the public. Additionally, one of the main ingredients of the standard
Arabic sirah literature is that it should be based on the epic of a hero, such as
the sirah of ‘Antar ibn Shaddad or al-Zahir Baybars, as well as the praise of the
popular hero as a symbolic image of courage and heroic bravery. In that period,
Egypt had known several literary genres, including official writings, such as the
chronicles by al-Jabarti,!! a collection of proverbs and sayings Sabil al-Rashad
ila Naf* al-ibad by the Sheikh of al-Azhar Ahmad ibn ‘Abd al-Mun‘im ibn

9 Hanna, “Love and Money in Egyptian Literature”, p. 178.

10  Hanna, “Love and Money in Egyptian Literature’, p. 178.

11 ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, Aja’ib al-Athar fi al-Tarajim wa al-Akhbar, ed. ‘Abd al-Rahim
‘Abd al-Rahman ‘Abd al-Rahim, 6th edition, (Cairo: al-Hay’a al-Misriyya lil-Kitab, 2003).
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Siyam al-Damanhuiri,!? as well as glossaries such as Taj al-Arus by Murtada
al-Zabidi.!® Nelly Hanna describes these emerging writings as “establishment
culture,” which carried “religious and ethical dimensions.”*# Therefore, the text
under study cannot be described under the category of sirah sha‘biyya, since
it was mainly written as an enlightening tale to improve the religious ethical
conduct of its readers among the Coptic community. The study is an annotated
edition of the manuscripts, which we present as part of the cultural and liter-
ary history of the Coptic community and their religious and socio-economic
situation in Ottoman Egypt in the late eighteenth century.

It is crucial to emphasize that historically, monasteries and churches were
dedicated exclusively to the preservation of religious works in the eighteenth
century.!® It is also difficult to ascertain whether the sirah was written for public
consumption, within the realm of the Church, or for specific or limited circles.

The author of the sirah was undoubtedly a Coptic Orthodox priest with a
wealth of experience in Christian theology and broad knowledge of the com-
munity’s social and cultural issues. Remarkably, the text makes no mention or
reference to any saints. Throughout the text, the author only cites half a biblical
verse or half a story. As we will see, the seventh story of the patriarch and the
sheep is the same as the story of the three monks in Russian literature, which
was borrowed by Count Lev Nikolayevich Tolstoy (1828-1910). It is evident that
the author had a high degree of knowledge of church rites, as he mentions
many religious practices in detail several times. He also uses liturgical words
that are used only by priests when praying. Therefore, it is possible that the
author of the text was either a deacon or a priest who reworked circulating
stories among the Copts and incorporated many ecclesiastical expressions
from the community’s culture. It is unlikely that the author was a monk, as he
mentions stories of evil monks who deny their monastery or spiritual struggle.
Additionally, the author demonstrates spiritual knowledge and familiarity with
scriptures by explicitly mentioning biblical verses and comparing them to the
content of other verses and literary stories and characters. From the context
of the story and the text’s environment, it can be concluded that the text was

12 Ahmad al-Damanhuri, Sabil al-Rashad ila Naf* al-‘ibad, ms. 23, Taymir collection, Cairo:
Egyptian National Library. In the late nineteenth century Ahmad Taymir authored his
work Mufam Taymir lil-Amthal al-Sah‘biyya. See Ahmad Taymiir, al-Amthal al-Amiyya
(Cairo: Al-Ahram Center for Translation, Publishing and Distribution, 2008, 5th edition).

13 Murtada al-Zabidi, Taj al-Aras min Jawahir al-Qamis, Cairo: al-Matba‘a al-Khayriyya,
1306 AH/1881.

14  Nelly Hanna, In Praise of Books: A Cultural History of Cairo’s Middle Class, Sixteenth to the
Eighteenth Centure (Syracuse University Press, 2003), p. 110.

15 Guirguis, Athar al-Arakhina, pp. 40-41.
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either written in Alexandria or by a person from Alexandria. The text venerates
the Egyptian city of Mary Murqus, naming his son after him. Furthermore, the
text opens avenues for research into the comparison of verses that circulated
in the Coptic Church in the late 18th century and those translated from the
Coptic version and compared to the Beirut translated version.

This literary-religious text under study should be seen as part of the Coptic
attempts to maintain its distinct culture and creed. In the late eighteenth cen-
tury Coptic clergy circulated apologetic sermons as part of their organized
reply to the activities of Catholic missions among Coptic believers and the
circulation of non-Coptic practices and doctrines.!® In that period, religious
Coptic clergymen were very anxious about their status, religious changes in
the community, and the growing spread of Catholic missions, which led to
intermarriages, socialization with Catholics, and conversions. This increasing
missionary movement among the Copts provoked Coptic clergymen to launch
“a moral campaign against ‘heretical’ Catholic teachings.”\” For Coptic clergy-
men, communal cohesiveness and the safeguarding of religious morality and
popular religion would define the boundary of the community against any for-
eign influence.’®

Although there is no trace of any anti-missionary militant voice in the sirah
under discussion, it outlines similar topics and religious exhortations against
the spread of ‘unorthodox’ practices among the Copts of that age by providing
a unique perspective of a dialogue between the old generation (father) and
the new generation (son). The latter must have been affected by the religious
changes that challenged the Coptic communal identity and appropriate tra-
ditional conduct due to European Catholic meddling in Coptic religious life.
The study is a modest attempt to read the sirah as a Coptic literary work, which
could also be seen as pastoral guidance addressing and correcting Coptic core
beliefs and practices in that historical context.

1 Coptic Sermons

Coptic sermons in the eighteenth century provided a background for the dia-
logue between Nusayr and his son. As we shall see, their conversation began
with the neglect of Coptic rituals and religious practices, which the latter
encountered among the laity outside the church. Specifically, as we shall see,

16 Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 125.
17  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, pp. 12-13.
18  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 8.
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they discussed the neglect of prescribed fasting, and prayers, as well as the
practice of drunkenness in public. Similar debates about the same religious
dictums were also discussed at length in contemporary Coptic sermons. Febe
Armanios studied a few homilies dating closer to the period of the sirah,
which were given by Patriarch Yu’annis xvI11 (1769-1796) and Bishop Yusab
(r. 1791-1826). She dates the sermons to be likely completed in the last quarter
of the eighteenth century.®

Regarding drinking, Coptic clergymen strongly shunned drunkenness
in public, just as their Muslim counterparts did. Although wine is part of
Christian rituals in the Church, and wine production is part of the economy
of the Coptic Church,?? drunkenness is not accepted according to Christian
Scriptures. In the eighteenth century, Coptic religious sermons heavily dis-
approved of excessive drinking, especially of ‘araq, which was consumed by
both Muslim and Coptic Egyptians. In 1783, the French traveler and orientalist
Constantin Francois de Chasseboeuf, known as comte de Volney (1757-1820),
noted that the Christians in Syria and the Copts in Egypt would drink whole
bottles of strong ‘brandy [probably referring to ‘araq]’ at their supper. He was
astonished that “such excesses do not produce instant death, or at least every
symptom of the most insensible drunkenness.”?! In one of his sermons, the
above-mentioned Ya'annis abhorred the ‘ugly’ drunkenness, since when a
drunkard appears in public, “he is laughed at. His rotten drool is dribbling from
his mouth, and he stinks of that hateful smell of alcohol.”?2 Yu'annis deplored
the “horrific” smell of @raq filling one’s breath “from the devil’s cup” before
“embracing that magnificent cup [of Christ’s blood].”?3 In a similar way, Bishop
Yusab highlighted the community’s disproportionate consumption of liquor
and alcohol. He even warned the listening public to reveal the names of those
“who went to the church while they were carrying alcohol in their contain-
ers.” The bishop also threatened the drunkards to engage Muslim local rulers to
intervene if they did not stop or adjust their drinking behavior.24

Justasinthesirah, the sermonsreproached the disregarding of the prescribed
vegan fast, especially on Wednesday and Friday, which the laity inconsistently

19  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 139.

20  Mennat-Allah El Dorry, “Wine Production in Medieval Egypt: The Case of the Coptic
Church’, in Mariam Ayad (ed.), Studies in Coptic Culture: Transmission and Interaction,
(Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press, 2016) pp. 55-63.

21 Constantin-Francois Volney, Travels Through Syria and Egypt, in the Years 1783, 1784,
and 1785, London, printed for G.G.J. and J. Robinson, 1788, vol. 1, p. 275. Also quoted by
Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 33.

22 Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p.134.

23 Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 139.

24  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 139.
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practiced.?® Bishop Yusab found that Coptic laymen redefined the abstinence
practice of fasting according to the church’s laws by going against the fasting
on Wednesdays and Fridays and the Forty Days Fast of Lent.26 Coptic clergy-
men were anxious that lack of conformity among the laity in observing Coptic
rituals would give other communities (Muslims and Catholics) a reason to
attack the church’s tradition and rule.?”

2 Edition of Manuscripts

The study presents an annotated edition derived from three extant manu-
scripts of the aforementioned work. This scholarly endeavor constitutes a
modest endeavor aimed at interpreting the sirah as a Coptic literary compo-
sition, which can also be construed as a form of pastoral guidance directed
towards addressing and rectifying core Coptic beliefs and practices within the
historical milieu under consideration.

The principal manuscript utilized in this analysis originates from the col-
lection of the Jewish scholar Abraham Shalom Yehuda (1788-1951), a distin-
guished linguist and connoisseur of rare manuscripts. The majority of his
substantial collection, alongside that of his brother Isaac Ezekiel Yehuda
(1863—-1941), was dispersed during the 1920s, with significant portions acquired
by the British Museum and the University of Michigan. Specifically, the manu-
script under scrutiny is housed within the Michigan collection under number
81282552. It is characterized by legible script, predominantly dotted with occa-
sional instances of cursive writing. Comprising 195 folios, each page contains
13 lines with an average of six words per line. The text is inscribed in black
ink, with headings and certain separators rendered in red. Although certain
sections display signs of erasure, these alterations do not impede the text’s
overall clarity. Notably, two folios exhibit handwriting distinct from that of the
primary scribe. A subsequent owner of the manuscript, potentially a librar-
ian, appended a typewritten note estimating the manuscript’s antiquity at 130
years, corresponding to circa 1922. This note includes a brief description:

The story of the Vicar of Alexandria and his son Marcous, a dialogue in
the manner of Josaphat and Barlaam with many popular stories, say-
ings on, and reference to customs and manners among the Christians,

25  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p.139.
26  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 139.
27  Armanios, Coptic Christianity in Ottoman Egypt, p. 136.
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Mohammadans, and Jews in Egypt in the 18th century. It is very interest-
ing also from a linguistic point of view as it contains many idioms proper
to the Arabic dialect in Egypt in the 18th century.28

The core text of this study is transcribed from the aforementioned Michigan
manuscript, denoted by the symbol ( ;). Every effort has been exerted to
faithfully preserve its original form, including any grammatical inconsisten-
cies introduced by the scribe, with marginal annotations provided to suggest
potential corrections. The primary objective has been to safeguard the integ-
rity of the text in its written manifestation and native tongue, thereby elucidat-
ing its significance and enhancing readability, while retaining all grammatical,
syntactical, and orthographic peculiarities.

As indicated at the conclusion of the manuscript, the author completed the
text on Monday, 30 July 1792, according to the Coptic calendar (25 Abib 1508)
and the Islamic calendar (10 Dhu al-Hijja 1206). This timeframe coincided with
a period marked by a devastating plague that ravaged Egypt during the spring
of 1791, a calamity briefly referenced within the manuscript.2® The plague
exacted a grievous toll upon the populace, with historical records estimating a
mortality rate ranging from 1000 to 2000 individuals per day, including promi-
nent figures such as the Ottoman ruler of Egypt, Isma‘ll Bey. This epidemic,
indiscriminate in its impact, claimed lives across all demographic strata, insti-
gating profound economic and emotional upheavals that exacerbated existing
political instabilities, thereby precipitating protracted crises. This plague “did
not discriminate between the young and the old, the powerful and the weak,
the pious and the heathens.”30 Al-Jabarti, moreover, reported that Egyptians

28  Ms, appendix in typewriting. The legend of Josaphat and Barlaam is about an Indian king
who persecuted the Christians. As astrologers predicted that his own son would one day
convert to Christianity, the king decided put his son Josaphat in jail. The young prince met
the hermit Saint Barlaam and converted to Christianity. Later the father king converted to
Christianity as well and turned over his throne to Josaphat. The old king secluded himself
to the desert to become a hermit. Josaphat himself also later abdicated and retired to
his old teacher Barlaam. There is also an Arabic version of the legend which was known
among Arab Christians in medieval times. See for example, Isamu Taniguchi, “Story of
Barlaam and Josaphat as Crucible of Intercultural Communication”. Journal of Human
Sciences. St. Andrew’s University. 21/2 (1985), pp. 45-57.

29  A.Mikhail, “The nature of plague in late eighteenth-century Egypt’, Bulletin of the History
of Medicine, 82/ 2 (January 2008), pp. 249—275.

30  John Antes, Observations on the Manners and Customs of the Eqyptians, the Overflowing of
the Nile and its Effects ; with Remarks on the Plague and Other Subjects. Written During a
Residence of Twelve Years in Cairo and its Vicinity, London: Printed for J. Stockdale, 1800,
p- 47, as quoted by Mikhail, “The nature of plague,” p. 254.
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were only preoccupied with the question of death because “an uncounted
number of babies, youths, maidservants, slaves, Mamluks, soldiers, inspectors
and amirs all died in the spring of 1791.”3! Amidst such afflictions, the inhabit-
ants of Egypt sought solace in fervent prayers and supplications, endeavoring
to navigate the tempestuous currents of adversity. Analogously to their Muslim
counterparts, Copts residing in Ottoman Egypt confronted the dual scourges
of disease and socio-political turbulence, both in urban centers and rural
environs. The resurgence of popular religious practices emerged as a coping
mechanism, offering a means to imbue life with spiritual significance amidst
the prevailing uncertainties and adversities. In this context, the sirah assumes
the mantle of a religious instrument, proffering guidance rooted in orthodox
Christian doctrines and precepts as a response to the exigencies wrought by
calamity.

Wehave conducted a textual verification process of the revised material based
on the Michigan manuscript, comparing it against two manuscripts housed at
the Library of the University of G6ttingen, bearing the identifiers ([ DE-SUBG6tt
8 Cod. Ms. arab. 67—-1 Niedersichsische Staats-.und Universitétsbibliothek
Gottingen) symbolized in our edition as (£), and ([DE-SUBG6tt] 8 Cod. Ms.
arab. 68 Niedersichsische Staats- und Universitédtsbibliothek Gottingen) des-
ignated in the present edition as (). These manuscripts were acquired by the
University Library in 1888 as part of the legacy of the German Orientalist and
Old Testament exegete Ernst Bertheau (1812-1888), whose private library has
been donated to the university after his death. Noteworthy disparities among
the three manuscripts have been meticulously delineated, with the text being
segmented into paragraphs and punctuated to enhance readability. This com-
parative analysis serves to enrich the narrative by accentuating the storyteller’s
rhetorical devices, such as pauses, vocal inflections, interrogatives, and charac-
ter delineations. Additionally, the incorporation of biblical passages, apostolic
aphorisms, and hagiographic materials has been undertaken to augment the
thematic depth of the narrative.

The manuscript denoted as (/}) is characterized by its aesthetically pleas-
ing and lucid brown ink script, with occasional corrections executed in black
ink. Comprising 49 folios measuring 21.5 x 16 cm, each page contains 26 lines
rendered in a combination of black and red ink. Pagination is evident on both
the right and left margins of the pages, with select annotations appearing in
red. Despite the presence of diacritics for Arabic words, numerous errors are
discernible throughout the text. Additionally, stop marks in both red and black

31 Jabarti, Aja’ib al-Athar, vol. 4, p. 132, as quoted by Mikhail, “The nature of plague,’
PP- 254—255.
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ink are interspersed within the manuscript, alongside dots beneath certain
letters such as — and \. This particular copy appears to have been collated
against another manuscript, as evidenced by correspondences within the text
highlighting discrepancies and annotations inscribed in a distinct script using
black ink. The scribe frequently utilized a thin line to indicate errors, subse-
quently rectifying them in the margins. Certain words and phrases are under-
lined, with select terms emphasized in thick brown ink. The precise nature
of marginal annotations—whether they denote corrections or variations from
another manuscript—remains ambiguous, though contextual clues suggest
they represent discrepancies from another copy or text. Interpolations by the
scribe, often denoted in black ink between lines, further contribute to textual
modifications. Despite exhibiting good condition overall, instances of faded
brown ink, oil stains, and perforations adjacent to the text diminish the manu-
script’s readability. The first page reads:

Sﬂu@dﬂéjwjéw&\oﬁd.\@ 'W”)‘(“"US\U""US\&‘M
el o op g [MS] (p28 m Br aly OS] i 3

The last page reads:

e W By B g g9 Bl By DSl By 1 5
u,.q-\}.@.n Jf Le day 0 Cr.w,” C}.«g M"b‘) L@J\J \_:g) JLMJ OPEY AP
el o BSY1 RIS 5y £ Lol Gl ally ) g gVl Eilla,)

b & e o B ST u,:ﬁT A as I olesYly (\;Y\ A 2l
LSl Lol

In contrast, the alternate manuscript () housed at the University of Gottingen
Library features 115 folios measuring 21.5 x 15.5 cm, comprising 16 lines of text
inscribed in black and red ink. Pagination is situated at the top right and left
corners of the pages, with sporadic instances of faded ink and certain words
rewritten in bold black ink. Notably, this copy demonstrates a greater degree of
textual accuracy compared to (J), addressing concerns regarding the integrity
of the text. Although lacking in diacritics, the manuscript is largely punctuated
and devoid of marginal annotations. Erasure marks are evident, particularly
on the right side of left pages, while oily stains and perforations adjacent to the
text do not significantly impair readability. Of particular interest are German
phrases appended above select words, presumably providing lexical equiva-
lents for Arabic terms, a practice likely attributed to Ernst Bertheau, who also
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taught Arabic at the University of Goéttingen. The manuscript’s concluding
page bears the name “al-Qalytbi,” suggesting a potential scribe responsible for
its reproduction:

¢ oWl oy B ey ¢ Jle 5 e D sedly ¢ JLSTly Ll el
oo

The first page of this manuscript starts with:

B i 4 ey (5 All) gy (s L i ay ¢ ) e Al ey
LB ey el b A e o Py PSS s )
) I ey

The last one ends with:

Sy LY LIS 5y oS (spal) ol dand) omally agad) g gVl

o ol ¢ oAl ey ol Y1 5T 0 gunl

In our edition, we drew inspiration from the work of Georges Bohas, Katia
Zakharia, and Salam Diab on the critical edition of Sirat al-Malik al-Zahir
Baybars.3? Their critical apparatus, accompanied by the original text in the
Syrian dialect, serves to underscore the narrative’s literary and linguistic rich-
ness. The sirah under investigation is composed in the colloquial Egyptian dia-
lect, occasionally interspersed with colloquial Levantine Arabic expressions.
Such texts often depart from conventional grammatical norms, resulting in
phonetic irregularities, linguistic idiosyncrasies, and deviations from standard
linguistic conventions. Furthermore, the religious content and Christian ter-
minology within these narratives, drawing from Coptic, Greek, and Syriac lan-
guages, necessitated interpretive elucidation.

A significant challenge encountered pertained to the inconsistency in word
spellings and their respective meanings. This observation suggests that writers
and scribes of the period adhered to an oral tradition and transcribed words
as they were phonetically heard. Our approach entailed copying the text while

32 Georges Bohas, Katia Zakharia and Salam Diab (eds.), Sirat al-Malik al-Zahir Baybars,
Texte arabe de la recension damascéne, vol 1, (Institut Francais du Proche-Orient, 2013).
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preserving its original form and language, including any errors made by the
scribe. Marginal annotations were provided to denote potential interpreta-
tions of ambiguous words. We deemed it imperative to maintain this testa-
ment of published text, thereby illuminating its meaning and facilitating
comprehension while retaining all grammatical, linguistic, and orthographic
idiosyncrasies.

We conducted a meticulous review and editing process, segmenting the text
into paragraphs and incorporating punctuation marks to enhance contextual
understanding. These marks animate the narrative by signaling the storytell-
er’s pauses, vocal inflections, queries, and character dialogues. Additionally,
modern Arabic biblical texts (in the edition) and English translations (in the
study), along with contextualized interpretations of apostolic and saintly say-
ings, and definitions of religious terms, titles, and functions, were provided to
aid readers in unraveling the text’s religious, cultural, and social milieu during
its composition period.

To facilitate comprehension, we organized the text into paragraphs, devised
titles for stories and anecdotes based on their thematic content, which were
absent in the original manuscript, and appended analytical indexes at the
text’s conclusion to elucidate readers on the religious, ethical, literary, cultural,
and social dimensions encapsulated within the sirah’s narrative.

Despite prioritizing brevity and conciseness over linguistic flourish and
vocabulary selection, the author adheres to the saj*style (rhymed lines) when
composing the introduction, rhythmically arranging its paragraphs. Within the
sirah, we discern the author’s extensive religious erudition mirrored in their
language, as evidenced by the prevalent scriptural vocabulary throughout the
narrative. The text may be interpreted as emblematic of the linguistic vernacu-
lar prevalent in Egyptian society, particularly within the milieu of Alexandria.

Moreover, we provide a compendium of commonly misspelled words recur-
rent in the edited text, aiming to acquaint readers with these lexical nuances:

Correct spelling Original spelling
writing the endings of names and verbs:
Alif magsura (s limited/restricted alif) is written as mamduda () horizontal)

S Lo
A g
el el
oy RIY)



INTRODUCTION 13

Alif mamduda () horizontal) is written as magstira (s limited/restricted)
KUY i
i TRES
Omitting the overdots of the ta’ marbuta when it is pronounced as £a’ in col-
loquial dialect. The overdots are left when it is pronounced as ta@’

V] oS!
o)l 5Lkl
3! odend!
45 45
P andl
SJlo asJlo
g g
Aads dads

B nodl YEPN|

The ta’ marbita is written as ta’ maftitha (open)

L e el e
sl ol
Blses cblses
ssle osle
TIPS §

The tha’ is written as ta@’ according to the Egyptian dialect
g -
e e
The dhal is written as dal
&, &,
1573 s>
Ay sy
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s s
s BV
13| N
LSS B
Sl gy
The dhal is written as zay
ZQ;Y\ & j}f\
Deleting the hamza or repeating it as substitute for the vowel mad or using
ya@ instead
51 0l ) ol
ity LI\s
e e
dxos) dxos)
Sy o
S, Sy,
ol G
u"ﬂ oY)
IRy GY
G Ry
elsaYl Sy
Gy by
Using ya’ as substitute for the alif magsiira
Syt Syt
Using the connecting hamza instead of regular hamza and vice versa
R &Y
e o
ol ol
o o]

3 3
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Writing the middle hamza incorrectly or substituting it with ya’ or removing
the hamza at the end

Lle Lle
st st
s 5L oLl
5,00 55 0!
B ok
S S
cj 5 o)
e ol
;;;‘5‘ o
Uil bl
sl el
LYy sl LYy Al
el I
Ignoring the grammatical effect of lam in the present tense

el o) el o)
G2 iy o
g o) s ]

Jp o Jp o

Using lam instead of lamma

RNtR letil o
Using lam instead of laysa
W e WY WY

The use of dad instead za@’
U s, b slol
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Mixing sounds of letters

RAE 2SS
28 o8
T BN Cigalied)
S S

Finally, we appended analytical indices to facilitate readers’ comprehension of
the religious, moral, literary, cultural, and social aspects presented in the text.

3 The Sirah in Focus: Summary of the Tales

Like the aforementioned homilies, the sirah has an educational objective of
criticizing the laity’s laxity in their religious duties. It takes the form of nine-
teen hikaya (stories) and one gissa (tale), each of which tackles specific ‘vices’
prevalent among the Coptic community of its time. The main character, Nusayr,
was well-versed in Coptic religious culture, and the narrator of the sirah was a
certain Yusuf Yuhanna. It opens by narrating that Nusayr and his wife Thabita,
meaning “gazelle,” were named after a biblical female figure described as
“devoted to good works and acts of charity” (Acts 9:36). Nusayr and Thabita
were wealthy but saddened that they had no children. Thabita regularly vis-
ited the church of Mary Morkos in Alexandria to supplicate to God for a child
to inherit their wealth. The Lord looked upon their sorrow and humility and
wanted to comfort their hearts and mend their brokenness. On some nights,
while priest Nusayr was in the monastery, he fell asleep and saw in a dream
that he was walking in a garden and had a vine branch in his hand. He planted
it in the ground of the garden, and it turned green, became leafy, and bloomed.
He ate from that tree and rejoiced greatly, glorifying God. After a while, he saw
that it had withered, and there was nothing left of it but dry wood like firewood
in the oven. He was saddened by this and became bewildered. He called upon
God the Almighty Whose wonders are beyond human minds to return it to
green. God answered his prayers, and each harvest of the plant could fill a big
bag. In the same night, Thabita saw with her own eyes that she would conceive
and give birth to a son who would be raised in knowledge and good manners.
After that, he would slip from his parents’ grasp and engage in unrighteous
matters. But there is no need to be sad, for he will return and become a bet-
ter person than before. When they woke up, they recounted these stories to
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the people present. The priests and the people told them that God had seen
the child He would give to them and that He had shown them a sign of him
before his birth, for God is knowledgeable of all things. They pointed out that
the grapevine refers to the child, without a doubt. Its dryness is his running from
his parent’s grasp, but he will return just as the grapevine gets green again. They
assured Nusayr and his wife that it was a minor matter and that they should not
worry about it or rush things, as their son will finally return back to God’s path.

In that year, Thabita became pregnant. Being overjoyed, the new parents
increased charity towards the poor. When she completed nine months, she
gave birth to a boy, and they named him Murqus. All their acquaintances in
Alexandria were delighted. When the boy was forty days old, they took him to
the covenant of St. Mark the Evangelist, where he was baptized by the priests.
In the presence of the Patriarch, a great celebration and a holy mass were
held. They also held a feast for a week in honor of the baby and the priests.
On the seventh day, they put on their best clothes and made great celebra-
tions with hymns. When Murqus turned five years old, he was admitted to the
kuttab (religious school), where he learned the basic religious doctrines, such
as prophecies, messages, psalms, melodies, and hymns. He also learned eth-
ics and wisdom and became a deacon at the age of ten. When he heard the
Patriarch talking about fasting on Wednesdays, Fridays, and all the other man-
datory fasts, he embraced them and started praying at night and during the
day, and he fasted every day. He never left the convent and served it day and
night. When he reached the age of twenty, his father wanted him to get mar-
ried to a daughter of an archon (an elite civilian leader in the church). Murqus
opposed his father and angrily left the house to spend his time sitting with lay-
people slowly. He left the service in the monastery and began to eat, drink, and
associate with sinners and drunken people along the alleys. Now he searched
for the locations where wine and meat were consumed with no restrain, and
he entirely broke his fast even on Wednesdays and Fridays.

One day, the father saw Murqus intoxicated on the street, uttering abu-
sive words in public. Nusayr remembered the vision of the grapes and gen-
tly accompanied his son back home, putting him to sleep. Murqus fell asleep
from his drunkenness like a dead person. When he woke up, his father admon-
ished him, saying that “Satan had hit him with three great strikes: abandoning
prayers and fasting, breaking the fast on Wednesdays and Fridays, and drunk-
enness, which was the root of all evils.”33

In each story, the narrator cited Gospel verses to support the religious argu-
ments employed by both Nusayr and Murqus. Regarding the abuse of alcohol,

33  Edited Arabic text, p. 64.
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Nusayr referred to Paul’s Epistle to the Corinthians (6: 9—10), which states that
drunkards will be among the “unrighteous” who shall not inherit the king-
dom of God. Murqus, on the other hand, depicted his father as “mad” and “not
understanding,” since the words of Jesus are more valuable than the epistle
of Paul. Jesus allowed his disciples to eat and drink “whatever house ye enter”
(Luke 10: 5-7). Murqus argued that it was not about drinking water but wine
made from grapes. Jesus did not entirely sanction the use of wine (John 2:
1-11). Nusayr agreed that this argument was true, but he argued that liberty in
the consumption of meat or wine was not a token of being “better” or “worse”
in the sight of God. As Murqus now shunned the rules of Jesus, he became
a “stumbling block” to the “weak people” (Corinthians 8: 8—9) of Alexandria.
Murqus maintained that he did not commit any grave sins, such as murder,
fornication, theft, false testimony, or injustice, but only ate meat, drank wine,
and abandoned fasting. He was adamant that fasting is harmful to the body,
relating the first story in the sirah about “the mouse living beside the church,’
which his father did not know.

31 The Mouse Living beside the Church
The tale of the mouse living by the church is a cautionary tale that highlights
the spiritual benefits of fasting. According to this story, a group of mice liv-
ing close to the church was eating its bread in the neighborhood. Their leader
once heard a vicar in the church preaching that because of his fasting, Elijah
ascended to heaven alive, and Joseph became the king of Egypt. The leader
mouse became sad and returned to his group, calling upon them to start fasting
as they had been heedless for a long time by eating and drinking, wasting the
oil of the monastery, breaking the glass, and harming people. The mice were
surprised to hear this from their ‘sheikh, but he replied that he was informed
that fasting bestows great ranks. The mice answered that he had to fast alone
as they had no energy to follow him. If he decided to force them, they, old and
young, would gather and snap him with their teeth and scribble him with their
nails to death. After fasting for three days, the leader mouse started to lose his
power. While people were gathering in the monastery, as was their habit, the
‘mad’ mouse walked on the rope. He fell to the ground, and the gathering killed
him and threw him to a cat. The cause of the mouse’s destruction and short
life was fasting, which means that “neither every fasting person will inherit the
paradise, nor every eater will descend to hell.”3+

In his reply to this tale, the father said they were not to blame for killing
the mouse, since flies and pests are not obliged to fast. But for people, Nusayr
quoted David’s words as an example: “I humbled my soul with fasting; and my

34  Edited Arabic text, p. 67.
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prayer returned into mine bosom” (Psalms 35:13). The father warned his son
again not to rebel against his advice and to avoid evil and sins because drunk-
ards and fornicators “will not inherit the kingdom of God” (Corinthian 1, 6:9).
If the son remained indulgent, he would face the same fate as “the cats of Darb
al-Fawwala [a district in Cairo],” a tale that stresses the merit of satisfaction

3.2 The Cats of Darb al-Fawwala

In Darb al-Fawwala in Cairo, the people were poor, but they had more than
1500 cats living in the neighborhood. They used to cook lentils one night,
soaked beans on another night, and salt with bread on another night. As fish
was a rare treat, the inhabitants of this neighbourhood used sticks to chase the
cats away from it. Due to their hunger and misery, the cats gathered and urged
their ‘sheikh’ to search for another place to live, threatening to scratch him
with their claws if he did not comply. Terrified, the leader cat went searching
and found a slaughterhouse where they immediately moved. For three years,
they ate meat, intestines, and blood of slaughtered animals until they became
as fat as sheep.

A group of people from Rome passed by the coasts of Egypt on their boats,
asking about ‘fat cats’ which they would purchase for one dinar each. The
workers in the slaughterhouse set up traps for the cats to catch and sell them to
the khawajas (Europeans) until the last one was gone. They offered to buy it for
a dinar. The leader cat fled to save his life and returned home, being satisfied
with lentils instead of lamb. Satiety and greed destroyed his ‘brothers, and they
were just like those who “walk after their malignant lusts will not be having
God’s Spirit” (Jude 1:18-19). The father warned his son that if he did not return
home, he would disavow him as his son. Murqus harshly replied to his father
that “harsh words cut the veins of love;” and that judgment would be upon his
father. In Murqus’ words, “Why do you insult me, ignorant? Rise and open the
door for me to leave your home, just as you let me enter. Because I obeyed your
ruined mind and lack of knowledge, and acted crazy like you by fasting, I will
face the same fate as the shipmaster who fell into hell because of fasting.”

3.3 The Shipmaster Who Fell into Hell because of Fasting

Nusayr was surprised that a person who was obedient to God and fasting
would descend into hell. In his tale, Murqus said that “the people of experi-
ence” (Ahl al-khibra) narrated a story about a generous shipmaster who used
to take with him on each voyage “three hundred sheep, two thousand chickens,
five hundredweights of butter, and fifty barrels of wine.” He would serve pas-
sengers, sailors, and workers as much food and drink as they wished. Due to his
generosity, people eagerly sought jobs on his ship even without any income.
He was certain that he emanated blessings from them as long as they had the
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power to face the tides and horrors of the sea. Therefore, food and drink would
strengthen them to endure their day’s tiredness and their night’s stay. There
was, however, an objection that his ship workers would drink wine as well.
They had been enjoying this beauty of life until a priest joined them on his
way to visit Jerusalem. The priest refused to sit with them at the table when
he saw their lavish lifestyle. During the next night, the sea became wild, and
they became very exhausted. The priest helped them, and during this time, he
started preaching to them that the cause of their fatigue was their negligence
of fasting and prayers. The shipmaster ordered them to stop indulging in eat-
ing and drinking and to fast like the monks in the desert (as the sea is as “pure”
as the desert). They should eat lentils, beans, and dry bread soaked in water
from sunset to sunset at once. On Wednesday and Friday, no fire should be lit.
After two months of avoiding meat and wine, they lost their minds due to their
weakness and accomplished all their shipmaster’s orders wrongly. They also
soon became affected by stomachache, paralysis, and pimples due to a lack
of nutrition and much starving. One night, ten of them died and were thrown
into the sea like ‘hounds.” The ship workers rebelled and went to their master,
saying that ‘damned’ fasting and those who ordered it. They much regretted
that they obeyed the ‘crazy’ priest who was accompanied by Satan Iblis the
day he had joined them onboard. Fearing that his workers might murder him,
the shipmaster plotted against them by asking them to slaughter ten sheep to
eat and drink wine so that they would “retrieve their power” and “strengthen
their bone.” For him and the priest, they were requested to slaughter chickens.
The shipmaster’s heart was filled with “satanic swindle,” and while they were
eating and drinking, as if it were the Feast of the Ascension, he fired them
with his cannon, which had already been prepared to shoot the spot of their
gathering. The priest was shocked. When he refused to give the shipmaster a
religious edict that it was lawful what they had done, the shipmaster stran-
gled the priest and threw him into the sea. Later, the shipmaster regretted his
acts by blaming fasting as “ugly” as it brings people to hell. As he now lost his
people and money, his ship became useless. Satan imbued him with more evil
thoughts, and he strangled himself. The “angels of anger” took him to hell as his
abode. Murqus concluded that “the cause of his [the shipmaster] annihilation
was fasting and its evils[...] and those who advised people to invalidate one’s
power are the enemy who seeks one’s death.”3> The shipmaster’s strict adher-
ence to fasting leads to disastrous consequences, and his subsequent regret
and self-destruction may be interpreted as a warning against taking religious
practices to the point of harm.

35  Edited Arabic text, p. 75.
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Father Nusayr responded to his son by referring to verses from the Gospel
and Torah that warn against “overcharging” the heart with consummation
(Luke 21:34), “hardening” one’s heart and “forgetting God” by “eating to the full”
(Deuteronomy 8:12—14), and “weeping” for “drinkers of wine” (Joel 1:5). In that
case, if the son continued to eat excessively, he would experience what hap-
pened to the “hound with the priest” (tale 4).

3.4 The Hound with the Priest

This tale focuses on the idea of deceit and greediness. A monk was living in
one of the monasteries, and overnight he lit an oil lamp in his room. A fox
came every night to extinguish the lamp filament, drink the oil, break the
cresset, and run away. Due to his loss, the monk prepared a trap close to the
lamp. After the fox fell into the trap, he called upon a dog walking on the wall.
Descending the wall, the dog was surprised that such a cunning fox among all
animals in the wilderness had fallen into this trap. The fox complained to the
dog about humans who caught him for a reason, namely: the priest of the mon-
astery recently died, and the people caught the fox against his will to replace
the priest in his office. As the dog was curious to know about the priest’s func-
tions, the fox cunningly said that he was always “invited to marriage ceremo-
nies being placed on the highest ranks, and [people] presented to him roasted
chicken, lamb meat, and stuffed geese, etc.; and people eat only from his left-
overs.” The dog believed the forged story and suggested replacing the fox in
the trap. The dog untied the “sly” fox, who tied the dog in his place in a “cruel,
ugly, satanic way” and ran away. When the priest came and found the dog in
the trap, he fetched a hard stick and started to smash the dog’s head to toe until
the dog lost his voice and blood came out from his head and nose, while the
fox was jumping and laughing by saying “consecrate [or evangelize] him more
as he needs another rank [in the priesthood].” Due to the heavy beating, the
rope was cut, and the dog ran away. He regretfully cried and said: if one trusts
his enemy about oneself is just as this who enters his hand in the mouth of a
serpent.” Nusayr concluded that this was the fate of anybody greedy in eating,
making their belly their God (Philippians 3:19) and not abstaining from fleshly
lusts (1 Peter 2:11). The story shows how a clever and cunning fox was able to
manipulate a naive and trusting dog to take his place in a trap, ultimately lead-
ing to the dog’s brutal punishment. The use of biblical and religious references
throughout the story adds depth and meaning to the narrative, highlighting
the idea that excessive indulgence and the pursuit of worldly pleasures can
lead one astray from their spiritual path. The story also suggests that knowl-
edge alone is not enough to guard against such pitfalls; one must also have the
wisdom and discernment to recognize deception and resist temptation.
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Murqus replied to his father that he himself knows many things in the
Scriptures and his father should not “sell gems at the market of pearls.” It was a
waste of time to continue the conversation as the father became imbecile and
foolish. When he obeyed him to observe fasting in the past, he was like “the
Berber People.”

3.5 The Berber People

In the Egyptian Oases, a group of Berbers arrived and stayed in Egypt for many
days. They sought to eat dates, as it was the habit in their lands, but found it to
be an expensive commodity in Egypt. They suggested to a group of them that
they travel and bring dates from their lands for trade. One of them said that as
dates were weighed and sold in Egypt with a scale, but not by other traditional
methods as in their lands, they would make much profit, become as rich as the
khawajat (foreign Europeans), and possess their own houses. Others wished
to earn much money and make their own askar sultan (military of the sultan)
or purchase a big piece of land and become a shaykh balad (burgomaster or
chief district). They traveled and purchased dates at a very cheap price, which
would be very rewarding if sold in Southern Egypt. After many days on sea,
they ran out of food and started to eat from their dates. When they had eaten
up two sacks, they decided to fast during the day, otherwise, the dates would
completely run out, and their efforts would become fruitless. During the break-
ing of their fast, they would only eat three dates; if anyone clandestinely ate
more than that, they would be slaughtered and thrown in the sea. After the first
week of fasting, they lost their energy and became dizzy, which made some of
them go to the bottom of the ship to eat more and wash their face so that they
could not be suspected of eating more. Out of fear of being seen, the kernels
of the eaten dates would sometimes fall into one’s lap. In that case, their travel
mates would gather and slaughter him, throwing his belongings with him into
the sea. They continued to do so until they all perished, except for one person.
Other passengers and ship-workers suggested to the shipmaster to slaughter
this last Berber man and take the dates for themselves.

The story portrays the consequences of greed and shortsightedness. The
Berbers in the story were driven by their desire for wealth and success, but in
the end, they ended up perishing due to their own actions. Murqus believed
that the cause of their death and short life was fasting: “Wa law kan al-sum
shuratuh maslithin, lam yamuta al-Barbar madbuhin (if fasting had had some-
thing good in it, the Berbers would not have been slaughtered).” The Gospel
said “Eat and drink,” and did not say “starve to death.” Nusayr did not agree
because the Berbers perished due to their lack of mind; “if any one of them had
eaten one pound of dates a day, the dates would never have run out, and their
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age would not have been shortened.” The father Nusayr now labeled his son as
ignorant for not accepting the advice, just as the Scriptures say, “Reprove not
a scorner, lest he hate thee” (Proverbs 9:8). If Murqus were not discontinued,
his father would request from Jesus Christ to let him meet the same fate as “the
Monks of the Monastery of Saint Samuel [the Confessor]” whom God let per-
ish because of their greediness and satiety.”

3.6 The Monks of the Monastery of Saint Samuel

Murqus became more rebellious and mocked his father by laughing at him and
clapping his hands. The father was disappointed, but he forgave his son accord-
ing to (Peter 1, 3:9) by “Not rendering evil for evil, or railing for railing.” As for
the tale of the monks of the Monastery of Saint Samuel in southern Egypt,
five of them were in charge of achieving the necessities outside the monastery,
which was close to Fayyum. During their visit to Fayyum, they went to visit a
sick archon, who was always kind to them. Coming close to the archon and
kissing his head, they were infected and became weaker. People of wisdom
advised them to fast as cure. But the monks were convinced that lack of sati-
ety will be the cause of weakness and pain; and decided to eat meat, salted
fish and old cheese. The more their bodies became swollen and the more their
spirits became bored, the more they ate till their bellies became big as large
jars. People advised the monks to fast one day every week according to doctors’
advice. The monks refused to fast because “anybody killing himself by hun-
ger will be put into the hell.” Due to the monks’ supposed wisdom and knowl-
edge of the monastery, they requested the people to prepare a sheep for them,
since eating meat and drinking wine would be the cause of their cure accord-
ing to the Scriptures: “bread strengthens man’s heart and wine that makes the
heart of man glad” (Psalms 15:104). The people believed them and prepared
the sheep for their meal and gave them grape wine, which was abundant in
Fayyum. The monks sat on their knees and started to greedily eat without recit-
ing “Our Father in the Heaven.” As a result of their greediness and lack of satis-
faction, they laid on their backs as “one’s belly became blown and higher than
the chest”. The people thought that they would sweat in the night and become
better. After a while, they went to check upon them, but found the five monks
dead while the food flowing out of their mouths. As they were worried that the
ruler would accuse them of murdering and robbing the monks, the hosts threw
their corpses in remote land where dogs and crows had eaten them.

The story presented is a combination of two different tales, both of which
carry acommon theme of the danger of excessive behavior, whether it is exces-
sive rebellion and disrespect or excessive indulgence and lack of self-control.
The first tale is about Murqus, who becomes increasingly rebellious towards his
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father, mocking and disrespecting him. However, his father chooses to forgive
him, following the biblical teaching of not rendering evil for evil. The second
tale is about the five monks who become sick and refuse to follow the advice
of people of wisdom and fast, believing that indulging in rich food and wine
would cure them. However, their excessive indulgence leads to their untimely
death, demonstrating the danger of lack of self-control and the importance of
moderation and balance. Nusayr stated that “the cause of this ‘cheap’ death
was their ‘avid’ souls”. Their “asserted” wisdom let them perish. Solomon, son
of David said “wisdom will never enter the soul of a wrong-doer, nor dwell in
a body enslaved to sin” (Book of Wisdom, 1:4). In addition, as Nusayr main-
tained, the Scriptures testified that when the Children of Israel had desired
meat instead what the Lord had bestowed upon them as manna, His anger
fell upon them and “twenty-three thousand” of them had died on one day. The
son Murqus was hopeless because of his father’s “
what he named as “people of knowledge” when saying “ obey this who does not

useless nonsense.” He quoted

obey you” and “take your grown-up son as a brother of yours’, but the father
due to the absence of his mind wanted his son to willingly starve or die end-
ing up into dwelling the Hell because of this suicide. For Murqus, his father’s
words were not higher than the Father Patriarch who permitted the shepherd
to break his fasting during his life.

3.7 Father Patriarch who Permitted the Shepherd to Break his Fasting

This story is well-known in Christian religious literature, affirming the sig-
nificance of simple prayers. A Christian bishop reached a remote island by
boat and met an old man ashore who lived a spartan existence. The hundred-
twenty-year-old man was a baptized Christian who had chosen the island in
search of salvation with his sheep cattle, of which he slaughtered for their flesh
and fat in his meals. The bishop asked him how he used to calculate the days of
fasting and how to pray. The shepherd said that he had neither observed fasting
nor prayers for such a long period, except that he used to glorify the name of
God as a child. At sunset, he directed himself to the East for one hour, repeat-
ing “Ghanamati wa ‘asati ya rabb ighfir li sayyati” (my sheep and stick, God
forgive my sins). He also used to eat meat in the morning and in the evening.
The bishop strongly reproached the shepherd as lacking in mind and becom-
ing a “companion of beasts”. He was living in “falsehood” without fasting on
Wednesdays, Fridays, or the forty days, and the shepherd did not deserve salva-
tion even though he was a Christian. The bishop started to teach him prayers
as Jesus had taught his disciples. The bishop left the island on the boat when
the wind had calmed down after tiring efforts of teaching the shepherd how to
pray. The shepherd soon forgot all prayers, even “Our Father”. He quickly took
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pelts of one of his dead sheep floating on the river. As he was on the pelts, he
ordered it to hurry after the boat of the bishop. After he had reached the boat,
he requested the bishop to remind him of the prayers as he forgot. Seeing this,
the bishop became terrified and asked the “saint” shepherd to return to his
previous state of affairs. Whenever anybody would come and order the shep-
herd to fast, he had to beat him with his stick. By this, the bishop allowed the
shepherd not to observe fasting, since Paradise is not only for fasting people.
It is worth noting that Coptic children are often told the story by their grand-
parents to urge them to regularly observe their prayers. The above-mentioned
“Ghanamati wa ‘asatiya rabb ighfir li sayyati” is a mantra that Copts repeat in
their hymns. The story also resembles “The Three Helmets,” a famous short
story written by Leo Tolstoy in 1885, and first published in 1886 in the weekly
periodical Niva and later translated into English in 1907. Although the Russian
version has different characters, these three old helmets, who were taught by
a bishop, were able to walk on the surface of water to catch the fishing boat
of their teacher to remind them of their forgotten prayers. The bishop was
humbled that the hermits were real men of God who should pray for him and
other sinners.36

While the story may serve as a reminder of the importance of prayer and
simplicity, it also perpetuates a narrow and rigid view of religious practice. The
bishop’s initial condemnation of the shepherd’s practices suggests that there is
only one correct way to practice Christianity, and that those who deviate from
this norm are somehow deficient. This view overlooks the diversity and rich-
ness of religious practice and suggests that there is only one way to connect
with the divine. By this tale, the son concluded that his father should refrain
from this talk because food is not a sin. As the Psalm says, one can fill their
heart with joy when grain, wine, and oil are abundant, and with them, they will
lie down and sleep in safety (Psalm 4:7-8). The father was worried that if he
withdrew his attention, the devil would possess his son, since Paul affirms that
neither thieves nor abusers will inherit the kingdom of God (1 Corinthians 6:9).
Adam was expelled from paradise simply because he ate from the forbidden
tree. If the son does not obey and repent, he may face the same fate as Monk
Cyricus who deserted the monastery for his father’s wealth.

3.8 Monk Cyricus Who Deserted the Monastery for His Father’s Wealth

Cyricus was the son of an Egyptian archon who had dedicated him to the mon-
astery, as was the case with Murqus. The head of the monastery found Cyricus
naive but very dedicated to worship and fasting. Due to his religious exercises,

36  http://www.online-literature.com/tolstoy/2896/ (last accessed 19 September 2022).
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the head elevated him to the position of monk. Cyricus exerted even more
effort by fasting for a whole week without eating anything except dry bread
and water. People would come seeking his blessings and healing. The other
monks in the monastery became jealous and asked the head to assign Cyricus
other duties like theirs and to go outside to arrange the affairs of the monas-
tery with them. Cyricus agreed and left the monastery with them. He entered
the neighborhood where he was born and was warmly greeted by his acquain-
tances and his father’s friends, who honored him greatly. They informed him
that his father had recently passed away, leaving behind a substantial inheri-
tance for him. They ate together, drank wine, and ate meat in small amounts
until he became accustomed to these eating habits over time. His compan-
ions convinced him to leave the monastery, take his father’'s money, marry
a woman, and become a wealthy man with children to continue his father’s
legacy to “see thy children’s children” (Psalm 128:6). He was also encouraged
to abandon fasting and prayer and to start drinking wine early in the morning.
After he retrieved his father’s money from those who had illegally obtained it,
he neglected his religious practices. When the monks saw him behaving like
that, they condemned him. He insulted the monks and likened them to “wild
beasts,” while comparing himself and his lifestyle to that of kings. He contin-
ued to eat and drink to excess, saying that it made him stronger and healthier.
With a bulging stomach, he walked out of his new palace, loosening his belt
and shaking his waist. While heavily drunken, he fell to his death from a high
place onto a wooden spine in his stomach. The people in his house buried him
in a deserted well, propagating the rumor that the son had taken his father’s
money and returned to the monastery because he did not want to marry and
preferred the Hereafter and its grace. Overall, the story seems to emphasize
the importance of religious practices and the danger of succumbing to worldly
temptations. It also highlights the potential conflict between religious teach-
ings and individual beliefs and desires. Murqus, the son, deemed the monk
crazy, asserting that David used to drink wine and eat meat, and that King
Solomon was not satisfied with a thousand women, although salvation ema-
nates from his offspring, referring to (1 Kings, Chapter 11:1-3) where it is written
that “he had seven hundred wives, princesses, and three hundred concubines:
and his wives turned away his heart.” The son disagrees with his father and
reminds him of the story of the bull and the farmer.

3.9 The Bull and the Farmer

There once was a farmer who bought a bull and fed it until it became very big.
With another farmer who had a similar bull, they rented a large piece of land,
about one hundred acres. The two farmers tied the bulls up to plow from early
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morning until evening without any help. This made the bull anxious, and he
began to complain to the other animals about his suffering and exhaustion. He
was tied up all day without rest, unlike all the other animals. He noticed four
pairs of oxen in another field that worked during the day, helping each other
to plow and then rest, eat their food contentedly. The bull was advised to fast
and stop eating beans and to strengthen himself with straw for a whole week.
The hope was that the farmer would sympathize with the bull and release it
from the plow. However, when the farmer saw the bull starving and falling to its
knees, he became sad. He then dragged the bull out of the field to the market,
selling it for less than its value to the butchers for slaughter and sale. Murqus
claims that the reason for the bull’s short life was the fasting, and he stresses
that he will never fast again, even if his father were to tie his feet with a tight
rope. Murqus cites Isaiah, saying, “If the Lord is with me, who can harm me?”
(Isaiah 40:26). The story highlights the danger of making hasty decisions based
on temporary situations. The bull’s decision to fast in hopes of being released
from plowing ultimately led to its demise.

In his response, the father Nusayr argues that animals were created for the
purpose of being used by humans in agriculture and for other purposes, such
as being slaughtered and eaten. He asserts that animals do not experience
pleasure or suffering in death because their souls are their blood. Furthermore,
in the Torah, it is emphasized that we must not forget our Lord and must keep
His words, laws, and decrees (Deuteronomy 8:11). Nusayr admonishes his son
to turn away from his transgression, lest he will suffer the same fate as the king
who destroyed his city while in a drunken stupor.

310  The King Who Destroyed His City while in a Drunken Stupor

The king in the tale was known for his piety, justice, and compassion. He regu-
larly fasted by eating bread and salt at night, did not consume meat or wine,
and prayed punctually. However, he had a knowledgeable minister who enter-
tained evil thoughts and convinced the king to indulge in the “abundance of
God’s blessings” by consuming meat and wine like the kings of other cities.
The minister repeatedly convinced the king to change his habits until he gave
in. One day, the minister urged the king to issue a decree to bring a shipment
of raisins for the people to take for free, which they could then use to make
wine and ‘araq. After consuming meat and wine, the king became a drunkard,
climbed the roof of his palace and shot at his people in the great market, kill-
ing over 8000 people, including men, khawajat, women, young men, children,
and many of his own soldiers. The king was informed that the exhaustion and
destruction of the city were a result of the soldiers’ deaths. The king then took
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up his sword, killed everyone in the palace while being drunk all day. When he
woke up from his drunkenness, palace elites found him sad and approached
him, kissing both his hands. The king blamed himself for destroying his king-
dom and held the minister who gave him bad advice accountable. For this rea-
son, the king found that the minister deserved to be destroyed, cut into pieces
with sword, and thrown to the dogs for deceiving him. The minister’s relatives
sought protection from the neighboring king, as their king had gone mad and
destroyed the city, killing people. The neighboring king was advised by them
to invade it with ease, as all the ministers and leaders had been destroyed, and
there was no one left who was clever or who could stand in front of him with
a weapon. They offered their support as they knew their kingdom’s streets
and alleys. When the king verified their words, he took ten thousand horse-
men from the army and attacked the city, becoming its king in three days and
looting all the money; slaves, and goods. He punished the people in the palace
severely until they revealed to him the king’s treasures, gold, and all the pre-
cious items. He took all of them, and the king fled in the darkness. They cap-
tured the losing king, blinded his eyes, tied him with a rope like a dog, such as
the captivity of Babylon. After that, he died a wretched death in a mud house.
All of this was due to his extravagance and drunkenness, as he obeyed and low-
ered himself from virtue to vice, bringing calamity upon himself, losing both
this life and the hereafter. Nusayr quotes Ezekiel, stating that those who dis-
obey God will suffer His fiery wrath, as silver is melted in a furnace (22: 21-22).
He concludes by saying that the most wretched and impure of people are those
who are advised to do good but do the opposite.

Murqus confronted him, saying, it has been said not to forsake the teachings
of the Scriptures and follow strange doctrines. If he were to be condemned
to hell as wine drinker, then Abraham and Lot should be condemned as they
became drunk and slept with his daughters, and from whom children were
born (Genesis 18: 1-8 and Genesis 19: 30—38). The Lord did not count it as a
sin, nor did he seek punishment for him. The son seems to be questioning the
consistency of his father’s beliefs and challenging him to reconsider his posi-
tion. Murqus declares that he is inclined to beat his father and kill him as he
becomes weary of his continuous admonitions regarding the perils of drunk-
enness, when there is no record of any prophet who abstained from drinking.
He refuses to comply with his father’s demands or heed his words, for if he
does, it will lead to an outcome similar to the one that befell the peasant man.

3.1 The Peasant Man
There was a Christian farmer who lived in Upper Egypt. He used to cultivate
and harvest his land, but in some years his crops were abundant, and the
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yield increased. So he thought to himself to sell the crops and buy cattles to
feed himself and his children with their best products. He did just that, and
he bought sheep, buffalo, and cows. He and his children ate together, and
he slaughtered sheep to feed his family and others during the summer until
the Great Fast and the fast of forty days. They had plenty of livestock, and
on the Friday of the Feast, the head of the household told his eldest son if
they have fasted, and they have already preserved so much of their livestock
that it is worth several dinars. If they fasted for another six months, they could
accumulate enough wealth to become like the khawajat, who owned shops
in the city, bought slaves and maidservants, and traveled to Jerusalem for pil-
grimage. As a result, the family started to eat only stale bread and fast. If they
desired food, they would cook lentils and eat them with flaxseed oil. Afterward,
they became sick and had intestinal problems. When diarrhea struck
them, they died one by one, both men and women. Their parents spent all the
wealth they had collected from the livestock on medicine and treatments, but
nothing helped them. The man and his wife were saddened as eight of their
children died, but only the eldest son remained. His mother became so weak
from grief and poisoned the livestock, which was the cause of her children’s
death. When her husband returned and saw the dead animals, he became
devastated as his fortune was now destroyed. The wife blamed him for having
ordered the family to fast, which they deemed as the cause of their ruin. The
peasant was so angry that he picked up a stone and struck her on the head,
which caused her death, and her blood flowed like water onto the ground.
When the son witnessed the scene, he climbed to the top of the house and
called out to their neighbors to come and witness what his father had done.
However, he became dizzy and trembled, causing him to fall off the roof and
land below, resulting in his instant death. The neighbors who arrived on the
scene were afraid for their own safety from the ruler, so they reported the inci-
dent to him. The ruler arrived quickly and struck the father’s head, resulting
in the death of the three individuals, who remained dead in the house for four
days without being washed or shrouded. The ruler permitted them to be bur-
ied in the house, and their story became known throughout the town. Murqus
concludes that the reason for their destruction and the ruin of the house was
due to the practice of extreme fasting.

Murqus presents this narrative as an argument that fasting destroyed the
peasant’s home. He believes that it is insane to live in hunger because God
withholds rain from cities that He is angry with, causing the people to die of
starvation. Conversely, when God is pleased with a city, He blesses it with fer-
tile crops and abundant juices and wines, bringing joy to the people. Murqus
asserts that “hunger is anger,” and he believes that “eating and drinking protect
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free people in their homes.” However, his father rebukes him, saying that the
devil has cursed him because he has corrupted his mind and made him deaf to
his father’s advice and forgetful of the words of the scriptures. For the father,
Murqus has chosen the path of impoliteness, and as the Prophet David said,
“You have despised my wrath and thrown my words behind you, and if you see
a thief, you run with him and with the wicked” (Psalms 50: 17-18). The father
warns his son that if he does not turn back, his fate will be like the Bedouin
with the soldier.

3.12 The Bedouin with the Soldier

Murqus implored his father, to recount the tale. There was a Bedouin residing
in the isolated mountains who yearned for the delicacies that the city dwell-
ers enjoyed, such as chickens and sheep. The Bedouin believed that they also
consume baklava, a sweet and sumptuous treat favored by dignitaries. Anyone
eats it for a week straight, he would be imbued with strength greater than that
of a “lion”. The Bedouin hoped to find a trick to be hosted by the generous city
folk and partake of their tasty food. His mountain diet consisted only of pies
and camel’s milk, which lacked the healthfulness and goodness of the city fare,
thereby allowing him to replenish himself with nourishing food.

As the Bedouin headed towards Masr al-Mahriisa, he encountered a great
soldier on horseback. The Bedouin approached him, and the soldier asked
him what was wrong and where he was from. The Bedouin told him he was a
wealthy Bedouin from a distant land, hoping to sell his animals, and had not
found anyone to share them with except for a dirham. The soldier asked him
about the animals he owned, and the Bedouin listed two thousand female
sheep, two thousand sheep offspring except for males, five hundred camels,
two hundred buffaloes, eighty bulls, one hundred and fifty horses, and four
hundred goats, among other things. The soldier, overcome with greed, asked
the Bedouin to come to his house, and the Bedouin followed. The solider sum-
moned someone to write a document formalizing their partnership. When
he arrived, the people in the house honored him and served him the finest
food they had, including boiled lamb, chicken, and stuffed vegetables. The
Bedouin ate to his stomach’s content and said that he would be blessed for
another gathering. The Bedouin attended the second, third, and fourth gather-
ings before beginning to disappear for a day or two and then returning. The
people of the house and the servants grew to despise him, saying, “You are
the most impure of the Arabs. What have we gained from your partnership,
you liar and hypocrite? We see you [...] sit on the mat and eat twenty plates of
food, while we don’t even get a single lamb to help us feed your stomach. You
eat more than twenty plates of vegetables, and people get up from the table
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hungry” They imprisoned him all day, hungry. When he saw the cook preparing
the sumptuous dishes once again, he decided to steal the copper plates to sell
for his own gain. He repeated this many times until he did not leave even one
plate for them to eat from. As he was thinking about it, he reached out and put
his hand in the bowl like a blind person, because he had no light in the room.
He did not think that there was anything else in the meat, and began to eat
without distinction. Due to his hunger and impatience, he opened his mouth
wide and stuffed both his hands with meat, putting it in his throat, not realiz-
ing that there was a bone inside. The bone became stuck in his throat, and he
could not remove it. He began to pound the ground with his hands and feet, his
body burning with the heat of death and his soul leaving him. He scattered the
food in disgust and then put his chin in the food bowl and died like that. When
the servants saw him in this state in the morning, they felt his beard soaked
in the soup, his mouth open, and his brain addled. The people of the house
came and dragged him by his leg and tied a rope around his neck and dragged
him through the streets, laughing and jeering at him. The soldiers’ children
later made fun of him, with one cutting off his ear, another pulling his beard,
and others spitting and throwing ash on him. The people of knowledge were
later consulted on whether the thief should be buried and shrouded in cloth
or thrown to the beasts to eat. They did this to him because he was greedy and
did not think about the obligatory fast that he was supposed to keep on the Day
of Judgment, with his face black and ashamed in front of God and the angels,
being amazed at his disgraceful appearance. All of them cursed him because
he had neglected the orders of his Lord.

The father observes that in this fleeting world, a servant who is entrusted
by his master with certain things and advised not to lose them, may go to the
hammam, freshen up, drink and get drunk, defecate, and forget his master’s
advice. What will his position be in front of his master and what shame will he
face? (Luke 12:45-46). Nusayr laments that at the beginning of their conversa-
tion, Murqus misbehaved by stating that Nusayr is not his father, contrary to
the Scriptures which emphasize that he who has no father has the devil as his
father (John 8:44).

Murqus promptly responded, “A wise man once said, ‘I despise the life of the
foolish elder, and you, through your foolishness, have made me the son of the
devil. Now I find that I am none other than your devil because your incessant
talking has driven my mind out of my head. You are ignorant.” It is also said
that “a wise child is better than a thousand foolish elders,” and proverbially,
“a donkey is better than a foolish elder” You did not take heed and claimed,
“I am a priest,” but the claimant is powerless and the pretentious are fallen, as
the Holy Bible attests, “For everyone who exalts himself will be humbled, and
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he who humbles himself will be exalted” (Luke 14:11).37 Murqus reacts if he
complies with his father’s request to lose his mind and fast, this would result
in a fate similar to that of the Lame John, rendering him a vulnerable falling to
the ground.

3.13 Lame John

The father inquired from his son, Murqus, about the cause of his sudden col-
lapse and inability to move. John was a man from the Muski neighborhood
in Cairo who was lame since childhood, but possessed extraordinary physical
strength, able to single-handedly defeat a hundred men when confronted by
thieves. The source of his strength, he claimed, was his daily intake of meat
and wine, consuming lamb and chicken thrice a day, along with a jug of fif-
teen pounds of wine with each meal. John continued in this manner until a
swelling appeared in his lame leg, and the pain progressively worsened. John
was advised to seek the help of an ifranji (European) doctor, but to no avail,
and eventually turned to a mizayyin (barber-healer) who knew how to treat
wounds. However, the wound became wider whenever the mizayyin rubbed
it, and John remained in this condition for three years until he met an old wise
man who advised him to fast for forty days and eat the ‘herb’, as the old man
himself had done when he was sick for an extended period. John followed the
old man’s advice and ate the herb and fasted for the first week, but he became
weak and ill in the second week and completely incapacitated in the third. His
face turned yellow like saffron, and he cried out for help. The people around
him cursed the herb and whoever planted it, declaring that fasting only leads
to death and starvation. They compared the Copts who fast excessively and eat
poor quality food, causing them to have weak health, with the Europeans who
continue to eat meat and drink wine in the morning and evening without any
of them being sick, blind, or suffering from hernia. Their faces shine like lamps.
But as for the Copts, diseases have occurred among them due to excessive fast-
ing and eating of poor quality food, such as soaked or boiled beans that cause
weak health from an early age. John was advised by the old man that he should
not limit his thinking and say that healing comes only from fasting. People
who eat meat and drink wine can also regain their health, and their nerves will
strengthen, and their wounds will heal. If he had continued fasting for another
five days, he would have died and gone to hell because he has chosen to kill
himself. Whoever kills themselves by their own choice has no salvation. When
John heard this, he became upset and afraid because everyone hates death. He
ordered them to slaughter a lamb and prepare food for him as he wished. They

37  Edited Arabic text, p. 101.
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did so, and he ate and drank wine as usual, continuing for seven days. He stood
up and saw that his wound had healed.

In his conclusion to the tale, Murqus asserts, I tell you, father, that hunger
is disbelief, and those who advocate it are disbelievers.” He cites the Gospel,
which he claims to have read in its entirety, stating that he has not found any
chapter that advocates killing oneself with hunger. Murqus further argues that
the Gospel bears witness to David, the father of Christ in the flesh, who, when
he was hungry, entered the house of the Lord and ate bread that was not law-
ful to eat, and yet the Lord did not express anger or count it as a sin (Samuel 2,
11-6). Murqus also emphasizes that the open door to a livelihood is blessed
by all, and anyone who practices stinginess only has Satan with them. He cites
Corinthians 2, 9:6, stating, “Whoever sows sparingly will also reap sparingly.”38

His father argues back that fasting does not cause the soul to leave the
body, nor does eating lengthen its life, but rather everything receives what it
deserves. This man, who was previously mentioned, did not heal his wound
except through fasting, which the wise man had prescribed for him for a few
weeks. If we also fast, perform our duties, and pray the required prayers, our
wound, which is the wound of sin, will heal, and we will recover from our sinful
illness. Without fasting, this illness could have caused our destruction because
experts in this field have stated that the lust of the eyes and the deception
of the stomach corrupt and destroy the body. Herbalists tell the drunkard to
wake up and know that only the mixing of ingredients corrupts him. Whoever
perseveres in fasting will become healthy, his affairs will improve, and he will
become as strong like a lion. Moses, through fasting, saw God face to face
and heard Him speak from the burning bush, saying, “I am the God of your
fathers, and there is no one else but Me” (Exodus 3:1-6). Then Moses came
down and broke the tablets that were written by the finger of God because of
his people’s disobedience, the children of Israel. Fasting was the cause of the
forgiveness of sins, and God spoke to him gently, as a father speaks to his son
(Deuteronomy 9:24). Nusayr also argues that the Holy Gospel says, “Blessed
are those who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall inherit the
kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:6). It does not say, “Blessed are those who feed
their bodies like animals with fodder” Fasting is the act of the righteous, and
it frees them from the fire, as the psalm says, “Blessed is the man who fears the
Lord” (Psalm 112:1). If you do not fear the Lord and do His will, you will suffer
like a the one who was new in theft.3?

38 Edited Arabic text, p. 104.
39  Edited Arabic text, p. 105.
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314  The Man New in Theft

There was a farmer who cultivated his land. He had some livestock, but he was
poor, and his livelihood was meager. He was content with what he had and ate
lawful bread. He lived next to a group of thieves who went out every night and
stole many sheep and clothes. They also slaughtered lambs and drank wine.
Satan whispered to the farmer and occupied his mind. He said to himself, “Am I
not a man like them? Why should I sit at home like a woman with no skills or
strength?” His family said to him, “Blessed is the lawful sustenance, even if it is
little.” But he did not listen to them and said, “I must go out and earn my own
living.” His wife said to him, “If you must do it, then join your neighbors. They
will give you a share and teach you how to get into houses and how to hide in
the alleys.” He said to her, “You crazy woman, theft is not a profession. I search,
and whenever I find something, I carry it even if it weighs a few quintals. Then I
pulled off my belongings, tied my back with a piece of cloth.” He thought if he
wears clothes, they will hinder me when carrying a bundle or a box. Then he
went out naked, and it was in the Coptic month of Tabah, and it was raining.
He entered the city in the evening. He hid on the bridge outside till the alleys
and paths will be closed. He acted like the devil and climbed the walls without
knowing where to steal from. His teeth were chattering from cold and hunger,
and he was in a bad state. Then he lifted his face up and said, “Oh Lord, I am
neither a thief nor was my father a thief, but the enemy of good has misled me.
Oh God, provide me with something to satisfy my hunger. This is repentance
from all the sins.” He did not mean this repentance in his secret thought while
crawling on the roofs. He found a window behind him, so he descended from it
and found a glass hall. He happened to come across a basket of bread and said,
“Thank God, I will eat and fill my stomach and steal everything in the hall and
make it my loot, better than going back empty-handed. After that, I will repent
and not repeat this act again.” And this repentance was broken by temptation
before he even descended from the window. As he was thinking about this,
the man held the bread in his arms and walked. Suddenly, he stumbled over
a large pot of dough and sat next to it. The pot was covered in flour, and he
thought it was leftover food or soup, so he took all of the bread and soaked it
in the pot. He mashed it with his hands and continued to eat with both hands.
However, as his stomach was empty, the mixed bread with dough made him
feel worse. He leaned against the pot with his stomach and lifted his face up,
with his mouth full of dough and his eyes open. When the workers entered,
they found him lifeless in a pitiful death. When they saw this terrible scene
in the morning, they began to joke and mock him, dragging him by his left
leg, tying a string to his ear, throwing ashes on his face, clapping their hands,
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and kicking him with their feet. When the boss heard about the incident, he
became upset and afraid. Upon hearing the story, he said, “If the ruler finds out
at this time, what should we say?” The workers reassured him, “Don’t be afraid,”
and quickly covered the man’s body with a lead stone, disposing of it like a dog
without anyone noticing. His body was not given a proper burial and was left in
an impure place. This punishment was fitting for someone who did not repent
and was not content with what he had. His previous repentance on the roof
was not enough, as he broke it when he fell and gave in to his desire for worldly
pleasures, ultimately leading to his own demise.*®

Nusayr advises his son that contentment brings peace to the body, a pure
life, and endless blessings, as a wise man once said. There is a proverb that
states that those who do not practice contentment are always tired and do
not receive blessings. The Scriptures testify that when Adam’s eye was tempted
and he ate from the tree, disobeying his Lord, he was expelled from Paradise
and sentenced to death, along with his offspring. Eating alone was the reason
for death and the abode of Hell. In response, Murqus replied to his father, “Oh,
you who lacks intelligence and knowledge, if a person is wealthy in this world,
he always eats and drinks because the pleasure of this world is in food and
drink. Only when a person has little in their hands, do they fast or become
hungry due to their exposed condition,” just as the tale of the servant man,
his children, and his wife.

3.15 The Servant Man, His Children, and His Wife

There was a servant man in Cairo who had a wife, a son in his twenties, and a
seven-year-old daughter. Every day, he brought them bread and food from the
house where he worked as a servant. They were content and grateful to God for
their daily sustenance, and had never thought of fasting or mentioned it. One
day, the wife said to her husband, “Our son is still young, and we should marry
him off so that he can bring joy to our lives and open up our home. Perhaps
something inappropriate might happen, and people will talk about us, as we
have lived modestly for too long.” He replied, “You speak the truth, but what
can we do? We are poor people, and every day we get a little food, a piece of
bread that barely satisfies our hunger.” She said, “We can do as others do and
sell our food and bread. We can survive on part of the bread eating it with
water and salt. When we have saved a thousand dinars, we can break our fast.”
He obeyed her, and he and their son fasted. She made him swear that he would
not eat anything with meat in his employer’s house and lie to them. He said

40 Edited Arabic text, p. 108.
41 Edited Arabic text, p. 108.
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that he was fasting like them. After fasting for several days, the little girl asked
her father for some meat and food. However, he replied that there was no more
meat and that they would have to wait for some time. After three months, the
servant became pale, weak, and powerless. The master’s children began to
demand that he should clean the copper and dishes, sweep the floors, and fill
the water jugs and place them in the yard. One day, they even asked him to
make their father’s bed. While he was in the kitchen, the children beat him and
accused him of being crazy. He explained that he had been hungry for a year,
which had weakened him. However, they laughed at him, insulted him, and
taunted him with the phrase: “The mad goes, the mad comes” every hour.4?

As for his wife and children, sometimes they had to eat bread and onions
due to hunger. One day, the son saw his mother and sister with their heads
lowered, and tears streaming from their eyes. He asked, “Why are you crying?
What happened to you?” His mother replied, “We are not crying, but we have
eaten onions due to hunger. Our eyes are tearing up, and your sister and I feel
weak” He said to her, “You deserve all the suffering and deprivation that you
face because of your fasting, O infidel woman. You are the cause of all our
troubles, daughter of Satan.” She replied, “All I wanted was to be happy at your
wedding and to relieve you of our burden.” Unfortunately, the situation had
already taken a tragic turn after the argument was heated up. The mother had
insulted him, and he had kicked her in the heart, causing her to die on the spot
from hunger and exhaustion. He went to his father and told him what hap-
pened, but while the father was running, he fell down dead due to dizziness
instantly. The people of goodwill took the young daughter, fed her, and treated
her kindly. When she woke up and was full, they said to her, “Your mother has
been bedridden for a few days.” She replied, “My mother did not die in her
sleep, but my brother kicked her, and she died.” The news spread, and the gov-
ernor arrested the son and executed him. They all died because of fasting.43
Murqus states that if fasting were truly a virtue, then no one would die from it.
However, all Scriptures praise those who feed the hungry and care for strang-
ers. Nobody thanks or praises those who kill the soul by depriving it of food
and shortening the body’s lifespan. According to Murqus, anyone who does
this will suffer more than the punishment of “heretics, Jews, and sinners until
the end of time."#

42 Edited Arabic text, p. 110.
43 Edited Arabic text, p. 110.
44  Edited Arabic text, p. 111.
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By this Murqus states that if fasting were a virtue, no one would have died
from it, but all the Scriptures praise those who feed the hungry or satisfy the
stranger. No one thanks or praises those who kill the soul by depriving it of
food and taking it out of the body without the proper lifespan. For Murqus
anyone who does this will suffer more than the punishment of the “heretics,
Jews, and sinners until the end of time.”

Murqus was subjected to a stern reprimand from his father, who accused
him of having a deranged mind and speaking incoherently. His father opined
that Murqus lacked both a composed mindset and a vigilant conscience. His
heavy drinking had impaired his cognitive faculties to the extent that he was
unable to discern whether he existed in the present world or the afterlife.
He was warned that unless he repented and altered his behavior, he would
encounter a similar fate as that of the Bedouin and his Cow.

316  The Bedouin and His Cow

Nusayr recounted a story about a Bedouin who lived in the mountains with
many animals. One day, a group of robbers came and stole all of his posses-
sions, leaving behind only one skinny cow. The Bedouin took the cow and went
down to the countryside. When the cow saw the other animals in the area with
their healthy bodies and shiny skin, she thought to herself, “Food truly is the
blessing of dead bodies and makes dull faces shine. I used to live in the moun-
tains like a stray dog, never tasting greenery or anything from my master’s
home. But these animals live on fertile land and abundant blessings. I will hide
among these animals and hopefully enjoy a good meal with them. Maybe I
will become as strong as them.” When evening came, the Bedouin saw that it
was better for the cow to sleep with the animals in their pen than in the wild.
He was heartbroken by what had happened. When the people of the area saw
her, they recognized her as the Bedouin’s cow. They tied her up and gave her
some beans to eat, which she ate like a starving soul. She looked at the storage
of the beans and remembered the place well. When night fell and the people
of the house and the shepherds became asleep, she broke the rope and went
to the beans, breaking through the door to eat them without restraint, as the
animals did not have the intelligence to discern. She ate so much that it barely
fit in her stomach, and she drank from the water trough when she got thirsty till
she became terribly full. The next day, the people found her lying down with a
very large stomach. They realized what had happened, and some of them said,
“It's better to slaughter her than to let her suffer like this.” When they slaugh-
tered her, they cut her into quarters. The Bedouin came to take her and was
told, “Your cow died. If we hadn't killed her, she would have exploded.” When
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he heard this, he hit his chest and face with his hands and shouted, “Why didn’t
one of your cows die instead of mine?” They told him that she had broken the
rope and eaten all the beans. He said, “By the life of my arm and the grave of
my father, no one dies from having eaten their fill. I can eat half of it cooked in
its soup!” They said to him, “No, but if you can eat only a quarter of it, we will
give you the reward of two cows if you survive. And if you die, we will not be
responsible for your death.” So they brought people to witness this agreement.
The Bedouin was happy and said, “I will satisfy my appetite with the meat and
take two cows as compensation for my dead one.” Then he said, “Hurry up and
bring me the boiled meat and a jar of water, and bring me a cup of salt to make
the meat salty” They gave him what he asked for, and he kept eating greedily.
He kept saying to himself, “I will eat and be satisfied, and I will compensate
for my [dead] cow with two.” He spiced the meat with salt and drank from the
jar of water. When the food reached his throat, he gazed and raised his head,
and they told him, “You, Bedouin, drink!” He placed the jar on his mouth, and
he drank until he fell on his back. They rushed to him and found him dead.
They were not shocked because many people witnessed the agreement. They
wrapped him in a shroud and carried him outside. They made fun of him and
mocked him, and the chief shepherd shouted, “He came to take the cow and
died and went to Hell.” Another person said, “You, who herds donkeys, lost
both your cow and your soul.” Someone else remarked, “He may have been
cunning in his eating, but may God not show him mercy” And yet another
person said, “He came to us deluded today. Take him and throw him into the
garbage dump.” They hastily dug a hole and threw him in, saying, “May God not
show mercy to you, who killed your own soul.”

Nusayr recounted the story to teach his son about the disastrous conse-
quences of greed. The cow in the story was greedy and overate, which caused
her death. Similarly, the Bedouin was greedy and wanted to compensate for
his loss with two cows. He ate the boiled meat without restraint, resulting in
his own demise. Nusayr also mentioned that the Lord did not fast because
He needed forgiveness for His sins, as He alone is without sin, but to teach
us to overcome the enemy Satan and inherit eternal bliss (Matthew 4:2 and
Mark 9:29). The Lord said, “Every one born of God does not continue to sin
(1John 518); and Solomon the Wise said that “froward thoughts separate from
God” (Wisdom 1:3). Nusayr prayed to God, the Creator of heaven and earth,
to quickly destroy the one who corrupted his son’s mind.*> His son Murqus
accused him of being among the deceivers who bring people to destruction

45  Edited Arabic text, pp. 114-115.



INTRODUCTION 39

and shorten their lives, and warned that whoever obeys him will suffer the
same fate as the Khawaja with the Monk.

3.17 The Khawaja with the Monk

It is a story about an apothecary and a merchant in a village where his shop
was in the middle of the market. He was very wealthy in gold, silver, livestock,
and fields. He cooked a lamb to be eaten every day, half for himself and the rest
for his family. He was thin and frail, and his limbs were delicate. He used to ask
everyone who sat with him about something that would strengthen him and
thicken his limbs. They would say to him: “Eat mutton and drink ifranji wine.”
He would say to them: “I have not stopped doing that, but it has not benefited
me, nor have I gained weight, and my body has never thickened.” One day, he
sat sorting his products on paper and looked at some text that said that fasting
made one strong after his weakness, and it gave another person victory over his
enemies.*6 The man became surprised, wondering if eating meat and drinking
wine did not give him strength, how can hunger and fasting give him strength?
So he kept thinking about that for days. One day, a monk passed by him, wear-
ing a headgear, tall in stature, with broad shoulders, and a very radiant face.
He called him, saying: “O monk, for the sake of Allah come to me.” So, he came
and sat beside him, greeted him, and started talking to him. He said to him:
“O monk, you are stronger than the people of the world!” The monk replied:
“O my son, we are strong by the blessing of fasting, prayer, and spending the
night awake, while you are weak due to your preoccupation with food, drink,
sleep, and physical indulgences. The Scriptures say that no one can see God
without fasting, prayer, and purification (Hebrews: 12—14); and his body will
not become strong. The monk kept repeating these words and the like. The
man said: “Yes, I have seen this written on some papers I have.” Then he said:
“O monk, if I fast, will I become strong like you?” The monk replied: “I am the
weakest of the monks and the lowest in rank, and God is the most powerful.
Many people, by their fasting, have overcome the mighty.” When the apoth-
ecary heard all this, his mind and conscience inclined towards the fasting that
had eventually shortened his life at the end. So, he honored the monk as befits
him, greeted him, and left. And that man with a weak mind began fasting in
secret. When he got up from sleep, his family offered him breakfast as usual,
but he said to them: “I am invited today by so-and-so to have breakfast.” Then
he would go out to his shop. At night he would disappear from them for three
hours, saying: “Tonight, I was with so-and-so, and he made me dinner” He
sustained himself on dry bread and salt, and continued like this for many days

46 Edited Arabic text, p. 117.
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until he became mad, and his system collapsed, and he lost his sanity. He no
longer knew what he was doing, and when someone asked him for something,
he gave them something else. If they asked him for pepper, he gave them cloves,
and if someone asked for saffron, he gave them turmeric, and if someone asked
for patina, he would give them shishm (a sort of healing kohl for eyes). In gen-
eral, he no longer had a mind to distinguish between buying and selling.
Overall, he no longer had a functioning brain that he could use to distin-
guish between buying and selling. He continued in this state and destroyed
his mind. One day, at noon, he saw a sunbeam enter through a window onto
the wooden shelf of the store. He took a candle and tried to light it with the
sunbeam. When it didn't light, he approached it with his mouth blowing on
the candle to try to light it. When the people in the market and the children
saw him, they all clapped their hands, fell to their feet, and laughed at him.
He quickly acted like them and started to dance, breaking the store’s pans and
damaging the goods. After that, he took off his clothes and ran from one end of
the market to the other, with people chasing him. They caught him after he had
beaten them with stones, tied him up with an iron rod, and dragged him back
to his house in a miserable state like a dog on a leash. His family was in great
sadness and despair for him, and they imprisoned him in a dark place. They
gave him bread in small portions out of fear of his awful appearance. When
his family learned that the reason for his madness and the destruction of his
home was the monk who had advised him to fast, they made their children at
home say, “Anyone who finds that monk should cut off his tongue, for he was
the reason for our father’s madness.” They fabricated accusations against the
monks, saying, “Oh, if anyone found a monk, he would slaughter him and drink
his blood, because those who obey them according to their words destroy their
minds and homes.” They uttered heresy and upset themselves, and all of this
happened because of fasting. Murqus explains to his father that hunger is vile,
and whoever commands it is among the vile people, there is no doubt about it.
Murqus has seen people at the dining table, when they bring up a topic, they
put their hands on the one between them saying that food protects people at
their houses; while hunger can indeed lead a person from one state to another.
When a man is hungry on the first and second day, he may resort to theft and
betrayal. In Murqus’ mind, hunger destroys many things, and his father hates
him and is not sincere in his advice by ordering him to fast and die of hunger.
He cites the Scriptures saying: whoever hates his brother is a murderer of a
soul (1 John 3:15), and whoever kills a soul, God’s life does not dwell in him.
If the father seeks his son’s death by hunger after he has grown old, then he
is not a priest and do not think that you will be counted among the priests
in this life or in the hereafter because he has not shown his son mercy. The
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Scriptures also say, “Judgment will be without mercy to anyone who has not
shown mercy” (James 2:13). His father said to him, “You ignorant person, you
mark a word and leave out a thousand.” The Scriptures also say “For whoever
keeps the whole law but fails in one point has become accountable for all of
it” (James 2:10). Nusayr was upset that his son spoke with ugliness by hint-
ing at that he wants his son die, but in any case the Scriptures testify that the
sinner is dead (Revelation 3:1). Nusayr reproaches his son for hating and aban-
doning knowledge. God said through the prophet Hosea, “Because you have
rejected knowledge, I reject you from being a priest to me” (Hosea 4:6). His
son has also fought against the prophecy of Nahum that the “Lord takes ven-
geance on his foes and vents his wrath against his enemies” (Nahum 1:2). Also,
in James 1:23—24, it reads: “For if anyone is a hearer of the word and not a doer,
he is like a man who looks intently at his natural face in a mirror. For he looks
at himself and goes away and at once forgets what he was like.” At this point,
Nusayr warns his son that if he does not heed the words of the Scriptures and
act upon them, and if he does not stop filling his stomach, then what happened
to the builder man will happen to him.

318 The Builder Man

In Old Cairo (Masr al-Qadima), there was a builder who was always hungry
due to his excessive eating habits. The only thing that satisfied him was a loaf
of bread that was crumbled and soaked in a large bowl of soup, and everyone
knew him this way. One day, a messenger from an archon visited him at the
sunset of a Saturday asking him not to commit himself for work for anyone else
on Monday, as the archon wanted him to build a palace on a high place. The
builder accepted the job, but requested that they should slaughter and cook
a lamb for him at midnight before Monday morning, since he cannot work
while hungry. The builder spent the night fasting, and the following morning
he arrived at the archon’s house where he found the servants and workers wait-
ing for him. The first thing he asked about was the lamb and the soaked bread,
but was asked to drink his coffee first before they were served. While they were
talking, the coffee kettle arrived in the presence of the other workers and ser-
vants. It was a large pot holding many jars, and the servant put it down and
went to fetch the cups. When he returned, he found the builder holding the
kettle with both hands, drinking directly from it and leaving nothing for any-
one else. The servant asked him how he didn’t burn his mouth or suffer from a
sore throat, to which the builder replied that he had added greater celandine
in his mouth. The archon rebuked the builder for drinking all the coffee, and
the builder explained that he had to fill his stomach completely to be able to
work. The builder rejoiced upon seeing the soaked bread and the lamb served,
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and quoted a wise saying about how “broth could cure illnesses”. He ate with
both hands and used his float to stir the hot food. After he finished eating, he
ran from one end of the house to the other and back, saying that he had not
left anything for anyone else. He then became thirsty and drank water continu-
ously in heavy amount until his stomach was full. He went to work and found
the workers had set up the scaffold wood. He tied himself up with ropes and
pulled with great determination, but unfortunately, his stomach was cut from
top to bottom, and his intestines came out, leading to his most awful death. The
people in the area were frightened and confused as he had been killed in their
house. They buried him under the walls, and out of fear for the authorities,
they spread rumors that the builder never answered their request to come and
work. The archon heard of his death and commented that gluttony is cursed, as
it destroys whoever uses it and hoped that God would not have mercy on him
for killing himself.47

Nusayr argues that if food had any benefit, the belly of the builder man
would not have burst. He quotes Peter (4:3) in the first letter to the Corinthians,
“You have had enough of the past, when you lived as the Gentiles did, pursu-
ing your own passions in debauchery and drunkenness.” Peter also states that
“each person has been gifted talents by God” (1 Peter 4:10). Nusayr stresses that
Christ has given his son a mind and ordained him as Stephen, the leader of the
deacons and the first martyr, yet he still insists on ignorance. As usual, Murqus
disagrees. He asserts that if God loved the hungry, He would not cut down the
wheat harvest and keep people hungry. Murqus claims to have read all the
books but has never seen anyone testify that hunger is a virtue and satiety is
a sin. However, he has heard people say that hunger is a form of “disbelief;”
and if this is true, then everyone who experiences hunger is cursed. If Murqus
remains silent, he will be like the two vendors.

3.19 The Two Vendors

There were two partner farmers who shared a donkey. They sold whatever they
could find during the season at the marketplace, and they divided their earn-
ings equally. They agreed on everything. If one said, “Let’s buy a lamb and cook
it for dinner tonight,” the other would accept the idea. When one said, “Let’s
roast a goose or stuff it the other would agree. They lived like this for many
years without ever thinking of fasting, nor did they let it cross their minds.
They ate and drank well and were in good shape. One day, the elder of the
two said, “My brother, I have been thinking about something, and I want to
share it with you.” The younger asked, “What is it?” The elder replied, “I have

47 Edited Arabic text, p. 120.
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noticed that many people who sell and trade like us have little income, but
when it comes to holidays and feasts, they are dressed up and celebrating. We,
on the other hand, are different.” The elder suggested that they should fast and
eat only bread and salt; and if they crave food, they will eat soaked beans and
lentils with flaxseed oil because fasting brings blessings and increases money.
They will also feed the donkey straw instead of beans, which will save them
more money, which they want to use wisely. They both obeyed the elder’s ‘fool-
ish’ idea and fasted for three months. After that, the elder became so ill that he
could not stand on his feet. The younger suffered from dizziness and blindness
due to hunger, and the donkey died. At night, thieves stole their belongings,
but they didn't notice because one was blind, and the other was near death.
When they woke up and searched for their things, they found nothing. The
elder died, just like a dog with his head between his legs, because he was the
one who proposed fasting. The younger partner lamented and hit his face with
his hands as he lost his friend and the donkey. Sometimes he cried out that
his friend deserved to die because he proposed the fast, but what the donkey’s
fault was, he said. After that, good people buried the elder man. The blind man
stood up on the third day, walked out with a stick because he could no longer
see the light, and started begging. His acquaintances asked him, “What hap-
pened to you, and what caused you to become like this?” He responded that
the root of his ruin is the fast. As he became insane in his mind, and when
prayer came to his mind, he stood up and said, “Glory be to You, Almighty,
Ilost my companion and the donkey.” Sometimes he said, “I was in good health
and prosperity, but I now long for a bite.” Other times he said, “If my donkey
was with me, I would ride it and become a soldier.” All of this lamenting while
he hit his hands and sprinkled dust on his head. As he lost his mind, people
around him decided to bring a strong man to flame iron his head with a mal-
let. After a short time, he died on the side of the road, and the reason for his
death and his partner was fasting. If they had fasted only on Wednesdays and
Fridays, and on the other days they would fill their stomachs with whatever
they desired, this tragedy would not have befallen them.

Murqus cites Solomon: “If your enemy is hungry, give him food to eat; if he
is thirsty, give him water to drink. In doing this, a crown will be placed upon
your head (in contemporary translation: you will heap burning coals on his
head, and the Lord will reward you).” (Proverbs 25:21—22). Murqus challenged
his father that when Peter said, “May God forbid that I should enter anything
unclean or impure.” The voice said to him, “What God has made pure, do not
make impure.” He saw a great written document tied to four corners hanging
from the sky, containing everything with all animals of four feet, and the voice
said to him, “Slaughter and eat” (Acts 10:10-16). but no one heard the voice
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urging fasting. For this reason, whatever the father argued, Murqus was stern
that he will never fast.48

In the last conversation, Nusayr urged his son to understand that obedience
and love to God are better than sacrifices. He warned his son that if he con-
tinued to indulge in drinking wine, he would lose his priesthood, as its evil
leads to corruption of faith. Nusayr, being a priest, believed that if Murqus
did not obey him and abstain from drinking, his heart would darken towards
God, resulting in misery because “the anger of parents is the anger of God"
In this regard, the Gospel states, “Anyone who says to their father or mother
a word of disrespect and opposes them deserves death” (Mark 7:10). Murqus
harshly responded, stating that death should take his “foolish old” father for
his crooked speech, whom he viewed as worse than any infidel. He believed
his father had a cruel heart since he sought death for his child. Murqus cited
the Book of James, stating that “whoever thinks he serves God and does not
bridle his tongue, his service is in vain” (James 1:26). The father became more
infuriated, calling his son a “devil in human form” and wishing that his mother
had not conceived him. Murqus immediately attacked his father, grabbing him
by his collar and striking him on his heart until he fell to the ground like a
dead man. Upon seeing her husband on the ground, Thabita, Murqus’s mother,
interfered, rebuking her son for attacking his weak father. She explained that
his father was only concerned about his excessive drinking, which destroys
the minds of those who constantly indulge in it. In her view, drunken people
become like beasts when they lose their minds. As Murqus slept all night and
drank all day, she admonished him by quoting the Bible, stating that “A person
in his blessings who does not act according to them is like a beast,” referring to
Psalm 49:20; a verse that emphasized that without wisdom and understand-
ing, a person’s wealth is ultimately meaningless and does not distinguish them
from the animals that will also eventually perish.*?

When Murqus heard these words from his mother, he grabbed the stick in
his hand and went to her, calling her the “daughter of Satan,” the “filthiest of all
filth,” now turned into a preacher. As the “daughter of sedition,” his mother was
the offspring of Eve, who caused Adam’s expulsion from paradise by tempt-
ing him to eat from the tree. For Murqus, Eve was the root of their toil, mis-
ery, and expulsion from paradise for more than 5,500 years, the period which
Christians believe to be between Adam and the coming of Jesus. Without the
coming of the God who was incarnated and crucified for them, they would not
have been saved. At that moment, Murqus even thought of killing his parents

48 Edited Arabic text, p. 124.
49 Edited Arabic text, p. 126.
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to be relieved of them. His mother became upset, telling him that it was Satan
who tempted him. With his ability to answer all questions on the Scriptures
according to his knowledge of the Old and New Testament, his mother believed
he had not completely lost his sanity, except through excessive alcohol con-
sumption. She urged her son not to “accustom his mouth to indiscreet speech”
(Strahch 23:15) and to stop insulting his parents.5°

3.20  Final Dialogue in the Presence of the Priests
During their dispute, a group of priests, archons, and teachers entered for
judging their case, having heard of the situation. There were twelve devout
men, some of whom had the spirit of God. They wondered what had hap-
pened between the priest Nusayr and his son. The priest declared that his son
had defied him and Christ, and that the devil had settled in him. However,
Murqus became angry and stated that it was only the presence of the honor-
able fathers that prevented him from killing his father and burying him on the
spot. Murqus then complained to the honorable priests present that his father
had falsely accused him of being a dwelling place for devils, even though he
still believed in the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, the one true God. While speak-
ing, Murqus made the sign of the Cross by drawing it three times with his hand,
and his mind was restored to him. Immediately, he prostrated himself before
the priests, asking for advice on how to repent and regain salvation after he
and his father had exchanged insults and foolish talk. The priests maintained
that salvation is always possible through pure repentance and that Christ will
accept Murqus as he accepted Mary sister of Lazarus (Mary of Bethany).5!
Murqus asked the priests why Christ said, “Eat and drink?” In their answer,
they agreed that the Lord asked his disciples not to suspect anyone who eats
meat and drinks wine, nor did he tell them to love one group and hate another.
Jesus ordered them to “go and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them”
(Matthew 28:19). The priests reminded Murqus of the biblical story when
the disciples of Jesus had tried to cast out a demon in a child, but they were
unsuccessful. They pointed out that “This kind can come out by nothing but
prayer and fasting” (Mark 9:29). This verse is often interpreted as a reminder
of the power of prayer and the importance of spiritual discipline through
fasting. Murqus had no plans to change his mind and would continue eat-
ing meat even on Wednesdays and Fridays as he had sworn an oath that he
would not break until his death. Retreating in his words would make him a
hypocrite, and David said, “the Lord destroys those who speak lies” (Psalm 5:6).

50 Edited Arabic text, p. 126.
51  Edited Arabic text, p. 127.
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The priests offered Murqus a solution as Matthew (18:18) gave his contemporary
priests an authority that “whatever you bind on earth will be bound in heaven,
and whatever you loose on earth will be loosed in heaven” (Matthew 18:18). As
Murqus now acknowledged his fault, the priests would discharge him. Murqus
is not a liar, as the lie that is unforgivable is blasphemy. The liar is the one who
denies that Christ has risen from the dead, and the one who says that God did
not give birth to Mary the Virgin. For the priests, this lie is rooted in the hearts
of the “accursed Jews” forever. As for Murqus’ fear of lying, swearing, or taking
an oath, he is allowed to drink wine, but with moderation, as Paul the Apostle
testifies that one is allowed to “drink a little wine to heal one’s stomach” (1
Timothy 5:23). As for meat, on Wednesdays and Fridays, Murqus was advised
to fulfill the oath by eating the meat of fish and whales, and there is no sin or
guilt in that.

Murqus argued that everyone who drinks wine will inevitably get drunk, but
the priests warned him that “A habitual drunkard, a swindler, a worshipper of
idols;such people will not inherit the kingdom of heaven” (1 Corinthians 6:9-10).
As a result, Murqus stood up and made a mutawanah (seeking forgiveness) at
their feet. He confessed that he had sinned and kissed the head and feet of his
father. The priests declared Murqus forgiven and blessed by the Holy Trinity,
the assembled bishops of the Councils of Nicomedia (three hundred and eigh-
teen), Constantinople (one hundred and fifty), and Ephesus (two hundred),
as well as by themselves. They laid their hands on Murqus when he prostrated
himself in remorse, confessing that he had sinned, erred, lied, disobeyed his
father, and caused him much grief. He had also insulted his mother who gave
him birth and nursed him. At that time, the priests urged him not to return to
his sins and comforted him by saying that the angels rejoiced at his return, as
it is written, “there is joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner
who repents” (Luke 15:10).52

Murqus rejoiced at these words and fell prostrate on the ground before God,
supplicating His great mercy to forgive all his sins (Ezekiel 18:23) by saying,
“And You know, my Lord, that the human conscience is inclined to evil from
childhood. Save me, for I am poor, weak, and lost from Your commands. O my
God, keep me away from the ways of injustice and have mercy on me with Your
law, for T have chosen Your trust” (Genesis 8:21).53 The priests glorified God and
said, “The pure branch has returned to its root.”

Father Nusayr rejoiced greatly at his son’s return to him, raising his voice and
saying that the Lord “has turned my mourning into joy; He has removed my

52 Edited Arabic text, p. 130.
53  Edited Arabic text, p. 130.
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sackcloth and clothed me with joy” (Psalm 30:11). He ordered the slaughtering
of a fatted calf to eat and celebrate, saying, “For this son of mine was dead and
is alive again; he was lost and is found” (Luke 15:24). Nusayr prepared a feast for
all the priests, who came to congratulate him on the return of his son, and they
stayed with him for three days in joy, happiness, eating, and drinking.>*

As for Murqus, he served the guests and did not taste any wine at all.
However, his father was like someone who had found many treasures, saying,
“How can I repay the Lord for all his goodness to me?” (Psalm 116:12). After that,
they all went to the mentioned monastery and performed a great ba‘ut (prayer
and glorification) for Mother Mary and Mark the Evangelist because that day
was the Coptic Synaxarium Feast on the thirtieth day of the Coptic month
of Parmouti. They offered sacrifices and participated in the divine mysteries
while rejoicing, and each of them went home in peace.55

As for Murqus, he did not leave the church day and night, just as he was in
the beginning, and even more so. If any thought other than serving the church
came to his mind, he would occupy himself with reading the Holy Books, and
intensified his reading about the stories of the saints who endured hardships.
To counter all these distractions, he also exerted himself with fasting, prayer,
and devotion. He left behind all worldly possessions, and due to his great thirst
for knowledge, there was no book in the church that he had not memorized by
heart. Murqus started to eat only bread and salt. The priests suggested to his
father that since his son has now become worthy of priesthood, he is entitled
to hold this position instead of his elder father. Others proposed that his father
may offer him marriage.>¢

Murqus explained that these were the issues that had caused his earlier
conflict with his parents. In response, the priests wondered if there were any
other sins or shameful things that he had not confessed, aside from excessive
meat-eating and wine-drinking. They reminded him of the verse “Do not be
ashamed to confess your sins” (Sirahch 4:31). Murqus confirmed that he had
not committed any impure acts that are done by those with corrupt minds.
Rather, he had accepted the law and regretted breaking the fast on Wednesdays
and Fridays, and being unjust to his father and mother. It was written that who-
ever breaks the fast on these days will be cut off from their priesthood if they
are a priest, and excommunicated if they are a layman. The priests reminded
Murqus of the verse, “For where two or three gather in my name, there am I

54  Edited Arabic text, p. 130.
55  Edited Arabic text, pp. 130-131.
56  Edited Arabic text, p. 131
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with them” (Matthew 18:20). As priests, they gave him absolution, so he had
nothing to fear.5”

When Murqus had completed the days of the law that had been set for him,
the Patriarch came to the church and ordained him as a priest. He blew into
Murqus’ mouth and said, “You shall be blessed until the end, because you have
forsaken the lusts of this perishable world, served your Lord, and attained the
rank of a father” A voice was heard from above the temple, saying “Worthy,”
three times! Then all the priests and the people who had gathered for the cer-
emony shouted, “Axios! Anba Murqus, pe-presbuteros (Ti€-ripecBYTepOC),”
which means elder priest.5¥ Through this, Murqus can now play a role in
administering the sacraments, preaching, and providing pastoral care accord-
ing to the church hierarchy.

Murqus’ father and mother were overjoyed. Nusayr reminded his wife that
her earlier dream had come true and their son had become a flourishing tree
by returning to his Lord. Murqus deserved elevation and had become much
better than his father because he was batul (virgin and pure), and did not
defile his body. Murqus offered pure sacrifices and his father’s sins had been
forgiven. He remembered his father’s name every time he sanctified. Now the
joy was complete, and the mission had been accomplished according to the
father’s wish.5?

When the newly ordained priest Murqus completed a full year in the priest-
hood, his father became seriously ill with a high fever. When he realized that
his end was near, bedridden Nusayr called his son and said that his days were
numbered and soon he would depart to the way of his dead ancestors. His last
advice to his son was not to be arrogant, as it was the root of falling. Instead,
he should be humble and dedicated in serving the Lord, because he had now
become a faithful priest to God and His people, and a righteous shepherd. He
reminded his son that he was once a lost sheep, but Christ guided and chose
him, just like He did with many others, such as the thief Demas (Colossians 4:14
and Philemon 1:24), Mary Magdalene, and others. He kindly requested his son
never to forget his father all the days of his life, and to remember him every
time he sanctifies or prays. In the end, Nusayr supplicated to God to purify his
son’s days from misfortunes and to keep his priesthood safe, just as He kept it
safe for the esteemed priests Meshullam, Aaron, Zechariah, and Simon.6°

57  Edited Arabic text, p. 132.
58  Edited Arabic text, p. 132.
59  Edited Arabic text, p. 132.
60  Edited Arabic text, p. 133.
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Murqus kissed his father’s forehead and asked for his forgiveness. Both of
them cried. The father blessed his son and all the Orthodox people, from the
east to the west. Nusayr passed away and was buried according to the rites and
ceremonies that were due to a priest in the cemetery of the fathers. After forty
days, his wife also passed away and was buried next to him. Their son increased
his fasting, prayer, and charity towards the poor. He did not keep anything that
he had inherited from his parents, but gave it all away to those in need. He lived
a righteous life in the priesthood for about seventy years and passed away in
old age with a good and pleasing end.%!

The author of the sirah ended his writing by giving a Coptic prayer asking
“the Lord, God, and Savior Jesus Christ to remove all satanic anxieties, bodily
pains, and temporal tribulations, through the intercession of the immaculate
Virgin Mary, mother of the eternal Word, the heavenly angels, and the prayers
of Saint Mark the Evangelist in the land of Egypt, and all the fathers, prophets,
apostles, martyrs, and saints who pleased the Lord with their good deeds, from
the beginning until the end of time, forever and ever, amen.”62
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	كشاف الأعياد والمناسبات القبطية والأصوام
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