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Abstract 

Scholars have faced many challenges in the classification of the literary genre of the 

hagiographical texts. In addition to their various styles and structures, hagiographical texts 

tend to move beyond the classical rhetorical approach. So, it is preferable to regard 

hagiography as a discourse which was mainly written for the purpose of the production of 

new heroes through the imitation of Christ and His holy men/women. 

The hagiographical discourse continued in Early Medieval Arabic Christianity, yet its purpose 

has expanded to address both Christians and Muslims. Through the examination of the Arabic 

hagiographical texts of two neo-martyrs, Anthony al-Qurashi and Būlus ibn Raja, it has been 

revealed that Christians pursued the figure of speech of parrhesia to address the mixed 

audience. On the one hand, to urge Christians to behold to their faith and, on the other hand, 

to encourage Muslims to convert. 

 

Keywords: Hagiography- Medieval Arabic Christianity- Christian Paideia- Rhetorics- 

conversion- apostates- parrhesia- Anthony al-Qurashi- Būlus ibn Raja 
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1. Introduction 

In recent decades, scholars have begun to show an increasing interest in hagiographies. As 

texts, they disclose much about their authors, the community in which they were composed, 

political and economic issues in the period of their composition, as well as a theological 

message transmitted to the Christian communities.  

 

Hagiography is a Greek word which literally means, “the sacred writing” or “the writing of 

the holy/divine”. It refers to the literature which celebrates the deeds, sayings and lives of 

holy men and women, and so preserves their after-life as a sacred memory in the Christian 

community. It includes a wide range of different texts like full length biographies (the Life of 

Antony), miracle stories (the Miracles of Cosmas and Damian) and Synaxarium entries 

formed as a commemoration of the saints. It denotes as well the scholarly discipline which 

studies saints and the literature related to them1. During the expansion of Christianity from the 

fourth century on, hagiographies were a form of literary expressions that spread widely 

through the Christian world and continued even after the Arab conquest.2  

After the Arab conquest, within a century and a half, Christian communities started gradually 

to adopt Arabic, not only as an administrative language but also as an everyday vernacular. 

Miriam Lindgren Hjälm in “Early Christian Arabic Versions of Daniel”, argued that Arabic 

did not replace the main ecclesiastical language (either Greek, Coptic or Syriac) but was 

found parallel to it. Hjälm marked that Arabic translations in the liturgy were restricted in 

certain categories. She noticed that the Arabic parts were for a didactic purpose concentrating 

around “the service of the Catechumens”. 3 

The didactic parts encourage the audience to comprehend the Christian 
life, mainly through biblical and patristic lectionaries, homilies and 
hagiographies. 

As mentioned here by Hjälm, hagiographies were one of the texts translated in order to 

strengthen the audience’s understanding of the Christian life.  

 
1 Massimo, A. Rondolino, Cross Cultural Perspectives on Hagiographical Strategies: A Comparative Study of 
the Standard Lives of St. Francis and Milarepa. London:Taylor & Francis. (2017). pp. 1-5 
2 Stephanos, Efthymiadis (ed), The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantin Hagiography: Volume II:Genres 
and Contexts. Farnham:Ashgate Publishing. (2014). pp. 1-6 
3 Miriam, L.Hjälm, Christian Arabic Versions of Daniel: A Comparative Study of Early Mss and Translation 
Techniques in Mss Sinai Ar.1 and 2. Boston:Brill. (2016). p.7 
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Mark N. Swanson explained also that Arabic hagiographical translations were used for a 

didactic purpose, mainly aiming for the edification of Arabic speaking believers who might 

have suffered a loss in their language like the Copts of Egypt and the complete death of the 

Coptic language as both a living spoken and literary language. Translations of hagiographical 

texts did not follow a specific technique. They varied between the strict literal translation and 

the complete freedom of the editors.4  

A similar notion was written by Samuel Rubenson concerning the use by the Copts of Arabic 

in his article, “The Transition from Coptic to Arabic”. He explained that during the early 

ninth century, Copts started to use the Arabic language, but it was still considered as an act of 

infidelity to the Christian heritage. But this rapidly changed during the tenth and eleventh 

century at the time of Sāwīrus ibn al-Muqaffa who started to translate parts of the Bible, 

lectionaries and liturgical texts from Coptic to Arabic. A larger scale of translation began in 

the middle of the eleventh century by the Arabic speaking Copts who began to translate major 

Coptic resources. Copto-Arabic collections mainly consisted of apocryphal texts, apocalyptic 

texts, collections of the Church Fathers as well as hagiographical collections. One of the 

collections which was rich in hagiographical features is The History of the Patriarchs. 

Rubenson emphasizes the importance of this collection, 5 

The translation and organization in Arabic of this collection, essential for 
the later theological tradition, shows that by the eleventh century Arabic 
had become the language, even for the theology of the Church. Both in 
order to strengthen the faithful and to debate with other Christians, Arabic 
had become the only viable medium. 

He highlights both the use of Arabic as a language of the Church, and that it is used as an 

instrument by the faithful to support the Christological teaching of the church.  

Both Rubenson and Swanson agreed that by the end of the twelfth century, Coptic “died” as a 

spoken language and that Arabic became the main written language of the Church. Another 

significant translated text of the period was the Synaxarium. It was a vast Copto-Arabic 

 
4 Mark, N.Swanson, “Arabic Hagiography” in: Stephanos, Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to 
Byzantine Hagiography:Volume 1: Periods and Places. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing (2011). p.348-350 
5 Samuel, Rubenson, “The Transition from Coptic to Arabic”, in Egypte/Monde Arabe. Les langues en Égypte, 
nr.27-28, (1996) pp. 1-9 
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collection of lives of saints, translated by two bishops of Malij in the end of the thirteenth 

century, Butrus Sāwīrus al-Jamil and his successor Mikhail.6 

Rubenson concluded, however, that the Copts resisted any use of Arabic in the first period of 

the Arab conquest, for it was needed to explain Coptic liturgy, Biblical texts and theological 

disputes to the people in order to strengthen them in the face of the growing Muslim 

population.7 

Notably, stories of saints were regarded as ‘weapons’8, where the confessional champions 

never lose their disputes and the winning side always belonged to the same confession as the 

author. For example, hagiographies played an undeniable role in the interconfessional 

disputes between Chalcedonians and Miaphysites. Narratives presented powerful figures, 

justified by miraculous abilities, as an alternative tactic to avoid doctrinal discussions and 

provide the simple believers with satisfying answers. Similarly, hagiographical narratives, 

heavily coloured by an apologetic agenda, became polemical tools in the Christian-Muslim 

debate. 

The earliest Arabic hagiographical compositions are the accounts of the Melkite neo-

martyrs/converts of the early Islamic century. Neo-martyrs are persons who were put to death 

for the crime of invective preaching against Islam, converting from Islam (apostasy), or being 

instrumental in the conversion of others.9 

Christian C. Sahner categorized the accounts of neo-martyrs into three categories.10 The first 

category were Christians converted into Islam and then returned to Christianity as ʿAbd al-

Masīḥ al-Ghassānī (a Melkite Christian). He even included in this category those who 

belonged to mixed religious families (Muslim father and Christian mother) as the Life of 

George Muzāḥim (a Coptic martyr). The second category were Muslims who converted to 

Christianity, known as true apostates, such as Anthony al-Qurashi and Būlus ibn Raja. In the 

last category he included those who blasphemed against Islam. The Synaxarium of Alexandria 

 
6 Samuel, Rubenson (1996). p.2 & Mark, N.Swanson (2011). p.347 
7 Samuel, Rubenson (1996). pp.1-9 
8 Jack, Tannous, Jack, Tannous. The Making of the Medieval Middle East: Religion, Society and Simple 
Believers. United Kingdom: Princeton University Press. (2018) pp.120-123 
9 Mark, N.Swanson (2011). pp. 345-360 
10 Christian, C. Sahner, Christian Martyrs Under Islam:Religious Violence and the Making of the Muslim World. 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, (2018) 
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mentions two brief biographies of a martyr named Menas as well as of Thomas, bishop of 

Damascus, both of whom were killed for blasphemy.11  

There are common themes in many Arabic Hagiographies of converts/neo-martyrs (true 

apostates). These will also be found in the texts under study as in the following sequence: 1. 

Conversion of a Muslim from a noble background to Christianity. 2. Confirming miracles or 

visions. 3. An offer extended to him by a Muslim authority/figure to return to Islam. 4. A 

profession of faith by the Christian, and the eventual martyrdom.12 

Further general features of the hagiographical narratives, which eased their acceptance and 

circulation among the readers, were that they employed biblical motifs, characters and stories 

in their structure in order to transmit a familiar message to their community. They appealed 

from the known to the unknown. Similarities in the themes and patterns can be noticed 

creating a perspective of continuity and a local identity. As an example of these biblical 

motifs found in earlier hagiographical texts, Averil Cameron in her article “Form and 

Meaning” comparing The Vita Constantini and the Vita Antoni, illustrated that Eusebius 

portrayed Constantine’s life as Moses while Antony was seen in the light of various scriptural 

proto-types Moses, Jacob, Elijah and Job.13 Similarly, Philip Rousseau in his article “Antony 

as Teacher in the Greek Life” explained that the author of the Life of Antony was preparing 

his readers for an allusion to Jacob in Genesis 25:27.14  

 

Arabic hagiographies of neo-martyrs were written to show the readers that the wave of 

conversion was not only in favor of Islam. The Church feared the massive waves of 

conversions, so they presented models encouraging loyalty to the Church and resisting 

assimilation with the Muslim culture. Nevertheless, hagiographies reflect the Christian-

Muslim relation in the post-conquest Middle East.15 

 

 

 
11 Christian, C.Sahner, (2018). p.282-283 
12 David Vila, “The Martyrdom of Anthony (Rawh Al-Qurashi)”, (2007), in David, Thomas and Barbara 
Roggema (ed), Christian-Muslim Relations. A Bibliographical History. Volume 1 (600-900), Leiden: Brill 
(2009). pp.400-501 
13 Averil, Cameron, “Form and Meaning: The Vita Constantini and the Vita Antoni”, in: Thomas Hägg & Philip 
Rousseau (ed), Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity. London: University of California Press. 
(2000). pp.72-88 
14 Philip Rousseau, “Antony as Teacher in Greek Life”, in: Thomas Hägg & Philip Rousseau (ed), Greek 
Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity. London: University of California Press. (2000). p.89 
15 Christian, C.Sahner, (2018). pp.26-70 
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1.1 Aim 

As stated above, hagiographies have been well known through the Christian writings in 

different eras. They were frequently read and translated as they served various didactic 

purposes in their communities. In addition to their didactic role, they reflect inter-confessional 

disputes, inter-religious debates and the societal context in which they were composed. 

 

Some studies have been directed towards the examination of Arabic hagiographies and in this 

study, I will examine two Arabic hagiographies of two converts/neo-martyrs from the 8th and 

10th century. 

 

The overall purpose of this study is to analyze the discourse of hagiographies and their 

diverse literary genre, however, with a particular interest in the Arabic ones, in order to 

illustrate their didactic purpose and polemical role in a Christian-Muslim context.  

 

The two converts/neo-martyrs are Anthony al-Qurashi and Bulus ibn Raja. Both were 

Muslims who converted to Christianity (true apostates). However, they belonged to two 

different geographical areas, two different denominations (a Melkite Christian and a Coptic 

Christian), yet their hagiographies share many common themes. All and above, despite the 

simple linguistic structure of the narratives, their stories appealed to a wide audience and 

circulated among both Christians and Muslims. 

 

Consequently, I will address mainly questions such as: What was the didactic purpose of the 

Arabic Hagiographical texts of neo-martyrs in dar al-islam? How did hagiographers compose 

their texts of the neo-martyrs to address a mixed audience of both Christians and Muslims? 

How did Christians approach their Muslim counterparts using the hagiographical discourse in 

order to urge them to embrace Christianity?  

 

Moreover, in order to identify the role of the examined hagiographical narratives within the 

community, I will need to identify their literary form as well as their style. Hence, I will 

address additional questions such as: How are Christian Arabic Hagiographies composed in 

terms of their literary structure? Do hagiographies follow a specific literary genre? Do they 

follow the literary structure of the earlier classical Greek rhetoric? How did hagiographers 

deviate from the earlier classical rhetoric and why? 

 



 9 

1.2 Method 

Christian Hogel has recently argued that most of the modern scholarship focuses on high 

styled hagiographical texts, written by famous authors, while the majority of the texts were 

written by anonymous ones and rather simple styled. He explains: 

For though modern scholarship tends to concentrate on works by known authors, 
hundreds of anonymous hagiographical works have been transmitted, and these 
indicate that the works of the known and often more educated authors constitute 
only a fragment of what hagiography was.16 

There is no doubt that a scholar cannot skip studying hagiographical texts like those written 

by the Cappadocian fathers, or seize analyzing highly styled texts with their great affinity to 

classical rhetoric of the Greco-Roman world. However, as Hogel, explained they represent a 

narrow fragment from the wide corpus of hagiographical text. 

 
Some scholars explained the linguistic simplicity of the narratives and the absence of 

rhetorical embellishment by assuming its affinity with the literary genre of diêgêsis, of the 

classical rhetoric, and its spiritual function through storytelling.17  

 

Alternatively, using an inductive method, I will suggest an additional style which might give 

us a further insight in the analysis of the simple styled narratives as well as their purpose of 

composition. I will assume Michel Foucault’s parrhesia, as a discourse and a part of the core 

context of the simple styled hagiographies. Parrhesia is characterized by its frankness of 

speech and freedom from any rhetoric ornamentation.  

 

Then, I will use a deductive method in order to examine the validity of the suggested theory. I 

will compare the elements found in the Arabic hagiographies of the two converts/neo-martyrs 

in relation to Michel Foucault’s ‘game of parrhesia’. Hence, I will try to discern how the 

audience received the text and its role in the Christian-Muslim encounter living in dar al-

islam. 

 

 

 
16 Christian, Hogel, Symeon Metaphrastes:Rewriting and Canonization. Denmark: Museum Tusculanum Press. 
(2002). p.25 
17 Claudia, Rapp "Storytelling as Spiritual Communication in Early Greek Hagiography: The Use of 

"diegesis"." Journal of Early Christian Studies 6, no. 3 (1998): pp.431-448 
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1.3 Material and Limitations 

The Martyrdom of Anthony is a hagiographical text from the first ‘Abbasid century, 

originally composed in Arabic. The study of his martyrdom has gained the attention of many 

scholars. In 1912, R.P. Peeters, the Bollandist, published “S. Antoine le neo-martyr” which 

was based on an Ethiopian translation and an Arabic Manuscript from the 17th century (MS 

Beirut, Bibliothèque Orientale – 625). Later, in 1914, Peeters commented on the Georgian 

Autobiography of the Saint which was taken from a 14th century Arabic text found in the 

Vatican Library (MS Vat – Arab. 175, fols 122v-127v). Nevertheless, this study will examine 

the Martyrdom/Passion found in two main older recensions, both found in Saint Catherine 

Monastery of the Mount. Sinai. The first one (A) is contained in a manuscript from the tenth 

century: Sinar ar.513, fol. 363r-372v which has been recently edited and translated into 

French by Dick Ignace, “La Passion Arabe de S. Antoine Ruwah” (1961), as well as an Italian 

translation by Braida and Pelissetti, “Storia di Rawḥ al-Qurašī. Un discendente di Maometto 

che scelse di divenire cristiano” (2001); and the second (B) is found in two thirteenth century 

manuscripts: Sinar ar.445, fol. 427-447v and Sinai ar.448, fol. 95v-99r. Juan Pedro 

Monferrar-Sala has recently argued in his article “Šahādat al-qiddīs Mār Anṭūniyūs: 

Replanteamiento de la ‘antigüedad’ de las versiones sinaíticas a la luz del análisis textual” 

(2008) that the thirteenth century manuscripts refer to an older version of the Martyrdom. He 

provided the full texts of the three Sinai Manuscripts in a columnar form for an easy 

comparison. His conclusions depended on linguistic comparisons between the three versions. 

John C. Lamoreaux found Monferrar-Sala’s argument to be convincing and explained that the 

first recension (A) rewrites and simplifies the second one (B). Lamoreaux provides as well an 

English translation based on the second recension (B) in his article “Hagiography نیسیدقلا ریس ” 

(2014).18 

The second Arabic hagiography under study is the biography (Vita) of Bulus Ibn Raja. It was 

found in the part of the History of the Patriarchs of Alexandria written by Mīkhāʾīl al-

Damrāwī, bishop of Tinnis. According to Johannes Den Heijer, in his article “Coptic 

Historiography in the Fatimid, Ayyubid and Early Mamluk Periods”, Bishop Mīkhāʾīl had 

written his text in Coptic in 1051 or 1058 and it was later translated into Arabic by the 

Alexandrian deacon Mawhūb b, Mansūr b, Mufarrij.19 He even noted that the available 

 
18 John, C. Lamoreaux, “Hagiography” in: Samuel, Nobel & Alexander Treiger (ed), The Orthodox Church in 
the Arab World, 700-1700: An Anthology of Sources. United States: Northern Illinois University Press. (2014). 
pp.112-135 
19 Johannes, Den Heijer, “Coptic Historiography in the Fatimid, Ayyubid, and Early Mamluk Periods”, Medieval 
Encounters 2 (1996). pp 67-98 
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modern Arabic version is taken from a later translation of the text, so it is not guaranteed how 

accurate the present edition follows the original text.20 The text is found in History of the 

Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church : known as the History of the Holy Church by Sāwīrus ibn 

al-Muqaffa Volume 2 ( The Full edition is edited and translated to English by Yassā ʻAbd al-

Masīh, ʻAziz Sūryal Atiya, Antoine Khater and Oswald Hugh Ewart Burmester) 

The biography is found as well in the 17th century manuscript, MS Aleppo, foundation 

George and Mathilde Salem. Ar.202, Sīrat al-Wādih Yūsuf b. Rajā’ al-šāhid min ’ahl Misr, 

(The biography of al-Wadih Yusuf ibn Raja the martyr from the people of Egypt) as an 

introduction to his book Kitab al-Wadih, “The book of al-Wadih/that which is clear”; Al-

I‘tiraf, “The confession”.21 

Shams al-Riʾāsa Abū l-Barakāt ibn Kabar; mentions Ibn Raja in his book, “Misbāḥ al-zụlma fī 

īḍāḥ al-khidma” and claims that Ibn Raja composed in addition to three books, an 

autobiography but it is not found. Mark Swanson commented on his autobiography: 

but this may refer to the oral report given to deacon Theodore and written 
down by Mīkhāʾīl al-Damrāwī. 

Swanson suggests that the autobiography could refer to the oral transmission and not to an 

actual text.22 

This study is based on the recension found in the History of the Patriarchs, meanwhile I will 

compare it to the 17th century manuscript and allude to differences as they rise. 

Finally, the texts chosen are characterized by their linguistic simplicity. They have shown to 

fulfill the elements needed to address a mixed audience through the discourse of parrhesia, as 

it is going to be illustrated in this study. 

1.4 Previous Research  

There are different approaches to the study of hagiographies. It started in the seventeenth 

century by the Bollandist Fathers who were the first to be committed in the study and 

production of large editions, surveys and reference works in the field of hagiography which 

 
20 David, Bertaina, “Hadith in the Christian Arabic, Kalam of Bulus Ibn Raja”, Intellectual History of the 
Islamicate World 2. (2014). pp 267-286 
21 Mark, N.Swanson, ”Bulus ibn Raja”, in: David Thomas & Alex Mallett (ed), Christian-Muslim Relations: A 
Bibliographical History, Volume 2 (900-1050), Leiden: Brill. (2010). pp.541-546 
22 Mark, N.Swanson, (2010). pp.541-546 



 12 

resulted in three major projects, Acta Sanctorum, Acta Bollandiana and the series of Subsidia 

Hagiographica.23 According to Hippolyte Delehaye, a fellow and a hagiographical scholar in 

the Society of  Bollandists (1859-1941), a hagiographical document must be of a religious 

character and aim to edify the faithful by inspiring them to imitate the lives of the saints. 

Delehaye emphasized, that a “hagiography” intends mainly to propagate the cult of a saint; 

they are “writings inspired by religious devotion to the saints and intended to increase that 

devotion”. In his book, “Les Légendes hagiographiques” (English translation: The Legends 

of the Saints), he explained that a legend must include a historical fact, subject or occasion; 

and he referred to the fictitious narratives found in the hagiographies as legends. He, the 

Bollandists and many scholars that followed, pursued the study of the historical profile of the 

saints, removing any superstition and distinguishing between what was historically true from 

what was legendary. They focused their studies only on collective works which had 

supporting historical evidence.24  

 

In the beginning of the twentieth century, the German scholars of the “religiongeschichtliche 

Schule”, Hermann Usener (1834-1905) and Ludwig Deubner (1877-1946), pursued a different 

approach in their study of hagiographies. They searched for the continuity between 

Christianity and the pagan past. They found a similarity between the literary form of the 

hagiography and earlier encomia, panegyric texts (a published text in praise of someone) and 

biographies devoted for honoring the lives of philosophers and pagan holy men. 25The pursuit 

of these German scholars has been acknowledged and followed by many recent scholars. 

Stephanos Efthymiadis explained the origin of the genre of hagiographies, in the introduction 

of The Ashgate Research Companion To Byzantine Hagiography Volume II, and confirmed 

that hagiographies were not a literary breakthrough or innovation, but developed from earlier 

Roman panegyrics (text in praise of someone), biographies and novels. He added that the 

Church Fathers have rhetorically written the stories of the martyrs in order to promote their 

cult and to celebrate their death.26On the other hand, Delehaye argued against this approach, 

and stated that hagiography, especially Christian martyrdom, is a purely Christian idea 

without any pagan antecedent.27  

 
23 Stephanos, Efthymiadis, The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography: Volume I:Periods and 
Places. Farnham: Ashgate Publishing.(2011). pp.2-5 
24 Hippolyte, Delehaye, The Legends of the Saints, (Donald, Attwater. trans). New York:Fordham University 
Press. (1962). pp.1-9 
25 Stephanos, Efthymiadis. (2011). pp.2-8 
26 Stephanos, Efthymiadis. (2014). pp.2-4 
27 Stephanos, Efthymiadis. (2011). pp.2-8 
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Peter Brown was more interested in the function of the Holy Man. He provided a third 

scholarly approach through his reading of Theodoret of Cyrrhus and the examination of the 

ascetic lives of the monks in the deserts. In his article, “The Rise and Function of the Holy 

Man in Late Antiquity” (1971), he highlighted the lives of holy men and their interaction with 

others acting, on the one hand, as a patron of the rural population, an arbitrator and a 

counsellor helping people to resolve their problems, and on the other hand, serving as an 

example of the ideal christian, providing an inspiration for others.28 A decade later he wrote 

his article, “The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity” (1983), where he discussed the purpose 

of Greek and Latin literature by molding persons into classical models and framing them as 

exemplary beings. He linked his explanation to Henri-Irenée Marrou’s description of the 

Greco-Roman World as “The Civilisation of the Paideia,” where the most sacred relationship 

during the ancient and medieval worlds was between a tutor and a pupil. Among the ancients, 

they found striking exemplars to imitate. Through the re-telling of the stories of these moral 

“role models”, they made the past available for the present and the future.29 Brown in his re-

assessment of the function of the holy man explained: 

Among Late Antique writers in this context, repraesentatio Christi, making 
Christ present by one’s own life in one’s own age and region, appears to be the 
aim and effect of the Early Christian Imitatio Christi.  

 

Holy men were illustrated as “Christ Carrying/Bearing” exemplars so that the men in the 

world would see the man of God among them and be prompted to become Christians, 

believers and Christ imitators.30  

 
Philip Rousseau in his article, “Ascetics as mediators and as teachers”(1999: 45-59), 

criticized Brown for claiming “the holy man” and his “function” (as a patron and arbiter), to 

be a universal type without an adequate study.31 Rousseau illustrated that the “function” of 

“the holy man” could be viable for the holy men in Egypt who lived close to the village; 

however, the holy men of Syria who lived in remote areas or ascetics who lived in 

monasteries, would mostly fail to exercise their function. Brown, however, has several times 

raised the question of the relation of the texts he uses to “real life” or “society” of late 

 
28 Peter, Brown. "The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity." The Journal of Roman 
Studies Volume: 61 (1971). pp.80-101 
29 Peter, Brown. "The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity." Representations, no. 2 (1983). pp. 1-25 
30 Peter, Brown. (1983). p.8 
31 Philip, Rousseau, “Ascetics as mediators and as teachers” in: Paul, A.Hayward & James, H.Johnston (ed), The 
Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages: Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown. United 
Kingdom: Oxford University Press. (1999). pp.45-59  
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antiquity, “I now had to ask myself what abiding “Identikit” of religious expectations led our 

villagers to recognize in a holy man”.32 Rousseau suggests an answer to Brown’s question, 

that it is rather the “function” of the genre or the text, not the “function” of the holy man. He 

argues: 

Any judgement of the function of the holy man must take into account the 
function of the texts. 

 
He emphasizes the importance of the text in the presentation of the holiness. Rousseau 

explained that Christian authors presented the “simple” holy man using rhetoric to match the 

line of the literate elite. In the sense of rhetoric is the art of persuasion, so the writing of 

Christian texts aimed to shape Christian lives.33 

 

In the introduction of the “Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity”, both Philip 

Rousseau and Thomas Hägg argued that hagiographies present ideal heroes with enduring 

models and virtues in order to promote the production of new heroes; Christi Imitatio. 

Otherwise it would be worthy to question, “ what heroes were for, and what texts were 

designed to achieve”.34 

 

In the following chapter, I will examine the hagiographical genre and its function in relation 
to the function of the rhetorical discourse. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
32 Peter, Brown. (1983). p.14 
33 Philip, Rousseau. (1999) pp. 55-57 
34 Thomas Hägg & Philip Rousseau (ed), Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity. London: University 
of California Press. pp.18-21 
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Chapter 2 
Hagiography, A Discourse within the Christian Paideia 

 
2.1 Hagiographical Genre 
 
There is a huge debate among scholars concerning the hagiographical genre, since it is 

expressed in a wide range of literary styles. According to the Oxford Dictionary of 

Byzantium, Hagiography, is a modern term which refers to general “genre” of Byzantine 

Literature35 however, Alice Mary Talbot, in her article “Hagiography” broadened its 

definition and proposed that it is a conventional term that indicates a unified category of 

literature, though it includes a mass of varied subgenres.36 

Moreover, M.van Uytfanghe used the word “Hagiography” to refer to the overall category of 

texts that are marked by their hagiographical discourse. He characterized the hagiographical 

discourse through four components without differentiating if they were pagan or Christian, 1. 

A personage who had a particular connection or way to God or the holy, 2. A certain 

linguistic style in relation to historical reality, 3. The function of the language in the 

hagiographical discourse being more performative than informative, 4. Certain themes and 

archetypes that support the stylisation.37 Claudia Rapp on the other hand, argued that it is the 

subject matter which defines what scholars describe as hagiographies and not the literary 

forms. She suggested that the label “genre” is misleading and argued that it presupposes that 

hagiographical writings follow a specific set of rules as those which were followed in the 

composition of specific genres in classical and late antiquity. She suggested monastic 

literature to be a more accurate labelling.38 

 

Christian Hogel in his book “Symeon Metaphrastes, Rewriting and Canonization”, favoured 

Uytfanghe’s way in defining hagiographies according to their discourse instead of being a set 

of genres or a genre in itself.39 He explained that Uytfanghe’s way has the advantage of not 

excluding texts based on their narrative structure or mode of exposition. Hogel added that the 

discussion of genres would be applicable as there is nothing that prevents the existence of 

 
35 Alexander, P.Kazhdan, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, Volume 2, United Kingdom:Oxford University 
Press.(1991) p.897. 
36 Alice, Mary.Talbot, “Hagiography” in: Elizabeth, Jeffreys, John, Haldon & Robin, Cormack (ed), The Oxford 
Handbook of Byzantine Studies. New York: Oxford University Press. (2008). p.862 
37 Christian, Hogel, (2002). pp. 9-20 
38 Claudia, Rapp, “For next to God, you are my salvation”: Reflections of the rise of the Holy man in Late 
Antiquity in: Paul, A.Hayward & James, H.Johnston (ed), The Cult of Saints in Late Antiquity and the Middle 
Ages: Essays on the Contribution of Peter Brown. United Kingdom: Oxford University Press. (1999). pp.63-81 
39 Christian, Hogel. (2002). p.21 
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several genres within the overall category of hagiography. He marked out the martyrion, the 

saint’s life and the miracle story to be specific genres belonging to hagiographies while other 

genres such as encomia, edifying tales, and hymns are to be in some cases hagiographical. In 

addition to some texts that exist in a hybrid form such as the Life and the Martyrion of 

Anastasios the Persian.40  

 

Martin Hinterberger discussed the literary genre of Hagiographies in a more systematic way 

in The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantine Hagiography Volume II, where he listed 

the different forms of available texts defined by scholars as hagiographies. The forms he 

identifies are: Passio- they depict the struggle of a saint who experiences of a violent death 

because of his/her confession of the Christian faith, Life (vita) is a saint’s biography which 

focuses on the life of a person who becomes a saint not by means of death, but by his/her way 

of life; life in Christ, Translation – which he explained was the  noteworthy event of the 

transference of the saint’s relics in works such as Translations of the relics of St. John 

Chrysostom; Narrations and Collections of Miracles which usually focus on the saint’s 

miracles after his death; Apophthegmata or the sayings from the mouths of the ascetics like 

those from the Egyptian desert in the Apophthegmata Patrum. He marked as well the 

importance of the text’s title as it states how the author identifies his own text.41 Hinterberger 

explained in Autobiography and Hagiography in Byzantium that the Byzantines did not have 

a coherent theory of genre, except in the case of rhetoric.42  

 

Thus, according to Martin Hinterberger, in order to comprehend the nature of the literary 

forms of hagiographical discourse, we shall investigate the relation between the classical 

Greco-Roman rhetoric and that of hagiographies. 

 

2.2 Rhetoric as a discourse of the Greek Paideia 

The English word rhetoric stems from the Greek word rhetorike, which means the art of a 

public speaker or politician. The word rhetor or orator, first referred to politicians who make 

public speeches within a court or an assembly, but later on it referred to any public speaker. 

Edward Schiappa argued that there is no specific or one single, correct definition of 
 

40 Christian, Hogel. (2002). pp. 22-23 
41 Martin, Hinterberger, “Byzantine Hagiography and its Literary Genres. Some Critical Observations” in: 
Stephanos, Efthymiadis (ed), The Ashgate Research Companion to Byzantin Hagiography: Volume II:Genres 
and Contexts. Farnham:Ashgate Publishing. (2014). pp.25-49 
42 Martin, Hinterberger, “Autobiography and Hagiography in the Byzantium”,in Symbolae Osloenses 75, no 
1.(2000). pp. 139-164  
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“rhetoric”, but that the word has a history to describe. He added that the word “rhetoric” 

denotes a wide range of phenomena, including oratory, parts of speech, prose, genres, 

figurative language, performance, pedagogical practices and discourse. He stipulated that 

when referring to Greek Rhetoric, it means the discipline that theorizes and teaches an art of 

oral and written composition and performance aimed at influencing the audience. The 

beginning of rhetoric as a discipline started by Plato’s writings in the early fourth century 

before Christ.43 

 

Plato in his Gorgias described “rhetoric” as, besides being the art of persuasion, being flattery, 

sophistry, captious reasoning, deception and empty verbiage, which can provide a deceptive 

argument for the sake of political success or public support regardless of the truth. In Plato’s 

Phaedrus, Socrates appears to support an ethical or philosophical rhetoric, considering 

rhetoric as the true science of discourse which leads souls to true knowledge by means of 

dialogue and dialectics.44 However, Aristotle argued in his On Rhetorics, that it is the faculty 

of discovering the means of persuasion on any subject matter. He identified three methods of 

persuasion, derived from three factors found in any speech: presentation of the trustworthy 

character of the speaker, logical argument of the text, and the emotional effect created by the 

speaker to affect the audience. Aristotle presented three types of speech-making. Each one 

with its function, audiences and rules. Deliberative speeches for the legislative Assembly, 

judicial speeches used in the law courts providing objective facts, epideictic speeches of 

praise and blame, like those of the funeral orations, or the speech of praise of a person’s 

qualities or deeds (encomia). According to Schiappa, in the first two types of speech, the 

audience needs to make a decision whereas the epideictic speeches were only ceremonial 

where audiences only observed the performance in order to blame or praise the subject. 

Aristotle’s classification has limitations, especially that of the epideictic discourse since he 

thought of it only as rhetoric of praise or blame as in a funeral oration and failed to formulate 

its role in the preservation or enhancement of cultural values as presented by the epideictic 

speeches of his contemporary Isocrates.45 

 

 
43 Edward, Shiappa, “The Development of Greek Rhetorics” in: Michael, J. Mcdonald (ed), The Oxford 
Handbook of Rhetorical Studies. New York: Oxford University Press. (2017). pp. 33-41 
44 Edward, Shiappa. (2017). p.33 
45 George, A.Kennedy, Aristotle: On Rhetoric A Theory of Civic Discourse. New York: Oxford University 
Press.(2007). pp.7-20 
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Despite the philosophical debates on the definition of rhetoric, it occupied the core of the 

educational system of the Greek Paideia, implied as a complete training for all public and 

private duties, and the formation of a good citizen and an honest man.46 Averil Cameron 

explained in her book “Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire”, that rhetorics were the 

modes of expressions and techniques of persuasion in which highly educated elites of the 

Greco-Roman world were very well trained. Thus, classical rhetoric reflected both a form of 

sophisticated knowledge and a means of institutional power within the Greco Roman world.47 

It was a means of discourse performed by the educated elites, within the Greek Paideia. 

 

In an attempt to adress what Greeks meant by paideia, Jaeger Werner wrote his classical three 

volume work “Paideia: The ideals of the Greek culture”. In his first volume, he explained that 

the Greek paideia is the deliberate pursuit of an ideal. According to Werner, for every nation 

to reach a certain level of development, it has to practice education and that the function of 

the community is to educate the individuals which compose it. In order to reach an ideal 

community, man has to be educated to be an image of the community. As Werner explains: 

It starts from the ideal, not from the individual. Above man as a member of 
the horde, and man as a supposedly independent personality, stands man as 
an ideal; and that ideal was the pattern towards which Greek educators as 
well as Greek poets, artists, and philosophers always looked.48 

 
So, Greek paideia is rather a pursuit of a Greek ideal culture to be endeavored by all sciences 

such as language, literature, philosophy, rhetorics and medicine which were essential 

components of the social identity of the elite of the Roman empire. The Greeks were inspired 

by two main ideals, “kalos kagathos”, or “the beautiful and the good” in which they were 

trying to educate the young elite. The idea of excellence or “areté” was the quintessence of 

early Greek aristocratic education conveyed by classical Greek works as Homer’s Illiad and 

the Odyssey. Homer praised moral and spiritual qualities of the noblemen, he praised the 

attributes of the hero. Being “noble”, “capable”, “strong”, having “a sense of duty” and for his 

“moral virtue”. 49 

 

 
46 Michael, J. Mcdonald (ed), The Oxford Handbook of Rhetorical Studies. New York: Oxford University Press. 
(2017). p.12 
47 Averil, Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of the Empire. The Development of Christian Discourse. 
Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press. (1991).  
48 Jaeger, Werner, Paideia:The Ideals of Greek Culture, Volume I:Archaic Greece:The Mind of Athens.(Higher, 
Gilbert. Trans). United Kingdom: Basil Blackwell Oxford. (1946). p. xxiv 
49 Jaeger, Werner. (1946). pp 4-5 
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Meanwhile, Greeks wrote biographies of their philosophers and pagan “holy men”, where 

they depicted their land of origin, parents, education, ascetic struggle, miracles and their 

accomplished virtues. 

 

A post classical development of rhetoric is the emergence of the Progymnasmata which 

means “preliminary exercises”. These were handbooks used in the Greco-Roman world 

designed for students to practice declamation in the school of rhetorics. They provided 

elementary exercises for students to become acquainted with the basic rhetorical methods and 

to develop their skills in composing and modifying them. Rhetorical training was essential for 

the social and political advancement of the students. The most prominent Progymnasmata is 

that of Apthonius, a student of the great sophist Libanius in Antioch. Its course consisted of 

up to fourteen exercises in prose composition: fables (mythos), narration (diêgêma), anecdote 

(chreia), maxim (gnôme), refutation (anaskeuê), confirmation (kataskeuê), common topics 

(koinos topos), encomium, invective, comparison (synkrisis), speech in character (ethopoeia), 

description (ekphrasis), thesis and introduction of a law.50  

Progymnasmata is now used as a guideline by scholars to classify different hagiographical 

texts and examine their affinity to the classical rhetorical genres.51 

 

Having illustrated the significance of rhetoric in the Greek Paideia, I will now examine how 

Christian authors used rhetoric when they wrote Vitae of saints as a discourse within the 

Christian Paideia. 

 

2.3 Hagiography in the Christian Paideia 

Pursuing the path of the German Scholars of the “religiongeschichtliche Schule” and the 

continuity between Christianity and the pagan past, Cameron argued that the relation between 

the classical rhetoric and the Christian discourse is not a simple linear progression but rather a 

process of “appropriation” and “accommodation”. In other words, Christianity was tending 

towards the absorption of all forms of classical rhetoric and their appropriation within a 

Christian system for the sake of the process of Christianization.52  

 
 

50 George, A.Kennedy, Progymnasmata: Greek Textbooks of Prose Composition and Rhetoric.USA:Society of 
Biblical Literature. (2003) p.x 
51 See as an example, Kathleen, McVey, “The Chreia in the Desert: Rhetoric and the Bible in the Apothegmata 
Patrum” in: (Abraham J. Malherbe, Frederick W.Norris & James, W.Thompson eds), The Early Church in its 
Context. Essays in Honor of Everett Ferguson. Leiden:Brill. (1998) pp.245-255 
52 Averil, Cameron. (1991). pp. 120-149 
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Later, Christian writers of the fourth and fifth century of the Christian era, were themselves 

converts from the educated class and used rhetoric to articulate the Christian faith against 

their pagan counterparts, even though they wished to separate themselves from it. They 

followed the course of Saint Paul’s style of argument. Saint Paul denied the value of wisdom 

and emphasized the testimony of God, as in Corinthians “when I came to you, came not with 

excellence of speech or wisdom, declaring unto you the testimony of God,”53 yet he himself 

had mastered the art of rhetoric. In order to address this problem, Christian authors combined 

the “simple” and the “educated”; the simplicity of the Christian tradition and the Greek 

paideia.  

 

In an attempt to understand the relation between Greek Paideia and Christianity, Samuel 

Rubenson’s main concern was the education of the saint. In his article,“Philosophy and 

Simplicity, The Problem of classical Education in Early Christian Biography”, he studied 

eight Vitae (Life of St.Antony, Life of St.Paul the Hermit, Life of Malchus, Life of St.Hilario, 

Life of Macrina, Life of Gregory Thaumaturgos, Life of Moses, and Life of St.Pachomius), 

and illustrated that all but two of the Vitae- Life of Malchus and Life of St. Pachomius- inform 

us about the education of the saint.54 He pointed out that although Christian biographers 

presented the ideal saint as the one who was totally unaffected by schooling, a prophet who 

gains his own wisdom directly from God, they needed to introduce new forms to enhance the 

value of learning, he explains: 

The early biographers of Christian saints wrote in the context of this 
conflict between a tradition emphasizing the rejection of worldly learning 
and the purity of the ideal Christian, on the one hand, and the need, not 
only to accommodate literacy in the Church, but even to create forms for 
and enhance the value of learning and culture in an established Church, on 
the other.55 

So, Rubenson suggested that Christian culture has replaced the Greek paideia with a Christian 

educational system of its own where he saw its first traces in the Life of Macrina and the Life 

of St.Pachomius as the introduction of a pure Christian paideia. Instead of reading Homer, 

Macrina read the Psalms, instead of learning ethos and philosophy from the pagan mythology, 

she read the Wisdom of Solomon. Gregory of Nyssa in the Life of Macrina replaced the 

 
53 1 Corinthians 2:1 
54 Samuel, Rubenson, “Philosophy and Simplicity: The Problem of Classical Education in Early Christian 
Biography”, in: Thomas Hägg & Philip Rousseau (ed), Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity. 
London: University of California Press. (2000). pp.110-139 
55 Samuel, Rubenson. (2000) p.113 
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classical education by the Scriptures. In the Life of Pachomius, Pachomius had a monastic 

schooling with lectures, libraries and discussions, which was based entirely on the Scripture.56 

 
Nonetheless, we cannot ignore that Christian authors used the Greek literary forms and the 

classical rhetoric of the Greek paideia, yet not followed strictly as explained in the 

progymnasmata. New Christian elements were introduced with the main focus on simplicity 

and God’s revelation. Thus, rhetoric was Christianized. 

 

In support of this, Averil Cameron argued that Eusebius in the Life of Constantine,  tried to 

combine Christian elements with the technical requirement of high style demanded in 

imperial panegyrics.57 She added that Christian authors used a Christian language inspired 

from the Old and New Testaments, as metaphors or images, in addition to miracles and signs 

in order to articulate the relation between the human and the divine worlds, not relying on 

wise arguments but through divine revelation. They composed Vitae that addressed both the 

simple, appealing to their hearts using the purity and the chastity of the Christian tradition, 

and the elite, appealing to their minds using rhetoric. Christian authors used what Cameron 

calls “rhetoric paradox”; they used the paradoxical elements which can be described as 

“irrational” and “absurd”, and presented them using persuasive impressive rhetoric.58 In order 

to illustrate her point, she referred to Saint Paul in his preaching of the cross as the first 

formulated paradox of Christology, “For the Jews require a sign and the Greeks seek after 

wisdom; but we preach Christ crucified, unto the Jews a stumbling block and unto the Greeks 

foolishness; but unto them which are called, both Jews and Greeks, Christ the power of God 

and the wisdom of God. Because the wisdom of God is wiser than men, and the weakness of 

God is stronger than men”.59  

 

Cameron explained further that the Christian authors, using the Christian elements mentioned 

above, were giving a “verbal portrait” in order to show how the Christian life was to be lived. 

She argued that after the fourth century the state went through a process of “Christianization” 

where Christian images were used on rings and seals, and Christian scenes were being painted 

in martyria and even on secular buildings. In addition to images, another vital instrument in 

 
56 Samuel, Rubenson. (2000) p.134-135 
57 Averil, Cameron. (1991) pp.53-60 
58 Averil, Cameron. (1991) pp. 155- 188 
59 1 Corinthians 1:23 
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the process of “Christianization” was rhetorics. Christian Vitae were written for the purpose 

of penetrating the public life and importing Christian ideas to the Christians.60 

 

In support of her argument, Cameron appealed to Nilus of Ancyra who argued for the painting 

of scenes from the Old and New Testament for the sake of illiterate who were unable to read 

the Holy Scripture, so they would be attentive of the deeds of those who have served God and 

maybe become encouraged to emulate their lives.61 Thus, Cameron argues that the Vita, 

represented in literature, nourished the imagination of the individuals through the symbolic 

language and provided them with a paradigm to follow, which can also be seen as a visual art. 

Similarly, John of Damascus, in his exhortation to depict the miracles, symbols of the divine 

nature, the saving cross, the tomb, the resurrection and the ascent to heaven, says: “Depict all 

these in words or in colors.”62 

 

John of Damascus in his first treatise on the divine images, defending the icons against those 

who attack the holy images and considered their veneration to be idoltary, he explained that 

images can either be written in books or seen as in icons.  

Again there are said to be images of what is past, either the memory of a 
certain miracle, or honor, or shame, or virtue, or vice, for the benefit of 
those who behold them later, so that they flee what is evil and be zealous for 
what is good. This kind of image is twofold: through words written in 
books, as God engraved the Law on tablets and ordered the lives of men 
beloved of God to be recorded; and through things seen by the sense of 
sight, as when he ordered the jar and the rod to be place in the ark as a 
memorial.63 

 
John of Damascus explains as well that images; either written or painted, are for the benefit of 

the individuals, setting an example for them to follow. 

 

2.4 Conclusions 

After the conversion of Constantine in the fourth century, he stood for the Christianization of 

the Empire. There the function of the rhetoric extended from the Greco-Roman world and 

 
60 Averil, Cameron. (1991) pp.120-154 
61 Averil, Cameron. (1991) pp.120-154 
62 Andrew, Louth (ed & trans), Three Treatises on the Divine Images.Saint John of Damascus. United States: 
St.Vladimir Seminary Press. (2003) pp 24-30 
63 Andrew, Louth. (2003) p. 27 
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continued to play a significant role in addressing all individuals of the empire, both those 

from the elite and those of simple backgrounds. 

 

Christian authors wrote Vitae combining both Christian elements and presenting it in a 

rhetorical frame similar to that of the classical rhetoric. They wrote according to the needs of 

the audience. Thus, we can conclude that Vitae functioned as a discourse whose subject 

matter is the enhancement of the hearers or readers, within the Christian Paideia, through the 

imitation of the deeds and virtues of the holy men. 

 

However, this can be misleading as it might give us the impression that hagiographical texts 

share the same literary forms or even that they adopted one style of the classical rhetoric, 

which is not true. Thus, I shall argue with Uytfanghe, that hagiographical texts should be 

regarded as discourse rather than a specific literary genre. But this does not mean that we 

should give up the attempt to discern recognizable genres, as the styles and genres may reflect 

the type of audiences as well as social context and function. 

 

Hagiographical texts as a discourse with various styles: Did Christian authors follow the 

classical rhetoric of progymnasmata? If not, then how did they deviate from it? If we learn 

that the majority of hagiographical texts are simple styled, then how did they appeal to the 

elite? 

 

In the next chapter, I will illustrate hagiographical texts being a discourse with various styles, 

manifested through the act of truth-telling or parrhesia thus appealing to the diverse audience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 24 

Chapter 3 

Hagiography, A Discourse of multiple styles. 

 

Aristotle in his On Rhetorics, included a chapter on the style or Lexis which refers to the way 

of saying something. He argued that “it is not enough to have a supply of things to say, but it 

is also necessary to say it in the right way”.64 In other words, in order to communicate and 

reach a  particular audience, both style and content play a significant role. In order to facilitate 

this, Aristotle classified his audience in terms of groups, classified by age, birth, wealth, 

power and fortune.65 

 

In accordance with the above, Greek Byzantine hagiographies are characterized by their 

various styles which are recognized both by scholars and modern readers. They vary between 

high style panegyric texts and simple style narratives. Meanwhile, scholars marked that 

hagiographical texts were more read than any other written literature in late antique society, 

except the Bible.66This means that hagiography appealed to a wide audience regardless of 

their group category. 

 

Christian Hogel explained that high style texts were produced and appreciated by a few 

literary elites; like those composed by the Cappadocian Fathers. On the other hand, he 

illustrated that the majority of the martyria and famous Christian Vitae were composed in a 

simple style which appealed to a wider range of audience.67  

 

However, some scholars would find it to be quite dubious to try to draw a precise border 

between two different genres in the classification of hagiographical texts.68  

 

Similarly, Stephanos Efthymiadis explained that scholars face various obstacles while 

studying texts of the rest of the Greek Byzantine Corpus. They may include confusing 

terminology in the heading of the text and a great deal of diversity in the structure of the 

narrative. Stephanos Efthymiadis illustrated the following: 
 

64 George, A.Kennedy (ed&trans) , Aristotle:On Rhetorics, A Theory of Civic Discourse, New York: Oxford 
University Press (2007). p.194  
65 George, A.Kennedy (2007). p.148 
66 Christian, Hogel. (2002). p.31 
67 Christian, Hogel. (2002). pp.24-31 
68 See Samuel Rubenson, “The Formation and reformation of the Saying of the Desert Fathers”, in: (Markus, 
Vinzent & Samuel Rubenson ed), Studia Patristica Vol:LV, Papers presented at the 16th International 
Conference on Patrisitc Studies held in Oxford 2011.Leuven: Peeters. (2013) 
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For a start this applies to two of the pioneering works of Greek 
hagiography, the vita Antonii and the vita Macrina, which have come down 
to us under the heading and in the form of Letters.69 

 
Efthymiadis referred to the Vita Antonii to exemplify how hagiographical text could include 

multiple generic characters and styles. Vita Antonii is a long narrative which discloses a wide 

variety of literary genres such as instructive stories, polemics against the pagans, narrative 

which features the progress of the spiritual life of the saint, the theme of wandering from one 

place to another, the Passio which refers to the sufferings caused by the demons as well as the 

healing miracle. In addition, a minimal space is dedicated to an encomiastic discourse and the 

biography of the saint. 70 

 

Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina presents another example. Though composed in the form 

of a letter, he referred to it as a diêgêsis and chose to formulate it as a brief and simple 

narrative. In the Life of his sister, Gregory offered details of her personal life and family 

history. There, his purpose was to introduce a new Christian ascetic model of sanctity and 

holiness; an example to be useful to others as a paradigm of righteousness acting effectively 

within the household and not necessarily manifested under the hot sun of the desert.71  

 

Nonetheless, the Life of Constantine, with its eloquent style in addition to Eusebius’ attempt 

to combine Christian elements, can fit into various genres. Cameron explains: 

The Life is certainly neither a conventional imperial panegyric, nor a 
history, nor yet a biography as we might currently understand the word.72 

 
Cameron illustrated that the Life of Constantine by Eusebius was innovative and creative and 

adapted to the new needs of Christianity. 

 

In order to limit the scope of this paper, I shall narrow down my focus to the study of 

narrations or diêgêsis as they occupy the majority of the hagiographical corpus. 

 

 
69 Stephanos, Efthymiadis. (2014). pp.5-7 
70 Stephanos, Efthymiadis. (2014). p. 5 
71 David, Konstan, “How to Praise a Friend:St. Gregory of Nazianzus’s Funeral Oration for St.Basil the 
Great”.in: Thomas Hägg & Philip Rousseau (ed), Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity. London: 
University of California Press. (2000). pp 160-177 
72 Averil, Cameron. (2000). p.72 
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According to Martin Hinterberger, the term diêgêsis remained the keyword by which 

hagiographers referred to their text and writing process throughout the Byzantine period. He 

classified the Life (Vita) to belong to the larger textual category of the narrative which could 

include historical or autobiographical accounts as well as romance.73 So, how did Christian 

authors write their diêgêsis? 

 

3.1 Narration in the Christian Discourse 

Diêgêsis in terms of the classical rhetoric found in the progymnasmata is an exposition of an 

action that has happened or as though it had happened. A narrative (diêgêma, the difference 

between the diêgêsis and diêgêma is like the difference between poetry and poem) can be 

either dramatic, historical or political.  

 

There are six characteristics of a narrative: the person (who), the thing done (what), the time 

(when), the place (where), the manner (how) and the cause for which it was done (why).74 

Diêgêsis are characterised by clarity, brevity and credibility. Clarity is accomplished through 

the comprehensive and accurate depiction of all aspects of an action. Theon, one of the 

authors of the progymnasmata, argues that for the sake of clarity, the style should be void of 

any poetic or foreign words. Brevity is considered to be essential in maintaining the attention 

of the audience, signifying the most important facts without the addition of unnecessary 

events or the omission of necessary ones. However, Nicolaus the Sophist explained that it is 

difficult for the writers to combine both clarity and brevity; for often the writer either chooses 

the language to be unclear for the sake of brevity, or for clarity’s sake the writer has to write 

in lengthy details. Most important of all, is credibility, or in other words the sense of truth.75  

 

In the classical period it had been an oratory specific to the juridical speech, as it was 

considered to be a way of narration of facts which should be done in an objective/plain way 

for judges to make a decision. On the other hand, according to Aristotle, they could only be a 

part of epideictic speeches, when the speaker identifies the virtues of the person being praised 

and adds narrative passages in support of them.76 

 

 
73 Martin, Hinterberger. (2014) pp. 24-49 
74 George, A.Kennedy. (2003) p.96 
75 George, A.Kennedy. (2003) 
76 George, A.Kennedy (2007). pp.  226-243 



 27 

Plato explained in his Republic that the narrative can be subdivided according to its style of 

presentation as follows: 1. Plain (unmixed)  direct diêgêsis which is a narrative in the voice of 

the storyteller or the poet, 2. Narrative by means of imitation (diêgêsis dia mimeseos) which is 

a direct speech in the voices of the character of the story 3. A compound narrative which 

combines the previous two.77 In the narrative by means of mimesis/imitation, the narrator 

aims to direct the audience’s imagination towards someone else, or suggests that someone 

other than himself is speaking.78(c. 393) Socrates in the Republic recommended that if the 

“guardians” of the ideal city should imitate, they would rather choose appropriate models to 

imitate, people who are “brave”, “self disciplined”, “god-fearing” and “free”.79 In Book X, 

Plato preferred the plain diêgêsis and banned poets from his ideal city based on the fear of the 

power of mimesis as a transformative power. For Plato’s concern, the narrative should be 

objective and plain, free from any manipulative rhetorical embellishments.80 

 

As Plato explained, mimesis suggests an image, a visual image related to imitation or 

representation which induces the imagination of the audience.81 

 

Ruth Webb explains the reason behind his fear: 

…he feared the impact on the young of reading aloud the word of an 
insubordinate Achilles or a gluttonous Odysseus. 

Webb argues that Plato’s fear was based on the unacceptable models provided by the poets or 

narrators which might affect the young of his ideal city. Webb added that the Church was 

aware of the transformative power of mimesis. John Chrysostom had frequently warned his 

listeners of the psychological mimetic impact of the theatre with its immoral models, which 

may make the listeners unclean or unable to participate in Christian rites.82  

It seems quite logical, if Christians feared the mimetic power of the immoral models of the 

classical world, they would provide their audience with other models of Holy men. So, they 

wrote their own narratives. 

 
77 Jean-Marie, Schaeffer, “Fictional vs.Factual Narration” in: (Hühn P, Pier J. Scmid W. & Schönert J. eds), 
Handbook of Narratology. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter. (2009) pp.98-113 
78 G.R.Ferrari (ed) & Tom, Griffith (trans), Plato: The Republic, United Kingdom: Cambridge University 
Press.(2003) pp.71-110 
79 J. Tate, “’Imitation’ in Plato’s Repiblic”, in The Classical Quarterly 22, no 1. Cambridge University Press 
(1928) pp.16-23 
80 G.R.Ferrari (ed) & Tom, Griffith (trans). (2003). pp.313-330 
81 Arne, Melberg, Theories of Mimesis. New York: University of Cambridge (1995) pp.10-15 
82 Ruth, Webb. “Basil of Caesarea & Greek Tragedy” in: (Lorna, Hardwick & Christopher Stray eds), A 
Companion to Classical Receptions. USA: Blackwell Publishing. (2008) pp.62-71 
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But the question is: did they write a platonic diêgêsis according to the classical rhetoric or did 

they deviate from their predecessors of the Greco-Roman world? 

 

Claudia Rapp wrote an article, “Storytelling as Spiritual Communication in Early Greek 

Hagiography: The Use of Diegesis”, in order to illustrate the affinity between hagiographical 

Vitae and classical diêgêsis, which might denote a spiritual value. She explains that many 

hagiographical texts are designated as diêgêsis: 

A surprising number of texts which we would tend to label as “saints’ 
lives” or “biographies”because of their arrangement of material relating 
to one particular saint in chronological sequence, do in fact avoid the word 
“life”(bios) in favor of diegesis.83 

Rapp based her argument on the hagiographers of the fourth to the seventh centuries who 

referred to their text as diêgêsis and to their activity as diegeisthai thus denoting a kind of 

storytelling which has a spiritual value. She explained that by telling the story of a holy 

person, both the narrator and the audience are being active participants in the sanctity of the 

holy man or woman.  

Then, she added that diêgêsis is derived from a Greek verb diegeisthai, which means literally 

“to tell” or “to report” and this means a brief account but in the Christian literature of Late 

Antiquity, diêgêsis refers to an anecdote or a story of edifying character.84  

 

Rapp explained that “the simple”, “unadorned style”, the “intrinsic truth-value” and the 

absence of rhetorical embellishments of the hagiographical writing is due to their resemblance 

to the diêgêsis of the classical rhetoric. She concluded that the classical use of diêgêsis as a 

judicial oratory shifted after the first century to a more general application; to be the 

foundation of hagiographical texts.85 

 

Nevertheless, Rapp noted that the hagiographer mostly refers to himself as a disciple of the 

saint and claims the status of an eyewitness of the events described, or of the saint’s 

miraculous abilities. The author by default feels obliged to tell the story of the saint despite 

his humble abilities to do justice in his writings to the saint’s accomplishments and he usually 

 
83 Claudia, Rapp. (1998): pp.431-448 
84 Claudia, Rapp. (1998). pp.431-448 
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prays to the saint to inspire him and to guide his pen. This implicitly creates a connotation of 

trustworthiness which renders this form of storytelling, a suitable form of historical account.86  

 

However, Cameron argued that Vitae included other elements other than just a “simple”, 

“unadorned style”. They offered Christians a visual effect of models to imitate. This 

highlighted the mimetic function of Vitae, in which Christian writers presented an image not 

only of the perfect Christian life but also a life for Christians to imitate, the Vita then becomes 

an icon.87 They were presented and interpreted in relation to sacred lives of the past providing 

an ideal of behavior for Christians to follow, meanwhile they could be written in a form that 

did not lose the essential appeal to the elite audience. Cameron argues: 

Nevertheless, Lives, like some other forms of Christian communication, had 
the power of speaking to the individual. The holy men of these Lives 
inhabited a world several stages removed from realism, and are described 
in language evocative of that extra dimension; but real or not, they worked 
out in their lives both the model presented by the life of Christ and the 
contemporary ideal of asceticism and, in so doing, brought home the 
possibilities for every Christian individual. 

 
So, Christian Vitae were eagerly read and admired, addressed individuals from all educational 

levels, formed both horizontal and vertical links in society and presented possible ideals for 

the Christians to emulate. 

 

In support of this, we need to recall Uytfanghe’s classification of hagiographical discourse, 

being more performative than informative, which means that though Christian authors 

referred to their texts as diêgêsis, they did not compose a classical, plain, objective diêgêsis, 

in terms of the classical rhetoric. They favored the form of mimetic diêgêsis. They did not 

follow the platonic usage of diêgêsis, but they intentionally provided the audience with 

models of Holy men as examples of Christi Representatio for the sake of Christi Imitatio. 

Their subject matter was the transformation of the audience. Plain Objective diêgêsis as 

defined in the classical rhetoric can be found in some of the Synaxarium entries where the 

narrative is short, quite objective and the subject matter is the anamnesis of the saint, contrary 

to the structure of the Vitae which contain more than just a brief report of the saint’s life.88 

 
86 Claudia, Rapp. (1998). pp.431-448 
87 Averil, Cameron. (1991) 
88 Alexander, P.Kazhdan, The Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, Volume 3, United Kingdom:Oxford University 
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Unfortunately, despite the enormous effort done by Claudia Rapp to explain the linguistic 

simplicity and the long presentation found in Vitae by arguing that they are an extension to 

classical diêgêsis, it seems to be not enough.  

 

Thus, I shall suggest a new perspective which can be simple in its essence but aims mainly on 

the transformation of both the narrator and the audience. It is deeper than only taking part in 

the saint’s sanctity by re-telling his/her story. It is rather the creation of new heroes. 

 

I will argue that this can be accomplished through Michel Foucault’s act of parrhesia. 

 

3.2 Hagiography as a parrhesiastic tradition 

In 1983-1984, Michel Foucault in his lectures on “The Courage of Truth”, explained the 

ancient ethical practice of parrhesia, going through Socrates, Cynic asceticism and finally the 

Christian tradition.89 First, the verb “parrhesiazesthai” means “to say everything” and a 

parrhesiast is someone who says everything he has in mind, he does not hide anything but 

opens his heart and mind completely to other people. The parrhesiast whose speech is 

authenticated by his deeds, makes him more trustworthy for the listeners. The word parrhesia, 

refers to a type of relationship between the speaker and what he says, where the speaker 

makes it as clear and direct as possible to the audience that he is telling what he actually 

believes, and it is shown through how he lives.90  

 

Foucault defined parrhesia as “a verbal activity in which a speaker expresses his personal 

relationship to truth and risks his own life because he recognizes truth telling as a duty to 

improve or help other people as well”91. In other words, parrhesia is characterized by two 

main features, first, a fundamental bond between the truth spoken and the person who spoke 

it. The speaker has a specific relation to truth and chooses to communicate it through 

frankness. Second, it involves a form of courage where the speaker risks either himself or his 

relationship with the interlocutors. This is because the truth said is not for the sake of 

demonstration, but rather has the function of either criticism which might not appeal to the 

 
89 Frédéric, Gros (ed) & Graham, Burchell (trans), Michel Foucault: The Courage of the Truth (The Government 
of sef and others: Lectures at the College of France 1983-1984). United Kingdom: Macmillan Publishing.(2011) 
90 Frédéric, Gros (ed) & Graham, Burchell (trans). (2011). pp.7-9 
91Joseph Pearson. (ed). Michel, Foucault: Fearless Speech Los Angelos: Semiotext.(2001) pp.19-20  
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interlocutors, or duty to invite others to take part of what has been said and improve 

themselves.92  

 

Another aspect of parrhesia is that the speaker identifies oneself as a free citizen who 

committed no crime for telling the truth. However, the speaker tends to intentionally place 

himself in a situation of inferiority, with respect to his interlocutor, to deliver such truth. The 

speaker does not arrogantly impose the truth from above, on the contrary, he speaks to them 

humbly from below.93 

 

What cannot be overridden is that the speaker always initiates his speech through appealing to 

a prior agreement of common grounds of accepted truth between him and the listeners, or an 

initiative in which both sides would accept as telling the truth. In other words, ‘It’s not only 

my truth, but yours as well, and you should act accordingly’.  

 

In fact, parrhesia is a very powerful figure of speech that requires courage from the speaker 

and that’s why, on the other hand, it can be offensive to the interlocutor. Whereas, the 

parrhesiast uses a style which presumes that the truth said is, without any doubt, the truth 

believed by the interlocutor. Hence, the interlocutor is expected to act according to it.  

 

Furthermore, Foucault identified parrhesia as being always a game where the speaker invites 

everyone -without exclusion, to take part of it.94 Nevertheless, parrhesia reflects certain moral 

qualities attained by the speaker, based on his acquaintance of the truth, and by default he 

urges his listeners to take part in the spoken truth to attain the same moral qualities. On one 

hand, the audience addressed, might demonstrate a greatness of soul by accepting the truth 

said to them, thus taking part in the game. The following agreement is then called “the pact of 

parrhesia”.95 On the other hand, the listener might refuse the message of the speaker, even get 

offended by it, and in that sense the speaker risks either his life or his relation to the listener. 

 

 
92 Frédéric, Gros (ed) & Graham, Burchell (trans). (2011). pp11-13 
93 Michel, Foucault. Discourse and truth: The problematization of parrhesia. Six lectures given by Michael 
Foucault at Berkley, Oct-Nov 1983. Transcribed by Joseph Pearson. Evanston, IL: Northwestern Unviversity. 
Retrieved from h https://www.cscd.osaka-u.ac.jp/user/rosaldo/On_Parrehesia_by_Foucault_1983.pdf  
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95 Frédéric, Gros (ed) & Graham, Burchell (trans). (2011) pp.141-156 
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A hallmark in the pact of parrhesia is its transformative purpose, in which the listener should 

reflect on his own style of life, his deeds and how he lived, which enables one to distinguish 

between the good and the bad. Foucault explains: 

Telling the truth in the realm of the care of men is to question their mode of 
life, to put this mode of life to the test and define what there is in it that may 
be ratified and recognized as good and what on the other hand must be 
rejected and condemned 96  

Here, Foucault explains the ethical practice of parrhesia which aims that an individual would 

investigate one’s mode of life and take decisions to ratify or reform it. 

 

Unlike rhetoric, parrhesia does not include a set of methods to be followed which enables the 

speaker to induce certain convictions or behaviors upon the audience. It is based on the 

audience’s act of free will to deliberately take part in the pact of parrhesia. It is described by 

Foucault as the zero degree of rhetorical figures.97 

 

King Agrippa in Acts 26 understood the game of parrhesia. Though Paul seemed to have been 

in a position of defending himself before both King Agrippa and Festus, he tried to clarify 

that he committed no crime in being obedient to his ‘vision from heaven’, believing and 

preaching nothing beyond ‘what the prophets and Moses said’ that Christ is the Messiah. 

Festus mocked him and thought of him being insane, but Paul replied “I am not insane.. What 

I am saying is true and reasonable. The King is familiar with these things, and I can speak 

freely to him (parrésiazomenos which literally means using boldness). I am convinced that 

none of this has escaped his notice, because it was not done in a corner. King Agrippa, do 

you believe the prophets? I know you do.”98 Here Paul as a speaker who beheld the truth and 

spoke it boldly is inviting King Agrippa to step in the pact of parrhesia and participate in the 

truth spoken. Paul is appealing to the pact of parrhesia manifested in the common grounds 

between him and Agrippa, which is believing in the prophets. On the other hand, King 

Agrippa responded in a way which reveals that he understood Paul’s invitation, he answered, 

“Do you think that in such short time you can persuade me to be a Christian?”.99 

 
96 Frédéric, Gros (ed) & Graham, Burchell (trans). (2011) p.149 
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Then, Paul replied with his famous answer, “Short time or long- I pray to God that not only 

you but all who are listening to me today may become what I am except for these chains.”100 

Paul, who himself believed in the quality of being Christian, is now urging not only King 

Agrippa, but all those who heard his message to believe and become as he is. The chapter 

ends with Agrippa confirming that Paul committed no crime which deserves death or 

imprisonment. Here, the reader is left by the author at a crossroads. The author did not 

illustrate if Agrippa accepted faith or not. If he knew the truth, he neither took part in it, nor 

accepted faith in Christ, then he would be condemned. But if he accepted the pact, he is 

expected to take a step further, to become a Christian and transform his life. 

 

Michel Foucault’s game of parrhesia can also be elaborated through Paul’s second epistle to 

the Corinthians, however, the terms here are different. Paul addressed the Corinthians whom 

are the result of his ministry- based on the work of the Holy Spirit- reminding them of their 

pact of parrhesia and urging them to transform their modes of lives or their way to living. His 

initial point of argument or their pact was based on their participation in the New Covenant. 

He reminded them of his relationship to them, and the listeners being the result of his ministry 

accepted his frank letters. 

 

In chapter 3, Paul was trying to highlight the glory of the new covenant, which was once seen 

on the face of Moses, but he had to cover it with a veil. However, unlike Moses, Paul spoke 

boldly to the people, “Therefore, since we have such a hope, we are very bold, We are not like 

Moses, who would put a veil over his face to prevent Israelite from seeing the end of what was 

passing away”101. First, the term “bold” literally means in Greek “Very much boldness” or 

“pollé parrèsia” which refers to the openness and the freedom of speech.102 Paul claims for 

himself the quality of speaking as a parrhesiast who came to his audience with confidence in 

Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit and spoke truthfully of what he actually believed. Then 

addressing his audience in the plural form ‘We are very bold’ is reminding them of their pact 

of parrhesia. As the gospel’s message has been unveiled to him, it is now also unveiled to his 

listeners through the freedom of speech given by the Holy Spirit. 
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As a result of their pact of parrhesia, and they have seen the glory of Christ, he expected them 

to transform their behavior and way of living. He says, “We now all having been unveiled in 

face the glory of the Lord beholding as in a mirror the same image, are being transformed 

into from glory to glory even as from the Lord and the Spirit”.103   

 

As a part of the game of parrhesia, Paul’s main objective is the transformation of the whole 

Christian community at Corinth. It begins from the transformation of the hearts which he had 

already pointed at, in verse 3, “You show that you are a letter from Christ, written…not on 

tablets of stone but on tablets of human hearts” as a fulfillment of the new covenant, 

prophesied in Ezekiel, “I will give them an undivided heart and put a new spirit in them; I will 

remove from them their heart of stone and give them a heart of flesh.”104 The transformation 

of the heart involves also the freedom of the individuals, “And where the Spirit of the Lord, 

there is freedom”, though not only freedom from the restrictions of the old covenant, but also 

their freedom to choose life, and to transform themselves, which allows believers to be able to 

contemplate the glory of the Lord. 

Then, Paul went further in the transformation of the individuals. He expects them by 

beholding the truth told to them about the glory of Christ, they would be changed into the 

“same image” of Christ; that is into Christ. And their transformation, as Paul describes, will 

continue to be “from glory to glory”. 

In fact, the term “parrhesia” is not restricted only to this part of the New Testament, but we 

can even trace it back in the Old Testament which can provide us with new features to 

understand its usage. In the Septuagint, though it is not widely used, parrhesia is a gift of God 

which marked the freedom of the Israelites from the slavery in Egypt, ascribed to wisdom and 

a virtue expressed in prayer. In the Jewish Hellenistic writings, God himself is the source of 

parrhesia as well as a sort of positive modality in the relation to God.105 

 

On the other hand, the term “parrhesia” is used to a wider extent in the New Testament. It 

occurred thirteen times in the Gospel of John, there it refers to public speech, speaking plainly 

or a bold courageous speech against the timid.106 My focus will be on the latest meaning since 

it is of significance to the context of this study. The sense of speaking boldly in public, as 
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Jesus did in the Gospel of John, during his trial facing the questions of the high priest, “I have 

spoken openly ‘parrhesia’ to the world”107. When Jesus was asked about his disciples and his 

teachings, he protested that he had always spoken the truth openly in “parrhesia”. He 

maintained one simple message to everyone, however, he extrapolated it a little further 

according to the perception of his followers’ willingness and capacity to understand and 

follow him. 108 

 

Jesus’ act of parrhesia has extended to his followers. In Acts, after Peter and John had their 

courageous speech and were brought in front of the elders and the teachers of the law, “When 

they saw the courage ‘parrhesia’ of Peter and John and realized that they were unschooled, 

ordinary men, they were astonished and they took note that these men had been with 

Jesus”109. If we go back to Peter’s speech of parrhesia in Acts 3, Peter as a parrhesiast 

elaborated the primitive Christian kerygma as the basis of the speech, in addition to other 

elements. Peter uses the miracle of healing the lame man as an exposition of the significance 

of faith and expanded the speech using scriptural proof. If we appeal to the game of parrhesia, 

Peter tackled in his speech two main aspects, first, there is no one excluded from salvation, 

everyone is invited to take part in the truth spoken which reveals the universality of the 

Gospel’s message. The second is his call to the conversion which was based on the prior pact 

that the Israelites are the “people of God” who should believe in what they heard and was 

confirmed by the miracle revealed among them. It’s an invitation to accept the truth said and 

to start to wipe out their sins and turn away from their wicked deeds; a life transformation. 

Peter’s speech included both the simple kerygma and the transformation of the audience 

through his act of parrhesia.110 

 

By default, Christian parrhesia has become the ability of Christians as owners of the ultimate 

divine truth to speak boldly about their faith in Christ, preaching the Gospel and invite 

whoever hears the message to take part in the Good news. In other words, Christian parrhesia 

has become an act of mission.  

In the first centuries of the Christian mission, Christians pursued the path of parrhesia in 

addressing their audience. They sought the common grounds between them and their audience 
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as a prior agreement and preached further Christ as the fulfillment of every prophecy. For 

Jews, they appealed to the prophets and preached Christ to be the Messiah. For the Greeks, 

Christ is the ‘unknown God’ they sought. For Christian believers, they taught the simple 

kerygma, aiming to transform the believers into the image of Christ. 

In parrhesia, everyone was included and invited to take part in the truth said about the Good 

news of salvation in Christ.  

However, it is not only a verbal activity, but also it is manifested through their confidence that 

God will hear those who have faith in Him and in his perfect love that would even extend to 

the Day of Judgement.111  

 

Thus, Foucault explained that parrhesia has become the apostolic virtue par excellence. It 

reflected a certain virtue which characterized or should characterize “either men, or at least 

all Christians, or the apostles and those responsible for teaching the truth to men”112.  

 

On top of that, it has become the fulfillment of Christian Mysticism as the person shall give 

up one’s self seeking and selfishness, and become like Christ, speaking the truth to the 

world.113 

 

This game of parrhesia and speaking boldly about faith in Christ is clearly manifested in the 

stories of martyrs who spoke freely about their truth in God and Christ. They sought to give 

up themselves and die in order to gain their souls through Christ. The martyrs’ fearless 

disclosure, as demonstrated in the dialogues between them and their persecutors, of how he or 

she related, used, applied and practiced a set of truths provides listeners with the impetus to 

see their true selves and thus to undertake to change their own lives.114 It is important to 

clarify, that the martyrs, like Jesus and the apostles, understood that they committed no crime 

which deserves a trial. Their discourse was provocative because it was an invitation to the 

listener, by then the prosecutor, to take part of their truth and be like them. 
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After the Edict of Milan 313 C.E, and the era of martyrdom has come to an end, the idea of 

asceticism has evolved, where dying unto the world has replaced dying in blood for Christ. 

Christian authors wrote Vitae of holy men/holy women focusing on the life of a person who 

becomes a saint not by means of death, but by his/her way of life, their life in Christ. 

Though their lives were portrayed as disengaged from the world, living alone in the deserts, 

still they were frank speakers who stood against heresies, or certain ecclesiastical authorities 

or protested against the imperial power over the church.115 The pact was based on the fact that 

everyone in the Empire can be addressed as a Christian. Christian parrhesia has become an act 

of mission within the public church to promote the Christian values and morality, in order to 

create new moral individuals suitable for the New Christian Empire. 

 

Thus, the act of parrhesia has clearly extended to the narrative texts of martyria and Vitae. 

To summarize the foregoing, parrhesia is always a game. On one hand, the speaker uses his 

freedom and chooses to speak boldly the truth instead of using rhetorically embellished text 

for the sake of persuading the public. He proceeds from a prior pact of shared truth that would 

be undoubtedly accepted by the audience who are supposed accordingly to take part in the 

game. Consequently, the speaker chooses criticism instead of flattery for the sake of the 

promotion of the moral qualities, which is afterwards revealed in the transformation of the 

lives of the individuals. Meanwhile, the game of parrhesia, always involves an action from the 

interlocutor, either refuse the truth or deliberately accept it and this transforms one’s life. 

Parrhesia is regarded as a duty, where the speaker, though free to be silent, feels compelled to 

tell the truth despite the refusal of the interlocutor to accept it or the endangerment of the 

speaker to be punished in some way. 

 

I shall argue that this act of truth-telling or parrhesia does not end; it is rather continuous 

through the hagiographical discourse as a part of the Christian mission of the Church.  

 

For Christian audience, the narrator acts as a parrhesiast and reminds them of their pact, being 

Christian believers who need to transform their lives into the image of Christ. He 

accomplishes the latter through intentionally re-telling the story of a saint whose sanctity and 

transformation into the image of Christ has been already confirmed by miracles and divine 
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revelations. In order to take part in the story told, the narrator encourages the audience to 

transform their lives through emulating the life of the saint, and this will lead to the 

production of new saints. Hence, Christians re-tell the story of the saint to their fellow 

Christians as a model of sanctity to be imitated. Stories have become a method for the simple 

Christians to missionize to both believers and non-believers. 

 

Now, I will assume Michel Foucault’s game of parrhesia as a part of the Christian mission in 

the Christian Muslim encounter. This can be confirmed through the analysis of simple styled 

hagiographical narratives of the Arabic Hagiographical texts of neo-martyrs. 
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Chapter 4 

First, I will use the space provided by this chapter to illustrate a short survey on the study of 

Arabic Hagiographies and what apostasy mean in an Islamic context. 

 

4.1 Arabic Hagiography 

Many studies were dedicated to the study of Latin, Greek as well as Coptic hagiographies (les 

martyrs d’Égypte by Delehaye) in early and late Antiquity and the Medieval Byzantine 

periods (Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity) , but few studies have been 

produced concerning Arabic hagiographies.  

 

Arabic Christian hagiographical texts are a complex corpus with a mix of translations 

produced by several different communities in the Middle East, over a long period of time. 

They belong to different denominations, revealing different theological aspects with various 

linguistic backgrounds in revised, condensed or reworked versions.116  

 

Mark N.Swanson, wrote in his article “Arabic Hagiography” that most of the Arabic 

hagiographical texts have never been edited, at least not in an adequate academic sense, and 

that the editions that do exist are hard to access. He commented on the old classification of the 

hagiographical texts: 

Many important collections of Arabic Christian manuscripts have not been 
catalogued, and most of the catalogues that do exist are insufficiently detailed to 
allow for the precise identification of a particular text. 117 

 
 He suggests that academic resources are old and outdated, pointing to the need for updated 

academic studies: 

The survey of hagiographical texts in Georg Graf’s Geschichte der christlichen 
arabischen Literatur is sketchy and now 60 years old; the Bibliotheca 
Hagiographica Orientalis, with respect to Arabic texts, is sketchier and older 
still.118 

 
Swanson underlines that regardless of the difficulties which face the researchers studying the 

Arabic hagiographies, they are considered to be a living tradition which continues among 

Arabic-speaking Christians confirming their edifying and entertaining roles. 
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4.2 Apostasy in early Islam 

Before beginning the study of the hagiographies, we should allude to the legal meaning of 

apostasy in Islamic law (Ar. ridda). Conversion from Islam to Christianity was considered to 

be a capital offence in the Islamic law. Harsh punishments were imposed in order to 

discourage the act of apostasy. The apostate suffered severe social and economic penalties in 

addition to being excluded from his own family and friends, and sometimes exile.119  

 

According to the Qūran, the latest Meccan period (sūra XVI, 108-9), an apostate would suffer 

a severe punishment in the next world only. Similarly, in the Medinan sūra III (verses 82-85), 

they would suffer the curse of Allah, and that of the Angels and men all the time (See also 

sūra IV,136; V,59; IX,67). On the other hand, according to the Islamic Tradition, a new 

element has been found other than the punishment in the next world, which is the penalty of 

death (only no agreement on the nature of death, either burnt, slained or crucified). In Fiqh 

there is a consensus that the male apostate must be put to death, only if he is a grown up and 

did not act under compulsion.120 

 

There were two groups of apostates identified by early Muslim jurists such as ʿAṭāʾ b. Abī 

Rabāḥ (d. ca. 114/732), al-Layth b. Saʿd (d. 175/791), Mālik b. Anas (d. 179/796), and al-

Shāfiʿī (d. 204/820), along with a variety of Shīʿī scholars. The first group included apostates 

from non-Muslim backgrounds, those were entitled to the act of repentance (Ar. tawba) in 

order to avoid execution while the other group was known as “true apostates”, those who 

were Muslims by birth.121 

 

The upcoming hagiographies are of true apostates. I will highlight how Christian authors used 

the stories of neo-martyrs, through the game of parrhesia, as an act of Christian mission in 

order to address both their fellow Christians as well as their Muslim counterparts. 

 

 

 

 

 
119 Christian C. Sahner. "Swimming against the Current: Muslim Conversion to Christianity in the Early Islamic 
Period." Journal of the American Oriental Society 136, no. 2 (2016). pp. 265-284. Accessed April 26, 2020.  
120 P. Bearman, Th. Bianquis, C.E. Bosworth, E. van Donzel and W.P. Heinrichs (eds), The Encyclopaedia of 
Islam, New Edition. Volume 7. Leiden-NewYork: E.J Brill. (1993) pp. 635-636 
121 Christian C. Sahner. (2016). pp.265-284 
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Anthony -Rawh Al-Qurashi 

 

Anthony Rawh al-Qurashi is one of the interesting cases of true apostasy. His Martyrdom was 

composed by an anonymous Melkite Christian, possibly a monk. His life is not only found in 

Arabic but also it has been translated to Georgian, Ethiopic and an altered version of his life is 

found in Latin translation. There are references to him in three Syriac chronicles and a 

liturgical calendar. Nevertheless, he has been discussed by name in a Muslim source, al-

Bīrūnī (d. ca. 440/1048) mentioned him in his Kitāb al-āthār albāqiya (commonly known as 

“The Chronology of Ancient Nations”) in a section dealing with the feasts of the Melkites”.122 
 
4.3 History and Background 

The eighth century is believed to be a turning point in the Islamic history. Under ʿAbd al-

Malik (the fifth Umayyad caliph), the Muslim elites focused all their energies to create a 

distictive Islamic empire. Sahner in his book ”Christian Martyrs Under Islam” explained: 

The signs of this political and religious shift are well known: the demolition 
of Christian and Jewish holy sites and the erection of extravagant Muslim 
sanctuaries. the minting of new dirhams, which banished old Byzantine and 
Sasanian iconography in favor of the aniconic Muslim creed; the alleged 
expulsion of Greek and Persian speakers from state service; and the 
proliferation of new, overtly antagonistic laws against non-Muslims. 

 
This has extended to their following successors in the ʿAbbasid caliphate. The community of 

umma started to have more discernible features, distinguishing between a “Muslim” and a 

“non-Muslim”. Interreligious tensions were increasing and non-Muslims were being 

suppressed by the state in a way which they did not experience earlier. The ongoing wars 

between the Arabs and the Byzantines left the Christians under suspicion of treason that had 

to be checked and subdued. The laws against apostasy and blasphemy were implemented 

more strenuously compared to the Umayyad period and a large number of neo-martyrs died 

during the first fifty years of the ʿAbbasid rule.123  

 

Anthony Rawh al-Qurashi was one of the martyrs of this era who died on the 25th of 

December 799 C.E. 

Theodore Abū Qurrah, in his treatise on the veneration of the icons, referred to Anthony as a 

contemporary well known marytr whose story was widespread among the Christians.  
 

122 Christian, C.Sahner. (2018) p.197 
123 Christian, C. Sahner (2018) pp.527-534 
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 انركذ ھثیدح ضافتسم ىلعألا فرشلا لھا نم روھشم نییناربلا نم دیھش اذھ اننامز يف ناك دق و
 بجع نم ةینارصنلاب نمآ امنا ھنا ھیقل نم لكل ربخی ناك و سوینوطنا رم ھل لاقی ھتاولصب حیسملا

 .124دیھشلا سورذاث رمل تناك ةروص يف هآر

 
(My english translation) 

And there was in our time a well known martyr, one of the outsiders, from a 
family of high noblility whose story is widespread. May Christ remember us 
through his prayers, he is called, Saint Anthony. He used to tell every one 
he met that he only believed in Christianity from a miracle he saw in a 
picture (icon) that belonged to Saint Theodore, the martyr. 

 
This comment is considered to have the quality of an eyewitness report or at least a report 

based on a familiar story among Christians who knew and remembered the saint. Samir Khalil 

Samir has observed that there were a large number of Muslims named “Rawh”, who lived in 
125.nastydy yadayUmpositions in the strative iadminheld significant ia and Syr 

 

Rawh’s miraculous experience took place in a monastery known in the Arabic resources as 

“Dayr Murran”. According to the geographer Yāqūt al-Ḥamawī (d. 626/1229), the monastery 

had a “miraculous image” which may be the same one mentioned in Anthony’s Martyrdom. 

Some resources state that many Umayyad caliphs used to live there while others inform us 

about a visit of Hārūn al-Rashīd, the fifth Abbasid Caliph and the executor of Anthony, to the 

 126t.boversation with an abcon monastery and had a 

 

iewvervOial Mater 44. 

As mentioned in the introduction, I intend to examine the Martyrdom found in two main    

recensions, a tenth century manuscript Sinai.ar.513 and, the thirteenth century manuscripts 

Sinai.ar.448 and Sinai.ar. 445. I will focus mainly on the oldest account of the narration found 

in the tenth’s century manuscript, but I will note discrepancies with other accounts as they 

arise.  

Like the Greek Byzantine hagiographers, the Arabic Melkite hagiographer of the Martyrdom 

referred to his text and his writing process as diêgêsis (ar. khabar). 

 
124 Ignace, Dick. ”La Passion arabe de S. Antoine Ruwah, néo-martyr de Damas” in: Le Muséon 74 (1961). 
pp.109-133 
125 Christian, C. Sahner. (2018) pp.203-204 
126 Christian. C. Sahner. 
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In the thirteenth century manuscripts (Sinai.ar.448 and Sinai.ar.445), the authors entitled their 

texts by khabar (news) or short account (narration or diêgêsis), while in the tenth century 

manuscript, (Sinai.ar.513), the author referred to his text as the Martyrdom or (ar.) Šahādat of 

Saint Anthony the chosen damascene.  

 

Sinai.ar. 448: In the name of the Holy Trinity, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, We 

shall begin with the help of God Almighty and His blessings (Good Luck) to copy the news 

(ar. khabar) of Anthony the Saint who was martyred in the city of Raqqa in the days of Hārūn 
127be with us, Amen.Anthony) s (rhis prayemay , dīRash-la 

 

Sinai.ar.455: In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, news of Anthony the 
128.dīRash-n alūrāHaqqa in the days of of Raint who was martyred in the city S 

The author of Sinai.ar.513 started his text by “In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy 

Spirit, One God, This is the Martyrdom of the noble Saint Anthony the chosen damascene” in 

his title of the Martyrdom seems to appeal to Acts 9:15, when the Lord spoke to Ananias, 

“Go! This man is my chosen instrument to proclaim my name to the Gentiles and their kings 

and to the people of Israel. I will show him how much he must suffer for my name”.129 

Because the text could be less familiar to some scholars of the period, I will begin with a short 

historical account as a summary of the storyline, written by Michael the Syrian in his 

chronicles. He wrote: 

In this period was a heathen man of the tribe of Quraysh, whose name was 
Rawh. His house was adjacent to a Christian church, and constantly 
listened to the prayers. He looked through the window, and vexed the priest 
casting at him pellets made of clay during the celebration of the E ucharist. 
One day while he was looking at the priest through the window, as was his 
custom. Almighty God, who knows everything before it happens, had mercy 
on him. The man saw in the middle of the paten a slain lamb rolling in 
blood instead of the bread and the wine. Shocked by this spectacle, he went 
to see the priest in order to verify what he had seen. When he looked 
carefully, he saw in the paten the lamb broken into pieces and dribbling 

 
127 Arabic Manuscripts 448.Mimars, Lives of Saints, etc. ca. 13th century, 1200. Manuscript/Mixed Material. 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress. http://www.loc.gov/item/00279391056-ms/. 
128 Arabic Manuscripts 445.Mimars, Lives, Canons.etc. 1233. Manuscripts/Mixed Material.Retrieved from the 
Library of Congress. http://www.loc.gov/item/00279391019-ms/. 
129 Arabic Manuscripts 513. Hagiographica and Varia. Ca.10th century.0900. Manuscript/Mixed Material. 
Retrieved from the Library of Congress. http://www.loc.gov/item/00279390222-ms/. 
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with blood. However, the priest did not know what went on until the man 
told him the whole story. The priest began to teach him the holy mysteries, 
and the man (Rawh) left his house, entered a monastery and was baptized. 
When the report of this man reached the Caliph Harun, he summoned him 
and asked him about the story. He said with great courage that what he saw 
was from God, and that he would never deny Christianity even if he was 
tortured and cut to pieces. They bound him in iron fetters, and shut him up 
in prison for two years. After immense torture, Harun summoned Rawh the 
second time and promised him precious gifts if he denied Christ. When he 
remained unshaken, he commanded that his head be cut off, and had (his 
corpse) hung on the wall of Raqqa. Many people saw the light that came 
down from heaven and rested on his head and rested on his head. A certain 
Christian man from the country of Persia took it down and carried it to his 
city.130 

The theme of the ‘conversion of the caliph’ or a nephew to the caliph such as the account of 

Anthony had its polemical value in the medieval period that was expressed in many literary 

forms.131 In the above text, Jacobite historians felt the urge to mention a saint worshipped by 

the Melkites in their chronicles, so they wrote a plain, brief, objective historical account about 

him. The text seems to resemble that of the classical diêgêsis. 

Unlike this short account, the hagiographical narrative found in Ignace Dick’s printed edition 

(based on Sinai.ar.513), is approximately 1600 words which means that it is quite long and 

detailed.132 It is a compound narrative which combines both a direct narrative by the voice of 

the storyteller and at the same time, there is direct speech in the voice of the characters. The 

narratives’ wordings are rather primitive and free from any rhetorical embellishment.133 

One main feature of the text is that it was originally composed in Arabic and there are no 

studies that confirm if the text had been translated from any other language. The author wrote 

deliberately in Arabic which was a language understood by the whole community; Muslims 

and Christians despite the threat that it might convey.   

 
130 Matti, Moosa (trans &intro), The Syriac Chronicle of Michael Rabo (The Great) A Universal History from the 
creation.USA: Beth Antioch Press. (2014) pp.527-528 
131 André, Binggeli. “Converting the Caliph: A Legendary Motif in Christian Hagiogarphy and Historiography of 
the Early Islamic Period”. in: (Arietta, Papaconstantinou ed.) Writing ‘True Stories’: Historians and 
Hagiographers in Late Antique and Medieval Near East. Belgium: Brepols. (2010) pp.77-100 
132 John, C. Lamoreaux. (2014). pp.114-115 

133 Juan Pedro, Monferrer-Sala. “Šahādat al-qiddīs Mār Anṭūniyūs: Replanteamiento de la ‘antigüedad’ de las 
versiones sinaíticas a la luz del análisis textual.” MEAH, Sección Árabe-Islam 57 (2008): 237–67. 
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Thomas Sizogorich has studied the parallel topoi and iterations between the Martyrdom and 

the Muslim accounts of the futūh or ‘conquests’ and, argued that the Martyrdom of Anthony 

was intended for mixed audiences of Christians and Muslims. He suggested that Christians 

though did not speak ostensibly through Christian texts, they could have used the Passion to 

achieve such purpose.134 

It is notable that the Martyrdom of Anthony has indeed reached Muslims. Al-Birūni’s 

Chronology of Ancient Nations might give us an insight of how Christians and Muslims 

perceived the story. He was an Arab polygraph who wrote a note concerning Saint Anthony, 

but criticized Christians for their lack of historical evidence to their story, he wrote: 

29th December.Antūnyūs martyr. The Christians believe in him to be 
identical with Abū Rūh, the nephew of Harūn al-Rashid. He left Islam and 
became a convert to the Christian Church, wherefore Harūn crucified him. 
They tell a long and miraculous tale about him, the like which we never 
heard nor read in any history or chronicle. Christians, however, on the 
whole are very much inclined to accept and give credit to such things, more 
particularly if they relate to their creeds, not at all endeavouring by the 
means at their disposal to criticize historical tradition, and to find out the 
truth of by gone times.135 

If we appeal to Michel Foucault’s game of parrhesia this might give us a new perspective. We 

learn from the note above that Christians believed in Anthony to be Rawh, the nephew of the 

Caliph, that they ‘tell a long miraculous tale’ about his conversion and totally ‘accept’ it. It 

seems that through retelling the story, they were inviting the listeners to take part in the story 

told and emulate the saint. Al-Birūni, on the other hand, seems to be quite troubled of such a 

claim, and in his defense for not accepting the pact of parrhesia, he accused Christians of 

having no historical rigour. 

So, Christians claimed for themselves the quality of speaking as parrhesiasts and used a story 

of a familiar Muslim to the Islamic community, as if saying, ‘One of you has become one of 

us.’ Through retelling the story, they invited their Muslim counterparts to follow his steps and 

be like him. 

Therefore, I shall argue that the narrator of the Martyrdom has written the story in a simple 

styled way, using the game of parrhesia and appealed to a prior pact, in order to invite the 

 
134 Thomas, Sizgorich. “For Christian Eyes Only? The Intended Audience of the Martyrdom of Antony Rawh”. 
in: Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations. Volume 20, No.2, England: Routledge. (2009). pp.119-135 
135 André, Binggeli.. (2010). p.79 
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audience to take part in the story told. For Christian audience, the narrator approached them 

on the basis of setting a model for Christians believers to behold their faith in Christ and 

transform their lives despite the surrounding circumstances. Nevertheless, the narrator, 

through the game of parrhesia, included other elements which could serve a Christian 

missionary within a Muslim context. 

It is noteworthy that, the author’s aim was not to persuade them with Anthony’s sanctity, on 

the contrary, the narrator already believed that Anthony was a saint. He was intentionally 

telling the story in a simple styled way to urge his audience to share the story and emulate 

Anthony’s faithfulness in Christ. The subject matter was the audience. 

This is shown, in the beginning of the narration, when the narrator prayed for God’s support 

and blessing while telling the story of the saint, then he requested for the saint’s own prayers. 

On the other hand, at the end of the text, the authors of the Sinai. Ar. 448 and Sinai. Ar. 445 

wrote: 

Glory be to God, forever and ever. We ask our Lord and our Savior Jesus 
Christ to have mercy on us, through the prayers of this venerable martyr 
Anthony, to grant us to share with him in the Kingdom of Heaven, and to 
forgive our entire community. Amen, Through the intercession of Lady 
Mary, the Mother of Light. Amen { The news of Saint Anthony who was 
martyred in Raqqa, May his intercession be with us Amen}. 

And in a similar but a shorter account, the author of Sinai. Ar. 513 wrote: 

We ask our Lord Jesus Christ to forgive us and give us patience through the 
prayers of Saint Anthony because he is being heard. 

Recently scholars have shown that the lives of neo-martyrs were works of exhortation.136 As 

mentioned in the introduction, at a time when many Christians were either converting or 

embracing the Arabic culture, hagiographers of the medieval period presented new models of 

resistance to Islam.  

In the Martyrdom of Anthony, they were trying to illustrate that the wave of conversion was 

not only from Christianity to Islam but also could be the other way around. 

They tended, on one hand, to encourage loyalty to the church and the Christian faith, and, on 

the other hand, address non-Christians through intriguing narratives. 

 
136 Christian C. Sahner. (2016). pp. 265-284. Accessed April 26, 2020.  
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So, how then did the author appeal to his audience in order to encourage them to take part in 

the pact of parrhesia? Either for a Christian public for the sake of the enhancement of their 

Christian life, or for a Muslim public in order to confirm the truth being told and then convert. 

ical narrativehagiograph s in theMotif 5.4 

First, the narrator told the story of a Muslim ‘descendant’ of the Prophet Muhammad or a 

‘nephew’ to the Caliph who abandoned Islam for the sake of Christianity. 

Through the resonance found between the conversion of Anthony and that of Saint Paul, the 

author appealed to the hearts of his Christian audience. Rawh (Pre-Christian name) was 

introduced as an eager Muslim (in the text: al-qurashi) who was fond of the church; though he 

would express his fondness in a peculiar way, he used to steal the oblation, ate it and drank 

what was left in the chalice. He used to tear the crosses from their places, ripped the altar 

cloth and greatly harassed the priest and those who attended the holy liturgy. This points to 

Jacob of Edessa’s letter to John the Stylite who urged the importance of closing the doors of 

the church because the Hagarenes (Muslims) used to disturb the believers and ridicule the 

holy mysteries.137 Nonetheless, the author stated at the end of the Martyrdom, before the 

Saint’s death that Anthony asked for God’s repentance because he joined the raids against the 

Byzantines, killed Christians, went on pilgrimage to Mecca and sacrificed on ʿĪd al-Aḍḥa.  

However deep a Muslim he was, God revealed himself to him in a miraculous way. 

Second, the author did not leave out the moral qualities of the Christian faith. He appealed to 

it vis á vis its Muslim counterpart. This is manifested in the portrayal of a humble Christian 

put to death by the Muslim for no crime other than his conversion to faith in Christ. Muslims 

are depicted as cruel and violent. This began with the Saint’s quest for baptism when the 

patriarch refused to baptize him because he feared the wrath of the Sultan. Such difficulties 

that a convert from Islam could face seeking to be baptized are a common theme found in the 

accounts of neo-martyrs. Both the convert and the Church are to be exposed to great danger 

from the authorities. 

Then the text prevails how the saint was humiliated, beaten, oppressed and tortured in prison 

till he was put to death because of his faith. The allegation of Muslim violence in addition to 

the bribes offered by the Caliph to the saint, on the condition that he abandons his Christian 
 

137 David, M. Freidenreich. “Muslims in canon law, 650-1000”, in: David, Thomas & Barbara, Roggema (eds), 
Christian-Muslim relations: A bibliography history Vol.1 (600-900). Leiden: Brill (2009) pp. 99-114 
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faith, shows the reader that Islam as a religion gains its converts through coercion and 

violence.  

Similarly, Christian Apologists like Theodore Abū Qurrah and Abū Ra’ita left us analyses of 

what they viewed as reasons for converting to Islam. Most of the motivations were unholy, in 

addition to a desire for material benefits or a drive for status and power as illustrated by the 

Caliph.138 

Christianity, on the other hand, is a peace-loving religion, whose believers choose their faith 

by their own act of free will as shown in Anthony’s confession. Christians are invited to 

follow Anthony’s path and ought not be strayed from the truth of their faith no matter what 

suffering or temptations are brought before them.139 

Meanwhile, the author presented to his readers with a spiritual benefit from God which 

exceeds the material benefits offered by the Muslims. After the saint was beheaded and the 

guards gibbeted him, every night a fire descended from heaven and came to rest above his 

head. Those who saw this wonder, contemplated the meaning of this marvel and would even 

come to believe. 

The fire is an enunciation of God’s glory who is glorified in his saints even after their death, 

as in the second epistle to Thessalonians “ This will happen when the Lord Jesus is revealed 

from heaven in blazing fire with his powerful angels”, “on the day he comes to be glorified in 

his holy people and to be marveled among all those who believed”140. 

Third, the author addressed the problems faced by the community and provided them with the 

solutions through the emulation of Anthony. The text unfolds various apologetic and 

polemical disputes faced by the Melkite Christians living within dar-al islam. Iconophobia (a 

term used by Sidney Griffith) and the veneration of the icons/images was one of the ongoing 

disputes.141 

We learn from the narrative that Rawh’s mystical conversion began after his painful 

experience with the icon of Saint Theodore. Christians who have been accused by both Jews 
 

138 Jack, Tannous. (2018) pp.312-313 
139 David,Vila. “The Struggle over Arabisation in Medieval Arabic Christian Hagiography.” in: Al-
Masaq:Journal of the Medieval Mediterranean. Volume 15, No:1. England:Routledge. (2003) pp.35-46 
140 2 Thessalonians (1:7, 10) 
141 Sidney, H.Griffith, “Theodore Abū Qurrah’s Arabic Tract on the Christian Practice of Venerating Images”, 
Journal of the American Oriental Society 105, (1984). pp 53-73  



 49 

and Muslims of idolatry because of venerating the icons in public now they do have a story to 

tell as an example of God’s revelation through icons. 

 

In the introductory statement of Abū Qurrah’s treatise on the veneration of the icons he states: 

Many Christians are abandoning prostration to the image of Christ…and to 
the images of his saints….because non-Christians, and especially those who 
claim to be in possession of a scripture sent down from God, rebuke them 
for their prostration to these images, and because of it impute to them the 
worship of the idols, and the infringement of what God commanded in the 
Torah and the prophets, and they sneer at them.142 

Abū Qurrah through his treatise saw that it was necessary to provide the Christians with an 

argument against those who rebuke them because of the veneration of the icons. He appealed 

to the story of Rawh as one of the Muslims (Abū Qurrah used to call them outsiders) who 

encountered Christ through an icon. (See the quotation mentioned earlier) 

What I found to be very fascinating as well, is that Rawh’s radical conversion took place 

during the Eucharist. Medieval Christians living under Islam had faith that the Eucharist was 

a major source of spiritual power which could affect undesirable realities as locusts, drought, 

sickness, inability to have children and demon possession.143 Christians believed that they 

personally encountered a miracle during their celebration of the liturgy. So, it seems that the 

author is appealing to a miracle which is not far away from the audience but rather available 

for everyone. 

What has been unveiled to Anthony that made him burst into confession to those who were 

celebrating the Eucharist is already believed by Christians: 

People, today I have seen a great wonder regarding your religion. It is 
contrary to what I have seen on earlier occasions when you were 
celebrating your liturgy. Before today, I used to see you partake of bread, 
plain and white. But just moments ago, I watched as you partook of pieces 
of flesh and as you drank something like blood from the hands of the 
deacon. Truly{..}, yours is a most venerable religion.  

Christians, like Anthony who encountered God in the Eucharist, are urged to follow his 

confession “In truth, it is a venerable and true religion” 

 
142 Sidney, H.Griffith, (1984). p. 58 
143 Jack, Tannous. (2018) pp. 134-159 
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The author then is providing his audience with an answer to the general question of how one 

may discern the true religion which was one of the Christian-Muslim controversies – along 

with the Trinity, Incarnation, Baptism, Eucharist, Veneration of the cross, the direction to be 

faced in prayer. 

 

Sidney Griffith, in his “Comparative Religion in the apologetics of the first Christian Arabic 

st he firtbic during Aran te iroan apologists who wistithree Chr edmention 144,”giansTheolo 

Abbasid century: Theodore Abū Qurrah (a Melkite), Habib ibn Hidmah Abū Ra’itah (a 

Jacobite) and ‘Ammar al-Basri (a Nestorian), defended the credibility of Christian religion, 

compared it to other religions and highlighted what they considered to be “the superior 

qualities of Christianity”. 

 

Though Griffith’s article was more concerned with Al-Basri’s approach to “the recognition of 

the True Religion”, Griffith mentioned Abū Qurrah’s argument. Both apologetics had a 

different approach to the discernment of true religion, but both also agreed on the value of 

divine signs and miracles in addition to the reasonableness of the Christian doctrine. Griffith 

comments on Abū Qurrah’s argument: 

And in his Treastise on the Justification of the Law of Moses and the 
Justification of Orthodoxy, he also argues that miracles alone are a 
sufficient proof of divine proposal of a religion for all kinds of people, the 

145e, and the intelligent.crmediostupid, the  

In early Christian literature, miracles and divine signs functioned as a manifestation of the 

revelation of God’s glory and continued to be the method of justification of true religion for 

medieval Christians as an integral part of their identity. Similarly, the author of the 

Martyrdom sought to remind Christian believers that they encounter the glory of God weekly 

in the Eucharist and this should be considered as a sufficient proof for the superiority of the 

Christian religion. 

Nevertheless, in the detailed narrative, like most of the martyrs, Anthony stood in front of his 

prosecutors despite the risk of losing his life and confessed with courage his faith in Christ.  

 
144 Sidney, H. Griffith, “Comparative Religion in the Apologetics of the First Christian Arabic 
Theologians.”Proceedings of the PMR Conference: Annual Publication of the Patristic, Medieval and 
Renaissance Conference 4,(1979) Reprinted in: Robert, Hoyland (ed) Muslims and Others in Early Islamic 
Society.Aldershot and Burlington: Ashgate (2004). pp175-200 
145 Sidney, H. Griffith. (1979), Reprinted in (2004) p.71 
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After his baptism, Anthony confessed to the people of his house that he is now “a Christian” 

and “a believer in the Lord Christ”. The text shows us that his family tried to converse with 

him and debated with him trying “for some hours” to make him regret his decision but 

without any results. They failed to shake him from his holy faith in Christ, so they dragged 

him through Damascus from one market to another, till they reached the judge (ar. qadi). The 

text then tells us that Anthony was confronted by various figures from the Muslim authorities; 

the judge, the governor of Raqqa and finally the Caliph al-Rashid. And each time, the author 

provides us with Anthony’s courageous talk supported by miraculous aid. 

First, when he was confronted by the judge who admonished him for abandoning his 

honorable lineage and choosing to become “a Christian unbeliever (Kafir)” 

Anthony answered courageously, “These are trivial matters when it comes to the good 

pleasure of my Lord Jesus Christ”. As a result of his reply, Anthony was beaten and sent to 

prison with bandits and thieves while he was subjected to torture. 

However, Anthony was not abandoned. He was called by the Lord himself to martyrdom. One 

night, a light suddenly shone on him and illuminated the place where he was, as well as the 

whole prison. He then heard a voice saying, “Fear not, Anthony, you are among the elect: I 

have prepared felicity and a crown for you, together with the martyrs and all the saints.” The 

appearance of light and angels in prison to strengthen the saints is a common biblical theme 

found in both the Old and New Testament. The God of Daniel who was with the three men in 

the fire, who sent the angel of the Lord to free the apostles from prison in Acts and caused a 

violent earthquake that trembled the foundations of the prison when Paul and Silas were 

imprisoned, is now calling Anthony to martyrdom while he was in prison. 

When the judge heard about this wonder, he ordered that Anthony be moved and imprisoned 

with the men of Quraysh and other Arabs. As for his fellow Arabs there, they kept annoying 

him with arguments and quarrels and were maligning him for adhering to the Christian faith. 

Again, Anthony spoke freely about his faith with the aid of Christ the Savior who inspired 

him with proofs to use against them. The author seems to appeal to the verse from the Gospel 

of Luke “For I will give you words and wisdom that none of your adversaries will be able to 

resist or contradict”146. Anthony receives another revelatory visit by two elders in white. One 

 
146 Luke (21:15) 



 52 

had a chandelier full of lamps, and it burned with neither water nor oil. The other had a 

crown, which he took and placed on Anthony’s head.  

When the news of Anthony reached the Caliph al-Rashid, he commanded that Anthony 

should be brought to him. The ‘blessed Anthony’ as described in the text,  answered the 

Caliph, “In truth, I haven’t been led astray, but guided, and I’ve come to believe in the Lord 

Christ, who came into the world to enlighten and save all who seek Him and strive for His 

good pleasure. I am today a Christian, one who believes in the Father, the Son, and the Holy 

Spirit”. In his confession, Anthony highlights that his conversion to become Christian was by 

an act of his own free will however, he was also guided by God. Furthermore, Anthony 

invites the Caliph to be like him, by saying that Christ has come to enlighten the world and 

save ‘all who seek Him’.  

 However, after hearing the answer, the Caliph commanded that he be beheaded.  

Anthony, though he was innocent, he saw this way of death as a chance for repentance for his 

sins which were regarded by Christians, as obstacles for conversion to Christianity – that he 

prayed in Mecca, slaughtered and sacrificed on the Day of Immolation and participated in 

razzias against Byzantine territory and killed Christians – and that through his beheading God 

will erase his sins and baptize him in his own blood. He said: 

First, I prayed, and I was a hanif in Mecca at the Bayt al-haram many time, 
and all of this is prohibited by Allah to Christian believers. Second I 
sacrificed on the day of al-Adha. Third, I raided the lands of the Byzantines 
and I killed souls of worshipers of my Lord Jesus Christ. 

David Vila argued that his regret for praying towards Mecca was designed to discourage Arab 

Christians from imitating Muslim ritual practice and that it was quite possible that it was 

something Christians did at the end of eighth century and beginning of the ninth century in 

order to avoid their exclusion from the Muslim society.147 I would argue that this claim needs 

a further study, especially since we learn from early Muslim resources that dhimmis were 

forbidden by the Prophet to visit Mecca.148 

 
147 David,Vila. (2003) pp.35-46 
148 See, Jami’ at-Tirmidhi, Book 21: The Book on Military Expeditions, Chapter: What has been related about 
expelling the Jews and the Christians from the Arabian Peninsula. Hadith: 69 
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Thomas Sizgorich suggested otherwise in his analysis of Anthony’s final confession.149 He 

proposed that the narrator wanted to confirm Anthony’s piety before he chose to convert, so 

as to appeal to his Muslim audience. I shall add, according to Foucault’s game of parrhesia, 

the author appealed to a prior pact of shared truth in order to serve the Christian mission. 

First, the character of Rawh was presented as a raider (ar.ghazi) and a pious Muslim. Ghazis, 

as Sizgorich explained, were the frontier of mūjahidūn who re-enacted the glorious warfare of 

the conquest era of the early Muslim umma. They were honored by the Prophet Muhammad 

both in this world and the world to come and served as exemplars of genuine Muslims. In 

addition to his practice of jihad, he accomplished one of the main pillars of Islam- he prayed 

in Mecca at the Bayt al-haram many times and sacrificed al-Adha. This manifests his moral 

status within the Islamic community.150 

Interestingly, Anthony in his speech, he referred to himself before conversion as a hanif, 

which was a term to describe the monotheistic Arab followers of the religion of Abraham who 

came before Muhammad.151 This was to confirm that his status before conversion was not 

idolatry, but rather a lack of enlightenment. Anthony neither condemned Islam nor the 

Prophet by any noticeable way, however, he offered an alternative way of enlightenment.  

Nevertheless, in his speech, he referred to Allah, God of both Christians and Muslims, as He 

who has prohibited Christian believers to go to Bayt al-haram. 

Accordingly, Anthony is portrayed as a parrhesiast par excellence. He spoke boldly and 

openly about his faith in Christ which was confirmed by his deeds. His simple speech before 

the Caliph fulfills a speech within the game of parrhesia. It was based on a prior pact of a 

shared truth, that of the exaltation of One God. A God who enlightens ‘all who seek Him’. 

The speech was offensive in its nature as he declared to the Caliph that Allah, the One God, 

who is worshiped by both of them, has enlightened Anthony to become Christian, hence 

urging the Caliph to accept Christianity as the true religion. However, the Caliph refused to 

take part in the pact and ordered that Anthony must be put to death for the sake of his 

faithfulness in Christ. 

 

 
149 Thomas, Sizgorich. (2009). pp.119-135 
150 Thomas, Sizgorich. (2009). pp.119-135 
151 Thomas, Sizgorich. (2009). pp.119-135 
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4.6 Conclusions 

To conclude, Arabic hagiographers of the accounts of the neo-martyrs entitled their texts as 

diêgêsis or khabar, yet they did not follow the diêgêsis of the classical rhetoric. The narrative 

included a series of visions, signs and images in order to provide the audience with visual 

effects which could assist them to perceive a higher revelatory truth. This supports the text’s 

performative discourse and mimetic character.  

I shall add that the biblical theme and the revelatory miracles through the Martyrdom is a 

reminder for the Christian readers of their pact and being a part of the game of parrhesia. 

So, the author wrote a detailed hagiographical narrative which was linguistically simple in 

order to address the hearts not the minds and encourage his readers to transform their attitudes 

and behaviors. Thus, the Martyrdom illustrates an example of a narrative which confirms the 

game of parrhesia as an act of Christian mission. 

For Christians, the story of Saint Anthony was a call to imitate his bold confession of faith 

before the highest officials in the Muslim world. If Christians choose through their act of free 

will to behold the truth of their faith, they shall be transformed to resemble the heart and deed 

of the saint, becoming saints themselves. This means that the text aims for to produce new 

saints. As Saint Paul explained to the Corinthians, the believers who behold on the truth of 

faith, shall change to the image of Christ. The author’s main subject matter was the 

transformation of the lives of the audience to be like Christ.  

In relation to Muslims, the conversion of Anthony and the elements found in the 

hagiographical narrative and in his speech, supports the use of parrhesia as a powerful method 

to urge Muslims to fulfill their faith through assuming Anthony’s path and convert like him.  

Like Paul, who regarded the Messiah as the fulfillment of the words of the prophets and urged 

the Israelites to believe in him, Anthony saw Christianity as the enlightenment of his 

monotheistic belief and encouraged his fellow Muslims to pursue his path. 

This reflects that Christians in the beginning of their Muslim encounter used parrhesia in the 

hagiographical discourse as a part of the Christian mission. Their initiative to speak boldly of 

their faith in Christ was accomplished by appealing to the shared monotheistic belief of both 

Christians and Muslims. They even took it a step further by addressing Muslims in a way 
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which reflects the God whom they (the Muslims) worship is none other than the True God of 

the Christian faith. This has been confirmed through the miracles and divine revelations 

which exceed human understanding, and Muslims were expected to act according to the 

proven truth and convert. This has been manifested along different parts of the narrative. 

Anthony has been strengthened by various revelatory visits from the Mother of the Lord as 

well as the two elderly angels, as a sign of God’s support.  

Another element of the Christian parrhesia is the believers’ confidence in God, which would 

extend to the Day of Judgement. As illustrated after the saint’s death God confirmed 

Anthony’s sanctity to everyone who saw the descending fire from heaven resting on the 

saint’s dead body. The author even ended his text by a prayer which confirms his certainty 

that the saint is in the Kingdom of God.  

All of the above reveals that God in addition to being transcendent, is also immanent. He does 

not abandon those who believe in him but shall be with them and grant them, like the saint, a 

place in His Kingdom. 

Finally, the narrative served as non-doctrinal proof of the truth of one’s faith. Theodore abū 

Qurrah illustrated that stories of confessional champions and their debates could become 

polemical tools used by the audience. Thus, as explained previously, the author provided his 

audience with a story to tell in order to relate them to the ongoing disputes. 

In the upcoming chapter I will examine a different text, written by a known Coptic author. 
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Chapter 5 

Būlus ibn Raja 

Būlus ibn Raja was a Coptic neo-martyr; another example of true apostasy, from the end of 

the tenth or the beginning of the eleventh century (955 C.- 1010 C.E). His life is found in the 

History of the patriarchs of Alexandria, in the part written by Mīkhāʾīl al-Damrāwī,	bishop of 

Tinnis.	Most of the Life of the Coptic Patriarch Philotheus, the 63rd patriarch is dedicated to 

the conversion of ibn Raja. 

Mīkhāʾīl tells his readers at the end of the text, that he got his information about ibn-Raja 

from Thiyudur (Theodore) ibn Mina, a deacon of Manūf and secretary of the Holy synod, 

who received it from Ibn-Raja himself. 

Though David Bertaina in his “Hadith in Christian Arabic, Kalam Būlus ibn Raja” introduces 

ibn Raja as a Coptic saint and theologian, he is not yet considered a saint in the Coptic church 

and there are no references to him in liturgical sources of the period.152 However, due to his 

work and reputation ibn Raja acquired the title “al-Wadih”. (The Obvious) 

Recently in 2019, under the supervision of His Grace Bishop Makarious, Bishop of Menya, a 

book devoted to the Life of Būlus named, “Al-Wadih ibn Raja the confessor, His Biography 

and Work” was published by Sherif Ramzy who urges the Church to add ibn Raja to the 

Coptic Synaxarium.  

ckgroundHistory and ba.1 5 

The Fatimids succeeded the Abbasid Caliphate and ruled for two centuries (969 C.E to 1171 

C.E). 

There is a dispute among the historians of the Fatimid period about the position of the Coptic 

community in medieval Egypt. 

Samir Khalil Samir, in “The Role of Christians in the Fatimid Government Services of Egypt 

to the Reign of Al-Hafiz”, stated that the Fatimid period from 969 C.E was a flourishing time 

for Egypt.153 He described the period to be “the best” in the history of Christians under Arab 

rule and “a golden age” for the dhimmis in the history of Egypt, especially if compared to the 
 

152 David, Bertaina, (2014). pp. 267-286 
153 Samir, Khalil Samir. “The Role of Christians in the Fatimid Government Services of Egypt To the Reign of 
Al-Hafiz”. in Medieval Encounters Volume2, no: 3, Published Online by: Brill. (1996) pp.177-192,  
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Mamluk period or even the former Ikshidids’ or Tulunids’ periods. Khalil explained that this 

was due to the fact that the Fatimids were Isma`ili Shias who were facing a Sunni majority. 

He excluded the period of the reign of al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (996-1020), who was known 

for his tyranny and persecution of Christians. Otherwise, throughout the reigns of other 

Caliphs, Christians were appointed to the highest offices of the state especially in the finance 

department as well as the building and restoration of churches. 

On the other hand, Marlis J. Saleh in his article “Government intervention in the Coptic 

Church in Egypt during the Fatimid Period”, explained that the Coptic Church underwent 

some difficult times and suffered interference from the government in its vital matters.154 

Maryann Magdalena Shenoda in her doctoral dissertation, “Lamenting Islam, imagining 

persecution: Copto-Arabic opposition to Islamization and Arabization in Fatimid Egypt”, 

stated that however modern and medieval historians affirmed that Copts had a peaceful 

existence under the Fatimid rule, Copto-Arabic literature presents an era of persecutions, 

martyrdoms, unfair taxing, un-justice, exploitation and persistent sumptuary laws. Shenoda 

claimed that modern and medieval historians have not analyzed the Copto-Arabic sources and 

tended to present the situation of dhimmis as one homogenous group without taking in 

consideration their diversity.155 

However, David Bertaina suggested that all the previous approaches can be illustrated 

through the life and works of Būlus ibn Raja. He argued that ibn Raja was a significant figure 

since he was one of the earliest Coptic authors who composed treatise in Arabic, using his 

knowledge of Islamic history, the Qūran and hadith, and openly criticized Islam.156 

Ibn Raja was born around the middle of the tenth century and was given the name of Yusuf. 

He was contemporary to the reigns of the Caliph al-Mu‘izz (973-975 C.E), his son al-‘Aziz 

(975-976 C.E) as well as al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah (996-1020 C.E). 

David Bertaina argued for the historicity of ibn Raja and illustrated that his father was Ibn 

Raja’ Al-Shahid, a Sunni judge (ar.qadi) among the leaders of the council of judges. Bertaina 

 
154 Marlis, J.Saleh. “Government Intervention in the Coptic Church in Egypt during the Fatimid Period”, The 
Muslims World Vol.91 (2001) pp.381-397 
155 Maryann, Magdalen Shenoda. Lamenting Islam, Imagining Persecution: Copto-Arabic Opposition to 
Islamization and Arabization in Fatimid Egypt. (969-1171) Ph.D Dissertation. Harvard University, (2010) pp2-
15 
156 David, Bertaina, (2014). pp. 267-286 
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claimed that ibn Raja’s trial probably took place before al Caliph al ‘Aziz, unlike the text 

which states that it was Caliph al-Hakim.  

 

He added that Caliph al‘Aziz appointed the chief justice in Egypt to preside over the case, 

during the occupation of the Nu‘man family as judges in Cairo. Though not mentioned in any 

of his biographies, Bertaina explains that several notable leaders testified in favor of ibn Raja. 

 

At any case, an account of Nu‘man family in Cairo notes that a Christian who converted to 

Islam, but then returned to Christianity, was referred to the court by al-‘Aziz. He refused to 

recant so he was sentenced to death, and his body was thrown into the Nile. It has been 

recorded also that al-Dhuhli had once judged that a woman who had converted to Islam could 

not raise her child as a Muslim and he would remain Christian like his father, but the public 

led him to alter his decision. These incidents show us that the law against apostasy and 

blasphemy were still being implemented in all Arab dynasties despite the tolerance of 
157.snistoriah eby som claimed , asFatimids 

The narrative of Ibn Raja tells us that there was a strong friendship between him and Sāwīrus 

ibn al-Muqaffaʿ “the two Saints used to consult together a good deal of their time, and to 

examine the books of God for the enlightenment of their mind and their nature, so that thy 

might interpret spiritual book”. In March 2008, Saint Markus publishing house of the 

Monastery of Saint Macarius in the Great Scetis, published an article about the Life of 

Sāwīrus ibn al-Muqaffaʿ in its monthly magazine. It suggested that ibn al-Muqaffaʿ’s clear 

and good Arabic was due to his friendship with ibn Raja.158 

5.2 Material and author overview  

As mentioned earlier, the biography/Life of Ibn Raja is found in two accounts: History of the 

Patriarchs of the Egyptian Church, known as the History of the holy Church, by Sawīrus ibn 

al-Muqạffaʿ, and in the 16th-17th century manuscript of Aleppo found in the foundation 

 
157 David, Bertaina, (2014). pp. 267-286 
158 See, “Prominent Coptic Leaders” in:Saint Mark Monthly Magazine, issue: 492, published by: the Monastery 
of St.Macarius the Great of Scetis. March (2008) 
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George and Mathilde Salem Ar.202.159 The latter is a literal edition of the former except for 

the introduction. 

to  edreferr graphy anda bio as he texttentitled  has tcripsuentury manc thhe 17tof The editor 

ibn Raja as a martyr despite his death from a severe fever, as follows: 

In the name of God, the compassionate, the merciful. We shall begin by the help of God to 

write the biography of al-Wadih Yusuf ibn Raja, the martyr from the people of Misr (Old 

Cairo) as included in the biography of the great father, the Patriarch Bishop Philotheus, the 

63rd Patriarch. 

I will focus mainly on the edition found in the History of the Patriarchs written by Mikha'il 

al- Damrāwī, bishop of Tinnis, but first I need to illustrate the literary genre of the History of 

the Patriarchs, and then I will move on to the part written by al- Damrāwī. 

It is usually classified as a work of history- Coptic Arabic Historiography- with prominent 

hagiographical elements written in the language of a narrative. Johannes Den Heijer explains 

that the texts are a complicated mixture of history and legend, of fact and fiction. This means 

that it is not a work of history according to our modern definition. However, the value of the 

History of the Patriarchs is not in its inclusion of actual historical facts, but rather their 

reflection of attitudes and mentalities, and what they can reveal about the relation between the 

Copts and other confessional communities.160 

Heijer emphasized that the text is the result of a long tradition of historical writing, in which 

Coptic authors of various epochs recorded the history of their Church and their country, each 

one of them continuing the work of a predecessor. 

Coptic authors are regarded as compilers of texts based on older sources rather than as 

original authors of the texts. Meanwhile studies have shown mutual influences between the 

texts and their Muslim counterparts. The early compilers of the History of the Patriarchs 

  161nth century onwards wrote in Arabic.s from the eleveatortinuCoptic and their cone in wrot 

 
159 Paul Sbath, Bibliothèque de manuscrits Paul Sbath, prêtre syrien d’Alep: Catalogue, 3 vols. (1928-1934); 
Francisco del Río Sánchez, Catalogue des manuscrits de la fondation Georges et Mathilde Salem (Alep, Syrie) 
(2008) 
160 Johannes, Den Heijer. “Apologetic elements in Coptic-Arabic historiography, The Life of Afraham ibn 
Zur’ah, 62nd Patriarch of Alexandria”, in: (Samir Khalile Samir and Jorgen Nielsen (eds)) Christian Arabic 
Apologetics during the Abbasid Period (750-1258 C.E) Leiden:Brill (1996) pp.179-188 
161 Johannes, Den Heijer. “Coptic Historiography in the Fatimid, Ayyūbud, and Early Mamlūk Periods,” in 
Medieval Encounters. Vol:2 (1996) pp.67-98 
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The biography of ibn Raja was written originally in Coptic by bishop Mikha'il al- Damrāwī 

bishop of Tinnis, and it was translated into Arabic by Mawhūb b. Mansūr b. Mufarrij.  

Heijer marked that despite the loss of most of the original Coptic source material, the 

preserved parts show that Mawhūb’s Arabic translations is not a literal one but rather freely 

reworked and includes numerous changes in style, abridgements, omissions and some 

adaptations to the redactor’s own historical and cultural outlook.162  

In spite of the preceding remarks about the translation, the accounts written by Mikha'il al- 

Damrāwī, certainly differed from his predecessors who wrote in the History of the Patriarchs. 

He included biographies of ten Patriarchs (from the 56th patriarch to the 65th), arranged 

chronologically as follows: Michael III, Gabriel I, Cosmas III, Macarius I, Theophanius, 

Menas II, Abraham ibn Zur‘ah, Philotheus, Zacharias, Shenoute II. The first six biographies 

are quite brief, although they cover a long period in the history of Egypt (880.-974 C.E).  

What distinguishes al- Damrāwī’s accounts is that they are characterized by a brutal honesty, 

as he did not describe Patriarchs only as saints, but rather a mix of both saints and sinners. He 

wanted to confront the difficult challenges and temptations that were facing the Coptic 

church. 163 

Al- Damrāwī’s account includes four long biographies which demonstrate diverse examples 

of both Patriarchs and Coptic laity. On the one hand, he wrote about Patriarch Abraham ibn 

Zur‘ah who was depicted as a remarkable saint and a reformer of the church; on the other 

hand, Patriarch Philotheus was depicted as a lover of luxury who reinstated the practice of 

simony back to the church. However, the major part of his life dedicated to ibn Raja was as a 

model of a lived holiness. Meanwhile, Patriarch Zacharias was depicted as a brave patriarch 

who confessed his faith in the period of persecutions of the Caliph al-Hakim, in addition to 

other heroic stories of Coptic civil servants as Buqayrah al-Rashidi. The last long biography 

was that of Patriarch Shenoute II whom al- Damrāwī portrayed as an ambitious, vindictive 

person who loved money and the glory of this world. However, al- Damrāwī concluded his 

biography by a prayer “May God grant to us acceptance of the blessing of his prayers”.164 

 
162 Johannes, Den Heijer. (1996) pp.68-98 
163 Mark, N.Swanson. The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt, Cairo: AUC Press, 2010. pp.43-57 
164 Mark, N.Swanson. The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt. (2010) pp.43-57 
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Al- Damrāwī’s brutal honesty was not only limited to the Coptic Patriarchs and laity. He 

acknowledged Muslims by both negative and positive terms. In his accounts, the reader is 

confronted by both violent and brutal Muslims, as well as helpful and understanding ones. 

Since most of the hagiographical accounts tend to consistently depict Muslims as cruel and 

violent, I will illustrate some examples of the positive aspects depicting them. Al- Damrāwī 

mentioned in the biography of Patriarch Menas II, Muslim elders (suyukh) who supported a 

Christian wise man (Kislam) to fight other Muslim youths. The youths used to rob the rich of 

Tinnis, imposed money on its inhabitants, and took the virgins and women from their houses. 

In the Life of ibn Raja, when his brothers first found out that he had converted, their hearts 

inclined and they “pitied” him, so they did not kill him and let him go. His mother had twice 

wept grievously for her son when the father imprisoned him and she tried to help him, despite 

the angry father’s threatening and violence. In the biography of Patriarch Shenote, he depicted 

the wazir ‘Ali ibn Ahmad to be an understanding person who loved Christians. Al- Damrāwī 

praised ‘Ali ibn Ahmad’s wisdom as he suggested a way to select a new Coptic patriarch, 

interestingly it is similar to what is followed by the Coptic Church nowadays.165  

Nevertheless, in the biography of Patriarch Zacharias, he referred to a group of “Arabs” 

without specifying their religion (Muslim, Christian or Jewish) or confessional denomination 

(Melkite, Jacobite or Nestorian) as al- Damrāwī usually did throughout his text; however, 

they used to guard the monasteries. Another story of an Arab is that of Madi ibn Makrab (a 

chief of the Two Villages). Madi ibn Makrab had a Christian friend imprisoned because of an 

unpaid debt and he offered to pay his friend’s debt. But his friend was imprisoned with the 

Patriarch and refused to leave him alone. Still ibn Makrab cared for his friend and figured a 

way to speak to the Caliph al-Hakim in order to release the prisoners of that chamber.166  

So, it seems that bishop Mikha‘il al- Damrāwī’s frankness of speech within the context of 

linguistically simple narrative, reflects his apostolic virtue as a parrhesiast.  

First, when he started his contribution, he explained that it is a requisite based on the Christian 

love that he should write and record what happened in the Orthodox Church. He prayed to 

God and asked Him to assist his feebleness and grant him the gift of the Holy Spirit so that he 

 
165 Aziz, Suryal Atiya, Yassa ‘Abd al -Masih and KHS Burmester (eds), History of the Patriarchs of the 
Egyptian Church: Known as the History of the Holy Church. Vol:2 Part 1, Khaël III-Senouti II (A.D 880-1066). 
Cairo: Imprimerie de l’Institut francais d’Archéologie orientale (1948).  
166 Aziz, Suryal Atiya, Yassa ‘Abd al -Masih and KHS Burmester (eds). (1948) 
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might write all what he heard or knew from those who were trustworthy and whose words 

may be accepted. Then, he compared his contribution to the two little mites cast by the widow 

woman into the treasury for she had nothing more. However, as the Lord who is the 

Scrutineer of the hearts accepted them from her, he would probably accept his work.167 

Mark N. Swanson argued that in spite of al-Damrāwī’s unflattering portrayal, it is still 

bracketed by the typical language of Lives of the great saints. This was based on his 

conviction that God is in control of human affairs and that it is God who chooses the 

patriarch. He wanted his readers to know that God protects his Church and renews it through 

regularly raising up saints from every corner, even from the most unexpected places, as that 

of ibn Raja. He pointed out that despite the hardship and pain faced by the faithful, they 

beheld their love of Christ, confessed and acknowledged the Holy faith following the Fathers 

and the disciples of the Lord Christ who saw and beheld Him.168 

Thus, Al- Damrāwī recognized his work to be a work of duty which required honesty and 

criticism in order to invite his readers to accept the truth being told leading to their self-

examination and further life transformation. His honesty in telling the truth relied on a prior 

pact that Christian believers shall agree on the need of reformation within the Church matters 

for the sake of its holiness as well as the holiness of its members. His account was an act of 

mission within the public church. 

In order to illustrate al- Damrāwī’s act of parrhesia, or in other words, how he aimed to 

transform the hearts of the readers and urged them to behold their faith in Christ despite all 

challenges, I will examine his account written about Būlus ibn Raja. 

Since, al- Damrāwī’s work was originally written in Coptic, it aimed mainly to address 

Christians who assimilated themselves with the Arab culture and withdrew with the wave of 

conversion. However, the Arabic translation of the text might have aimed to address Muslims 

as well. The mutual influences between Christian and Muslim authors of historical work is a 

notable phenomenon. It is quite well known that some of the Coptic historians and chronicles 

who worked between 1000-1500 C.E made use of Muslim and non-Coptic sources, as well as 

Muslim Egyptian authors such as al-Maqrizi were interested in information written in their 

 
167 Aziz, Suryal Atiya, Yassa ‘Abd al -Masih and KHS Burmester (eds). (1948) 
168 Mark, N.Swanson. The Coptic Papacy in Islamic Egypt. (2010) pp.43-57 
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Christian compatriots.169 Yet scholars did not illustrate any mention of ibn Raja in any 

Muslim source. 

The overall theme of the text is quite Christian, but since the text under study is written in 

Arabic, I will set out any elements which supports a mixed audience of both Muslims and 

Christians. 

Al- Damrāwī begins the biography by stating the value of the conversion of ibn Raja and 

refuses to neglect mentioning the story of his life, he writes “There happened in his days a 

marvellous affair which we ought not to neglect to mention. It is about a youth of the 

righteous Muslim witnesses in Misr (Old Cairo)”.  

The text is a detailed narrative which includes the saint’s family, education, his miraculous 

encounter with God and conversion, his confession of faith, his virtues and works, his 

torments, his speech with the authorities and finally his death. It is full of biblical citations, 

miraculous visions, and verbatim dialogues which enrich its mimetic character. 

 

Motifs in the hagiographical narrative 3.5 

In order to appeal to the hearts of the Christian readers he provided them with a familiar 

model of conversion. Al- Damrāwī presented the conversion of ibn Raja as an example of 

New Paul of the medieval period. Along the narrative, he was explicitly comparing ibn Raja 

to Saint Paul. 

Ibn Raja was a son of a righteous Muslim family who were involved with the council of the 

judges in Cairo. The young man was well educated in the Laws of the Muslims, learnt the 

Qūran by heart and was very zealous in his religion. 

Al- Damrāwī describes ibn Raja as follows: 

This youth whose father was Ibn Raja, was very zealous in his religion, 
even as Paul at that time, when he was called to from heaven, and it was 
said to him:”Saul, Saul, why do you persecute me?That One who spoke to 
Saul was he who called this youth (Ibn Raja) to be a witness to that martyr. 

 

The readers of the Acts became acquainted with Saul for the first instance during the 

Martyrdom of Saint Stephen at the end of Acts 7 and the beginning of Acts 8. Luke presented 
 

169 Johannes, Den Heijer. (1996) pp.68-98 
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Saul as a witness who stood by the clothes of the stoners and approved of their killing 

Stephen. 

Likewise, ibn Raja witnessed the martyrdom of a Muslim convert to Christianity along the 

Nile River. The soldiers of the king caught him and were preparing firewood and reeds in 

order to burn him. However, the martyr, before his death, prophesied that the light of Christ 

would illuminate ibn Raja’s heart and that he would also suffer for Christ. Angered by the 

martyr’s words, ibn Raja took off his shoes and hit him with them on his mouth, face and 

head.  

The short interfaith dialogue between ibn Raja and the young martyr can definitely fulfill 

Foucault’s game of parrhesia. On the one hand, ibn Raja tried to convince the martyr to 

renounce his faith and return to Islam. He approached the martyr and said: 

 O man! What is it that has driven you to lose your soul on account of a 
religion which is unfaithful to God the Exalted, and you associate with Him 
another. You will be precipitated in the fire of this world and in the next 
world into the fire of hell (Gahannam) because you made God the third of 
three whereas He is one and nothing resembles Him, and you say that God 
has a son. Now listen to me and put away from you this impiety (al-kufr) 
and return to your religion, and I shall make you as a brother to me and 
everyone shall honor you” 

On the other hand, the young martyr did not only answer ibn Raja’s claims, he even invited 

him to open his heart in order to endure the mysteries of the Christian message and be like 

him. He said: 

Do not attribute to me impiety(al-kufr) and associating with God the 
Exalted other gods. How can we make Him three, while we, the Christians 
(an-Nasara), adore one God who is the Father and the Son and the Holy 
Spirit. The Son is not foreign to God the Father, who is His Word (kalimah) 
and likewise His Spirit. The mystery of our religion is wonderful, but it is 
hidden from you, because your minds cannot endure it. Now O man, thy 
heart is darkened and the light of faith has not illuminated it, but I see that 
after a little while the light will draw near to thee, and thy heart will be 
illuminated through the light of Christ, and thou shalt contend for the sake 
of Whose Name I give my soul and my body unto suffering and death, and 
that thou shalt receive these suffering which I endure. 

The martyr proclaimed the role of a parrhesiast who spoke boldly the truth in which he 

believed. In his answer, he began his speech trying to rely on a prior pact that ibn Raja shall 
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accept. He was not defending himself but was rather appealing to his faith, that Christians are 

not disbelievers, but they are like Muslims, they worship the same Exalted One God, yet God 

in Christianity, is a Trinitarian One. And this is the mystery of Christian message which the 

mind cannot endure. The martyr explained that it’s a message of the heart which requires 

from the listener to deliberately open one’s own heart and accept. Furthermore, the martyr 

provoked ibn Raja when he addressed him that it is only a matter of time when God shall 

illuminate ibn Raja’s heart and become a Christian like him. 

As the narrative informs us, the first signs of the agreement of the pact of parrhesia has been 

elaborated when ibn Raja was left troubled by the words of the martyr and despite his anger, 

he kept them in his heart. That was the beginning of the path of his conversion and 

transformation into the image of Christ. 

Then, he decided to go to Mecca in order to perform the pilgrimage. The text reveals that it 

was not a journey of a pious Muslim to the Hajj, on the contrary it was ibn Raja’s journey to 

conversion revealing God’s power who unveils himself even on the way to Mecca.  

Furthermore, an additional element aimed to appeal to the hearts of the readers, Al- Damrāwī 

used familiar holy men to the Coptic community. Christians of the medieval period have 

considered saints to be patrons of the community. They offered a mythical paternity and a 
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Along the narrative, two famous saints played a significant role in the miraculous encounter 

of ibn Raja with God.  

First, Saint Macarius, Father of Wadi Habib, who appeared to ibn Raja on his way to Mecca 

without revealing his identity. Ibn Raja dreamed of an old monk who was exceedingly 

luminous for three successive nights. The monk addressed him and said, “Follow me and you 

shall gain your soul”. His appearance foreshadows ibn Raja’s ordination as a monk. Later in 

the narrative, Saint Marcarius appeared to ibn Raja to assist him through his torments. 

Second, Saint Mercurius who was the main character in ibn Raja’s conversion. The saint was 

publicly admired and had a recognized cult as a venerated saint who had churches in many 

different places named after him in Old Cairo. 

 
170 Arietta, Papconstantinou. “The cult of saints: a haven continuity in a changing world?” in: (R, S. Bagnall 
(ed)) Egypt in the Byzantine world, 300-700 Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (2007) pp.350-367 
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After accomplishing his pilgrimage, on ibn Raja’s way back, he became separated from the 

others (accompanying him from the pilgrimage), and almost got lost in the desert. While he 

was sitting alone, afraid of the beasts of the desert, he saw a young man mounted on a horse 

in a handsome garment and girded with a girdle of gold who stood before ibn Raja. The 

young man, who also did not reveal his identity, asked ibn Raja to mount the horse behind 

him. When he mounted, the horse flew, taking him to Misr/Old Cairo, to the church of Saint 

Mercurius. 

Saint Mercurius was one of the most famous equestrian saints of the medieval period and 

regularly mentioned in the Copto-Arabic resources as the patron saint of a believer in distress. 

The equestrian martyrs of the period, in addition to their patronage duty, defended the sanctity 

of their churches from the Muslim enemy which assures the audience that vengeance and 

victory are for the Copt.171  

When ibn Raja identified Saint Mercurius to be the one who delivered him from the desert to 

Old Cairo. Ibn Raja declared that he had encountered a miracle and wanted to become a 

Christian /Nasrani.  

Moreover, after ibn Raja’s mystical conversion, the narrator wanted to highlight that 

Christianity is not only a religion of miracles but can also appeal to the minds. 

Ibn Raja asked to meet a priest in order to teach him the canons of the Christians, their belief 

and the precepts of their Law, and confirm his faith because his heart had been inclined 

towards this religion. 

Though ibn Raja’s heart was inclined towards Christianity after the heavenly visit by Saint 

Mercurius, the narrator emphasized ibn Raja’s eagerness to learn about faith. When he met 

the priest, he expressed his desire to read the Gospels and the Books of the Church which 

were written in Coptic, and he needed someone to translate them for him into the Arabic 

tongue. He said to the priest: 

I wish to read them and to understand them and to know them, that the truth 
of the Faith may be established in me on strong foundations for these 
suffering and afflictions are not to be borne in vain. 

 
171 Maryann, Magdalen Shenoda. (2010) pp.138-139 
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Shenoda argued that ibn Raja’s ignorance of Coptic indicates a complete foreignness to the 

Coptic church which makes his conversion be an indication of the victory of the Coptic faith 

that “even the Muslims have professed”.172 

 

The narrative provides the readers in a quite detailed manner the topics that ibn Raja spent 

“many” days to learn. The author wrote that the priest taught ibn Raja about the Gospels, the 

Books of the Prophets and all the Books of the New and Old testaments which demonstrate 

the truth of the Orthodox faith. As well as the unity of the Lord Christ as one of three 

hypostasis, Father, Son and the Holy Spirit, and that God is one in his Godhead, and the 

reason of His Incarnation, and His Life giving death, and His resurrection from the dead and 

His Ascension into Heaven and the Descent of the Holy Spirit, the Paraclete upon the 

Apostles and the turning back of the people from their errors to the truth of the Faith. 

 

Shenoda illustrated that this theological discussion was perhaps intended to teach the reader 

about the topic of faith as well as to illustrate the Copto-Arabic apologetic literature in 

defense of the doctrines of Trinity and Christology.173  

 

However, I shall add that ibn Raja’s eagerness to learn articulates his act of free will to 

convert based on his personal conviction in the Christian doctrines. After his heart has been 

illuminated by the light of Christ, now his mind can endure the mysteries of faith. 

Hence, al- Damrāwī emphasizes that ibn Raja was baptized after he learned the Orthodox 

faith and by then received the name of Būlus (Paul).  

Būlus, as the New Paul, has been set forth as a model of conversion whose faith was based on 

both, God’s power and the strong foundations of the Orthodox faith.  

Like Paul, who was once chosen by God to proclaim his name among the Gentiles, now Būlus 

ibn Raja asks God to guide him that he may manifest his Name among the nations. He 

repeated like Paul in his epistle to the Romans, “What is it that shall separate me from the 

 
172 Maryann, Magdalen Shenoda. (2010) pp.144-146 
173 Maryann, Magdalen Shenoda. (2010) pp.144-146 
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love of Christ? Tribulation or captivity or hunger or fire or prison, none of these shall be able 

to separate me from the love of Christ”.174 

Ibn Raja who accepted the pact of parrhesia and participated in the Christian truth, the author 

presents him now as Būlus, a New Creation in Christ and his faith was manifested through his 

way of living. 

First, he gave up the life of luxury and asked for “despicable clothes” to be bought for him 

from the market to put them on. He dressed himself in wool with a girdle. This confirms that 

Būlus is now a Christian sharing in the distinctive dress of dhimmis which was imposed 

during the reign of al-Hakim. This indicates the repressive and discriminatory measures 

which were applied against them. Nevertheless, al- Damrāwī, in another section of his 

account, blamed Christians who divested themselves of their distinctive dress and imitated the 

Muslims so that whoever saw them thought that they had embraced Islam.175 However, Būlus 

was set as an example of a true Christian who was not ashamed to be identified as such. 

Furthermore, he pursued an ascetic way of living. 

The text highlights that no one recognized him due to both his dress which points to the 

suppression forced on the Coptic community, and to his new appearance by the reason of his 

fasting, his prayer, his contest and his continuous reading of the Books which were like honey 

unto him.  

Unfortunately, one day, a young man amongst ibn Raja’s old friends, saw Būlus going out 

from the church of Saint Mercurius. The young man informed ibn Raja’s family and said that 

this man resembled their son in everything, except for one thing which made him less 

suspicious about him, which was his garments of wool and the girdle. His curious brothers, 

disguised in despicable garments, went to the church at the time of the Prayer of Vespers and 

recognized their brother. 

Afterwards, Būlus is portrayed as one of the martyrs of the period of persecution. He beheld 

his faith in Christ courageously despite the various sufferings. 

His brothers tried to make him recant his Christian Faith by all means. His father offered to 

marry him to a respectable woman and make him a glorious expensive wedding, but the 

 
174 Romans (8:35) 
175 Maryann, Magdalen Shenoda. (2010) pp.43-44 
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young man repeated, “I am Būlus”, referring to the name he received after baptism and at the 

same time confirming his new identity. He ignored both their admonitions and temptations. 

Hopelessly, they locked him in a dark chamber for three days without food or drink. And for 

the sake of his mother’s grief who refused to eat or drink for the sake of her son, they released 

him and presented him food and drink, but Būlus did not seem hungry or thirsty. The author 

explained Būlus’ condition by paraphrasing the Prophet Isaiah, “Those who are bound to the 

Lord shall renew their strength. They shall not hunger nor shall they thirst”176. 

Though his brothers agreed to kill him, their hearts pitied him, and they sent him away.  

Būlus left for Wadi Habib, and there he became a monk. But the monks who lived there were 

suspicious of his conversion, so they told him that God was not going to accept his 

Christianity unless he went and showed himself publicly.  

Būlus returned courageously back to Misr/New Cairo, willing to die for the Name of Christ. 

When his father saw him dressed as a monk, he imprisoned Būlus in their dark cellar and 

forbade anyone in the house to give him bread or water. He ordered his servants to throw 

upon him all that they swept of dust, ashes and dirt of the house. Būlus remained in the cellar 

for six days until his strength was weakened. However, on the seventh day he received a 

healing visit. The monk whom he saw on his way to Mecca reappeared to him and declared 

his identity, he was Macarius, Father of Wadi Habib. He consoled Būlus and provided him 

with bread to eat.  

So, when his father released him from the cellar, Būlus appeared to be strong and healthy. 

Next, the father brought Būlus’ former concubine and had his elder brother lie together with 

her, in front of the saint.  

Mikha’il Al- Damrāwī, in his earlier account of Patriarch Abraham, addressed the problem of 

concubinage as a sign of assimilation where Coptic notables have adopted the lifestyle of 

high- ranking Muslim officials. Though al- Damrāwī presented an unfavorable image of some 

Coptic notables who were reluctant to give up their concubines, he gave his readers other 

examples of Copts who had heeded the patriarch’s call to put away their concubines. 

 
176 Isaiah (49:10) 
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Now the author presents a former Muslim who chose to give away his concubine for the sake 

of his faith in Christ. 

Nevertheless, the father killed Būlus’s own beloved son whom he had by this concubine. 

Under the threat of his father, that he would have his grandson drowned in front of Būlus’ 

own eyes, the “saintly father” as mentioned in text, refused to revert to Islam and said, “Yes I 

love him, and he is my son, yet I love the Lord more than him.” 

Consequently, to encourage the readers to pursue Būlus’ path, it seems that al- Damrāwī is 

showing that confession of faith in Christ notwithstanding the challenges is a virtue of the 

saints. 

Finally, the father wrote a petition to the Caliph al-Hakim bi-Amr Allah who commanded 

Būlus to be brought before the Supreme Judge.  

Here, Christian morality versus its Muslim counterpart reaches its climax. The reader along 

the text is confronted by humble Christian men who face the worst fate because of their faith 

in Christ, in addition to a Christian community under continuous threat. First, the young 

martyr was burnt to death because of his faith. After his miraculous encounter, ibn Raja 

expressed his fear that if Muslims knew about him, they would burn the church because of 

him. Similarly, the priest, before agreeing to baptize ibn Raja, feared that this might bring a 

problem to him and his church. Furthermore, the author highlights that the unholy practice of 

concubinage was a practice basically of the Muslims. Last, the father killed his own grandson 

and delivered his son to death with no crime other than faith in Christ. 

However, the author explained that Būlus had spoken wisely which made the Caliph 

command to set him free and to go wherever he wished.  

So as to explain what happened, the author stated that a father delivering his son to death is 

quite a part of carrying Jesus’ cross as it has been already mentioned by the Lord in the 

Gospel of Matthew. On the other hand, it seems that al- Damrāwī wanted to say that faith in 

Christ is not a crime or at least should not be considered as a crime. He wrote that the Caliph 

ordered to investigate the charges against Būlus, “if anything were proved against him, he 

should be put to death, but if nothing were proved against him, then he should be set free”. 

Despite that apostasy was considered a capital offence in the Islamic Law, Būlus was not only 

found innocent but also no one could address a word against him. The author explained that 
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this was due to the Lord’s promise, “For I will give you a tongue and wisdom that no one 

shall be able to withstand”. And this illustrates that Christians’ only weapon is their faith and 

this signifies the supremacy of Christianity over the Islamic Law. 

And again, through the biography of Būlus ibn Raja, we are confronted by the Christian 

parrhesia as the ability of Christians to speak boldly their faith in Christ. 

David Bertaina presumed three possibilities which might explain the outcome of setting him 

free. The first possibility, since qadi al-qudat or chief of justice was an Isma‘ili, he wished to 

humiliate the father who was a Sunni practitioner of law, so he judged in favor of Būlus. 

Another possibility was that ibn Raja made persuasive arguments that the Qur’an contains no 

clear penalty for apostasy in this world. The last possibility is that ibn Raja argued he 

remained a Muslim or one who submits to One single God. According to Bertaina, the 

Fatimid Isma’ilis regarded themselves as believers (mu’minūn) and other Islamic sects as 

muslimūn.177 

Anyhow, I will assume the last two possibilities. The reason why I find them to be more 

preferable is that if one of the al-Nu’man’s family was the judge in the case of ibn Raja, we 

have learned earlier from their accounts that they condemned apostasy. This means that ibn 

Raja must have argued in a sense that the Ishma‘ili judge did not perceive his case or 

argument to be offensive or as an apostasy. As a parrhesiast, he must have appealed to a 

shared belief which the judge accepted. However, on the other hand, his father, a Sunni judge, 

had been deeply offended that he thought his son must be condemned to death. 

The Saint, after surviving al-Hakim’s trial, built a church and dedicated it to Archangel 

Michael, afterwards returned to Wadi Habib and lived there for two years.  

Since Al Damrāwī refers constantly to Būlus as Saint, he did not write his text to convince his 

readers of the holiness or the sanctity of Būlus ibn Raja. He wrote the biography to give his 

readers a holy model to follow in order to transform their lives.  The author confirmed the 

piety and knowledge of Bulus that it was noticed by those who surrounded him and ordained 

him a priest by force. 

 
177 David, Bertaina. (2014). pp.267-286 
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But sadly, the disciples of the patriarchs demanded from him to pay the dinars ‘according to 

the custom’. Simony has been a common problem which occupied the accounts written by al- 

Damrāwī. It is a problem that Būlus addresses as well as he says:  

All that happened to me in the way of torture, and what befell me in the way 
of degradation did not trouble me, with the exception of three things which 
were: the coming of my brother with my concubine in my presencce, and the 
drowning of my son from her in my presence while I was looking at him, but 
more serious than either of them was when the patriarch looked on at me 
while his disciples were demanding from me the dinars for his ordaining me 
priest and yet kept silent and did not forbid them and did not send them 
away. 

Al- Damrāwī, through Saint Būlus, is criticizing simony which had spread in the church.  

Nonetheless, he ends the biography stating that Būlus foreknew the day of his death affirming 

his prophetic spirit. The saint informed the deacon who accompanied him that he shall not 

remain in the world beyond two days. Two days later, he got a severe fever and died. 

Indeed, there are several elements which resemble those found in the Martyrdom of Anthony 

that might ease as well as provoke its reception by Muslim individuals and readers. The 

intriguing character of ibn Raja and his conversion is not of less importance than the theme of 

the conversion of the Caliph. Ibn Raja was a son of a well-known family of judges, schooled 

in the profession of his father by prominent teachers. He was portrayed as a pious, zealous, 

educated young man, who must have known the verse from Qūran sūra 2:7 which describes 

those who disbelieve, “God has set a seal on their hearts and on their hearing, and over their 

vision is a veil. They will have severe torment”. As a devoted Muslim, when he was troubled 

in his heart by the words of martyr, he chose to go to al-Hajj. However, the author provides 

the readers with an opposing experience which shows how God has revealed himself to ibn 

Raja through his miraculous encounter, which is contrary to the verse. Thus, ibn Raja’s 

conversion must have had a significant influence in the Fatimid society. And again, as al-

Qurashi, Christians would claim, ‘One of you, has become one of us’  

Meanwhile, the text does not include any elements which neither undermines either the 

Prophet Muhammad or Islam. On the contrary, ibn Raja’s dialogue with the young martyr 

resonates with the Qūran in sūra 5:73 (al-Ma’idah), “They disbelieve (kafir) those who say, 

God is the third of three. But there is no deity except the One God. If they do not refrain from 

what they say, a painful torment will befall those among them who disbelieve”. This could 

signify that the author was well acquainted with the verse from the Qūran in addition to his 
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approach to Muslim readers, using verses from their own book. Above all is the martyr’s 

answer, he did not attack Islam, but tried to find a starting point to invite ibn Raja to his game 

of parrhesia. He explained that Christians cannot be disbelievers (ar.kafir), as they share a 

monotheistic belief as Muslims, and both Christians and Muslims, exalt the same One God . 

However, in Christianity, God is beyond the human mind. That’s why ibn Raja was deeply 

offended especially after the martyr had continued that soon ibn Raja will be enlightened and 

embrace Christianity himself. 

Finally, the adopted Islamic language and terminology used in the Arabic text eases its 

reception, for both Christians and Muslims of that period. Such as, an-Nasara while speaking 

about the Christian community as well as al-bi’ah, a term that connoted the church’s status as 

a group recognized under a contracted agreement of protection (dhimmah) in the Islamic 

society. Some scholars might see this as a sign of assimilation or just an adoption of the 

Arabic language due to the loss of Coptic, yet it could also reflect an era of openness where 

authors were trying to include both Muslims and Christians to pursue the same faith without 

any hinders caused by the language.  

However, this could leave us in front of a dilemma, because of the lost Coptic text, it is 

uncertain if al- Damrāwī’s intention was to address a mixed audience or it was the intention of 

the translator. Nonetheless, al- Damrāwī, in including Good examples of Muslims along his 

account, could be a way of urging Christian readers to foresee a potentiality among their 

suppressors to produce more new examples as ibn Raja. 

5.4 Conclusions 

In sum, the account written by Mikha‘il al Damrāwī is classified as a historical text, though 

the reader does not find himself reading a plain objective narrative but rather a detailed text 

rich with biblical quotations, dialogues as well as vivid signs, imagery and visions. 

The author appealed to Saint Paul as a biblical character, as well as other famous saints who 

were quite acquainted by the Coptic community, in order to appeal to their hearts.  

Al- Damrāwī pursued the path of truth telling or parrhesia as a duty to record the history of 

his Church as well as criticize some of its unpleasant affairs such as simony and concubinage. 

He used his account to address the public church to promote the need of reformation which is 

manifested through the game of parrhesia. 



 74 

First, he provided his Christian readers with diverse examples of sinners and saints in order to 

confront them with the challenges facing the Church. Through the opposing models, he was 

giving an illustration of “This what has been done or thought but this is what you should not 

do or should not think”. Then, the readers, based on the pact of being Christians, would see 

themselves through the truth said and deliberately choose to improve themselves, 

transforming their lives in pursuing the path of the saints. 

In case of Muslim readers, we must put in consideration that maybe al- Damrāwī in his 

original Coptic text, did not target a Muslim audience, but that the translator used a language 

that could be easily received and read by them. This, I would suggest, is a part of the inclusive 

game of parrhesia. 

Despite the preceding remark, the hagiographical discourse of ibn Raja has reflected that 

Christians have pursued the discourse of parrhesia to include Muslims into the Christian faith 

through the shared monotheistic belief. The Christians argued that the True Exalted One God 

is the Present and Active God of Christianity who reveals himself in miraculous ways. On the 

other hand, Muslims are called to open their hearts in order to endure the mysteries of the 

Christian faith and convert to be like both the young martyr and ibn Raja.  

Simply and courageously, as required in parrhesia, Christians addressed Muslims as un-

illuminated believers, whom if they truly worship the One Exalted God should embrace the 

True God of the Christian faith. 
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Chapter 6 

Final Conclusions 

Indeed, Christianity was a religion with a story. It addressed the people through different 

kinds of stories within the hagiographical discourse. Authors wrote Vitae of holy men/holy 

women, and Passio of courageous martyrs who died for the sake of their faith.  

Hagiographical texts did not follow a specific literary genre, but it was rather a discourse with 

multiple literary forms and styles. Hagiographers, consciously or unconsciously, used various 

styles and literary genres in order to show their readers the different aspects of holiness of the 

saints. Hagiographical discourse, in addition to its didactic purpose and edifying character, 

played a significant role in the diffusion of Christianity. 

Averil Cameron illustrated the central role of the hagiographical discourse in the process of 

‘Christianization’ of the Empire. Christian authors tended to present what Cameron calls, ‘the 

rhetoric of paradox’. They wrote Vitae, presenting simplicity within a rhetorical frame. They 

introduced new Christian elements like biblical themes, metaphors, signs, miracles and 

symbols. They proposed alternative learning sources as the Psalms and biblical books of 

Wisdom and praised the simple holy men/holy women. In fact, the Christian discourse was 

not just a linear adoption of the classical Greek rhetoric, it was Christianized.  

Nevertheless, Christians pursued parrhesia as an apostolic virtue in their missionary act in 

order to spread Christianity. In the game of parrhesia, Christians addressed everyone as un-

illuminated ‘believers’ who if they knew the scriptures, or the books of the ancients, would 

definitely be Christians themselves. Christian parrhesia became a responsibility to teach and 

preach the news of the Gospels despite the potential hazards. 

Remarkably, the hagiographical discourse was not free from the game of parrhesia. We learn 

from the Martyrdoms that the martyrs were parrhesiasts. They were models of those who 

spoke fearlessly about their faith in Christ before their prosecutors which cost them their 

lives. Prosecution or fear did not seize Christians from continuation of pursuing their 

missions. They continued to invite their audience to be Christians like them and even die for 

Christ.  
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However, in the Christian Empire, hagiographers continued to use parrhesia as an act of 

mission within the public church whose parrhesiasts were the holy men/holy women. They 

wrote Vitae of holy ascetic men/women as models to promote moral qualities among the new 

Christian Empire. Holy men, despite their simple education or speech, were portrayed to be 

able to defeat philosophers in their arguments. They criticized heretics, ecclesiastical matters 

and even emperors. 

In the early Medieval Arabic period, though there is no evidence that Christians have 

ostensibly addressed their Muslim counterparts, it seems that they used the hagiographical 

discourse as a discourse of parrhesia in the missionary act of the Church. The studied Arabic 

hagiographical texts gave us an insight of how Christians missionized to their Muslim 

counterparts. Christians used parrhesia to approach Muslims as un-illuminated ‘believers’ to 

whom God shall unveil Himself. On the other hand, it is a requisite that Muslims shall open 

their hearts to understand the Christian mysteries. 

Through the hagiographical discourse, authors felt the need to address first the Christians due 

to the fear of conversion as well as assimilation with their Muslim counterparts. So they urged 

them to behold the truth in Christ despite any temptations or challenges. They did not use 

ornamentation or any rhetorical technique to persuade the audience by the sanctity of the 

characters, simply because they believed in the truth being said. They pursued parrhesia, to 

criticize the state of the public and the Church, in addition to addressing various polemical 

discussions. Authors aimed to remind the Christians of the prior pact of being believers who 

were expected to act and live like the saints and pursue the path of transformation into the 

image of Christ. 

Nevertheless, authors wrote about former prominent Muslims, whether a relative to the Caliph 

as in the case of Anthony, or a son of an elite family as in the case of ibn Raja. Both were 

portrayed to be pious Muslims, zealous in their religion and accomplished the pillars of the 

Islamic faith. In other words, they were the models of highly respectable Muslims whom 

other Muslims were encouraged to emulate. Christian authors used those models to address 

both Christians and Muslims. 

For Christians, if such highly respected Muslims have miraculously encountered the Christian 

faith and even died for it, then there is no need to convert to Islam, ‘If Muslims professed and 
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believed then why should we convert’. Hence, Christians accepted the story, believed it and 

re-told it in a simple linguistic way which aimed to address the hearts of the listeners.  

In retelling the story to a Muslim audience, nothing is as effective as a former Muslim 

addressing those from his former faith. Your ‘Muslim model’ has now become ‘One of us 

Christians’, so listen to what he says. This creates a sort of legitimacy and authenticity to what 

they would say. 

The speech of Anthony or the young martyr of ibn Raja, or even ibn Raja’s narrative, did not 

include any offensive argument against Islam or the prophet. On the contrary, they appealed 

to a shared prior pact, that both parties do worship One God or monotheism. Muslims were 

confronted by converts who were trying to convey to them, through the game of parrhesia, 

that they were already a part of the truth, but needed to be illuminated to endure the whole 

mysteries of Christianity, like ‘Yes God is One, but a Trinity’.  

The narratives reveal that God in Christianity reaches out to those who open their hearts 

through miracles and revelations, accompanies them through their journey, and does not 

abandon them in times of suppression. And above all, on the Day of Judgement, God 

acknowledges those who believe in Him and grants them the privilege of being saints and 

prophets in His coming Kingdom. Miracles, revelations and signs continued to distinguish the 

Christian faith from any other faith, as an evidence of its genuine doctrine and its divine 

origin. 

Another aspect in the authors’ discourse of parrhesia was lifting up the Christian morality vis 

á vis its Muslim counterparts. The portrayal of Anthony and ibn Raja after their conversion, 

highlighting the transformation of their lives into humble ascetic men who faced the violent 

Muslims, must have played a crucial role in addressing the hearts of the audience, whether 

Christian or Muslim. They were examples of men who, as Paul, committed no crime other 

than being obedient to what has been unveiled to them from God. 

Thus, Christians could have used the ‘game of parrhesia’ embedded within the hagiographical 

narrative to missionize to the Muslims and call them to convert to Christianity as their models 

did. 

To conclude, it seems clear that in the early medieval dar al-islam, authors used the frankness 

of speech of parrhesia in their hagiographical narratives as an act of both public mission 
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within the Church, and as a way to convert Muslims. In an attempt to unite both Christian and 

Muslims under the umbrella of the same faith, everyone was included within the game yet 

based on different pacts or agreements. In any case, it was expected from the audience to 

transform their lives and emulate the saints. 
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