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Abstract

This thesis questions what was the religious structure of the region of Najran was during the period
between 525 and 661 CE by examining the factors of forming the religious structure, how each

religious community practised its religious life and the influence of Islam on this religious structure.

It therefore consists of six chapters, Chapter one contains a discussion on primary and secondary
sources relevant to the research questions. In Chapter two, the background on Najran is given, in
terms of its geography, demography, economy and political history prior to the period under

research.

The following three chapters after that investigate the religious aspects of polytheism, Judaism and
Christianity in terms of origins, types of worship, rituals of worship and theological beliefs. The

discussions also shed light on their religious leaders, places of worship and doctrinal sects.

In Chapter six, the study debates how Islam influenced the religious structure of Najran, by tracing
its arrival and the policy of Muslim authorities to spread Islam among the Najranite people. The
thesis discusses the main features of the policy of the Muslim authority towards non-Muslims in
terms of religion, security, economy and citizenship. It finally evaluates the impact of this policy on

the lives of non-Muslim Najranites.

The thesis concludes that Najran seems to represent a multi-religious society during the period
under research. It points out that geographical, economic and political factors contributed towards
making it. The thesis also deduces that each religious community established its identity which
developed over the course of time to include places of worship, clergy, types of deity, doctrines,
theological beliefs and rituals of worship, and that the domination of Islam clearly made the most

important change in this multi-religious society by making Muslims the majority in the region.
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Note on the Referencing System

The referencing system adopted in the thesis is the Harvard system, as required by the School of
Philosophy, Theology and Religion guidelines. Footnotes are also used throughout the thesis to
offer a brief description of characters, places and some terms that may perhaps be unfamiliar or that
originally appeared in Arabic or other languages.
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Introduction

0.1 Rationale and Research Questions

The present thesis aims to examine the main factors contributing to the establishment of several
religious communities in the region of Najran. It investigates the most important aspects of each
religious community in terms of their origins, the impacts of their existence, the development of
their theology, their rituals of worship and other aspects of the practice of their religion and how

these religious communities have been impacted by the policy of Muslim rule.

The province of Najran, located in the south-west of Saudi Arabia, contains archaeological sites that
comprise exciting religious remnants and inscriptions, dating back to the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic periods, such as churches, mosques, idols and religious inscriptions. These sites clearly
reflect the existence of a multi-religious society in Najran, in which a number of religious
communities coexisted. However, a number of modern scholars such as al-Haditht (1986), Ali
(1993), Dughaym (1995), Abii Jawdah (1997), al-‘Ayib (1998), Goddard (2000), Shahid (2006),
Nebes (2009) and Bertaina (2011) speak of Najran as a centre of Christianity, with a minor presence
of Jews, rather than being a multi-religious society during the period preceding the coming of Islam.
Others, such as al-Masr1 (1992), al-Murih (1992), Dalal (1995) and Ibn-Jrais (2004), assume that
Najran was a fully Muslim society during the time following the expulsion of Jews and Christians
from the region in 641 CE / 20 AH.

This all reflects an incomplete image for the religious structure of Najran, due to the suggestion that
Najran was a multi-religious society that consisted of polytheists, Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians and
Muslims. Therefore, the question that needs to be asked in this regard is: what was the religious
structure of Najran in the period immediately preceding the coming of Islam, and in the early
Islamic period? The existence of different religious communities also suggests another question:
how did each of them originate, develop and practise their religion? The domination of Islam over
the region of Najran posits another question: how did Islam influence the existence of these
religious communities either in their relations with the Muslim authorities or in their freedom to

practise aspects of their religious life?

The present thesis, therefore, seeks to make a significant contribution of value to the history of

Najran by studying its religious structure in the light of previous questions.
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0.2 Study Hypothesis

For this research, the current researcher has posited the hypothesis that between 525 and 661 CE the
Najran region represented a multi-religious society. Indeed, polytheism, Christianity, Judaism,
Zoroastrianism and later Islam all found it possible to establish communities in Najran. This
hypothesis presumes that there were important factors that contributed to shaping the religious
structure of Najran and making it a multi-religious society. There were therefore significant reasons
for the origins of each religious community and other factors that impacted on the development of
all of them. The establishment of polytheism and Christianity, for example, had a great impact on
the region. The religious beliefs of the followers of both communities developed over time, with
significant changes in the understanding of theological concepts, rituals of worship, and kinds of
deities in the case of polytheism in particular. Therefore, the thesis’s hypothesis assumes that every
religious community established its own unique religious identity through the adoption of aspects of
religious life, such as places of worship, organisation of clerics, rituals of worship and theological

beliefs.

The dominance of Islam since 9 AH / 630 CE presumably created major changes in the religious
structure of Najran, both in the existence of certain religious communities, and in the way they
practised their religions. Polytheism, for instance, virtually disappeared from the religious map of
Najran as its devotees converted to Islam. The number of Muslims grew over time to form the
majority of Najranite people, while Christianity and Judaism lost their status to become just
religious minorities. This means that the religious structure of Najran underwent significant changes
during the period of Islam as a consequence of the policy of Muslim authorities in dealing with the

political, economic, social and religious situations in the region.

0.3 Methodology

To fully answer the questions posed in the current thesis, this research will adopt a historical
approach for the main chapters of the thesis. Before doing so, however, the journey of research
should begin by defining the main problem of the study, stating the main questions, stating
limitations and formulating the hypothesis as detailed previously. The next step is to collect

information related to the questions of the present study from different types of primary and
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secondary sources. In doing so, the author collected a large number of books, articles, dissertations,
theses and manuscripts by accessing different academic centres such as the University of
Birmingham, the British Library, and the King Faisal Centre for Research and Islamic Studies in
Riyadh-KSA, in addition to personal collections. Moreover, the author visited the province of
Najran in August 2014 to take photographic images for the most important archacological sites in

order to provide some physical evidence for the present research.

The use of both primary so and secondary sources through the study’s chapter will be conducted by
following two main steps. In the first one, the research will present an overview of the two kinds of
source, primary and secondary, as will be detailed in Chapter 1, the literature review. The author
will adopt the approach of Garraghan (1946) in applying an external criticism to primary sources by
examining the quality of the sources themselves in terms of type, accuracy, credibility, validity and
relevance of the information of those sources to the fields of research.

The discussion of secondary sources will use Rampolla’s (2012) method in assessing secondary
sources, such as the purpose of the written work, approach, sources, main discussions and the date
of publication. However, the most attention will be paid to the main questions of the current study
by scanning a number of modern studies to consider whether the areas of the present thesis have

been debated before.

In the second step, the author will adopt the historical method throughout Chapters two, three, four,
five and six by creating an internal criticism on collected information from primary sources through
the main topics of the thesis. This can be conducted by placing each topic in its historical context
and then examining it in the light of primary source accounts and taking the chronological order
into consideration. More clearly, the discussion of each issue will adopt the method of comparative
textual analysis by examining two or more accounts offered by several primary sources or perhaps
reported by the same source but in different accounts. In other words, the discussion of issues will
be achieved by testing the main origins of the historical context such as the dates, characters, places,
times, actions and factors concerned. It will consider the question as to what extent the given
accounts agree or disagree on the historical context of issues and investigate the reasons behind that

agreement and disagreement.

Besides this, for deeper interpretation the examination of research issues will be linked to relevant

factors that might impact on the course of the events under discussion. In other words, the reason
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for an episode occurring can be interpreted in the light of the political, religious and economic

situations surrounding the region of Najran during the period of that episode.

Furthermore, in order to develop the tools of the current study, its major topics will be assessed in
the light of previous views or hypotheses that are produced by secondary sources. In other words,
when a topic has been highlighted by secondary sources or there is a hypothesis relating to the
topic, it will be assessed by placing the previous views in the context of the topic, using two
approaches. In the first approach, previous views or hypotheses can be placed at the beginning of
the context of the topic before evaluating accounts selected form primary sources. This approach
will be adopted in case the author would like to argue these views or hypotheses in the light of new
details that may not have been examined before. Second, if the question has not been debated before
or there are already discussions with the same primary source information, the discussion will be

adopted by examining details recorded by primary sources first, then debating the relevant views.

The final step in the methodology is to present the main findings of the research in two stages. The
first one is to provide a summary of the key results on the themes of each chapter, while the second
is to formulate the main findings of the overall study in the light of its main questions, as will be

stated in conclusion.

0.4 Scope of the Study

The present study is limited in terms of both its geographical and temporal scope. In terms of the
geographical scope, the study deals with Najran as a region that comprises a central city of the same
name, as well as groups of rural villages, valleys and Bedouin areas, rather than simply focusing on

the city alone.

With regard to the temporal scope, the present study limits itself to the approximate period of time
that begins with the collapse of the Himyarite kingdom around 525 CE, and ends after the fourth
decade of Islam, 40 AH / 661 CE. This means the present study will deal with two different periods:
the first is the late pre-Islamic period, 525-622 CE, which includes the Abyssinian phase in South
Arabia from 525 to around 597 CE, and the Persian occupation prior to the rise of Islam. The
second period represents the early Islamic era, 622-661 CE, which is divided into two main phases:
the Prophetic time (622-632 CE / 1-11 AH) and the Rashidun Caliphate era (632-661 CE/ 11- 40

AH). However, the study may need to investigate some events that occurred before or after the
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main period under study, due to the context of each issue, as can be seen in examining the origins of

the religious communities, which largely preceded the period of research by a long time.

The thesis will begin by giving a background on the area of research, before dealing with its main
questions. The aim of this background is twofold: first, it offers a general understanding of Najran
before going through the main discussion of the research; second, it allows for the consideration of

the role of this background in creating the religious structure of Najran.

0.5 Structure of the Thesis

This thesis consists of six chapters in addition to an introduction, conclusion and appendices.

The first chapter is divided into two main sections: primary sources and secondary sources. It will
firstly present a review of the most important primary sources concerning the religious history of
Najran. These will be discussed under four categories: religious texts, Eastern Christian sources,
Muslim sources and inscriptions. The main aim of this section is to give an overview of the most
important accounts relating to the research questions. Meanwhile, the section on secondary sources
consists of a number of studies in modern research. The discussion of these studies will begin with
a brief mention of the most interesting studies on the history of Najran. It will then critically focus
on a number of studies that have examined areas relating to the topics of the study. This section

seeks to see whether or not the topic of the present research has been investigated before.

The second chapter will present a background of Najran in terms of its geography, demography,
economy and history. It examines three main elements here: topography, etymology and location, in
order to show the role of Najran’s geography in making it economically importance as an attractive
place for human settlement over a long period of time. Then, the study investigates the economic
importance of Najran by debating the three main factors behind this importance: geographical
location, abundance of water resources and fertile agricultural lands. All these factors will be linked
to the flourishing of the main economic activities practised in Najranite society, which include
agriculture, grazing and ranching, industry, commerce and financial activities. The present thesis
will focus on the question as to what extent these activities contributed to developing the religious
structure of Najran. To answer this question, the discussion will assess the role of these activities in

establishing Jewish, Christian and Zoroastrian presences in the Najran region.
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In addition, the thesis will pay attention to the political history of Najran throughout three main
periods: ancient times, the Himyarite-Abyssinian period, and the late pre-Islamic period. It focuses
on outlining the most important events in the region by arguing that religion was often a critical
factor in these events. The research will examine the influence of events happening during the
ancient times, the Himyarite-Abyssinian and the late pre-Islamic periods on the religious structure
of Najran. This examination will be built up by assuming that political factors were effective in
establishing or impacting the existence of Jewish and Christian communities in the region, both
before the period under study and during it, up to the decades preceding the advent of Islam.

The third chapter investigates polytheism in Najran in the light of a general conception of
polytheism in the Arabian Peninsula. It will debate the main features of polytheism in Najran by
examining its origins, kinds of deities, the theological concept of Allah, mixed beliefs and rituals of
worship. In this chapter, the discussion will begin by tracing the development of polytheistic faiths
from early stages prior to the period under research, in order to understand how polytheism created
its identity. The thesis will then examine the worship of idols amongst Najranite polytheists in
terms of their historical and theological background, genders of idols and materials used in
designing these idols. It will debate the concept of Allah (the supreme God) among the polytheists
of Najran by linking it to the concept of worshipping idols. The study also sheds light on other
forms of veneration and worship that were practised by some Najranite polytheists. Polytheistic
rituals of worship will be examined in relation to their origins and types, and aspects of their
practice. In addition, the practice of pilgrimage will be given special attention by examining two
forms of it: the Hajj to Mecca and pilgrimage to different shrines of gods and goddesses across the

Arabian Peninsula before the coming of Islam to the region of Najran.

The fourth chapter deals with Judaism in Najran by debating its historical origins, relations, status
and religious aspects of the Jewish community. With regard to its origins, the present study seeks to
understand how and approximately when Judaism established a presence in the region. The answer
to this question requires a historical examination of the development of the Jewish presence in
Najran by tracing the situation of Jews in Najran during the Himyarite, Abyssinian and Persian
periods of rule in South Arabia. The research will then pay detailed attention to the influence of the
dominance of Islam on the existence of the Najranite Jewish community. The last section in this
chapter addresses the main aspects of the religious life of the Jewish community in Najran: their

houses of worship, clerical terminology, scriptures, rituals of worship and theological beliefs.

-21-



The fifth chapter explores Christianity in Najran by investigating the development of its religious
structure. It first outlines the origins of Christianity in Najran by focusing on the issue of the arrival
of the Christian faith in the Najran region in terms of its approximate date, the country that
Christianity came from and the earliest Christian preachers. The main discussion of its religious
structure will start by examining the places of worship in terms of types, terms, locations, the rituals

of worship performed and the people who lived in these places.

The thesis also concentrates on the religious thought of Najranite Christians, in two sections. The
first section will evaluate the development of theological doctrines amongst the Christians of
Najran, by discussing the role of political powers and missionary activities in establishing churches
that were loyal to their doctrines in Najran. The second section will pay detailed attention to the
most important theological concepts that were expressed by the Christians of Najran. It will explore
the concept of the nature of Jesus Christ as the most disputed issue, due to its role in splitting the
Najranite Christians. The discussion will then highlight the understanding of other significant issues
such as Prophethood, and the creation of Heaven, seas, Paradise and Hellfire.

In addition, there will be a detailed examination of the development, ranks, roles, duties and local
terms of the Christian clergy. This chapter will conclude by examining some aspects of the rituals

of worship, such as baptism, prayer, pilgrimage and monasticism.

The sixth chapter will discuss the early history of Islam in Najran in view of how Islam influenced
the religious structure of the Najran region. It begins by tracing the early connections between Islam
and the people of Najran, to see whether there was an early Muslim presence in Najran. The
research then debates how Islam came to dominate in Najran, in the light of the Prophet
Muhammad’s policy toward the main powers in the region. There will be an examination of the
conversion policy of Islam by debating its main steps: missions, building mosques and Katatib (a
form of primary school), and scholarly trips. The main aim of this section is to discover how Islam

was propagated and became part of the religious structure of Najranite society.

The thesis will allocate a detailed section on the policy of the Prophet Muhammad and his Caliphs
toward non-Muslims, mainly Jews and Christians, in Najran. Here, the discussion will begin by
assessing the documents that represent this policy in terms of their authenticity and main features.
The discussion of their features will include main issues such as religion, security, economy and
citizenship. There will also be an evaluation of Muslim policy on these issues and an examination

of its influence on religious coexistence within Najranite society.
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The thesis will end with a conclusion that has two main sections. The first will outline the most
significant findings of the chapters of the thesis, and the main answers to the questions posed by the
study. The second section will present some interesting ideas for future research.
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Chapter 1

Literature Review

1.1 Introduction

For the current research, a large number of primary and secondary sources exist, in particular
pertaining to the main elements of the religious history of Najran, such as the major factors behind
the formation of its religious structure, the origins of its religious communities, their main beliefs,

rituals of worship, places of worship, political affairs and the history of Islam in Najran.

First, this chapter seeks to give an overview of the most important primary sources that provide
valuable information on this topic, and to investigate their importance and credibility. In the course
of doing so, the discussion of the current research will address whether or not this topic has been
examined previously by scholars, as there are a significant number of secondary sources that clearly
show what researchers have examined, argued and concluded on the issues addressed in this study.
Before continuing with this chapter, it is important to mention that it is difficult to cover all works

relevant to the current study, but the most important are covered here.

1.2 Primary sources

The term ‘primary source’ can refer to first-hand information reported by an eyewitness, or to
documents dating from or near the time of the events in question. It also may include written
materials that report and comment on historical accounts of events. In the current thesis, the term
‘primary source’ includes four categories: religious texts, Eastern Christian sources, Muslim
sources and inscriptions. In this section, the main aim of discussing primary sources is to critically
highlight the most important accounts related to areas of specific interest for this study. The
examination of the reliability, authenticity and credibility of those accounts will be made in detail

through the main chapters when debating the research questions.

1.2.2 Religious texts

Several scholars propose that the Bible and Qur’an can provide useful historical material for the
Arabian Peninsula, despite not being primarily historical sources (Mahran, 1988, Ali, 1993). For
Najran, although the Bible can be useful for linking Najran to the origins of Judaism, the Qur’an
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represents the most important scripture concerning issues of importance. One reference in the
Qur’an tells the story of Ashab al-Ukhdud (People of the Trench) which regularly refers to the
persecution of Najran Christians by the Himyarite Jewish king, Dhii Nuwas! (Siirat al-Buriij, verses
4-9). The Qur’an does not give specific details such as the identity of the religious community, date
of the incident, characters and destinations. The significance of mentioning this story is to show
how theologically and historically Muslim sources link the origins of Christianity in Najran to the

story of Ashab al-Ukhdid.

The Qur’an also sheds some light on the major elements of polytheism, such as its origins, types of
worship, the rituals and practices concerning pre-lslamic idols (4snam or Awthan) 2, and Arab
polytheists’ conceptions of Allah. The usefulness of these details can be seen in tracing the religious
background of such elements from the Qur’anic perspective. In other words, the link between
Qur’anic texts and other additional information offered by Muslim sources and southern Arabian
inscriptions can provide a deeper understanding of the history of polytheism, as will be seen in
Chapter Three (see sections 3.2, sub-section 3.3.3 and section 3.4).

In addition, the Qur’an provides significant details of the relationship between Muslims and
Christians in Najran in telling the story of Mubahala (the imprecation) between the Prophet
Muhammad and the delegation of Najran Christians (Sirat Al ‘Imran, verses 1-83). The
significance of these details can be seen in the recounting of aspects of Najranite Christians’ views
on theological issues that they argued about with the Prophet Muhammad, as will be discussed in

Chapter Five (see section 5.5).

As a result, the Qur’an is often found to be the most useful scriptural source for the present
research, in particular when tracing theological issues related to polytheists and Christians in
Najran. Nevertheless, the Qur’anic information is still limited and cannot cover all the research

issues because it is produced from a religious standpoint.

1 Dhi Nuwas was the nickname of Yasuf As’ar Yath’ar. An inscription identifies him as the last Himyarite Jewish
king, as will be seen in the following paragraphs (Assouad, 2016).

2 The term “idols” here refers to images or representations of gods and goddesses that were used as objects of worship.
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1.2.3 Eastern Christian sources

The attention paid to Najran by Eastern Christian authors is based on its religious importance as a
major centre of Christianity. In this respect, the persecution of Christians in this area has been the
focus of attention for Christian authors. A number of Syriac,® Ethiopian and Greek sources present
significant information for the history of Christianity and Judaism in Najran, as well as Islam later.
These sources may contain some elements of legend and confused terms because most authors did
not visit Najran, and were unfamiliar with the Arabian background, dealing with Najran from a
Christian religious perspective rather than as a merely historical issue, or their information was
occasionally transmitted by oral reports. However, the given material would be mostly accepted
because the main subjects of this material are supported with strong evidence of their reality, as will
be seen in debating the context of Chapter Four and Chapter Five.

Considering the Syriac sources first, there are interesting details which describe aspects of the
history of Christianity, Judaism and later Islam in Najran. Perhaps the oldest sources are The Two
Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham,* who lived during the period of the persecution of Christians in
Najran (Hamilton and Brooks, 1899, Ya‘'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971). Both letters were apparently
written with the purpose of persuading the Christian world to rescue the Christians of Najran, who
were being persecuted by the Himyarite Jewish king, Dhit Nuwas. They contain interesting details
recounted by many eyewitnesses who, Simeon says, were present during the persecution of
Najran’s Christians. The two letters are very important for the present study because they furnish
details of the religious structure of Najran, the clergy of Najran’s Christians and some of their

rituals of worship on the eve of the Himyarite invasion.

The second source is The Book of the Himyarites, written by an anonymous author who probably
lived during the events of the persecution of Christians in Najran. This book focuses only on the

context of the persecution. It was translated into English, edited and first published by Moberg

3 This language is also known as Syrian Aramaic due to its origins, derived from ancient Aramaic. Syriac is the
language of Christian communities in Syria, Mesopotamia and eastern Arabia, and over the course of time it became the
language of the Church in those countries, most rituals of worship were conducted in this language (Mdller-Kessler,
2016).

4 Simeon of Béth Arsham was a Monophysitic bishop of Béth Arsham, a small town on the river Tigris near the city of
Seleucia in Mesopotamia. He lived between 503 and 540 CE and is described as a philosopher, a scholar of
Monophysitism and an author of a number of letters on his faith and on issues related to Najran’s Christians (Afram,
1976).
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(1924) in a critical study. Moberg states that there are clearly chapters missing from this book,
which probably relate to aspects of the early history of polytheism, Christianity and Judaism in
South Arabia. The available chapters report in detail on the events of the persecution of the
Christian community in Najran. For the current research, the significance of this book is its
provision of valuable details concerning the development of the clergy of the Najranite church, their
places of worship and the existing doctrines of Christians at this time. It also offers important
details on the Jewish presence in the region in terms of their religious activities, external relations

and role in persecuting the Christians of the region.

The third important sources is The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907), which was written by an
anonymous author before the eleventh century CE. Although the date of this work is later than the
period under study, its importance lies in the fact that it preserved details provided by missing
sources. It contains significant information on the introduction of Christianity to Najran and the
establishment of Julianism in Najran. The most important statements speak of the coming of a
Christian delegation from Najran to meet the Prophet Muhammad in Medina. The anonymous
author includes two covenants that are believed to have been written by the Prophet Muhammad to

the Christians of Najran.

The authenticity of both covenants is a cause of significant disagreement in modern research. Scher
(1907), Hamidullah (1956), Goddard (2000) and Wood (2013) believe that both documents are
unreliable, while more recently Morrow (2013) and EI-Wakil (2016) argue that both documents
seem to contain correct elements, which make both acceptable. In the present research, the two
covenants will be the subject of a detailed discussion in Chapter Six on the Prophet Muhammad’s

policy toward the non-Muslims of Najran (see section 6.5).

A fourth source is Tartkh Mar Mikha il Al-Suryant Al-Kabir (The General Chronicle of Michael the
Syrian) by Michael the Syrian (1996). This source outlines the Abyssinian (al-Hbashi) role in re-
establishing the clergy of the church in Najran and the adoption of Monophysitism among Najranite
Christians. It also mentions the Julianite sect as a part of the Christian community in Najran.
Michael the Syrian seemingly derived his information from earlier Eastern Christian sources. The
importance of Michael the Syrian’s Chronicle is its highlighting of two main topics: the clergy and

doctrine of the Christian community.
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The fifth source is al-Tarikh Al-Kanasi (The Church History) by Hebraeus (2012),° which was
written in the twelfth century. Although the author was a contemporary of other Muslim historians,
he presented a partly different version of the visit of Najran Christians to the Prophet Muhammad,

as can be seen by the names of the members of the Christian delegation.

Moving from Syriac to Greek, the oldest source is probably the Greek version of The Martyrdom of
Aretha, which was written by an unknown author and is about the persecution of the leader of the
Christian community in Najran, the saint Aretha (Arethas), whose name is regularly translated as al-
Harith bin Ka‘b in Arabic (Ibrahim, 2007). According to Huxley (1980), the author of this work
probably relies on Syriac sources due to the similarity of the details in The Martyrdom of Aretha to
what is told by The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham and The Book of the Himyarites. The
first publication of this source was by Boissonade in 1833 CE, who relied on an old manuscript that
perhaps dated back to the sixth century. This work was later translated into Latin by Charpentier in
the Acta Sanctorum (Huxley, 1980). Ibrahim (2007) presents a critical comparative study of this
work, by examining the available Arabic versions and the original Greek text and then producing a
full version. In the current study, the importance of this source is due to its supplying useful
information on several issues, such as the influence of Abyssinia in re-establishing the Christian
community in Najran, in terms of rebuilding places of worship, consecrating new clergy and

adopting Monophysitism during their invasion of the region.

The Acts of Gregentios is a biography of St. Gregentius, who was appointed the archbishop of
South Arabia after the victory of the Abyssinians (al-Ahbash) (Berger, 2006). This work is a cause
of scholarly disagreement concerning the identity of the author, when it was written, and the
validity of its content (Christides, 1972, Shahid, 1979, Abu al-Jadayil, 2004). The importance of
this work is that it provides significant details on the religious structure of Najran after the

Abyssinian invasion, especially the relationship between Christians, Jews and polytheists. It gives

5 Bar Hebraeus was a Syriac scholar in theology, philosophy and history, born in 1226 CE in Malatya, a famous town
located in present-day Turkey, and who later moved with his family to Antioch. There he studied theology, philosophy,
history and medicine. Bar Hebraeus was consecrated as bishop of Gubos in 1249 CE and of Aleppo in 1252 CE, and he
became the primate of the Syriac Church of the East in 1264 CE, a post which he held until his death in 1286 CE
(Afram, 1976).
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details, for instance, about the construction of churches during the visit to Najran by the Abyssinian

king, Kaleb (Caleb)® (Berger, 2006).

For Abyssinian sources, the most valuable work is The Acts of Azkir, which was authored by an
unknown writer (Budge, 1928). This work chronicles the Abyssinian role in propagating
Christianity in Najran, conducted by the priest Azkir, before the persecution. Beeston (2005)
critically evaluates the content of this work, noting that it contains “miraculous elements”, but that
the most important part is the reference to Sharhabil Yankuf, who is mentioned in southern Arabian
inscriptions as a Himyarite king who reigned before the persecution, most probably in the fifth
century CE. Beeston (2005) suggests that The Acts of Azkir indicates “isolated incidents” rather
than the more well-known persecution (p 117). This conclusion is likely to be correct because the
list of Himyarite kings states that there is only one, King Sharhabil Ya’far bin Abi Karab, who ruled
around 450 CE (Bafaqih, 1985, Ali, 1993).

A later Ethiopian work entitled The Book of the Saints of the Ethiopian Church (Budge, 1928)
preserves most of the content of The Acts of Azkir. In consists of several versions collected between
the twelfth or thirteenth centuries and were translated from Greek, Arabic and Coptic (W., 1928).
This work presents an account of the invasion of Najran by the Abyssinian king, Kaleb, and his
efforts to support the religious situations of Christianity in Najran by restoring places of worship
and bringing new clergy. This account is perhaps derived from early Christian sources on this topic,

especially The Book of the Himyarites and The Martyrdom of Aretha.

With regard to the present study, the significance of The Acts of Azkir is to highlight the Abyssinian

role in the propagation and support of Christianity in Najran.

In general, Christian sources supply valuable details of the history of Christianity in Najran. There
are, however, issues with these sources worth noting at this point. One issue is that important parts
of these sources are missing, which deprives us of valuable details. The second concern is the focus
of most Christian sources on the context of the persecution, rather than tracing the development of

the Christian community in Najran. It is true that they outline aspects of the religious practices of

6 He was the king of Axum in ancient Ethiopia (Abyssinia) and was contemporary with the persecution of Najran
Christians. There are not many details about this king, except what can be learnt from Christian sources with regard to
his invasion of southern Arabia. The historian Procopius (1914) called him Ella Atsbeha, Ella Asbeha or Elesboas,
while the Ethiopian work, the Acts of Azkir (Budge, 1928) referred to him as Kaleb.
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this community, but the main attention is on the consequences of the persecution. The third issue is
the fact that most of these sources probably reflect a Christian perspective, rather than recording
balanced details. In other words, the main purpose of authoring The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth
Arsham, The Book of the Himyarites and The Martyrdom of Aretha was probably to serve the
purpose of the Najranite Christians by showing the tragic events of the persecution, especially the
killing of children, women, clergy and their leader Aretha. Therefore, the content of these sources
should be treated carefully.

1.2.4 Primary Muslim sources

The Muslim (Arabic) literature includes a large number of primary sources that were written during
the first centuries of Islamic history. However, the methods of collecting the materials for this
primary literature are occasionally criticised, because most Muslim historians relied on oral
transmission rather than documentary records when writing their works (Ali, 1993, Mahran, 1999).
This concern is sometime valid, especially when dealing with some occurrences in pre-Islamic
history’ (al-Jahiliyyah) that were exaggerated or inaccurate, but it is significantly different from the
writing of early Islamic history®. A number of modern historians, such as Rosenthal (1968), al-Diirt
(2000) and Rustum (2002) note that Muslim historians began using effective tools such as
documents, referring to sources, adopting Zsnad ° in recording accounts and criticising the reliability
of narrators. The major concern here is related to how Muslim scholars handle the history of non-
Muslims in Najran from a religious perspective, which will be taken into consideration during this

study.

For the current study, Muslim sources provide much information on many topics concerning issues
related to the historical context of religious life in the region of Najran. The collection of most of
this information, especially in the time of Islam, notably relied on the previous effective tools which

support its validity for the present thesis. In other words, Muslim sources normally consist of

7 The terms pre-Islamic history or al-Jahiliyyah refers to the history of Arabs during the times preceded the advent of
Islam (Ali, 1993, Berkey 2003).

8 It is widely agreed that the time of Islamic era began with the emigration of the Prophet Muhammad to Medina in 622
CE (Watt, 1956).

9 Isnad or snad means the list of traditionalists, authorities or narrators who transmitted Hadith, the history of the first
century of Islam (Rustum, 2002, Robson, 2012).
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multiple branches of historical sources, religious studies, literature and geographical works. The use
of these multiple source types offers wide scope for evaluating the validity and importance of the
contents of these sources, as will be detailed in the categories that follow.

1.2.4.1 Historical Muslim literature

Works of Islamic history are normally divided into several major classes, documenting the
historical epochs of Islam from the seventh to the sixteenth century CE. Most researchers agree that
these classes represent prophetic biography (al-Sira al-Nabawiyya), biographical literature (al-
Tabagat wa al-Trajim), genealogy (al-Ansab), books of conquest (al-Futith), local country history
(Tarikh al-Buldan) and books of world history (al-Tarikh al- ‘Aam).

For Najran, a large number of historical sources provide innumerable details that explore significant
aspects of its history in the social, political, economic and intellectual fields. However, it is notable
that most of these sources concentrate on the political and administrative aspects of the period under
study. Thus, they provide only limited details about the religious history of the region of Najran. As
evidence, Muslim historical sources supply little information on the religious history of the non-
Muslim community, as can be seen clearly in the cases of Judaism, polytheism and Zoroastrianism,

as will be shown in the chapters that follow.

The book known as Sirat Rasil Allah (The Life of Muhammad) can be considered one of the most
important sources for the current study. It was originally collected by Ibn-Ishaq (d. 767 or 761 CE)
and later edited by Ibn-Hisham (1955) into a full version known as al-Sira al-Nabawiyya (The
Prophetic Biography). This work furnishes valuable details of important issues concerning Najran,
such as the arrival of Christianity in Najran, told from a Muslim perspective, and the coming of the
Najranite Christian delegation to Medina and their dialogue with the Prophet Muhammad. It also
sheds light on the policy of the Prophet toward Najran after it became subject to Muslim rule, in
particular the regulations relating to the treatment of non-Muslims in Najran. The validity of Ibn-
Hisham’s account of the Prophet’s policy can be observed in two documents that show in detail the
main features of this policy. Ibn-Hisham’s work, however, records a confused account of the

theology of the Christians of Najran, especially regarding their understanding of Jesus Christ (‘Isa).

Kitab al-Tabagat al-Kabir (The Book of the Major Classes) by Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.) offers biographical
details about Najranite individuals who came to Medina during the life of the Prophet Muhammad.

This book provides exceptional information concerning written documents drawn up by the Prophet
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with the chieftains of the major clans of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b. The significance of these
documents is that they help to furnish important demographic details concerning religions in the
region by the time of the advent of Islam. This can be seen in the locations of the clans of the Banu

al-Harith bin Ka‘b at that time.

The most important three documents offered by Ibn-Sa‘ad are the Prophet’s two covenants to the
Christians of Najran and his decree to the first residential governor of Najran, ‘Amr bin Hazm.
These three documents are essential for the present study in order to understand the religious,
social, economic and political conditions of non-Muslims under Muslim rule. The authenticity of
the two Prophetic covenants to the Christians of Najran have been given attention through modern
research; the two versions offered by The Chronicle of Seert will be discussed in Chapter Six (see
sub-section 6.5.1).

The book Dala’il al-Nubiiwwah (The Signs of Prophethood) by al-Bayhaqi (1988) supplies valuable
details about the connections between the Prophet Muhammad and the Christians of Najran.
Although this work was written later than the previous sources, probably in the eleventh century, its
value is in reporting in detail the debates between the leaders of the Christian community after
receiving the Prophet’s letter and the situation surrounding the drawing up of the Prophet’s two
covenants. More clearly, al-Bayhaqi (1988) spoke in detail about how the Prophet contacted the
Christians of Najran, and consequently received a delegation of three clergymen and offered them a
peaceful covenant that contained terms regulating the relationship between both parties, before
meeting another delegation of Najranite Christians headed by the archbishop, Abu al-Harith bin
‘Algama. This book also provides interesting information on the religious demography of the valley

of Najran at the time of the rise of Islam.

Muslim historical works on al-Kharaj (agricultural land tax), mainly Kitab al-Kharaj (Book of
Taxation) by Abu-Yusuf (1962), Kitab Al-Amwal (The Book of Revenue) by Ibn-Sallam (1975) and
Kitab Al-Amwal by lbn-Zanjawayh (2006), provide significant details concerning policy toward
non-Muslims communities in Najran during the time of the Prophet and his Caliphs. The three
sources speak of how Muslim authorities adopted the terms of both Prophetic covenants, as well as
the decree of ‘Amr bin Hazm, as the standard rules regulating the existence of Najranite non-

Muslims in terms of their security, economic wellbeing and religion. In addition, these sources offer
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valuable details of how Muslim authorities fixed the taxation system for those non-Muslims,

particularly Jizyah ° (poll tax) and Zakah 1* (alms tax).

In addition, there are a considerable number of biographical sources that shed light on Najranite
individuals living during the early time of Islam (al-Bukhari, 1941, Ibn Abi-Hatim, 1973, Ibn-
Hibban, 1973, al-Mizzi, 1980a, al-‘Ijli, 1984, al-Baladhuri, 1996, Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar,
2010). The material provided by these biographical sources reflects details of scholarly activities
after the arrival of Islam in the region, and these details are helpful for understanding how Islam

became established in Najranite society.

Books of world history, such as the History written by al-Ya‘qubi (1883)( Tarikh Al-Ya ‘qiibi),
Knowledge and History by al-Fasawi (1981) (Kitab Al-Ma rifah Wa-Al-Tarikh), The Book of
Admonition and Revision by al-Mastdi (1981) (al-Tanbth Wa-Al-Ishraf), the History by al-Tabart
(1987); (Tartkh Al-Umam Wa-Al-Muliik) and the History by Ibn al-Athir (1994), (al-Kamil Ft Al-
Tarikh), are important for the current research in terms of shedding light on aspects of the religious
history of Najran during the pre-Islamic era, such as the origins of Judaism and Christianity in that
region. These sources detail the conditions of non-Muslim communities during the Rashidun
Caliphate era®?, especially with regard to their relations with the second Caliph of Islam, ‘Umar bin
al-Khattab.

Besides these, there are important works that shed light on aspects of the religious history of the
Arabian Peninsula in pre-Islamic history, works such as Kitab Al-Asnam (The Book of Idols) by Ibn
al-Kalbi (1924), Kitab Al-Muhabbar by Ibn-Habib (1942), al-Ma ‘arif by lbn-Qutaybah (1981), al-
Ishtigag (Etymology) by Ibn-Durayd (1991), al-Milal wa al-Nihal (The Book of Sects and Creeds)
by al-Shahrastani (1992) and ‘Uyin al-Akhbar (Choice Narratives) by Ibn-Qataybah (1998). These

works provide useful information concerning the religious life of the Najranite polytheists in the

10 Jizah in Islam can refer to the poll tax which is paid by non-Muslim adults who enjoy the full protection under
Muslim rule (Paul, n.d., Newby, 2002).

11 Zakah or Zakat is one of the Five Pillars of Islam, can be described as obligational tax, requirement or alms that has
to be paid by rich Muslims in accordance to their proprieties to poor Muslims (Newby, 2002, Campo, 2009, Zysow,
2012).

12 The Rashidun Caliphate (or Rightly-Guided Caliphate) refers to the period immediately following the death of the
Prophet Muhammad in 11 AH / 632 CE. In this period, there were four Caliphs who ruled the Muslim Empire
successively until 40 AH / 661 CE: Aba-bakr al-Siddig, ‘Umar bin al-Khattab, ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan and ‘Ali ibn Abi
Talib (Newby, 2002, Bosworth, 2012).
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pre-Islamic era, such as their worship of idols and their sacred temples, the practice of pilgrimage
and the concept of the Ka‘ba of Najran. However, it is noticeable that the debate about these aspects
comes from a Muslim perspective, rather than from examining them as historical realities.
Therefore, there seems to be little information from these works in the field of the current study, as
can be seen in Chapter Three.

Muslim works of genealogy are helpful for illuminating major issues in the current study. In
particular, Jamharat Ansab al-‘Arab by Ibn-Hazm (1948), Nasab Ma ‘add Wa-Al-Yaman Al-Kabir
by Ibn al-Kalbi (1988) and al-Ishtigag by lbn-Durayd (1991) refer to pre-Islamic deities
worshipped by the Najranite people, and record important details concerning Arab Christian clerics
who were consecrated in the bishopric of Najran. They reveal obvious details regarding two main
issues: the deities of Najranite polytheism and the development of the clergy of the Christian

community in Najran.

In summary, the Muslim historical sources provide a large amount of information on the history of
Najran, concentrating on the early time of Islam. This information, however, cannot cover all areas
of the current study, especially the religious issues, because in these sources most attention is paid

to the political and administrative topics of the region.

1.2.4.2 The religious sciences of Islam (‘Uliim ad-Din)

This category is largely composed of those subjects on which religious studies focus, such as Tafsir
(commentary on the Qur’an), Hadith (the Prophetic tradition), ‘Agidah (creed) and Figh
(jurisprudence) (Ali, 1993). The significance of religious studies here can be suggested by the fact
that most authors of these religious studies are founders or early scholars in religious studies fields,
such as Mugqatil (d. 767 CE/150 AH),*® Malik (d. 795 CE/179 AH),'* al-Shafi‘1 (d. 820 CE/204

13 Abu al-Hassan Mugqatil ibn Sulayman Al-Balkhi was a famous Muslim scholar of the Qur’an, who was born in
Balkh in modern-day Afghanistan, and later settled firstly in Baghdad and then in Basra until his death in 150 AH/767
CE (Plessner and Rippin, 2012).

14 Malik ibn Anas ibn Malik ibn Abi ‘Amir al-Asbahi was a prominent Muslim jurist and the founder of one of the
main schools of Muslim jurisprudence, which is known as the Maliki School. He was born in 93 AH/711 CE in Medina
and lived there for most of his life until he died in 197 AH/795 CE (Wensinck, Robson, 2012).
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AH),*® Tbn-Hanbal (d. 855 CE/241 AH),'® al-Bukhari (d. 870 CE/256 AH),'” Muslim (d. 875 CE/
261 AH)®® and al-Tabari (d. 923 CE/310 AH).X Religious studies in Islam, therefore, provide
significant information about religious communities, their relationships and their position toward

Islam in this area, despite these sources being non-historical.

For instance, most of the books of commentary on the Qur’an shed light on the historical
development of the relationship between Islam and Christianity in Najran in debates on the
occasions of the revelation of the Qur’an (4Asbab al-Nuziil). The Commentary of Mugatil (1979)
(Tafsir Mugatil Ibn Sulayman) is one of the oldest sources to speak of the encounter between the
Prophet Muhammad and the Christian delegation of Najran. This work not only tells the details of
this encounter, as narrated by Ibn-Hisham, but also speaks of the doctrines of the leaders of the
Christian delegation. Therefore, it is suggested that this source provides additional knowledge on
the issue of the theological doctrines of the Najranite Christians. It is also suggested that the account
of the Commentary of Mugatil (1979) seems rather more valuable than the Commentary of al-Tabar1
(1995) (Jami* Al-Bayan Ft Ta'wil Al-Qur’an), as it speaks in detail of the persecution of Najran’s
Christians, early connections between the Prophet Muhammad and the Christians of Najran and the
story of the Mubahala. Al-Tabari noticeably relied on the Ibn-Hisham and Muqatil accounts for

relating most of the details of these episodes.

However, later commentaries on the Qur’an written by al-Zamakhshart (1947), al-Qurtubt (1964),

al-Wahidi (1968) and al-Baydawi (1999) provide additional accounts of the relationship between

15 Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Idris al-Shafi‘T was the founder of the Shafi‘T School, which is one of the four
schools of Muslim jurisprudence. He worked as governor of Najran in the reign of the ‘Abbasid Caliph Hartin al-Rashid
for a short time and later devoted himself to scholarly activities until he died in 204 AH/820 CE (Chaumont, 2012).

16 Aba ‘Abdullah Ahmad bin Muhammad bin Hanbal al-Shaybani was a prominent scholar of Islam and the founder of
the Hanbali school, one of the schools of Muslim jurisprudence (Laoust, 2012).

17 Abu ‘Abdullah Muhammad ibn Isma ‘il al-Bukhari was one of the most important Muslim scholars of Hadith. He
was in born in Bukhara in modern Uzbekistan. His collection of Hadith is regarded as the most authentic one, due to his
high standards when collecting (Robson, 2012).

18 His full name is Aba al-Husayn ‘Asakir ad-Din Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj al-Qushayri an-Naysabari, but he was known
as Muslim. He is regarded as one of the major scholars in Hadith and his collection of Hadith is widely considered to be
one of the most reliable works in Hadith (Juynboll, 2012).

19 His full name is Aba Ja‘far Muhammad ibn Jarir al-Tabari, and he was a well-known historian, jurist and scholar of

Qur’an. He was born in 839 CE/224 AH in Amol, Tabaristan, in modern Iran, but spent the rest of his life in Baghdad,
the capital of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate (Bosworth, 2012b).

-35-



Islam and the Christians of Najran. The importance of these additional accounts can be seen in the
fact that they record several meetings between both parties that differ from the Mubahala incident.
Such accounts shed more light on the doctrinal differences and theological concepts among the

Christians of Najran.

Works of Hadith are useful sources in the current study, as they record the Prophet and his Caliphs’
documents relating to the people of Najran, whether Muslims or non-Muslims. Scholars of Hadith
such as Ibn-Hanbal (1969), al-Bukhari (1997) and Muslim (2007) interestingly spoke of the
dialogue between the Prophet Muhammad and the delegation of the Christians of Najran and related
some details of the Prophet’s instructions to his envoys to Najran. This can provide additional

evidence to examine the validity of the texts of these documents.

Early works of Muslim Figh are important in debating Muslim policy toward the non-Muslims of
Najran, especially in tax. They furnish historical details of how the Muslim authority adopted fixed
rules for collecting both types of tax, Jizyah and Zakah (Malik, 1985, Ibn-Hazm, 1988, Ibn Abi-
Shaybah, 1989, al-Shafi‘i, 1990, Ibn-Qayyim al-Jawziyah, 1997, al-Mawardi, 2003). Such
important details can give a different understanding of the Muslim policy of tax, for both Jizyah and

Zakah, which will be examined in detail in Chapter Six (see section 6.5).

1.2.4.3 Arabic literature (al-Adab al- ‘Arabt)

The term Arabic literature’ usually refers to all the works that relate to the arts in Arabic, such as
poetry, speech, prose and proverbs. These sources preserve a quantity of poetry that presents
historical material, describing different aspects of Arab history in pre-Islamic and early Islamic
times. The main concern regarding Arabic poetry is the possibility that it contains forged accounts
(Ali, 1993). This concern was already addressed by Muslim scholars of literature who paid critical
attention to it, especially to pre-Islamic poetry. Therefore, the available poetic material involves a

significant amount of reliable information (Mahran, 1999).

For the present study, encyclopaedic literacy sources such as the work of Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih (1965),
al-‘Iqd Al-Farid (The Unique Necklace), Kitab al-Amali fi Lughat al- ‘Arab (al-Qali, 1978), Kitab
al-Aghant (The Book of Songs) by al-Isfahani (1997b) and al-Kamil fi al-Lughah wa-al-Adab (The
Perfect Book of Language and Literature) by al-Mubarrad (1997) are very useful in terms of
describing aspects of the history of Najran during the pre-Islamic era. They discuss the political,
religious, economic and social relationships between the local powers, mainly the Christian

community and the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe. In religious aspects, they include accounts of
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mixed polytheistic rituals and beliefs, in light of speaking about several chieftains and nobles of the

Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe during the pre-Islamic period.

Additional sources include collections of poetry and traditional proverbs, which detail polytheistic
issues, such as their concept of Allah, the Supreme God as well as their worship of idols, belief in
Jinn and the practice of divination (al-A‘sha, 1950, al-‘Askari, 1964, al-Maydani, 1978, al-
Marzubani, 1982, al-Dabbi, 1983, al-Hajr1, 1993, al-Dabbi, 1998).

Such information is essential in developing an understanding of the possible role of the political
conditions in establishing a multi-religious society in the region, as will be discussed later. It is also
useful in uncovering details of the history of polytheism in the region.

1.2.4.4 Arabic geographical literature

The works of Muslim geographers can be regarded for the present study as a valuable source for
research. They contain much information about the geographical background of Najran during the
period under research. An overview of these sources shows that a number of them examine
common issues, such as the location, the etyomolgy, topography and the demography of the Najran
region.

In this regard, Najran was an interesting topic for Muslim geographers in terms of its geographical
location, whether in al-Hijaz or Yemen (Ibn-Khurradadhbih, 1889, Ibn-Rustah, 1891, al-Istakhri,
1927, Ibn-Hawqal, 1938, al-Qazwini, 1960, Ibn-Sa‘id, 1970).

Two of those geographical sources outline the topography and demography of the area of Najran,
namely Mu jam ma Ista jama (Dictionary of What is Found Incomprehensible) by al-Bakr1 (1983)
and Mu ‘jam al-Buldan (The Dictionary of Countries) by al-Hamawi (1995). Both sources define a
group of valleys, mountains, towns and other geographical features across the region of Najran.
Although both sources partly relied on al-Hamdani when outlining the geography of Najran, both
adopted Arabic poetic material as additional sources in describing the geographical features of the
region. In religious aspects, al-Bakr1 (1983) and al-Hamaw1 (1995) shed light on the Christian
places of worship in Najran and discuss the topic of the Ka‘ba of Najran as a pre-Islamic place of
worship and pilgrimage for other Arab tribes during the pre-Islamic age. Also, concerning the
history of polytheism, al-Bakri (1983) and al-Hamaw1 (1995) are useful in shedding light on idol
worship and the practice of pilgrimage among Najranite polytheists towards the end of the pre-

Islamic era.
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The most useful geographical source is Sifat Jazirat al-‘Arab (The Character of the Arabian
Peninsula) by al-Hamdan1 (1989). This source presents many details of the geography, topography
and demography of Najran that do not exist in other sources. The author may have drawn his
material from visits to Najran; he lived in Yemen which is close to this region (al-Hamdani, 1989).
Al-Hamdani drew a detailed map showing the population of towns, villages, valleys and nomadic
areas in the region at the beginning of the 10" century CE. He gave rich accounts of many of the
towns and villages that lie in the great valley of Najran, where several clans of the Banii al-Harith
bin Ka‘'b, Yam, Wad‘a and Banti Shakr tribes lived, as well as the area of the Habiinan valley
(currently Habtina) (al-Hamdani, 1989). Al-Hamdani also discussed several economic and political
issues of Najran’s history, such as the Bani al-Harith bin Ka'b’ relations with its neighbours,
agricultural production and water resources. However, although al-Hamdani’s accounts appear of
high value in terms of giving a considerable amount of information on the background of the
current area of research, this information is suspect because the demography of Najran by the time

of al-Hamdani had witnessed significant changes.

It is suggested that geographical sources are helpful in describing the background of Najran in terms
of its economy and demography. They also provide some important details concerning aspects of

the religious life in the region.

1.2.4.5 Summary of Muslim sources

In summary, although Muslim sources provide much information on many topics, there appear to be
problems in the relevance of these sources to the interests of the present study. Firstly, their records
of the pre-Islamic history of Najran offer few details of the three religions in the region: polytheism,
Judaism and Christianity. This may be due to the use by most Muslim historians of oral material for
recording pre-Islamic history, rather than using documentary information. Secondly, although they
offer many details in regard to the period after Islam arrived in Najran, the focus of most Muslim
sources is on the political aspect of the relations between the Muslim and non-Muslim communities.
Therefore, there is scant information concerning the religious history of these non-Muslim
communities. It is true that considerable attention is given to the doctrine and clergy of the Christian
delegation of Najran, but this attention causes another problem, which stems from confusion
concerning the types of doctrine and terms for the clergy. This is perhaps because most Muslim
authors were not fully familiar with the religious aspects of Christianity. Furthermore, the Muslim

sources documenting the history of non-Muslims in Najran reflect a Muslim perspective, although
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their accounts are largely acceptable. This requires a careful approach to using these accounts, by

adopting comparative and analytical methods.

1.2.5 Inscriptions and archaeological remains

Many ancient southern Arabian inscriptions contain valuable historical material. Most of them were
recorded in Musnad, the ancient southern Arabian language (Bafaqih, 1985, al-Iryani, 1990).
According to epigraphic research, more than a thousand southern Arabian inscriptions have been
recorded, edited and reported in a number of studies (Nami, 1943, Philby and Tritton, 1944, Jamme,
1962, Bafaqth et al., 1985, Kitchen, 2000). Among these inscriptions, it can be noted that Najran is
mentioned many times, which could be helpful in outlining aspects of its history during the pre-
Islamic period. They also contain valuable details of polytheistic practices, deities and beliefs in
Najran during the pre-Islamic era. These inscriptions indicate that several deities, such as Dhi-
Samaw1 (the Lord of Heaven), ‘Athtar, al-Magah and al-Shams (Sun), were worshipped by some

Najranites in the pre-Islamic period.

In the region of Najran, there are a large number of inscriptions, most of which have been recorded
(Philby and Tritton, 1944, Schiettecatte, 2010). Two groups of Najranite inscriptions were recently
collected by al-Hazmi (2011) and al-Khudair (2012) and provide fresh details of idols such as al-
Lat, al-'Uzza and Wadd, and polytheistic rituals such as performing sacrifices (Qarabin), burning
incense and reciting invocations. These details were discovered through archaeological research at
several sites across the region of Najran. In addition, the research on the town of al-Ukhdad (the
Trench), conducted by Saudi archaeological missions, made significant discoveries of the remains
of shrines, pieces of furniture, household ware and walls of buildings (al-Zahrani et al., 2005, Bin
Tairan, 2005). According to the archaeological research, these discoveries reveal important aspects
of pre-Islamic polytheism in the region, such as types of deities, rituals, beliefs and religious

occasions.

However, in summary, although inscriptions and archaeological remnants offer valuable and
reliable details, these details are still limited and may not be enough to fully answer the questions of

current research.
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1.3 Secondary sources

Generally, secondary sources are works that discuss, interpret and examine the accounts in the
primary sources. For the present study, the secondary sources consist of a number of modern
studies, some of which examine Najran as their main focus, whereas other works address aspects of
the history of Najran as only of minor relevance. As mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, the
main aim of discussing the secondary sources here is to see whether the current study’s topic has
been examined before. To the best of the researcher’s knowledge, there is no specific study that has

investigated religious life in the region of Najran as an independent topic of discussion.

It is true that a number of studies have been produced on the history of Najran, particularly its
political, economic, social and literary history during pre-Islamic and early Islamic history (Philby,
1952, ‘Amir, 1978, al-‘Aqili, 1984, al-Murih, 1992, Dalal, 1995, al-Ansary and al-Murih, 2003, al-
‘Amri, 2004, al-‘Utaybi, 2009). Some of these studies seem to have been written for the general
public rather than for academic research, such as Najran fi Atwar al-Tartkh by al-*Aqili (1984),
Najran fi al- ‘Asr al-Jahili wa-fi ‘Asr al-Nubiiwah by ‘Amir (1978), Hadhihi biladuna: Najran by
al-Murih (1992) and Najran: Munta aq al-Qawafil by al-Ansary and al-Murih (2003). Meanwhile,
other studies have debated political, social, economic and religious issues. While examining these
studies, the focus will be solely on examining whether or not the question of how the religious
structure formed and developed is evaluated. In other words, there could be some interest given to
the religious communities of Najran, particularly their origins and relationships, but the issue of
how members of different religious communities lived their religious lives will be the essential

matter here.

One of the sources is Arabian Highlands by Philby (1952), who allocates two chapters of his book
to a discussion of the region of Najran, entitled The Land of Yam and The High Plateau. The author
claims to have discovered the location of the Ka‘ba of Najran after visiting the Taslal Hills in the
east of the Najran valley. On his visit, Philby found landmarks that probably indicated a
processional way (Mataf) and the circumambulation of this Ka‘ba that was the focus of his claim.
The most problematic issue for Philby’s claim is that he seemingly fails to mention his sources on
this particular issue. However, the significance of Philby’s study is that it draws a precise

topographical map of the whole region, using modern technical capabilities.

The second study is Bayna Makkah Wa Hadramawt, a book written by al-Biladi (1982). This book

seems to be a descriptive account of the author’s journey to Najran but it contains significant
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information. At the beginning, the author gives a historical background on the tribes that settled in
Najran during the pre-Islamic era and early Islamic history, concentrating on the Banii al-Harith bin
Ka'b and Banti Yam. Although this book is descriptive, rather than giving critical analysis
concerning these issues, its importance lies in its detailed information concerning two
archaeological sites visited by the author: the claimed location of the Ka‘ba of Najran and the

remnants of the religious building in al-Ukhdad.

The third study is an article by al-Hadithi (1986) in Najran Ahmitha wa ‘Alaqtha fi al-Islam which
assesses the importance of Najran and its relationship to Islam. The author briefly outlines the
religious conditions of Najran before the rise of Islam in view of its three religions: polytheism,
Judaism and Christianity. He then sheds light on the development of the relationship between
Najran and Islam, from the first meeting between Najran’s Christians and the Prophet Muhammad
in the early years of his life in Mecca. The author finally turns his attention to the relationship
between the Muslim authority and the non-Muslims of Najran, mainly Jews and Christians,
concentrating on the expulsion of non-Muslims in the time of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab.
Notwithstanding the significance of the study’s themes, it is clear that it does not cover in depth
other important matters through these themes, such as the main features of religious life and the
impact of early Najran-Islam connections on the spread of Islam to this region.

A similar study is an article by al-Masri (1992), Najran wa Dirha al-Siasi wa al-Igtisadr, which
examines the political and economic role of Najran during the early Islamic era. The author outlines
how the people of Najran, mainly the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe and the Christian community,
yielded to Muslim authority. The most important part is the discussion of the reasons why the Bana
al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe became Muslim, which can be classed as either religious or political. Here,
al-Misr1 focuses on the religious role of Muslim governors who took it upon themselves to educate
the local people in Muslim religion, culture, and rituals of worship. The final part highlights the
conditions of Najranite Christians and Jews under the Rashidun Caliphate, with a special discussion
on the main reasons behind Caliph ‘Umar’s decision to expel them from Najran. Al-Misr’s study
resembles al-Hadttht’s article in terms of its themes, sources and conclusions, as can be seen in its

examination of the context of the expulsion of the Jewish and Christian communities from Najran.

Al-Bayan fi Tartkh Jazan wa- ‘Assir wa-Najran by Dalal (1995) presents a general study on the

history of Jazan, ‘Assir and Najran, three provinces in southern Saudi Arabia. In the section on

-41 -



Najran, the author briefly presents a short account of the political, social, religious and economic
conditions of Najran during the pre-Islamic era. This account includes the arrival of Christianity, the
persecution of Najran’s Christians, the tribal structure and the economic connections between
Najran and Mecca before the coming of Islam. Next, Dalal outlines what the Muslim sources say
about the arrival of Islam in Najran and the conditions of non-Muslims, especially Christians, in the

reign of Caliph “‘Umar bin al-Khattab.

In general, although the book discusses issues concerning the interests of the current study, it does
not cover the religious preoccupations of Najran’s communities at the time. In addition, most of the
book’s contents are derived from primary Muslim sources, rather than using different types of

source to enrich the book’s topics.

The fourth book, Najran: Dirasah Ttarikhiyah Hadariyah, was authored by Ibn-Jrais (2004) and is
a detailed study on the history of Najran between the 7™ and 10" centuries. This study gives a
comprehensive account of Najran’s geography, political circumstances in the pre- and early Islamic
period, its cultural activities, social and economic conditions and administrative organisation under
Muslim rule. In the section related to religious matters, the author outlines the kinds of faith that
were practised until the emergence of Islam, in particular Christianity and its appearance in the
region. Noticeably, Ibn-Jrais mostly does not differ from the previous authors in terms of his main
sources, conclusions and common understanding concerning issues related to the present study.
This can be seen in his adoption of the same opinions when describing the population of Najran at

the advent of Islam and the expulsion of Jews and Christians from Najran.

More recently, al-Hatilah (2015) presents a study in Najran wa-al-Nasraniyah al-’Ul  that
highlights aspects of the region’s history, with special attention to the story of Christianity. The
author debates the origins of Christianity in Najran and the doctrines of Najranite Christians. The
most important chapter is a brief account of the religions of Najran in pre-Islamic history, including

ancient monotheism, Christianity, Judaism, polytheism and Mandaeism (al-Sabi’ah)®. In the

20 Mandaeism, in Arabic Manda’iyah or al-Sabi’ah, is an ancient religion that emerged in the ancient Near East. Its
followers describe it as a monotheistic religion, revering ancient prophets such as Adam, Noah and Seth but rejecting
Abraham, Moses, Jesus and Muhammad. The followers of Mandaesim regard John the Baptist as their main prophet
(Drower, 1953, Rudolph, 2006).
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chapter, the author describes the cult of several pre-Islamic deities that were worshipped by

Najranite polytheists before the coming of Islam.

Evidently, al-Hatilah’s study discusses issues that are essential to the focus of the current research,
but there appear to be problems in this study in dealing with these issues critically. These problems
can be seen in the lack of examining in detail most of these religions in terms of their origins, rituals
and places of worships. The problem of sources is the main concern here, as can be observed in the
reliance by the study on Muslim sources rather than Christian accounts for major issues, particularly
the origins of Christianity and the doctrinal development of the Christians of Najran. In addition,
the citation of the study’s sources is obviously missing in places, as can be seen in the themes of

ancient monotheism and Mandaeism.

Besides the previous general studies, there are other studies on specific topics concerning the
historical context of Christianity in Najran in terms of its origins and spread, the persecution of its
followers and the consequences of the persecution incident, as can be seen in studies offered by
Abu Jawdah (1997), Nebes (2009), Sakhnini (2013) and Fisher et al. (2015). Meanwhile, others
debate specific issues; for instance, Harvey (1996), Brock and Harvey (1998) and Barrett (2013),
who examined the cases of women martyred in the persecution, Papathanassiou (1993), who
detailed the missionary history of Christianity in South Arabia, and Dziekan (2012), who discussed
the historical context of the bishop (4squff) of Najran, Quss bin Sa‘ida al-Iyadi®.

In a more relevant study, Aba al-Jadayil (2004) wrote an article, Diyanat Shuhada’ Najran, on the
religious identity of Najranite martyrs. The author argues that the people who were persecuted by
the Himyarite king Dhi Nuwas were probably Aknaf (or Hanifs), following the monotheism of the
Prophet Abraham, rather than Christians. She adopts this claim in view of the Qur’anic text on the
story of Ashab al-Ukhdiid and some southern Arabian inscriptions. Abu al-Jadayil (2004) therefore
doubts the credibility of the Christian and Muslim versions and claims that the purpose of building
the Ka‘ba of Najran was to celebrate the memory of the Najranite martyrs among Christians by

establishing a church that came to be called the Martyrium. Abu al-Jadayil’s conclusion clearly

21 Quss bin Sa‘ida al-Iyadi was a prominent Arab of the Banii Iyad tribe and was bishop of Najran during the pre-
Islamic period. There is no specific date for his tenure, but Muslim sources relate that the Prophet Muhammad saw him
at the fair of ‘Ukaz when he was young. Quss bin Sa‘ida certainly was not alive when the Prophet Muhammad
announced his Prophethood (al-Sijistani 1961, Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih 1965, al-‘ AskarT 1964, Meisami 1998, al-Jahiz 2002).
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disagrees with the many Muslims and Christian sources that affirm the fact that the martyrs of

Najran were certainly Christians.

Studies of a third type are interested in examining the documentary sources of Christianity in
Najran, as can be seen in the critical study by Moberg (1924) on The Book of the Himyarites, and
also in The Martyrs of Najran: New Documents (Shahid, 1971), which contains critical analysis and
documentary content on The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham, The Book of the Himyarites
and The Martyrdom of Aretha. The value of both studies lies in their evaluation of the origins of

these sources in terms of authorship, the versions of each source and the reliability of their content.

It is also suggested in the documentary book al-Shuhada’ al-Himyariyin al- ‘Arab fi al-Watha'’iq al-
Suryaniyah, authored by Ya‘qub (1966). Although this book was apparently written with the
purpose of documenting The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham and The Book of the
Himyarites, the author offers a discussion of the theological doctrine of the early Christians of
Najran in view of their relationship with the Abyssinian church, Syriac clerics in Syria (al-Sham)
and Mesopotamia (Iraq), and previous Syriac documents. Although his conclusion is supported by
strong evidence, the author seems to deal with this issue from the perspective of a Christian cleric,
rather than that of a historical researcher, as can be seen in his rejecting the term ‘Jacobism’ and
preferring the term ‘orthodox’ to describe the specific doctrine of the persecuted Christians in
Najran.

Another similar perspective is given by Berger (2010) in his article Christianity in South Arabia in
the 6th Century AD: Truth and Legend. The author examines the situation of Christianity in Najran
during the Abyssinian occupation of South Arabia in the light of the History of the Wars (Procopius
and Dewing, 1914) and The Acts of Gregentios (Berger, 2006). This most recent work, The Acts of
Gregentios, by Berger has been given the most attention because his main question is about

missionary activities in Najran and other southern Arabian regions.

The studies by Moberg, Shahid, Ya‘qub and Berger still paid the most attention to the early period
of Christianity in Najran, which lasted from its arrival until the Abyssinian invasion of South
Arabia around 525 CE, while the period of the current study runs from this date until the end of the
Rashidun Caliphate era in Islam. There are several studies that examine aspects of Christianity and

Judaism during this period.
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One of these is a section entitled Byzainuim and Najran in Shahid’s work Byzantium and the Arabs
in the Fifth Century (Shahid, 1989). The most important theme in this section is a critical
examination of the doctrinal development among the Christians of Najran from the arrival of
Christianity prior to the establishment of Monophysitism as the dominant doctrine of the Najranite
church after the Abyssinian invasion of South Arabia around 525 CE. This critical examination is
quite early in the period of the present study, and Christianity made significant changes in its
doctrinal structure during the period that followed.

Another work of his, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century, Vol. 2, Part 1 contains valuable
discussion on the Christian places of worship in Najran (Shahid, 2002). This discussion traces the
development of the Ka‘ba of Najran, church) and monastery in terms of architecture, shapes and
staff. Shahid significantly pays only brief attention to the flourishing of monasticism among
Najranite Christians during the sixth century, outlining its rules, rituals and places. Both the issues
of places of worship and monasticism are central in debating the most important aspects of the
Christian religious life in Najran. It is noticeable that Shahid mainly relies on well-known Muslim
scholars, mainly al-Bakri (1983), al-Hamaw1 (1995) and al-Isfahani (1997) to adopt his conclusions.
However, despite the fact that the three works are very important to the current study, their accounts
raise some questions, especially the question of concerning the Christian places of worship.
Therefore, there is still a need for further critical investigation into additional and early Muslim
accounts offered by Muslim sources, which reveal more interesting facts, as will be seen in Chapter

Five (see section 5.3).

Another important study produced by Shahid is Byzantium in South Arabia (Shahid, 1979), which
highlights in greater detail the major aspects of the religious life of the Christian community in
Najran. The author investigates in detail their places of worship in relation to types, terms and
architecture. He also discusses the dedication of Najran as a holy place of pilgrimage. Noticeably,
the discussion of both issues is based on considering the Ka‘ba of Najran as a Christian place of
worship. Shahid also sheds light on the clergy of the Najranite church in terms of its establishment,

holy orders and conditions at the time of the persecution of Najranite Christians.

Similarly, Trimingham (1979) in his book, Christianity among the Arabs in Pre-Islamic Times,
includes a special section on Christianity in Najran. He sheds light on significant issues such as the
structure of the clergy of the Najranite church on the eve of the persecution, the growth of

Monophysitism among Najranite Christians and the impact which the doctrinal dispute in the
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Eastern Church had on the Monophysitic influence, as can be seen by the establishment of the
Phantasiast sect (Julianism). The author pays considerable attention to the doctrine of bishop Abu
al-Harith bin ‘Algama, considering him loyal to regular Monophysitism. Similar to Shahid, the
author talks of the Ka‘ba of Najran as the Arab term for the central church of Najran.

Likewise, Borge (2011), in his article A Historical Survey of the Rise and Spread of Christianity in
Arabia in the First Six Centuries AD, speaks of how Christianity was re-established after the
Abyssinian invasion by restoring its places of worship and making the central church of Najran a
martyrion for pilgrimage. It is clear that Borge (2011) relies on Shahid’s works and debates in
presenting his discussion as can be seen in his adopting Shahid’s point of view when he regards the

Ka‘'ba of Najran as the Arabic term for martyrion.

The three studies by Shahid, Trimingham and Borge are valuable for discussing the main issues in
the present research, such as doctrinal development, places of worship, clergy and pilgrimage.
However, further exploration of these issues is still required, by re-examining Shahid and
Trimingham’s conclusions in the light of additional details, as will be discussed in Chapter Five
(see sections 5.3 and 5.4).

Concerning the delegation of Najranite Christians, one study authored by “Ajibah (2004) on Nasara
Najran Bayna al-Mujadalah wa-al-Mubahala (The Christians of Najran: Between Dialogue and
Imprecation) deals with the historical and theological context of the dialogue between the Prophet
Muhammad and the Najranite Christian delegation. The author debates the major issues of this
dialogue, which concentrates on the Christology of Jesus Christ. The author’s discussion, however,
does not mention what doctrine the Christian delegation adopted. It appears to reflect the Muslim

perspective toward the Christology of Jesus Christ rather than giving a historical account.

A similar study was conducted by Nickel (2006), entitled We Will Make Peace With You: The
Christians of Najran in Mugatil’s Tafsir. This study gives considerable attention to how Muqatil
recorded theological issues that were argued over in the interfaith dialogue between both parties,
such as the Christology of Jesus Christ, the doctrine of the Christian delegation and the attitude
toward Muhammad’s Prophethood. The author also examines the similarities and differences
between Muqatil’s version and Ibn-Sa‘ad and Ibn-Hisham’s accounts of this meeting, in particular
the matter of Mubahala. He sheds light on the question of why Christians rejected Mubahala in
view of the three accounts of Muqatil, Ibn-Hisham and Ibn-Sa‘ad. Nickel, however, does not give

the same attention to the differences on theological issues between the three versions, especially the
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theological doctrine of the Christian delegation of Najran. This raises a significant question

concerning the doctrinal identity of the Christians of Najran at the advent of Islam.

This specific question was recently examined by Block (2012) in his article Philoponian
Monophysitism in South Arabia at the Advent of Islam. The author examines the development of
Monophysitism among the Christians of Najran prior to the advent of Islam. Block’s assumption is
clearly based on examining the Abyssinian role in the re-establishment of Christianity in Najran. He
concludes that the members of the delegation of Najranite Christians, especially their bishop, Aba
al-Harith bin ‘Algama, were Monophysites. Although Block produces a critical discussion on the
doctrinal issues of Najranite Christians, his assumption is mainly adopted in view of Ibn-Hisham’s
account of the encounter between the Prophet Muhammad and the Najranite delegation. In fact,
there are additional accounts of the relations between the two parties, both Muslim and Christian
sources, which could reflect a different conclusion, as will be investigated in Chapter Five (see
section 5.4).

More recently, an article by Robin (2015), Himyar, Aksim, and Arabian Desert in Late Antiquity:
The Epigraphic Evidence, supposes that the established Christian community in Najran probably
consisted of Nestorians?? and Monophysites. This point of view has already been refuted by Shahid
(1989) by proving that Hayyan, the first Najranite convert to Christianity, was baptized in al-Hira at
the beginning of the fifth century CE, before the establishment of the Nestorian Church which
occurred after the split in Eastern Christianity at the Council of Ephesus in 431 CE.

In the history of Judaism in Najran, it is difficult to find any specific study examining the context of
the Jewish presence in Najran as a major community in the context of religious pluralism, except in
a study by Lecker (1995b), Judaism among Kinda and the Ridda of Kinda. He examines several
issues regarding the Jews of Najran, such as the claim that the Jewish faith arrived in Najran in the
10" century BCE, the spread of Judaism among the Banu al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe in Najran, and the
relationship between Najranite Jews and the Muslim authorities after becoming subject to Muslim
rule. However, Lecker’s main research focus is on the practice of Judaism among the Kinda tribe,
and his discussion seems to rely only on Muslim historians rather than exploring other types of

source. These historians cannot offer further details concerning important issues, such as the

22 Nestorianism is one of the eastern Christian doctrines, established by Nestorius (386-450 CE), Patriarch of
Constantinople. The followers of Nestorianism were considered heretics by the Council of Ephesus (431 CE) and
Council of Chalcedon (451 CE), but established churches in Mesopotamia under Sasanian rule around 424 CE (Rist,
2006bh).
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conditions of Judaism in Najran after 525 CE but prior to Islam, its ties to the Jews in al-Hijaz and

Palestine and the most apparent aspects of its religious life.

In addition, the relationship between Islam and the non-Muslims of Najran has been a question of
interest for several studies, in terms of the authenticity of the documents of the Prophet Muhammad
and Rashidun Caliphate, or the decision of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab to expel non-Muslims from
Najran later. For documents, the scholars Hamidullah (1956) and al-Hiwali (1976) provide a
general collection and examination of most of the documents from Najran that were written during
the Prophetic and Rashidun Caliphate periods. Both scholars agreed that most of these documents,
especially those offered by Muslim sources, are generally accepted due to several factors, such as
these documents being referred to in many Muslim sources, and the survival of some fragments of

the original documents that were written on leather.

The authenticity of the covenants of the Prophet Muhammad with the Christians of Najran has been
a question of debate among scholars. While Hamidullah (1956) and al-Hiwali (1976) adopted the
Muslim version of both documents, Morrow (2013) argues that “since the Christians of Najran had
concluded several treaties with the Prophet, granting them unprecedented rights and liberties, there
exists no logical reason for them to falsify a covenant which is essentially the same as ones granted

to them previously” (p114).

More recently, EI-Wakil (2016), in his article The Prophet’s Treaty with the Christians of Najran,
offers a new critical and comparative analysis of the details of both documents in view of both the
Muslim and Christian versions. Unlike Hamidullah and al-Hiwali, the author leans toward accepting
the Christian version of the two Prophetic covenants to the Christians of Najran, as recorded by The
Chronicle of Seert. He claims that Muslim sources may include deliberate manipulation, and the

original texts of the Muslim version of the two covenants are perhaps corrupted.

The debates over these documents will be a major part of discussing the policy of the Muslim
authorities toward non-Muslims in Najran, in view of additional factors that may not otherwise be
taken into consideration, such as the Prophet’s linguistic style, the survival of some fragments of
these covenants, and the individuals recorded in them, as will be detailed in Chapter Six (see sun-
section 6.5.4).

Moreover, EI-Wakil (2016) in the same study debates the context of the warning letter sent by
Caliph “Umar bin al-Khattab to the non-Muslims of Najran, supposing that that the expulsion of
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Jews and Christians from Najran seems to have been a voluntary relocation rather than a

compulsory process.

The decision of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab to expel Jews and Christians from Najran had already
been questioned by Fayda (1983) in his short article, jla’ ‘Umar Bin Al-Khat ab Li Ghair Al-
Mislimin Min Najran Wa Khaybar Wm A Jaiirha. He examines this decision by considering the
military threat to Muslims of their existence as perhaps the most likely reason for the expulsion.
Meanwhile, Lecker (2010), in his article The Najran Exiles in Iraq, Syria and Bahrayn from ‘Umar
Bin Al-Khat ab To Harin Al-Rashid, debates the possibility of the Byzantine-Najranite Christians

relationship being behind ‘Umar’s decision.

It is noticeable that EI-Wakil doubts the authenticity of Muslim sources and mentions the fact that
the prohibition of usury (Riba) is not recorded in the Christian versions of the two Prophetic
covenants. Meanwhile, Fayde and Lecker’s examinations mainly rely on several suggestions by
Muslim historians, rather than linking this decision to the terms of established Prophetic policy
towards the non-Muslims of Najran. In total, despite the efforts of the three studies in the context of
Caliph ‘Umar’s decision, a complete understanding of this context still needs more exploration in
order to establish its justifications, subsequent consequences and relationship to the established
Prophetic policy toward the non-Muslims of Najran, as will be detailed in Chapter Six ( see sub-
section 6.5.6).

1.4 Conclusion

As demonstrated above, there are a large number of sources, written in a number of different
languages over many centuries. The Eastern Christian sources present valuable details in the field of
Christianity, due to their interest in Najran as a main centre of Christianity in South Arabia. A small
number of them, as seen above, were contemporary with the period under study, and written by
Syriac, Greek and Ethiopian authors before the 7" century CE. The usefulness of Christian sources
in the present research concentrates on highlighting valuable details of the religious aspects of the
Christian community, despite the fact that these details do not cover all aspects of the study

questions.
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The highest number of sources for the present research are clearly the Muslim ones. These examine
different issues related to Najran’s history as a region of major interest to Muslim historians of
Arabia during the pre- and early Islamic eras.

Despite the significant number of Christian and Muslim sources that are available, one noticeable
problem is that most of them focus on the political aspects of the history of the religious
communities, rather than outlining their religious contexts. The probable reason behind this is that
these Christian and Muslim sources are based on recording the most important incidents in
chronological order. This concentration obviously does not include information on the key themes
of daily religious life, especially concerning theological beliefs and rituals of worship. The
authenticity of the accounts of Christian and Muslim sources is another concern, as can be seen by
the inclusion in these accounts of some legendary elements, as discussed earlier. The probable cause
is the use of both Muslim and Christian sources of oral transmission rather than documentary
material. It also may be because some Christian and Muslim historians recorded the history of

Najran from their own perspective, as elaborated previously.

In addition, archaeological and epigraphic material provides valuable and trustworthy information
about polytheistic faiths, deities and practices of worship in Najran and its surrounding regions.
Information relevant to the current study is still scarce, especially the fields concerning Judaism,

Christianity and Islam.

In general, it is clear that although the primary sources contain details about the political, economic
and literary aspects of Najranite society, only a small amount of information is written specifically
on the subject of religion in Najran. This may show the difficulty of finding enough information for
a proper assessment of the main issues of religious life in Najran at the time. Nonetheless, linking

these questions to the surrounding regions probably provides a better understanding.

In the section on secondary sources, although a number of modern studies discuss topics related to
the political, economic and cultural history of Najran, little interest is paid to the topic of the
religious structure of Najran in terms of formation, development and changes to religious groups. In
other words, although attention is paid to the arrival of the three religions — Judaism, Christianity
and Islam — as well as some details on the relation between Christians and Jews of Najran and
Muslim authorities, it is mainly the political context of this arrival that is examined. More
specifically, the interest in Christianity seems to focus on the arguable question of its arrival, places

of worship and doctrines. This interest, however, does not sufficiently cover aspects of the religious
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history of this community, such as the doctrinal development, theological concepts, rituals of
worship and the clergy of the church. Even the discussion of places of worship and doctrines

appears to be based on accounts that still need further investigation.

Although the arrival of Islam is presented through the above studies, the main focus is on the
political situation, rather than on examining the impact of Islam on the religious structure of Najran.
It is true that there is some interest in aspects of the policy of Muslim authorities toward non-
Muslims, and especially in the expulsion of Jews and Christians from the region, but there is a lack
of focus on questioning the policies adopted with regard to propagating Islam, the existing non-

Muslim communities and the ability to establish peaceful coexistence in Najranite society.

As a result, there seems little in the above modern research that contributes directly to the subject of
the present study. More clearly, the main hypothesis of this research, that Najran represented a
multi-religious structure, is not the focus of any previous studies. This points to the present study
complementing other studies in the same area of research by examining new issues. In addition,
answering research questions will perhaps lead to some practical recommendations that may be

adopted as valid topics for research in the future.
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Chapter 2

The Background of Najran

2.1 Introduction

In order to fully investigate the religious structure of Najran during the period under study, it is
essential to establish a clear and comprehensive background of the region. This background consists
of four main topics: geography, demography, economy and political history. The examination of
these topics as factors may provide answers concerning the extent to which they contributed to the

creation of the religious society of Najran.

Another issue dealt with in this research is the lack of Western literature about the term ‘“Najran”,
with the exception of limited attention in the academic fields detailed in Chapter One (see section
1.2). This may be attributable to Najran’s location, in the southern Arabian Peninsula, and to the
fact that this area holds limited interest for non-Arabic scholars, except for a small number who are
specialists in pre-Islamic and early Islamic history. Therefore, a comprehensive background is
provided, in order to give the reader a general understanding of the area of research before moving

on to the main topic of this study.

2.2 Geographical background of Najran

Najran was the name given to an ancient city which is believed to have been located in the
southwestern Arabian Peninsula (Shahid, 2012). However, by the pre-Islamic period, the name
Najran had come to be applied to a large region located between Yemen, al-Sarat, al-Hijaz and
Najd. The geographic location of Najran played an essential role in its assumption of an important
position as a well-known centre of economic activity, a multi-religious society and a politically
significant area of South Arabia. Hence, its location clearly contributed to the formation of the
structure of its society as a multi-religious one. Therefore, it is necessary to consider certain aspects
of this location in order to comprehend how its geography gives Najran its important position.
Three relevant factors are helpful in providing a clear understanding here: the topography of Najran,

the debate over the etymology of the area’s name, and the definition of Najran’s location.
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2.2.1 Topography

The region of Najran lies at an altitude of around 8,000 feet (about 1,800 metres) above sea level
(Hamzah, 1968, al-Hiwali, 1982, al-Sharif, 1984). More specifically, the area that is once known as
the Najran valley (Wadi Najran) is bordered by several chains of mountains which surround it to the
south, north and east. Large plains that are separated by a long valley are located between these
mountains (Philby, 1952, Hamzah, 1968, al-Hiwali, 1982, Ibn-Jrais, 2004). The areas lining both
sides of the Najran valley are mostly fertile and rich in water resources. Both these features enabled
Najran to be a centre for human settlement, as can be seen in the existence of around seventy
villages in the valley at the advent of Islam, such as Ra‘ash, al-Mifjah, al-Qapil, Piles, al-Ukhdad,
and Husun, some of which still exist (al-Hiwali, 1982).

Besides the valley of Najran, there are other valleys, towns and Bedouin areas that are regarded as a
part of the Najran region (al-Sharif, 1984, al-Hamdani, 1989). One of these is the valley of
Habtinan, located in the north of Najran. This valley runs parallel to the Najran valley and then
connects to it at the point marking the beginning of Remal Sayhad (Empty Quarter Desert). The
Habtinan valley contains a large fertile area of land and water resources, and was similar to the

Najran valley in terms of the density of human settlement during the period under study.

Additionally, in the north of the region, within its boundaries, there are small towns such as
Habtinan, Badr, Yadamah and Thajr. Most of these small towns are located on the caravan route,

which increased their commercial importance, as will be shown in the section on the economy.

The climate of Najran is generally continental, which tends to be cold in winter and hot in summer
(al-Sharif, 1984, al-Murih, 1992). However, its peak temperature in the summer is generally lower
than in inland areas of Arabia, which are exposed to extreme heat during peak summer months (al-
Sharif, 1984). This can be noted by Najran’s average temperature statistics, which indicate that the
summer temperature normally ranges from 16 to 32 degrees Celsius, and its approximate rainfall is

around 110 millimeters, making it conducive to large-scale human settlement (al-Sharif, 1984).

In general, although the topography of the Najran region contains a range of terrains that are
sometime rugged, this region has been an attractive place for human settlement since very early
times, due to the availability of water resources and fertile land and an acceptable climate. As a
result, the basic requirements for the establishment of an urban society and a flourishing economy

were evidently in place.
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2.2.2 The etymology

The word ‘Najran’ has appeared in different types of source, mainly Muslim sources, inscriptions
and Ancient Greek and Roman works. In Muslim sources, the region of Najran is believed to have
taken its name from the ancient Arab tribal leader Najran bin (the son of) Zaid bin Ya‘arub bin
Qahtan (Ibn-Khurradadhbih, 1889, al-Qazwini, 1960, al-Bakri, 1983, al-Hamawi, 1995). These
sources relate that this leader was the first person to settle in the valley of Najran and that this area
was therefore named in his honour. This suggestion is accepted by several recent researchers, such
as al-Hiwali (1982), al-MasrT (1992), al-*AmrT (2004), Ibn-Jrais (2004) and al-Utaybi (2009). This
is may be due to the fact that many cities and countries were named in this way, such as Alexandria
in Egypt, and the Hadramiit and Hamdan provinces of Yemen. However, the documentary evidence
to support this is non-existent, so epigraphic material maybe be helpful to shed light on this issue.

Najran was first mentioned in ancient southern Arabian inscriptions around 680 BCE, when it was
invaded by king Karib’il Watar (Philby, 1952, Bafaqth, 1985, al-‘AmrT et al., 1990, Ali, 1993, al-
Iryant, 1990). Another inscription, dated the same year, refers to the victory of king Karib’il Watar
over the kingdom of Muhamir in Najran and the destruction of its city, Ragmat or Ragamat (al-
‘Utaybi, 2007, Schiettecatte, 2010). Scholars and archaeologists such as Philby (1952), Mahran
(1999), al-Ansary and al-Murih (2003), and Arbach and Audouin (2007) agree that Ragmat was
probably the name of the capital of Muhmair, which later became the town centre of Najran, which
was later known as al-Ukhdad. After this, Najran was referred to in a number of inscriptions in
view of its relations with ancient southern Arabian kingdoms such as Ma‘in, Sheba and Himyar.
Jamme (1962) and Schiettecatte (2010) recorded inscriptions, dating from the period between the
fourth century BCE until the six century CE, that identify Najran as a tribe, people, area, valley and

country.

The reason for using the term ‘Najran’ is not clear from these inscriptions, but it developed over
time to become the name of the region. It appeared originally as the name of a small town, but
certainly Najran was a well-known region in the ancient history of South Arabia since early times,

due to its economic and political importance, as will be discussed in this chapter (section 2.4).
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The references to Najran in Ancient Greek and Roman sources present it as an important southern
Arabian city. Pliny (1855)% and Strabo (1892)** mentioned the city of Negrana in view of their
discussion on the Romanian military campaign led by Aelius Gallus against South Arabia in 24
BCE, while Ptolemy?® referred to Najran as the Negara Metropolis (Ali, 1993).

These names in the Greek and Roman sources are most probably derived from the original Arabic
term Najran, and thus may reflect the importance of Najran as one of the main commercial centres
in South Arabia, where the caravans of spices and incense stopped, as will be discussed in detail in
the section 2.4.

In summary, it can be concluded that the term ‘Najran’ is an old name that developed over time to

become the name of a large region during the period under study.

2.2.3 Location

Muslim geographers have often debated about which part of Arabia Najran was located within.
They were divided into two schools of thought regarding this issue. The first group believed that
Najran was regarded as part of Yemen. For example, al-Hamdani (1989) suggests that the valley of
Najran is located in the middle of Yemen, and al-Qazwini (1960) and al-Hamawi (1995) considered
Najran one of the Makhalif al-Yaman (regions of Yemen). Similarly, a number of Muslim linguists
and geographers, such as al-Ya‘qubi (1860), Ibn-Hawqal (1938), Ibn-Sa‘id (1970), al-Razi (1985),
Ibn-Manzir (1994) and Ibn Fadl Allah al-‘Umari (2002), support this suggestion by classifying

Najran as one of the main regions of Yemen.

Conversely, the second group argues that Najran was situated in the region of al-Hijaz. A number of
Muslim scholars, such as Ibn-Khurradadhbih (1889), Ibn-Rustah (1891), al-Maqdisi (1909), al-
Fakihi (1994) and al-Hazimi (1995), considered Najran to be one of the plateau regions of Mecca
(Makhalif Makkah fi Najd). In a different classification, al-Bakri (1983) described Najran as a city

in al-Hijaz, near to Yemen.

23 Pliny the Elder or Plinius was a Roman author, historian and geographer who lived in the first century CE and was
the author of the Natural History (Sallmann, 2006).

24 He was a Greek philosopher and geographer, who lived 64/63 BCE - 24 CE (Radt and Elvers, 2006).

25 Claudius Ptolemy, or Batlamiyas in Arabic, is Greek mathematician, astronomer and geographer from Egypt, he
lived in the second century CE and died around 170 CE in Alexandria (Manfred, 2011).
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Current research sheds light on this issue. al-Hiwali (1982), al-Medej (1983), and al-Masri (1992)
consider Najran to be one of the main regions of Yemen. The Yemenite historian al-Shuja‘ (1987)
suggests that Najran can be regarded as a city near al-Hijaz, on the border of Yemen. This opinion
seems a valuable assessment, in contrast to al-Masr1’s view, as ancient maps show Najran located
between Yemen to the south and west, al-Hijaz to the north and the Empty Quarter Desert to the
east (see Appendix 3: Maps 1 and 2). However, the assessments of all four scholars’ adoption seem
to be based on geographical aspects only, rather than considering the political factors involved in
the period under study.

The reason for the disagreement between these Muslim scholars has not yet been revealed, but is
probably due to two main factors. First, the majority of such Muslim geographers and scholars did
not travel to South Arabia and seemingly relied on oral accounts, rather than examining the
geography of Najran by visiting its location. Only al-Hamdan1 visited Najran and furnished valuable

details concerning its geographical context.

Second, their works should be evaluated in light of current political and administrative influence.
These scholars were probably affected by political conditions in Yemen and al-Hijaz, identifying
the geographical features in light of political power struggles that were current at their own time, as
can be assumed in the case of al-Hamdani, who lived when Yemen enjoyed a relative political
independence from the influence of the ‘Abbasid Caliphate (al-Hamdani, 1989). However, the
political affiliation of the Najran region appears to have been unstable during the time under
discussion. Thus, its geographical status depended on the influence of main neighbouring powers.
More clearly, as will be seen in the current study, Najran occasionally subordinated to the influence
of the Abyssinian governor in San‘a at the beginning of the period under study (525-571 CE), but it
enjoyed relative autonomy towards the end of the pre-Islamic period (Shahid, 1979, Ibrahim, 2007).
Under Islam, the Prophet Muhammad arranged Najran as a detached region, subordinated directly
to Medina, the capital of the Muslim state, but in the period of the Rashidun Caliphate, it was a part
of the administrative responsibilities of the resident governor of al-Ta’if (al-Maqdisi, n.d., al-Tabarfi,
1987). This provides obvious evidence to assume that the geographical labelling of Najran depends

on the political power balance in the region.

-56 -



2.3 Demography

The demographic structure of the region of Najran has been given attention in modern research. al-
Shuja‘ (1987) and Ibn-Jrais (2004) mainly relied on al-Hamdani’s account to describe the
population of Najran (al-Hamdani, 1989). This account reports that the major tribes of Hamdan,
Banti Yam, Wad‘a and Bant Shakr, settled in Najran, in addition to the tribe of Bant al-Harith bin
Ka‘b, who were the most powerful tribe in the region. More recently, al-Zawayd (2013) claims that
other tribes, such as the Murad, Suda’, Jurm and Nahd, also settled within the boundaries of the
Najran region. In fact, al-Hamdan1’s account appears to describe the demography of Najran in his
lifetime between the ninth and tenth centuries CE, rather than the period under research, which was
earlier. Thus, the demography of the districts of the Najran region during the pre-Islamic and early

Islamic periods evidently differed from al-Hamdan1’s account.

Early Muslim historians who shed light on the settlement of Arab tribes did not refer to al-
Hamdani’s account in the tribal list for Najran during the period under study. The historians al-
Asma‘1 (1959) and al-Khuza‘t (1997) claimed that Najran was settled first by groups of the Bani
Iram bin Sam bin Niah, before they were evicted by the Bani Madhhidj in ancient times.
Meanwhile, Ibn-Habib (1942), Ibn-Khaldtan (1984) and al-Tabar1 (1987) related that the Bani al-
Afa‘a bin Jurham was the first tribe to rule Najran, before the coming of the Bani al-Harith bin
Ka‘b to Najran. Another account reported by al-Ya‘qubi (1883), Ibn-Khaldin (1984) and al-
Mas 1id1 (2005) related how the al-Azd tribes wanted to reside in Najran after breaching the Ma’arib
dam, but were fought off by the Banti Madhhidj and emigrated to different areas.

Early southern Arabian inscriptions do not include obvious references to these other tribes (Jamme,
1962, al-Iryani, 1990, Kitchen, 2000). Therefore, the mention of the area’s settlement by the Banii
Iram bin Sam and Banii al-Afa‘a bin Jurham perhaps reflects the early interest of southern Arabian
tribes in this region, rather than actual settlement, because this mention clearly relied on oral
tradition. Although previous historians agreed that the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe began to
control most of the districts in the Najran region, the problem is that there is no answer as to the
approximate date this tribe settled in the region. To answer this question, the northern Arabian al-
Namarah inscription, which dates to 328 CE, directly indicates that the Madhhidj tribes were the
people who lived around Najran. More clearly, in the same period, another southern Arabian
inscription records that the well-known Himyarite king Shammar Yahri’sh sent a military campaign

against “Haritan bin Ka ‘bm”, most likely the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b (Jamme, 1962).
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From the above, the valuable inscriptions provide clear evidence to presume that the Bant al-Harith
bin Ka‘b tribe was probably the major tribal power in Najran since the fourth century CE at least.
Also, the attempts by the al-Azd to settle in Najran is most probably close to reality, because the
consequences of the al-Azd emigration were still being felt during the early Islamic period, due to
the spread of the main tribes of this Yemenite group across the Arabian Peninsula during the period
under study. This story perhaps also provides evidence that the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe was
the dominant tribe in the region during this period.

In the sixth century CE, mentions of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b become more frequent through
Muslim sources, as the tribe who controlled most districts in the Najran region, under the grand
chiefdom of the house of Bani ad-Dayyan (al-Qali, 1978, al-Bakri, 1983, al-Hamawi, 1995, al-
Isfahani, 1997). However, it is apparent that there were additional groups that lived in Najran, in
addition to the Banii al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe. The examination of this suggestion would lead to a

reconsidering of the tribal map of Najran on the eve of Islam.

Muslim sources recount that the relationships between Islam in Medina and Najran agree that the
Prophet Muhammad contacted only two main groups among the region’s population: the Christian
community and the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, al-Bayhaq,
1988). This clearly implies that the two groups formed the majority of the region’s population at

that time.

The Christian community seem to have settled the rural areas that include the town centre and the
villages of the valley of Najran (al-Bayhaqi, 1988, al-Isfahani, 1997). Most Christians were Arabs
from different tribes, such as the Madhhidj, Himyar, al-Azd, Kinda, Hamdan, Qhuda’a, Bant Bakr
bin Wa’il and Banii Iyad. This can be seen in the members of the Christian delegation from Najran
that went to meet the Prophet Muhammad in Medina (al-Ya‘quabi, 1883, al-Bayhaqi, 1988). It can
be also noted in Muslim sources on genealogy that several Arab Christian clerics were consecrated
as bishops of Najran, as will be explained in Chapter Five (see section 5.6) (Ibn-Hazm, 1948, Ibn
al-Kalbi, 1988, Ibn-Durayd, 1991). The reason behind this multiplicity of tribes was most likely to

have been due to the economic importance of Najran as an industrial centre and an open market
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located on the caravan route. This can be observed in the visits of Najranite Christian traders to

Mecca and Yathrib?® for commercial purposes (Ibn-Hisham, 1955).

The Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe was descended from the Madhhidj (Malik), a Yemenite tribe
(Ibn-Hazm, 1948, Ibn al-Kalbi, 1988). It was divided into several clans, such as the Banii Ziyad,
Banti an-Nar, Bani Mu‘awiyah, Bant Qinan and Banti Himas, and their grand chieftainship was
held by the house of Banii ad-Dayyan (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1988, Ibn-Durayd, 1991).2” The majority of
these tribal clans lived in Bedouin areas, including the Habtnan valley, while other clans of the
Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b settled in the valley of Najran (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, al-
Isfahant, 1997). The Prophet Muhammad’s covenants with the chieftains of the major clans of the
Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b provide helpful details which enable a possible map to be drawn of the
lands of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d.). These covenants indicate several places,
most probably located in the Bedouin areas of the Najran region. They also refer to the protection of

grazing lands and livestock in return for paying Zakah (see Appendix 1).

Most Bedouins of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b were probably polytheists who worshipped pre-
Islamic idols and other mixed beliefs, as will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. However,
the majority of those who lived in the town centre and rural areas, especially in the Najran valley,
appear to have been Christians, except for a minority who had converted to Judaism earlier (al-
Ya‘qiibi, 1883, Ibn-Habib, 1942, Ibn-Qtitaybah, 1981, al-Himyari, 1985).

The Jewish community, both Harithis and non-Harithis, were probably small in number compared
to the Christian community and the polytheists of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b (Ibn-Ja‘far, 1981, al-
Baladhuri, 1987). The population of this community was probably concentrated in the town centre
and surrounding rural areas, due to their involvement in economic activities, especially in trade and
finance (Ibn-Habib, 1985).

26 Yathrib is the old name of the Medina city where the Prophet Muhammad mosque exists in the west of Saudi Arabia
today. This city was a well-known centre of commerce, industry and agriculture during the pre-Islamic era. When the
Prophet Muhammad emigrated to Yathrib, he took it as the first capital of Muslim state and changed its name to Medina
or al-Madinah al-Munawwarah which can mean the radiant city (al-Samhtidi, 1972, al-Hamawi, 1995, Newby, 2002,
Campo, 2009, Scholler, 2016).

27 According to al-Hamdani (1978) and al-Himyar1 (1999), the founder of this leading family was ad-Dayyan bin Qutn
al-Harithi, who was considered to be the general commander of the Madhhidj tribes against the Bana Rabi ah in the
reign of the Himyarite king Tubb® As‘ad Abt Kariba during the early decades of the fifth century CE.
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In addition to the Arab population, the open market of Najran made it an attractive centre for other
non-Arabs, probably including Persians, Byzantines and Ethiopians. Most of these would have
come to work in commerce, industry and banking. The Persian community (al-Abna’), who were
mostly Zoroastrians (Majiis), formed a small group within Najranite society at the advent of Islam
(al-Hamdani, 2004b). Muslim sources provide little information about a few families of Persian
Zoroastrians who converted to Islam, such as Bant al-Baylamni and Banti Hiirrah (al-Mizzi, 1980a,
al-Hamdani, 1989, Ibn-Khayyat, 1993, al-Hamdani, 2004b). Moreover, al-Hamdani (2009), in
another work, spoke of small groups of Zoroastrians who worked in mineral extraction and had
temples devoted to fire worship since the early times of Islam.

Overall, the population of the Najran region seems to have consisted of two major groups: the Bana
al-Harith bin Ka‘b, who were mostly polytheists, and the Christian community. However, this
population was a multi-religious society, due to the existence of other religious communities,

especially Jews and Zoroastrians.

2.4 Economy

Shahid (2012) considers geographical location as a major factor behind Najran becoming a thriving
centre of economic activities such as industry, trade and cultivation during the sixth and seventh
centuries CE. He observes that the city’s importance was “as a caravan city” as it was “located at
the intersection of two main caravan routes, one that ran from Hadramut through al-Hijaz to the

eastern Mediterranean, and another that ran to the northeast through Yamama into Mesopotamia”.

In fact, the flourishing of these economic activities cannot be linked to geographical location alone.
There were two basic factors that contributed to the development of the economy of Najran. It has
been already explained that the Najran valley was rich in water and fertile agricultural land. This
can be assumed to be the first factor, because it led to the establishment of agriculture as one of the
main activities in the region during the time under study. As physical evidence, archaeologists
working in the town of al-Ukhdad reported finding the remnants of irrigation canals that covered a
large area of agricultural land in the main valley of Najran (Zarins et al., 1981). These
archaeological remnants show how the practice of agriculture developed by adopting an advanced
system of irrigation. The Najranites’ practice of agriculture would not have included such an

advanced system without great interest in it as a major part of their economy.
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This activity did not escape the attention of Muslim sources, as can be seen in the Prophet’s decree
to his first governor of Najran, “Amr bin Hazm, which points to the collection of Zakah from two
types of agricultural land: land watered by rain and land watered by irrigation (Ibn-Hisham, 1955,
al-Tabari, 1987). In more detail, al-Hamdani (1989) reported on the agricultural products of Najran
on several occasions, mentioning the quality of its dates, citron, sugar, wheat, sesame and corn. This
account states that most of these products were exported to the markets of Yemen, al-Hijaz, Najd
and Mesopotamia.

These sources provide clear evidence of the extent to which agriculture flourished in Najran,
especially in the fertile areas located in the Najran valley. The existence of around seventy villages
there is further clear evidence for assuming that agriculture was widely practised by the Najranites
(al-Bayhaqi, 1988). Therefore, the flourishing of agriculture was an attractive factor for Christians
and Jews who made their home there.

The second factor is the development of grazing and ranching, in particular by people living in
nomadic and Bedouin areas, during the period under study. There areas contained wide grazing
lands and water resources, even though the desert climate was difficult. al-Hamdani (1989) reported
in detail that the people of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe in Bedouin areas owned herds of
livestock that used to graze across the nomadic lands surrounding Najran. In addition, al-Hamdani
(1989) indicated the existence of a protected land that was allocated for grazing in the east of
Najran, called Hema. Here, the protection of land for grazing purposes was accepted as a condition
in the Prophet Muhammad’s covenants with the chieftains of the clans of the Bant al-Harith bin

Ka‘b tribe, in return for paying Zakah for the livestock (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d.).

These details provide a picture of grazing and ranching as a flourishing activity, in particular by
Bedouin people who represented a significant number of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b. This can be
seen in the wide extent of land and the number of water sources specifically for grazing, as al-
Hamdani shows. Most significantly, the protection of lands for grazing purposes seems to have been
a common policy amongst the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe in the pre-Islamic period. Under Islam,
the Muslim authorities adopted this pre-Islamic policy for the same purpose. It is obvious that the
flourishing of grazing and ranching, as suggested above, contributed to the development of other
economic activities, such as industry or trade, by providing raw materials for their needs, such as

leather.
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In industry, Najran was a well-known centre of the production of several types of industries items,
such as tanned leather, textiles, pottery and minerals (Ibn-Hawqal, 1938, al-1drisi, 1989). Leather
and textiles appeared as two of the most famous products from Najran, due to the flourishing of
ranching, and hence the availability of raw materials from animals (al-Istakhri, 1927, al-Idrisi,
1989). Muslim sources speak of Najranite garments (al-Hiilal al Najraniyyat) as the most important
products of this industry (Ibn-Rustah, 1891, al-Hamdani, 1989, Ibn-Manziir, 1994).

Pottery was perhaps the biggest industry, especially in the pre-Islamic period. Several
archaeological missions have conducted significant research into historical sites across the region.
The results of their research show that Najran was a flourishing centre for the production of
saucepans, cups, dishes, plates and censers. The material used to produce these pieces varied from
clay and glass to metals such as bronze, silver and copper (al-Zahrani et al., 2012).

This brings us to another industry, mineral extraction. The valuable account offered by al-Hamdani
(2009) refers to foreigners who were employed to extract iron, gold, silver and other metals from
several mines in the region, particularly on the border of Sa‘dah?® in the south, and on the main
route to Yamamah in the northeast. Al-Hamdan1’s account provides strong evidence to suggest that
mineral extraction was established in Najran as one of its main industries and positively influenced
other industrial activities by providing raw materials. More significantly, the account of al-Hamdani
includes an indication that groups of foreign people, a number of them were Zoroastrians, worked
in mineral extraction. These non-Najranite people may have embraced different religions, which

perhaps impacted the religious structure of Najran.

Mineral extraction contributed to the establishment of Najran as an important centre for the
production of weapons such as swords, shields and spears. The covenant made by Prophet
Muhammad with the Christian delegation of Najran contains direct references to these types of
weapons (Abu-Yusuf, 1962). Moreover, al-Hamdan1 (1989) described how Najranites produced
their weapons from iron and copper. Both accounts show that weapon manufacturing existed in the

Christian community of Najran during the time under study.

The commercial importance of Najran’s city centre developed until it was a central marketplace for

trading commodities during the pre- and early-Islamic periods (al-Hamdani, 1989, Ali, 1993, Ibn al-

28 Sa‘da is a name of a region in the north of Yemen at the moment, its city took the same name when it was founded
by the ZaydT imam al-Hadi ila al-Haqq in the last of the ninth century CE (al-Hamdani, 1989, al-Hamawi, 1995).
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Mujawir, 1996). Three main factors contributed to the development of Najran’s marketplace. First,
Najran was regarded as a major station at the intersection of two caravan routes. The first route ran
through the east of Arabia via al-Hijaz up to Syria, while the second crossed the middle of Arabia
(Najd) to Mesopotamia (al-Ansary and al-Murih, 2003, al-*Amr, 2004).

The second factor that can be seen is the growth in the three main economic activities of agriculture,
grazing and manufacturing, which required a commercial centre to market their products. The third
factor can be seen in the work of a number of Najranite people in trade between southern and
northern Arabia. For instance, eastern Christian accounts speak of the Najranite trader Hayyan, who
travelled to Constantinople, the capital city of the Byzantine Empire, and to al-Hira (Hirat al-
Nu ‘man), the Lakhmid kingdom’s (al-Manathirah) capital in Mesopotamia, to trade, before
converting to Christianity, as will be discussed in Chapter Five (see section 5.2) (Ibn-Sulayman,
1899, Scher, 1907). Furthermore, the Muslim historian al-Isbahani (1986) spoke of commercial
relationships between ‘Abdul Muttalib Ibn-Hashim, the Prophet Muhammad’s grandfather, and the
bishop of Najran, and Ibn-Habib (1985) narrated that some nobles of Mecca had a commercial

partnership with a Jewish trader from Najran.

Consequently, the city of Najran developed into an important commercial centre in the Arabian
Peninsula and an attractive place for diverse commodities and regional traders. This importance
probably increased in the period following the end of the Abyssinian occupation because Najran
enjoyed relative stability under local rule, as will be explained in the next section. For the present
study, this development played a noticeable role in shaping the religious structure of the population
of Najran as a multi-religious environment. As evidence of this, agriculture appears to have been
popular among the Christian community who were centred in the villages of the Najran valley.
Other evidence can be seen in the manufacturing work that attracted foreign groups to live in
Najran, as mentioned in al-Hamdani’s statement concerning the existence of a Zoroastrian group.
More clearly, the commercial importance of Najran played a role in bringing Christianity to Najran,

as can be read in the story of the Najranite trader Hayyan as mentioned above.

The growth of Najran as a commercial centre led to its emergence as a financial one, in particular
during the pre-Islamic era. As evidence of this, archaeological research provides useful details of
Najran as a centre for the production of several types of coin (al-Zahrani and Ghoniem, 2012). In
the last decades before the emergence of Islam, there is detailed information to suggest that the

Christians and Jews of Najran practised accountancy and banking until the advent of Islam (Ibn-
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Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Sallam, 1975, Ibn-Zanjawayh, 2006). It was reported that some Christians and Jews
made loans on the provision that these were repaid at high levels of interest. This particular type of
economy can be considered as a factor behind the Jewish presence in Najran, because most
Najranite Jews worked in trade or banking. In total, the growth of such financial activities was most
likely due to the development of other economic activities, especially commercial activities that had

a need for currency.

In summary, Najran emerged as one of the major southern Arabian economic centres, due to the
importance of its geographical location on the caravan route and the growth of economic activities
in industry, agriculture, finance and trade. Therefore, this area might have been considered an
attractive meeting place for different religious communities who would have worked in these

sectors.

2.5 Political history

The pre-Islamic history of Najran saw sequential stages of conflict and peace that shaped its

religious character. During these stages, religion often played a central role.

2.5.1 Ancient period

Muslim historians such as Ibn-Hisham (1979), al-Himyari (1987) and al-Hamdani (2004b) claimed
that the oldest date in Najran’s history was during the reign of the Queen of Sheba, Bilqis, when she
appointed al-Qulummas bin ‘Amr, called Afa‘a Najran, as the resident governor there, around the
tenth century BCE. According to al-Ya‘qubi (1883), Ibn-Habib (1942) and Ibn-Durayd (1991), this
governor may have been the first Arab judge of this era, and resolved the conflict between the sons
of Nizar bin Ma‘ad bin ‘Adnan,?® who disputed their father’s legacy. Biblical and Qur’anic texts
agree that the Queen of Sheba was a contemporary of King Solomon, known in Islam as the Prophet
Suleiman (Kings 10:1, Chronicles 9:1-12, Matthew 12:42, Sarat al-Naml 20-44). It is widely
thought that King Solomon lived in the tenth century BCE, which gives an approximate date of his
meeting with the southern Arabian Queen. Unfortunately, southern Arabian inscriptions do not

provide details dating from this period, or from this meeting.

29 This person, Nizar bin Ma'd bin ‘Adnan, is assumed by Muslims sources of genealogy to be a major ancestor of the
northern Arab tribes (Ibn-Hazm 1948, Ibn al-Kalbi 1988, Levi Della Vida 2016).
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According to these inscriptions, the political history of Najran most likely began with the founding
of Muhamir, which was a small kingdom in Najran in the seventh century BCE, as mentioned
earlier (Philby, 1952, Bafaqth, 1985, al-'Amr1 et al., 1990, al-Iryani, 1990, Ali, 1993, Kitchen,
2000). The Shebaen king Karib’il Watar attacked this kingdom around 680 BCE (al-'Utaybi, 2007,
Schiettecatte, 2010). Though Karib’il Watar’s attack caused widespread destruction in the city,
Najran apparently survived, and began to regain some of its former glory in the decades following
the attack.

Later, around 115 BCE, Najran was invaded by the army of the Shebaen king El Sharih Yahdhib
(al-Sharih Yahsbb) (Jamme, 1962, Ali, 1993). According to the available inscriptions, Najran
rebelled against the Shebaen rule and was supported by the Abyssinians and the king of Hadramdit;
consequently, EIl Sharih Yahdhib led his troops to besiege Najran and ordered the looting and
destruction of the city. Here, the mention of Abyssinians is significant, as it shows an external
element in the history of Najran. This reflects the increasing importance of Najran as a location on

the caravan route.

Najran's growing importance as a commercial centre was highlighted by the Roman military
campaign of Aelius Gallus in Yemen in 24 BCE, which occupied the city of Najran (Pliny, 1855,
Strabo, 1892, Ali, 1993, Hoyland, 2001). The campaign, aimed at gaining control over the lucrative
caravan routes in the region, eventually ended in failure, but the occupation provides evidence of

Najran’s growing importance as a major station on these main trade routes.

From this, it is clear that Najran was an important target for southern powers, probably because of
its political and economic significance. Though it seems to have been politically unstable during
that time, the strategic and commercial location of Najran most probably increased, as can be seen

by the interest of the Romans and Abyssinians in capturing it instead of cities in Yemen.

2.5.2 The Himyarite and Abyssinian periods

In the first quarter of the fourth century CE, Najran is mentioned again. The northern Arabian
inscription “al-Namarah” refers to king Imri” al-Qays ibn ‘Amr’s*®® invasion of Najran, which was

ruled by Shammar, king of Ma‘d (Bellamy, 1985, Abulhab, 2011). The term Shammar would

30 Imr@’ al-Qays ibn ‘Amr is regarded as the second ruler of the Lakhmid kingdom in Mesopotamia, and reigned
between 295-328 CE (al-Isfahani 1961).
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appear to indicate the well-known Himyarite king Shammar Yahri’sh, who reigned over large areas
of land in South Arabia, including Najran, at that time. The text of the inscription implies that
Najran was attacked by the northern Arabian king Imrai’ al-Qays even though it was under
Himyarite rule.

During the early fifth century CE, a change took place in the religious structure of Najran, when the
Himyarite king Tubb® Abt Kariba As‘ad adopted Judaism as the official religion of his country,
including Najran, which was part of the Himyarite kingdom at that time (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, Ibn-
Hisham, 1979, al-Mas‘tdi, 2005). There is not much information concerning the spread of Judaism
across the region, but king Tubb‘’s decision had a significant impact by establishing a Jewish

community in the region.

Shortly after this, Christianity began to gain converts among the Najranite people, probably from
the middle of the fifth century CE onwards (Ibn-Sulayman, 1899, Scher, 1907, Budge, 1928). In
other words, Najran became an attractive location for Christian missionary activities, especially by
Byzantine and Abyssinian evangelists. The coming of Christianity brought another new element to

the religious structure in the Najranite society, and this became a cause of serious conflict.

Around 518 CE, the Christians of Najran were persecuted by the Himyarite Jewish king Dhi
Nuwas, which resulted in serious consequences not only for Najran, but for political and religious
conditions in South Arabia. Eastern Christian sources, Muslim sources and southern Arabian
inscriptions report this story with significant details. In Eastern Christian sources, the persecution of
the Najran Christians is mentioned by the use of phrases such as “the Martyrs of Najran”, “the
Martyr Aretha” and “the Himyarite Martyrs” (Wright, 1882, Hamilton and Brooks, 1899, Brooks,
1900, Procopius and Dewing, 1914, Malalas, 1940, Haddad, 2012). The original details of the
Christian version can be derived from three main sources that seem to have been contemporaneous
with the incident: The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924), The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth
Arsham (Hamilton and Brooks, 1899, Ya'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971) and The Martyrdom of Aretha
(Ibrahim, 2007). These sources agree on the events of the persecution itself, but The Book of the
Himyarites alone speaks of events preceding this incident. It tells how the Himyarite king Masriq
(Dhit Nuwas) accused the Christians of Najran of rebelling against his rule by supporting Abyssinia,
and in another place in the book there is an important statement concerning the burning of Jewish

synagogues before the invasion by that Himyarite King.
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These statements reflect the Jewish-Christian tensions that preceded the persecution of the Najranite
Christians. It is true that religion was present as a justification for the Himyarite Jewish king’s
invasion, but the political factor appears to be an equally important reason here. More clearly,
Najran had become a centre of Christian influence, represented by its considerable population of
Abyssinians, and probably Byzantines, who were the enemies of the Himyarite king. Therefore, it is
possible that the Himyarite king took advantage of Jewish-Christian tensions to invade Najran.
Christian sources agree that the Himyarite king commanded a large army, most whose members
were Jews and polytheists, and besieged the city of Najran for about two months before occupying
it (Moberg, 1924, Shahid, 1971). These sources talk of the destruction of places of worship and the
arrest of large numbers of clergymen, female ascetics and Christians. The Himyarite king ordered
these Christians to abandon their religion and convert to Judaism, but they refused, and the king
then ordered his troops to execute them by burning them inside the central church. The three
Christian sources also speak of a conversation between the Himyarite king and the leader of the
Christian community, Saint Aretha, known in Arabic al-Harith bin Ka‘b (Ibrahim, 2007).

Although the overall context of the Christian version is generally accepted, there seems to be
confusion over the identity of the two main characters. First, the mention of the Najranite Christian
leader al-Harith bin Ka'b is worth discussing here. This was the name of the largest tribal power in
the region during the period under study, as explained earlier (section 2.3). Furthermore, a number
of Muslim sources of genealogy and history talk of al-Harith bin Ka‘b as a pre-Islamic character,
but his lifetime was most likely earlier than the period under study (Ibn-Hazm, 1948, al-Sijistanti,
1961, Ibn al-Kalbi, 1988). Therefore, this term may refer to a Christian leader attributed to the tribe
of Banu al-Harith bin Ka‘b, rather than an actual name, Aretha, as Christian sources claimed

previously.

Second, there is no agreement on the name of the Himyarite king in the above sources. The
Martyrdom of Aretha names the Jewish king as Dinhas, while The Book of the Himyarites and The
Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham call him Masrag. Procopius and Dewing (1914) used the
term Dounaas for the Himyarite king, which most likely refers to the term Dhia Nuwas, as Muslim
sources stated. Ali (1993) suggests that the confusion over the name of the Himyarite king may be

due to distortion in copying the original name.

Muslim sources are clearer in their identification of the Himyarite king. According to historians
such as Ibn-Hazm (1948), Ibn-Khaldiin (1984), Ibn al-Kalbi (1988) and Ibn al-Athir (1994), the
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Himyarite king Zur‘at bin Tuban, called Dhii Nuwas, converted to Judaism and took the name
Yasuf. This Jewish king then led a great military campaign against Najran because its people were
largely Christian. Historians such as al-Ya‘qubi (1883), Ibn-Hisham (1955), al-Azraqi (1965), lbn-
Qutaybah (1981) and al-Tabar1 (1987) related how the Jewish Kking tried to force the Christian
leader, ‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir, to abandon Christianity, but he refused and the king gave orders
to execute him in the presence of Najran’s people. According to these historians, the execution of
‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir caused more people to convert to Christianity, which angered the
Himyarite king, who ordered his troops to dig trenches and put the Christians to death in these
trenches by fire.

Most significantly, among most Muslim sources the persecution of Najran’s Christians is regularly
recounted in the light of the Qur’anic context of Ashab al-Ukhdiid because of the execution of the
believers in trenches ordered by the persecuting king. More clearly, the Qur’anic text says: “The
people of the pit were destroyed, while they sat around it, and were witnessing what they (who
persecuted) did to the believers. Against these they had no grudge except that they believed in
Allah, the Most Mighty, the Most Praiseworthy” (Siirat of Buriij, verses 4-9). These verses do not
include direct references to the specific place of this incident or the identity of the believers,
whether they were Christians or not; it simply regards the persecuted people as martyrs. This is not
uncommon, as the Qur’an is not a historical work, as can be seen in the Surah of the Elephant
(Surat al-Fil), which is largely accepted as a record of the Abyssinian invasion of Mecca in around
571 CE (Mahran, 1988).

The Himyarite invasion of Najran is recorded by three southern Arabian inscriptions: two are
located in the east of Najran, in Abar Hama, and the third is located at the al-Kawkab Mountain to
the northeast (al-Hazmi, 2011). The three inscriptions refer to a great military campaign sent by
king Yusuf As’ar Yath’ar against Najran (Hoyland, 2001, Robin, 2015). This campaign consisted of
Bedouin troops such as the Madhhidj, Kinda, Hamdan and Murad, which were commanded by one
of his tribal leaders, Sharhabil Dhii Yazan. The Himyarite campaign defeated Najran and destroyed
its churches, Killing over 12,500 people and capturing around 11,000.

It is noticeable that the three inscriptions are clearly in agreement with the Muslim version by
identifying the Himyarite king by the name Yasuf. More importantly, the inscriptions agree with
the Christian and Muslim versions concerning the context of the widespread execution of the

Christians of Najran. Noticeably, these executions reflect a serious attempt to change the religious
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structure of the region by enabling Judaism to be the religion of the majority, instead of
Christianity. This attempt was most probably unsuccessful in achieving its purpose. Instead, it led to
the Abyssinian intervention that resulted in the kingdom of Himyar coming under Abyssinian
occupation. In other words, the persecution of Najran’s Christians caused a fierce reaction in the

Christian world at that time.

The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham (Hamilton and Brooks, 1899, Ya‘qub, 1966, Shahid,
1971) tell how the bishop Simeon received witnesses who survived the persecution and recorded
their reports, describing the different types of torment to which the Najranite Christians were
subjected. He then wrote a letter to Timotheus, the Patriarch of Alexandria, asking him to rescue the
Christians of Najran. Furthermore, The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) states that the news of
the persecution of the Christians of Najran reached the Byzantine Emperor, Justin I, who wrote
another letter to Patriarch Timotheus, asking him to persuade the Abyssinian king to intervene in
Najran. Both sources agree that the Patriarch dispatched his archbishop, Euprepios, to meet Kaleb,
the king of Abyssinia (Elesbaas in The Martyrdom of Aretha and The Acts of Gregentios). King
Kaleb led a great campaign that crossed the Red Sea (Bahr al-Quizum) around 525 CE and defeated
the Himyarite army, later killing the Himyarite king. Christian sources affirm that the Abyssinian
troops reached Najran, restored its central churches and built an additional two churches (Moberg,
1924, Budge, 1928), (Michael the Syrian, 1996, Berger, 2006, Ibrahim, 2007). More specifically,
The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) states that the king of Abyssinia, Kaleb, appointed the
son of Aretha as the local ruler of Najran and re-established the clergy of the Najranite Church.

In Muslim sources, a Najranite Christian called Dats Dha Tha‘laban fled to Byzantium and
reported to the Emperor how Najran’s Christians were being persecuted. The Emperor then wrote a
letter to the Negus of Abyssinia (a/-Najashi) to safeguard the position of Christianity in Najran
(Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Dinawari, 1960). Here, Muslim sources differ from the previous Christian
sources regarding the arrival of the Abyssinian king Negus and his army in South Arabia. They
agree that the Negus launched a military campaign into South Arabia, commanded by Aryat, which
defeated the Himyarite troops and brought down their kingdom (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-DinawarT,
1960, al-Azraqi, 1965, al-Tabar1, 1987).

The above Christian and Muslim sources give a clear picture of how the persecution of the

Christians of Najran attracted serious attention throughout the Christian world. This makes it likely
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that the religious factor was a direct reason for the Abyssinian military intervention against the
Himyarite kingdom. However, the Muslim version does not provide information concerning what
occurred in Najran after the Abyssinian invasion, unlike the Christian account, which provides a
detailed answer to this question. It is evident that the Abyssinian invasion impacted on both the
political and religious situation in the Najran region. Politically, it helped the Christian community
to re-establish itself as the most powerful community in the region, appointing a local leader of the
Christian community who enjoyed the support of the Abyssinians, and probably later that of
Byzantium. This means there was political leadership in the Christian community, which enjoyed a
type of autonomy. For religion, the Abyssinians re-established the clergy of the church of Najran by
consecrating a new bishop and bringing in clerics, as will be discussed in detail in Chapter Five (
see section 5.6). In total, the Abyssinian efforts contributed to making Najran the centre of

Christianity in South Arabia, because a significant number of Christians lived there.

With regard to Judaism, all previous Christian sources do not record Abyssinian actions against the
Jews of Najran, although it is possible that there were significant repercussions for them, given the
ongoing Jewish-Christian conflict. Judaism seems to have continued to exist, but as a religious
minority compared to both Christianity and polytheism.

During the rest of the Abyssinian occupation, the resident Abyssinian governor, Abraha (Abraham),
expanded his influence to include many Arab tribes in Najd and al-Sarat, as several inscriptions
record (Ali, 1993, Robin, 2015). A little can be learned about the direct relationship between
Abraha and the Christian community in Najran. In this respect, Ibn-Habib (1985) provides a
valuable account, reporting that Abraha spent a short time in Najran during his military campaign,
before marching on to Mecca. This account furnishes evidence that Najran most likely remained
under Abyssinian influence, although probably indirect, because the Christian community had
already been granted political autonomy in appointing their own leader. In other words, the account
of Ibn-Habib would have reflected the loyalty of the Christian community to the Abyssinian
governor, rather than complete Abyssinian control over the region. Abyssinian influence remained
in religion, because the doctrinal loyalty of both the Abyssinian and Najranite Churches were to the

Monophysitic Church (Michael the Syrian, 1996, Ibrahim, 2007).

The Abyssinian influence, however, appears not to have existed in the Bedouin districts where most
clans of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe had settled. Two main factors provide evidence for this

suggestion. First, Christianity apparently did not spread to these areas; most of the Bant al-Harith

-70 -



bin Ka‘b Bedouins remained polytheists. Second, the house of Banti ad-Dayyan, the main chiefdom
of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe, began to establish itself as a local political power in the region
during that time (al-Hamdani, 1978, al-Isfahani, 1997). There is no specific date for the rise of this
family, but there are significant poems recorded by al-Hamdani (1978) and al-HimyarT (1999),
claiming that ad-Dayyan bin Qutn al-Harithi was a general commander of the Madhhid] tribes
against the Bant Rabi‘ah in the reign of the Himyarite king Tubb‘ As‘ad Abt Kariba. These poetic
details seem to contain some exaggeration, particularly in dating the lifetime of ad-Dayyan bin Qutn
al-Harith as being in the early decades of the fifth century CE. However, they offer evidence to
presume that the house of Banti ad-Dayyan had begun to emerge as a local tribal power in Najran

during the Abyssinian period.

In sum, although the Abyssinian influence still existed, especially in religious affairs, Najran

probably began to enjoy some kind of political independence at that time.

2.5.3 Late pre-Islamic history

After 571 CE, a Persian military campaign came to South Arabia to support the tribal leader Sayf
ibn Dhi Yazan against the Abyssinians (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). This campaign ended
the Abyssinian occupation and Sayf became a Himyarite king, but shortly afterwards, perhaps
around 597 CE, he was Kkilled and most southern Arabian regions fell under direct Persian
occupation. This sequence of events apparently affected the political conditions in the Najran region
which became more clearly known during this period. It can be seen in the increasing political
independence of the two local powers in the region, the Bana al-Harith bin Ka'b and the Christian
community. According to al-Qali (1978) and al-Isfahani (1997), ‘Abd al-Madan ad-Dayyan was the
general chieftain of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe during the Abyssinian occupation. He
established himself as the dominant power in Najran, as can be seen by his commanding warriors of
the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b to invade neighbouring regions, such as Najd and al-Hijaz (al-Isfahani,
1997, al-Hamdani, 2004c). This shows the military power and political influence of the Bana al-

Harith bin Ka‘b, which had by this point extended beyond the Najran region.

Although there is little available information on the Christian community, its autonomy seems to
have increased, despite the collapse of the Abyssinian Christian influence in South Arabia. More
specifically, the relationship between the political leadership of the Christian community and that of

the Banu al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe created a military alliance (al-Isfahani, 1997). The relationship
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was cemented by the marriage of Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan,3 who became the
chieftain of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe, to the daughter of ‘Abdul Massih bin Daris al-
Kind1, the political leader of the Christian community (al-Isfahani, 1997).

Despite there not being much information explaining the terms of this alliance, there are probable
factors that can be suggested here. The Christian-Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b alliance seems to have
been established to protect regional independence from the Persian threat. It was a partnership for
the management of political, economic, security and religious issues that affected the people of the
region. This resulted in the stabilisation of the political and security situation across the region and
thus Najranite society appears to have been multi-religious during this particular period. More
importantly, the available sources do not provide any details reporting civil or inter-communal
conflict in Najranite society. This would seem to mean that the Christian-Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b
alliance succeeded in bringing about peaceful coexistence, and the multi-religious population of

Najran were able to live together peacefully.

During this period, the power of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘'b seems to have increased, and they
took control of the region. The available accounts tell how the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b began to
invade other tribes outside Najran, such as the Hawazin in al-Hijaz, the Bani Tamim and Bania
‘Amir bin Sa‘sa‘ah in Najd and the Kinda tribe in Yemen (Jad al-Mawla and Ibrahim, 1969, al-
Hamawi, 1995, al-Isfahani, 1997). They also formed tribal coalitions against their enemies, as can
be seen from the battle of Fif al-R1h against the Banii ‘Amir bin Sa‘sa‘ah, the battle of al-Kilab al-
Thani against the Banti Tamim and the battle of al-Razm against Murad (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965,
Jad al-Mawla and Ibrahim, 1969, Ibn al-Athir, 1994). These details show how the political and
military influence of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b increased to impact other neighbouring tribes

around Najran, whilst probably offering Najran a fair degree of protection from external invasion.

31 Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan is considered one of the most important tribal leaders in Arabia during the
early decades of the sixth century CE. He had relations with Ghassanid kings and headed the delegation of the Banii al-
Harith bin Ka‘b to announce their Islam to the Prophet Muhammad in 10 AH/631 CE (lbn-Sa‘ad n.d., al-Isfahani 1997,
Ibn al-Athir 1997).

32 ‘Abdul Massth bin Daris al-Kindi was a Najranite Christian noble and leader, referred to as al-‘Aqib, and one of the
Najranite Christian delegation to the Prophet Muhammad, as will be detailed in Chapter Five (al-Hamawi 1995, al-
Isfahant 1997).
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Najran may not have been subjected to the Persian occupation that occurred in neighbouring
southern regions. A valuable statement offered by al-Razi (1989) speaks of a tribal coalition led by
the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b against Bathan, the Persian governor in San‘a, but the tribes of Hamdan
stood with him and established a military coalition to defend their existence in San‘a. Piotrovskii
(1987) regards this episode as evidence of how the Persian occupation was weak, and only extended
to San‘a and its surrounding districts. It shows clearly that the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b had become
powerful enough to threaten the Persian presence in San‘a. However, the existence of the Persian
influence near Najran may have represented a serious threat to its tribal power, Bant al-Harith bin
Ka'b, in the long term because of the Persian ambitions to control the caravan route. Therefore,
Najran perhaps sought external support to maintain its independence. This could have been offered
by the Christian powers of Byzantium and its loyal Arab state, the kingdom of Ghassanids (a!/-
Ghasasinah) in Syria. In this respect, al-Isfahani (1997) talked of positive relationships between
Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan and the Ghassanid kings. This Ghassanid-Najranite relationship was

probably created to confront Persia, who was a common enemy of both.

In summary, Najran apparently enjoyed political independence during the decades following the
end of the Abyssinian occupation and prior to the arrival of Islam. This independence most likely
established a stability and peace within the population of the region, as can be seen in its flourishing
economy. This was probably reflected in the religious structure of the region, which seems to have

been multi-religious, consisting of Christians, Jews, polytheists and Zoroastrians.

On the whole, it should be noted that although several Yemenite kings ruled Najran for periods of
time, and foreign occupations existed in many regions in South Arabia, Najran can be seen as one

of the independent regions that was often governed by local authorities.

2.6 Conclusion

This chapter has made it clear that there were several factors that contributed to making the region
of Najran an attractive centre for several communities of different faiths. This region enjoyed an
important geographical location, being central to the four provinces of the Arabian Peninsula:
Yemen, al-Sarat, al-Hijaz and Najd. The topography of Najran consisted of rugged mountains, hills,
sandy deserts and valleys, which, however, contained many fertile areas, grazing lands and sources

of water. Therefore, Najran had been an attractive place for human settlement for many centuries, as
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can be seen by the mention of the word “Najran” as early as the seventh century BCE. In other
words, these geographical features contributed to the development of economic activities in

industry, trade and agriculture, which gave Najran its status as an important commercial centre.

The flourishing economy of Najran attracted several Arab tribes and minorities of non-Arabs to live
within the borders of the region. They were divided into two population types. There was an urban
community in the town centre and rural population the villages of the Najran valley. Both the urban
community and rural population consisted of different religious groups, mainly Christians and Jews,
and probably a small number of Zoroastrians. Most members of these groups worked in trade,
industry, handicrafts and agriculture, which led to them becoming wealthy. Meanwhile, the second
population group is the Bedouins of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe, who settled across the
Bedouin districts that surrounded the Najran valley. Most of those Bedouins were probably
polytheists, as were most other Arab tribes. Grazing and ranching seem to have been their most

common economic activities.

Significantly, the flourishing of its economy, and its geographical location, positively reflected on
the importance of Najran and made it a central marketplace location on the caravan route. That
substantially impacted on its political situation, as can be seen from the outline of its political
history up until the advent of Islam. More clearly, Najran experienced conflicts and periods of
peace, either between local powers or international and regional powers, as can be seen in the
Himyarite-Abyssinian conflicts and Byzantine-Persian competition. Such conflicts played a serious
role in shaping the religious structure of the region, as can be presumed from the adoption of
Judaism by the Himyarites and the support for Christianity by both Byzantium and Abyssinia. The
political independence of Najran in the period immediately before the advent of Islam impacted on
religious life in the region and its multi-religious society. This may have been due to the military
alliance between the two main powers in the region: the political leadership of the Christian

community and Banti ad-Dayyan, the main chiefdom of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists.
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Chapter 3

Polytheism: Origins, Types, Gods, Beliefs and Rituals

3.1 Introduction

Polytheism was the religion of a significant number of Najranites, especially the Bedouins of the
Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b, as mentioned in Chapter Two (see section 2.3). In the present study, it is
essential to understand the exact meaning of polytheism in Najran. The worship of idols seems to
have been the most widespread form of faith among Najranite polytheists during the period under
study. It will also be suggested that Najranite polytheism cannot be understood separately; in other

words, without linking it to the historical context of polytheism in the Arabian Peninsula.

Dughaym (1995) and Hoyland (2001) agree that Arabian polytheism simply refers to faiths created
by human beings, and includes the worship of idols, creatures, celestial bodies and other natural
phenomena. Mir (2014) describes Arabian polytheism as the “belief in the existence of many deities
alongside a supreme God”. Hawting (1999) assumes that Arabian polytheists did not reject Allah as
the highest God, but they worshipped other deities as well as Him. These views evidently suggest
that Arabian polytheism was based on the pluralism of worshipping more than one type of god or

goddess, in addition to a belief in Allah as the highest God.

With regard to polytheism in Najran specifically, Da’ad (1988) argues that the existence of
Christian and Jewish communities may have had a significant impact on the concepts and rituals of
worship amongst the polytheists of Najran, mainly the theological concept of Allah, and the practice
of prayer. This then raises question to whether Najranite polytheists resembled other Arabs in their
practices of worship, or whether they were influenced by Christian and Jewish practices, as Da’ud

claims.

An answer to this question can be formulated in light of examining the main features of polytheism
in Najran, including its origins, types of idol, concept of Godhood, mixture of beliefs and rituals of

worship.
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3.2 The origins of polytheism

In order to understand what form polytheism took during the period under study, its historical
development and the stages of its spread across the Arabian Peninsula should be traced as a whole.
In this respect, it is well known that during the sixth and seventh centuries CE, until the advent of
Islam, the majority of the Arabian population were polytheists, most of whom worshipped idols
while others held mixed beliefs (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942, al-Shahrastani, 1992).
However, the exact date of the spread of polytheism throughout the Arabian Peninsula is not clear
(Da’ud, 1988, Ali, 1993, Dughaym, 1995, Hawting, 1999). Here, three types of source are helpful in

shedding light on this issue: Muslim sources, Qur’anic texts and inscriptions.

Muslim sources give two contradictory answers to this. First, a number of Muslim historians, such
as al-Ya‘qubi (1883), Ibn al-Kalbi (1924) and al-Shahrastani (1992), narrated that ‘Amr ibn Luhai
al-Khuza ‘1, the chieftain of the Khuza‘a tribe, who ruled Mecca before the Quraysh, was the first
person to bring idols from Syria to Mecca. This was at a time when most Arabs had converted to
Hanifiyya, which is known as Din Ibrahim (the religion of the Prophet Abraham), and its
worshippers were called Akinaf. This version relates that ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza‘l saw Syrian
people praying to idols, and they told him that these idols were sources of power. He then requested
the people of Syria to give him some of their idols, which they did, and ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza'1
brought them back to Mecca and set these idols up both inside and around the Ka‘ba. According to
this version, ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza‘l presented Yaghath, one of his idols, to the tribes of
Madhhidj, who resided in the area between the towns of Jurash®® and Sa‘dah, which includes the
Najran region. The idol Yaghath became the most popular god amongst the polytheists of the Bant
al-Harith bin Ka‘'b in Najran during the time under study (lbn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Durayd, 1991).
This led to conversions to other polytheistic faiths, including the worship of nature gods and
goddesses, such as the sun, moon, stars, fire, stones and trees, amongst Arab tribes in the ages that
followed. The worship of idols became the most widespread polytheistic religion throughout the

Arabian Peninsula during the pre-Islamic period.

This version of the story brings up several problems: ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza 7’s lifetime is

estimated to have been around 250 years before the birth of Prophet Muhammad, the approximate

33 Jurash was an ancient city, now located in the province of Assir in the south-west of Saudi Arabia (al-Hamdani,
1989, al-Istakhri, 1927).
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date of the emigration of the Khuza“a tribe to Mecca after the breaching of the Ma’rib Dam in the
third century CE (Ali, 1993, Dughaym, 1995). This estimated date would be too late for Quranic
texts and epigraphic research, both of which offer evidence that polytheism had appeared centuries
before this date, most likely before the birth of Jesus Christ.

In addition, ‘“Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza‘1 is noticeably mentioned in relation to a famous Hadith said
by the Prophet Muhammad. This Hadith mentions ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza'1 as being the first
person who brought idols to Mecca, and made significant changes to the religion of Abraham by
creating new rituals that were not known before (Ibn-Hanbal, 1969, al-Bukhari, 1997, Muslim,
2007). Here, there is possibly a misinterpretation of the Hadith, because its original text simply
refers to “Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza ‘T as the first person who brought idols to the Ka‘ba and created
new polytheistic rituals, not as the founder of polytheism, as this version’s narrators claimed.
Therefore, the most probable interpretation is that ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza't may have played a
significant role in developing Arabian polytheism by adopting idol worship, instead of the primary
deities that the Arabs used to believe in before he appeared. In particular, this development can be
assumed to be connected to the transition of the Najranite polytheists from worshipping the god

Dhii-Samaw1, to worshipping Yaghtith, as most Arabian people did.

The same Muslim historians reported a second version that the Bant Isma‘1l (the offspring of
Ishmael)®* increased greatly in number in Mecca and came into conflict with their neighbours, the
Bant Jurhum tribe. The Bant Isma‘il then began to emigrate from Mecca to other Arabian
provinces, but most of them made sure that they did not leave Mecca without taking a piece of
stones (Hejarah) as a sign of their reverence and veneration for the place. Over the course of time,
the Bant Isma‘il began to worship these stones, and later replaced the worship of Allah with a
conversion to polytheistc beliefs, even though these Arabs practised some Abrahamic religious
beliefs,® particularly the Hajj (great pilgrimage) and its rituals (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, al-Azraqi, 1965,
al-Shahrastani, 1992). At this point, polytheism began to spread across the provinces of the Arabian

Peninsula, including the area of interest to the current study.

34 This is the traditional name for the northern Arabs. Ishmael Ibn Ibrahim, who is presented in Islam as the Prophet
Isma‘Tl, lived in Mecca and built the Ka‘ba with his father, the Prophet Abraham. He is also the ancestor of the northern
Arabs (Firestone, n.d.).

35 The term “Abrahamic religion” refers to the family of monotheistic religions that includes Judaism, Christianity and
Islam, but it also includes the ancient religion of Abraham, as the three modern religions agree it is the original (Adel-
Theodor, 2011).
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Although this version seems to rely on oral tradition rather than documentary material, it
established a logical background for the development of polytheism. It implies that the spread of
polytheism was a largely a predictable consequence of the distortion of the Hanifiyya over the
course of time. This is very possible, for two reasons: one is the fact that a small number of
followers of Hanifiyya remained until the time of the Prophet Muhammad, adopting the concept of
Allah as the highest and the only God, and refusing aspects of polytheism, especially the worship of
idols (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Qurtubi, 1964, al-Tabari, 1995). This means that Hanifiyya clearly had
roots in the distant past. Secondly, most Arabian societies existed in a state of religious and
civilisational illiteracy during the long period between the Abrahamic era and the advent of Islam.
This illiteracy may have involved changes in religious thought among Arabian societies, as may be
suggested by their adoption of new types of worship.

Interestingly, the Banti Isma ‘1l version of the story dates the origins of polytheism back to a very
early time, unlike the ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza ‘1 version. This is significant because it speaks of a
primary stage of polytheism that appeared as the adoption of the worship of stones, a simple form of
polytheism, before the coming of idols. However, this version of the story lacks many features, such
as the deities’ kinds, types of ritual and the approximate date of the spread of polytheism among the
Arabs.

This leads the discussion to the archaeological discoveries that have been made in several sites
across the region of Najran, such as al-Ukhdid, Hema, the al-Kawkab Mountain and other
archaeological sites, over the past eight decades (Philby, 1952, Zarins et al., 1982, al-Iryani, 1990,
al-Zahrani et al., 2005, Bin Tairan, 2005, Arbach and Audouin, 2007, Arbach et al., 2008). These
discoveries show that the worship of celestial bodies existed in Najran, particularly before the
Shebaen period, as the oldest type of polytheism, most probably before the seventh century BCE.
More clearly, a number of studies, such as those by Bin Tairan (2005), Arbach et al. (2008) and al-
Zahrani et al. (2012), speak of Dhi-Samawi as the main god of the ancient Najranite polytheists
during the time of the Muhamir kingdom, before the seventh century BCE. Meanwhile, other
studies confirm that the well-known southern god ‘Athtar was worshipped amongst Najranites as
the Venus deity (Zarins et al., 1982, Kibawi et al., 1996, al-Hazmi, 2011, al-Zahrani et al., 2012, al-
Khudair, 2012). In addition, archaeological discoveries confirm that the inscriptions of al-Ukhdad
refer to the worship of the Moon deity by the term al-Magah (Arbach et al., 2008, Fisher et al.,

2015). Furthermore, according to Philby’s discoveries, the ancient polytheists of Najran would have
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worshipped al-Shams, the Sun, which was one of the most sacred deities in ancient South Arabia
(Philby and Tritton, 1944, Philby, 1952).

Archaeological research in al-Ukhdtd has also recorded minor deities that seem to have been
worshipped, such as Salman, Mankth, Wadm, Kahl and SIm (Philby and Tritton, 1944, KibawT et
al., 1996, al-Zahrani et al., 2005).

The above archaeological discoveries provide significant information about the early history of
polytheism in the Najran region. They clearly show that the worship of the three celestial bodies,
the Sun, the Moon and Venus, which are together called the Holy Planetary Trinity, seems to have
been the most worshipped deities amongst the ancient polytheists of Najran. Despite the fact that
there is no specific known time for the arrival of polytheism in Najran, there are obvious references
that this type of polytheism had been practised across the Najran region since the seventh century
BCE at least. The Holy Planetary Trinity is described as the most common form of worship in
ancient southern Arabian polytheism (Bafaqih, 1985, Piotrovskii, 1987, al-‘Urayqi, 2002). This
means that Najran most likely did not differ from other southern Arabian regions in worshipping the
three celestial bodies of the Sun, the Moon and Venus. The only difference here is the adoption of
Dhii-Samawi as the major deity of the region’s people, while other southern Arabian regions had

their own deities at this time.

The archaeological discoveries display considerable agreement with the Qur’anic text on the
worship of celestial bodies in South Arabia. The Qur’an offers interesting details, which state that
the people of Sheba worshipped the Sun (Strat al-Naml, verse 24). This Qur’anic text clearly refers
to ancient polytheism in the Kingdom of Sheba, where Najran had been located since the seventh
century BCE, as mentioned earlier. For the present research, it provides a reference to worshipping

the Sun, one of the main celestial bodies.

In total, the archaeological discoveries evidently agree with the Qur’anic statement and the second
Muslim version, on the fact that the existence of polytheism in Najran preceded ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-
Khuza‘l by a long time. The above story, however, should not be excluded from the current
discussion. It appears to have been a significant phase in the development of Arabian polytheism in
structure and rituals, from the worship of celestial bodies to the worship of idols, as will be debated

in this chapter.
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3.3 Idols: gods and goddesses

A significant change seems to have occurred in the worship of the Holy Planetary Trinity of the
Sun, the Moon and Venus among the polytheists of Najran. This type of polytheism is likely to have
disappeared among the Najranite polytheists at least two centuries before the advent of Islam.
Instead, the worship of traditional Arabian idols became perhaps the most common among
Najranite polytheists during the period under study. Although the available sources cannot offer a
specific date for the beginning of idol worship in Najran, it is interesting that the epigraphic
research shows that mentions of the Holy Planetary Trinity began to disappear from southern
Arabian inscriptions from the beginning of the fifth century CE (Beeston, 1984, al-Iryani, 1990).
The epigraphic research assumes that monotheism defeated this type of polytheism and most people
converted to it (Beeston, 1984, al-Iryani, 1990). In the current research, it can be argued that this
could be in relation to the disappearance of this type of polytheism in Najran and its replacement by
the worship of idols. The fifth century CE was not too far from the lifetime of ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-
Khuza't, who supposedly brought idols to Arabia, as detailed earlier. This provides one possible
answer to suggest that the worship of idols probably began to spread amongst Najranite polytheists
from the fourth century CE.

The worship of idols amongst pre-Islamic Arabs included different features such as the types of
idol, the theological concepts behind them and the materials used to make them. They can also be
divided into gods and goddesses, due to their original terminology in Arabic, or the historical and
religious background (Ali, 1993, Hawting, 1999). Moreover, the basic theological concept of these

idols was that most of them acted as intercessors with Allah (Ali, 1993).

In the case of Najran, Sammar (1994) supposes that the polytheists of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b
in Najran only worshipped one idol, Yaghtith. He considers the long distance between Najran and
other Arabian regions to be a factor in this supposition. Here, it is argued that linking the worship of
idols only to relative distance does not appear to be sensible. Instead, there seems to be strong
evidence to presume that Najranite polytheists did not differ from other Arabs in adopting the same

features of idol worship, as will be discussed in the following sections.
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3.3.1 Female idols (goddesses)

Ibn al-Kalbi (1924) referred to the polytheists of the Banta al-Harith bin Ka‘b as one group who
practised rituals of worship for three goddesses, al-‘Uzza, Manat and al-Lat, the three most
venerated goddesses in Arabian polytheism, particularly at the time of the Hajj. This important
statement shows that Najranite polytheists worshipped several idols at the same time. Significantly,
it also reflects the important role of the Hajj in the transmission of the worship of such idols to the
Najran region. The epigraphic research and other Muslim sources are helpful to see to what extent
Ibn-al-Kalb1’s statement is accurate in showing that other goddesses were worshipped amongst the

polytheists of the region.

The Muslim historian al-Azraqi (1965) related that ‘Amr ibn LuhaT al-Khuza'1 established a great
house for the idol of the well-known goddess al-‘Uzza in the Nakhla valley, located to the north of
Mecca. He claimed that ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza 71 first invited the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b and the
Banii Rabi‘ah to worship al-'Uzza. This statement implies that the worship of al-‘Uzza was brought
to Najran by ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza 1, as in the case of the god Yaghith, discussed later. This
short statement cannot offer further details concerning when these people of the Bana al-Harith bin
Ka‘b began to worship al-'Uzza, because it is based on oral tradition rather than documentary
evidence. However, the previous reference from Ibn al-Kalbi (1924) provides more details than al-
AzraqT’s statement on how and when the polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka ‘b worshipped al-

‘Uzza, which was in the Hajj, as will be detailed later.

In a recent epigraphic discovery, Arbach et al. (2008) and al-Khudair (2012) refer to al-‘Uzza as the
nomenclature of a man called ‘Abd al-‘Uzza who lived in the town of Hema in the east of Najran.
Despite the fact that neither of these researchers offers approximate dates for this man’s lifetime,
there seems to be supportive evidence for the worship of this idol amongst Najranite polytheists
during the time covered by the current study. But there is one concern about the spread of the
worship of al-‘Uzza from Mecca to Najran. The existence of this idol is likely to have preceded al-
Azraqi’s statement by a long time. As evidence, the epigraphic research shows that al-‘Uzza was a
goddess of southern Arabian polytheists that symbolised Venus (Bafaqih, 1985, Ali, 1993, al-
‘Urayqi, 2002). Furthermore, the worship of a Venus deity had already reached the region with the
name ‘Athtar, as mentioned earlier. This means that the term al-Uzza reflects a new development

in the worship of the Venus deity, replacing the old term’ “Athtar with the most common name, al-
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‘Uzza, and perhaps adopting new rituals of worshipping this idol, which will be discussed later (see
section 3.7).

The second goddess to appear in Najranite inscriptions is the well-known idol al-Lat (al-Hazmi,
2011, al-Khudair, 2012). Muslim sources describe al-Lat as a public goddess for Arab polytheists,
whose idol was relocated to a great temple in al-Ta’if under the guardianship of the Bant Thaqif
tribe (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942, al-Shahrastani, 1992, al-Hamawi, 1995). The use of “al-
Lat” for people’s names has been found in several inscriptions in the south and east of Najran can
be clear evidence of the worship of this goddess among Najranite polytheists (al-Hazmi, 2011, al-
Khudair, 2012).

In addition to the above idols, Ibn-Habib (1942) refers to the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b as one of the
tribal groups, including the Banti Daws, Khath‘am, Bajila and al-Azd, who worshipped the idol
Dhii al-Khalasa, which was located in the town of Tabala.*® Sammar (1994) disagrees with this
statement, due to the distance between Najran and Tabala. It has been argued that Sammar did not
take into consideration the statement that Dhii al-Khalasa was regarded with great veneration
among southern Arabian tribes (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942). Also, this idol was called al-
Ka ‘ba al-Yamaniyya (The Yemenite Kaba), which offers clear evidence that Dhii al-Khalasa was
regarded as a shrine of pilgrimage. Valuable accounts given by al-Yazidi (1938), al-Baladhuri
(1996), and al-Mubarrad (1997) refer to two separate fights that occurred near Dha al-Khalasa
between a group of Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe and the two tribes of Bant Daws and Bant Bahila
when all those tribal groups came on pilgrimage to this idol. Thus, there appears to be sufficient
information to presume that the idol Dha al-Khalasa was of religious importance for the Najranite

polytheists as a place of pilgrimage, as will be detailed in the section 7.3.

In sum, there is therefore clear evidence for the practice of goddesses worship amongst the

Najranite polytheists, as Ibn-al-Kalbi’s statement suggests.

3.3.2 Male idols (gods)

The worship of male idols was a feature of Najranite polytheism, as supported by epigraphic

discoveries and Muslim sources.

36 A small town situated about 62 km to the west of the district of Bisha in present-day southern Saudi Arabia (al-
Sharif, 1984).
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One of these was the god al-Madan, after whom the grand chieftain of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b,
‘Abd al-Madan, was named. Little information can be learnt from Muslim sources about this idol,
except a few details that describe this god as one of the pre-Islamic idols and focus on discussing its
original meaning and location (al-Zabidi, 1965, Ibn-Durayd, 1991, Ibn-Manzir, 1994, al-Hazimi,
1995). On the meaning of its name, Ibn-Durayd (1991) surmises that al-Madan is linked to
obedience, whereas the view of al-Hamawi (1995) is that al-Madan might be a place name or a
time. Unfortunately, the available Muslim sources do not give useful details concerning the location
of al-Madan. Ali (1993) claims that al-Madan was probably one of the al-Hijaz idols and was
possibly placed in a special house, similarly to other gods at that time. This suggestion lacks a clear
reference, as with previous sources. The use of the god al-Madan in naming some Najranites, as
seen in the name of their chieftain ‘Abd al-Madan, provides evidence to assume that this idol was
worshipped by the polytheists of Najran.

Another god is the famous Wadd, a moon deity (Ali, 1993, al-‘Urayqi, 2002). Historically, the fact
that Wadd was widely worshipped among Arab polytheists, both in the north and south, is
supported by Muslim sources and inscriptions. Muslim historians such as Ibn al-Kalb1 (1924), Ibn-
Habib (1942), al-Shahrastani (1992), Ibn-Manzir (1994) and al-Hamawi (1995) spoke of Wadd as
an idol that was worshipped by the people of the Prophet Noah (Nah), before being brought to
Arabia by ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza‘l. Meanwhile, a number of inscriptions from the north, east
and middle of Arabia refer to Wadd as a worshipped god (Ali, 1993). These details provide clear
evidence that Wadd was an old and popular god across many provinces of the Arabian Peninsula

before being introduced into South Arabia.

In South Arabia, it is interesting that terms for the moon deity were different across nations and
times: the Ma‘inis and Awsanis referred to “Wadd”, while the Qatabanis used the term “Am”
(Bafaqih, 1985, al-‘Urayqi, 2002). During the Shebaen era, the polytheists of Najran worshipped a
moon god called al-Magah, most probably after the invasion of Najran by the Shebaen king Karib’il
Watar around 680 BCE. The worship of this god from the Himyarite period until the advent of
Islam appears more obvious, but with significant changes. The archaeological missions to al-
Ukhdad confirmed that the term “Wadd” was inscribed on several houses and walls across the
remnants of the town (Philby and Tritton, 1944, Philby, 1952, Ryckmans, 1981, al-Zahrani et al.,

2001, al-Zahrani et al., 2006). These inscriptions give clear evidence of the worship of the idol
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Wadd among Najranites during the Himyarite period, before the coming of Christianity. However,
they do not provide details as to whether the worship of Wadd continued after the collapse of
Himyarite rule during the time under study.

Two recent studies conducted by al-Hazmi (2011) in Hema in the east and al-Khudair (2012) at the
al-Kawkab Mountain in the northeast of Najran, where the Bedouins of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b
settled, record “Wadd” being used as people’s names in several inscriptions. Although these
inscriptions do not include any specific dates, the worship of Wadd amongst Najranite polytheists is
likely to have continued up to the coming of Islam. This may be because the influence of
Christianity and Judaism in Bedouin areas appears to have been limited. The previous details
confirm that the polytheists of Najran worshipped more than one god, including Yaghiith, al-Madan
and Wadd, in a similar way to their worship of goddesses.

3.3.3 The god Yaghuth

A number of Muslim sources refer to the god Yaghiith as the main idol of the Madhhidj tribes and
the Arab polytheists in Najran, al-Jawf %', Jurash and other territories of South Arabia (Ibn al-Kalb,
1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942, Ibn-Qutaybah, 1981). Unfortunately, there is not much information in the
available sources, either Muslim accounts or southern Arabian inscriptions, about the early period
of the idol Yaghuth’s appearance in Najran and its surrounding regions. Because epigraphic
research, particularly in Najran and Jurash, has not found any details about this idol’s name, Robin
(2009) claims that the use of a divine name (‘4bd, God) in Arab nomenclature cannot be sufficient
evidence to prove the existence of the god Yaghtth during the pre-Islamic period in Najran. This
opinion is dubious, because the common use of divine terms in the nomenclatures of pre-Islamic
Arabs clearly reflected religious beliefs, as can be seen in the use of the term Allah and famous
Arab gods and goddess. The tracing of the background of Yaghtith until it appeared in South Arabia
may be helpful in responding to Robin’s (2014) doubts.

There is one interesting reference to Yaghiith in a Thamudic inscription in northern Arabia, which
mentions Yaghtith as Taim-Yaghiith in Thamudic nomenclature (Ali, 1993). The significance of this

reference can be seen in its listing of Yaghiith with the gods and goddesses of the Thamiid people

37 A desert region in the east north of Yemen (al-Hamdani, 1989).
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(Ali, 1993). Although this reference does not reveal any other details about the origins of this idol, it
offers physical evidence to presume that the idol Yaghuith was worshipped in ancient times and was
later brought to South Arabia, before becoming established in Najran at an unknown date in the pre-

Islamic era.

The origins of Yaghiith has interested Qur’anic commentators, who have linked Yaghiith to its
historical context. Scholars such al-Zamakhshar1 (1947), al-Qurtubi (1964), al-Baghawi (1986), al-
TabarT (1995) and al-Baydawi (1999) suggest that the term “Yaghtith” was perhaps the name of a
saintly person who lived at the time of the Prophet Noah, but later Yaghtith became regarded by

Noah’s people as a god.

From these details, it is evident that the Muslim commentators’ suggestion seems strongly
influenced by the Qur’anic text, which indicates that this idol was one of the idols of the Prophet
Noah’s people: “They said: ‘Do not abandon your deities; do not abandon Wadd, nor Suwa“, nor
Yaghtith, nor Ya'iq, nor Nasr’” (Strat Nuh, verse 23). This Quranic text seems to reflect a
historical reference to the worship of the idol Yaghtith in ancient Mesopotamia, where the people of
the Prophet Noah settled (Mahran, 1988). At this point, the Qur’anic text and the commentators’
suggestion significantly agree with the story of ‘Amr ibn Luhai al-Khuza ‘T on that fact that Yaghtth
had perhaps been worshipped since ancient times in the Fertile Crescent, either in Syria or

Mesopotamia, before being brought to South Arabia.

The settling of the idol Yaghtith in South Arabia posits an important question: what can be learnt
about the idol Yaghuth during the years immediately preceding the rise of Islam, in terms of the
approximate date of the spread in worshipping this idol, its location and a description of its form
and where it was housed. Firstly, literary sources mention the Najranite poet ‘Abd Yaghith bin
Sla’t al-Harithi,®® who was killed in the battle of al-Kilab al-Thani around 611 CE (Ibn ‘Abd-
Rabbih, 1965, al-Dabbi, 1998, Ibn al-Muthanna, 1998, al-Mubarak, 2000). The use of “Yaghtth” in
his first name offers strong evidence to suggest that the worship of Yaghiith had spread widely
among Najranite polytheists by the second half of the sixth century at least, although perhaps this

idoI’s house had not yet relocated to Najran.

38 He was a noble, a tribal leader and a poet, as well as commander of the Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe in the battle of
al-Kilab al-Thani in the pre-Islamic era, where he was killed (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, al-Isfahani, 1997).
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Secondly, regarding its locations: according to Muslim sources, the old location of the idol Yaghtith
was in the town of Jurash and the Bana An’um, a clan of the Tayyi’ tribe, were the stewards and
guardians of this god (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942, Ibn-Qttaybah, 1981). However, the
Murad tribe wanted to take responsibility for the guardianship of the idol Yaghiith, which caused
tribal conflicts with the Bant An’um tribe. Consequently, the latter brought Yaghith to the Bani al-
Harith bin Ka‘b tribe and then the idol Yaghiith was relocated in Najran under the protection and
guardianship of the Bant an-Nar, a clan of the Banai al-Harith bin Kab. The Muslim sources do not
refer to the specific date of relocating this idol in Najran; they mention it in the light of recording
the context of the battle of al-Razm that occurred around 2 AH/ 623 CE, namely in the second year

of Prophet Muhammad’s life in Medina.

The remainder of the story is that the Murad tribe wanted to reclaim the idol Yaghuth from its
location in Najran but the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe refused the Murads’ request (Ibn-Sa‘ad,
n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Qurtubi, 1964, al-Tabar1, 1987). This led to military conflict, with the
Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b and the Hamdan tribe as allies against the Murad. This battle ended in
defeat for the Murad, and the Yaghuith god was kept in Najran.

It is clear that the main reason behind the battle al-Razm was the conflict over who had the right of
guardianship of the idol Yaghath. This battle therefore represented a serious challenge to Najran as
the centre for the worship of this idol. The refusal of the polytheists of Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b in
Najran to return it was most likely due to religious and economic factors. Firstly, religious: the
relocation of Yaghiith led to positive results for polytheism in the Najran region and its polytheists
from Banu al-Harith bin Ka‘b who became the official guardians of Yaghith in a similar way to
that of other guardians of great idols of the Arabs at that time. Moreover, the existence of Yaghiith
in Najran most probably increased its religious importance as a centre for polytheism, as it is known
that Najran was also the most important centre for Christianity in South Arabia, as debated in
Chapter Two (see sub-section 2.5.2). This is because of the idol Yaghiith was most probably

worshipped amongst many Arab polytheists, as will be detailed later.

This leads us to consider the second factor, the economic advantages for Najran being a place of
pilgrimage. Most likely, placing Yaghiith under the protection of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka'b
would have led to improving commercial activities by attracting large numbers of polytheistic

pilgrims in the Najran markets, somewhat similar to Quraysh in Mecca. In total, the main
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consequence of the battle of al-Razm was the support the religious status of Najran as the centre for

Yaghtith during the period from 623 to 631 CE when the Muslim call came to Najran.

With regards to the description of the house and form of Yaghath, an important statement reported
by the Muslim commentator al-Qurtubi (1964) gives valuable details on the location of Yaghth.
The eyewitness, Abii ‘Uthman al-Nahdi,® described the idol as being made from lead, designed
with the face of a lion and carried on a camel. Whenever the camel stopped, its keepers would bring
Yaghiith down and build a wall around it. This statement clearly describes the form and material of
this idol, but more significantly it shows that although its worshippers used to carry it wherever they
went, Yaghtith was located in a special house. This brings the discussion to Ali (1993) hypothesis
on the position of public idols in pre-Islamic Arabia. He notes that the public idols of Arab
polytheists, such as al-Lat, al-‘Uzza, Nasr and Ya‘tq, were placed in houses of worship, prepared
for pilgrimage, allocated guardians and presented for all services that worshippers needed.

The god Yaghtith would have been in a similar position to those idols, as can be understood from a
direct statement about al-‘Awam bin Juhail, who was the last personal guardian (Sadin) of Yaghtith
in the last few years before Islam (Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar, 2010). Al--‘Awam bin Juhail
himself, after converting to Islam, spoke of how he used to sleep in the house of Yaghtth every
night. He accordingly related that when he heard the news of Islam and the fact that Arab
delegations had come to Medina, he broke the idol Yaghiith and went to Medina to convert to Islam
(Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).

This statement confirms the suggestion that the idol Yaghtith was treated with great care by being
placed in a special building and allocated guardians, as the Arabs used to do for their great idols. It
also directly mentions the end of this idol, which occurred due to the rise of Islam, as happened in

Mecca, al-Ta’if, Tabala and every place where polytheism existed across the Arabian Peninsula.

The previous details show that a significant number of the polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin
Ka‘b tribe, especially those who lived in the Bedouin districts of Najran, adopted Yaghiith as their

major god, like other Madhhidj tribes. This idol seems to have been located in the town of Jurash at

39 A southern Arabian tribal leader, who lived through the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods. He converted to
Islam in the Prophet Muhammad’s time but did not meet the Prophet. AbG ‘Uthman al-Nahd died in al-Kifa in the early
years of the 1st century AH (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Tjli, 1984).

-87-



an unspecific date. The relocation of Yaghitith to Najran was most probably late, and its period of
residence perhaps did not exceed ten years prior to the coming of Islam to Najran. This period was
obviously short in comparison to other idols’ locations, where they may have remained during the
sixth and seventh centuries, until the advent of Islam. This short period of Yaghtith’s sojourn in
Najran, in addition to its tendency to be moved, as al-Qurtub1 (1964) related, may offer logical
evidence as to why Yaghtith was rarely recorded in the inscriptions of the region, as Robin (2014)

wondered.

3.3.4 The characteristics of worshipping idols, general assessment

The above details show that Najranite polytheists significantly changed their religious practices.
They replaced ancient deities such as Dha-Samawi, ‘Athtar and al-Magah al-Shams with the
worship of idols such as Yaghuth, Wadd, al-‘Uzza and al-Lat. This change does not mean they
totally abandoned the worship of celestial bodies, but there is a considerable reduction in the
worship of the main ancient deity, Dha-Samawi, in addition to that of the Holy Planetary Trinity,
Sun, Moon and Venus. The worship of the Moon and Venus deities did remain, but with the
common Arab polytheistic names of the time, namely Wadd and al-'Uzza. Meanwhile, the worship
of Yaghath, al-Lat and Dha al-Khalasa, in particular, imply that the Najranite polytheists not only
worshipped celestial bodies but also adopted other types of deity that symbolised saintly people, as
can be seen in the case of the three previous idols. This all points to the considerable impact of
northern and western Arabian provinces, where the main centres for most of these idols were
located. In other words, the pilgrimage to Mecca played a significant and effective role in
transmitting the worship of Wadd, al- 'Uzza and al-Lat, because a visit to those idols was considered
part of the Hajj rituals. This transmission included additional aspects of polytheistic faiths and
rituals can be presumed by the fact that Najranite polytheists shared many similar beliefs with other

Arab polytheists, as will be shown in the sections that follow.

The worship of these idols at the same time reflects a form of religious pluralism amongst the
Najranite polytheists. This pluralism can be noted in the possibility of their worshipping more than
one idol, and choosing what to believe in, whether from inside Najran or in other Arabian regions
where the great idols could be found. More evidently, the previous details show that the central
houses of the idols, except for Yaghiith, were located in the Nakhla valley, al-Ta’if city or Tabala.

Some Muslim sources suggest that the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists used to worship at the
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shrines of al-‘Uzza, al-Lat and Wadd during or after performing the great Hajj to Mecca (Ibn al-
Kalbi, 1924, al-Azraqi, 1965). This information confirms that the worship of such gods or

goddesses together was common, perhaps due to the religious background of each idol.

In summary, it can be concluded that Najranite polytheists not only worshipped their local idols, but
also shared with other Arabs the worship of the great idols that were regarded as sacred gods and
goddesses among most Arab polytheists.

3.4 The theological concept of Allah

The understanding of a supreme God amongst Najranite polytheists is a significant issue to discuss
here. This understanding can be linked to the original concept of worshipping idols. In this respect,
the Qur’an in several verses stipulates that polytheistic Arabs believed Allah to be the greatest God
in the universe and the creator of human beings, animals, trees and indeed everything in this life
(Sarat al-*Ankabdt, verses 61, 63, Surah of Lagman, verse 32). Based on this, Ali (1993) assumes
that pre-Islamic Arabs believed in Allah as the greatest God of their own deities and the creator of
everything. He also concludes that the original concept of idols was that most polytheistic Arabs

considered their idols to be intercessors for them with Allah.

In Najran, Da’ad (1988) argues that there was probably a Christian-Jewish influence on this
theological conception of Allah among the polytheists there, rather than its being an original belief
of Arabian polytheism. The opposing viewpoints of Ali and Da’ud raise the question: did the
Najranite polytheists adopt a concept of Allah that was similar to other Arab polytheists at the same

time, or were they influenced by Jewish-Christian doctrine, as Da’ad claims?

The established concept of the idol Yaghuth was that this idol may intercede on behalf of its
worshippers with Allah, namely by asking relief from Allah (Ibn-Durayd, 1991). This concept does
not differ from the original idea of most pre-Islamic idols, such as Manat, al-Lat and al-"Uzza.
Significantly, it agrees with the Qur’anic verse “We worship them only that they may bring us

nearer to Allah” (Strat az-Zumar, verse 3).

More interestingly, the invocation of Hajj (al-Talbiya) furnishes details to suggest Najranite

polytheists believed that Allah was the greatest God. Muslim historians such as al-Ya‘qubi (1860),
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Ibn-Habib (1942) and Qutrub (1985) mention that the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b pilgrims, like other
Madhhidjt pilgrims, used to repeat more than one invocation for their different idols, as will be
detailed later (see sub-section 3.7.1). However, it is significant that the Banta al-Harith bin Ka‘b
pilgrims used to invoke Allah and ask for his love and mercy as worshippers (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883,
Ibn-Habib, 1942, Qutrub, 1985). This appears to be a direct indication that Najranite polytheists

understood Allah to be the greatest God and the creator of all things.

Literary sources provide additional details of this. One of these is a poem by the Najranite poet
‘Abd Yaghtth bin Sla’t al-Harithi. He used the term Allah more than once in his odes, when he
described his people as ‘/bad- Allah (worshippers of God). In another ode, ‘Abd Yaghiith invoked
Allah against his people because they did not rescue him from prison (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, al-
Isfahant, 1997, al-Dabbi, 1998, Ibn al-Muthanna, 1998).

The above accounts do not reveal any obvious Christian-Jewish impact on the Najranite polytheists’
understanding of Allah. Conversely, the previous details show that the concept of Allah among the
Najranite polytheists was similar to what other Arab polytheists believed concerning Allah as the
highest God, the creator of the universe and one who cannot be represented by any other deity that
they worshipped. So, they did not deny the existence of Allah, but at the same time believed in
other deities which they regarded as partner gods and goddesses alongside Him. It is therefore
proposed that the real impact of Judaism and Christianity on Najran’s polytheists can be seen in the
conversion of a significant number of Najranites to the two religions, as will be discussed in

Chapters Four and Five.

3.5 Mixed polytheistic beliefs

Besides the worship of idols, the worship and veneration of trees, animals, jinn, stars, planets,
stones and phenomena remained among polytheistic Arabs during the period under study (Da’ud,
1988, Ali, 1993, Dughaym, 1995, Hawting, 1999). The practice of these forms of polytheism raises
the interesting question of whether they reflect a type of Totemism* among pre-Islamic societies.

Smith (1907) cites the fact that many Arab tribes took their names from animals as evidence of the

40 Totemism is a complex religion that consists of mixed rituals, beliefs and concepts. It is based on the relationship
between a group of people and a natural object, in which they believe this object to be their divine protector, and
probably worship it (Frazer, 1910).
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existence of Totemism among polytheistic Arabs. On the other hand, Zaydan (2001) entirely
disagrees with this hypothesis because it lacks one major requirement for Totemism: that the
members of such a tribe should believe in one animal or tree as their ancestor. He argues that
although those Arab tribes were named after animals, this does not mean that they believed these

animals were their ancestors or worshipped them.

Nevertheless, the application of both Smith’s and Zaydan’s arguments regarding the Najranite
polytheists can provide an understanding of their beliefs concerning trees, animals, jinn, stones and
phenomena, despite the scarcity of information here.

The veneration of specific kinds of tree was probably practised among Najranite polytheists. The
Muslim historian Ibn-Hisham (1955) recounted the Najranites practice of worshipping a great palm
before the spread of Christianity, and how this worship disappeared later. Although this story did
not occur in the period under study, it shows that there is a clear precedent for the worship of trees
by the polytheists of the region.

There is no direct information on whether the worship of trees remained a practice in Najran during
the time under research, although several Muslim sources provide accounts of the worship of a great
tree, called That Anwat, until the time of the Prophet Muhammad (Ibn-Durayd, 1987, al-Waqidi,
1989, Ibn-Hibban, 1997). These accounts record that many pilgrims to Mecca used to visit That
Anwat and perform special rituals there, such as presenting sacrifices, praying and taking off their
clothes, before entering the sacred area of Mecca. This type of worship was therefore still practised
among many Arab polytheists across Arabia due to the impact of the Hajj. Hence, it is possible that
there were some Najranite polytheistic pilgrims, who with other Arabs worshipped this sacred tree
at the time of the Hajj. Significantly, the worship of trees, among Najranite polytheists or other
Arabs, does not reflect any kind of Totemism because they did not consider such a sacred trees to

be an ancestor, although the sacred tree here seems to have been a god or goddess.

The veneration of animals was common among most Arab societies during the pre-Islamic era. This
veneration is connected to the rituals of idol worship, or as a part of the pre-Islamic Hajj. More
clearly, Ibn al-Kalbi (1924) recounted four forms of sacred animal: Bahirah, Sa’ibah, Wasilah and
Hami, which include male and female camels and sheep. All these forms were kept for the honour
of the deities and it was forbidden to use these animals for their meat, milk or hair. Riding, hunting

or injuring them was prohibited as well, as they were to be completely protected, respected and
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given the freedom to graze, as the property of the deities. This ritual, according to Ibn al-Kalbi

(1924), was also spread by ‘Amr ibn Luhat al-Khuza 1.

This posits an important question as to whether such a ritual was spread by al-Khuza't among the
Najranite polytheists. Although available Muslim sources do not give direct accounts concerning
this, the significant participation of pilgrims from the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b supports the
suggestion that they had to practise a form of animal veneration during the days of the Hajj,
especially offering sacrifices to deities, which was a basic ritual in worshipping idols and
performing the Hajj, as will be detailed later (see sub-section 3.7.1). Therefore, it is suggested that
every sacrificed animal was placed in a sacred position before it was offered to the deity. This
involved the veneration of the animal, such as forbidding people to eat them and allocating them
land for grazing.

Another type of animal veneration can be presumed to exist, from the naming of some of the
people of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists, for example al-Hajras (the son of the fox), al-
Muhajal (a type of horse) and Hubar (hairy camel) (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, Ibn-
Durayd, 1991, Ibn-Manzar, 1994, al-Isfahani, 1997). The probable reason behind someone being
named after these animals is that some of those polytheists believed that these animals had hidden
power and could perhaps hurt them. Therefore, some groups of polytheists venerated these animals
to avoid their evil (Da’ad, 1988, Ali, 1993, Dughaym, 1995).

Archaeological discoveries record several inscriptions and remnants of several animals, such as
lions, horses, bulls, snakes and camels (al-Zahrani et al., 2001, al-Hatilah, 2015). These inscriptions
and remnants may reflect a form of venerating those animals by making them sacred, before
presenting them as sacrifices to deities, as in the case of the bull and the camel, or because they may
have hidden power, as can be assumed in the case of the lion, snake and horse. Both types of
veneration probably did not conform to Smith’s hypothesis of Totemism, because these Najranite

polytheists did not regard such animal as full deities.

The veneration of stones apparently continued among Arab polytheists, even though it was a
primary stage of Arabian polytheism, before the worship of idols, as mentioned earlier (see section
3.2). In Najran, the worship of stones existed until the beginning of Islam, despite the presence of
traditional idols, as can be evidenced by the use of the term Hajar (stone) in the nomenclature of
‘Abdul Hajar bin ‘Abdul al-Madan before the Prophet Muhammad changed his name to ‘Abdullah
(Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).
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In addition, the belief that jinn existed and had divine power was common among Najranite
polytheists, like other Arab societies during the time under study. This can be seen in the spread of
the practices of divination and astrology among Najranite society, of which there are two obvious
examples. The first is ad-Dayyan bin Qutun al-Harithi, the famous chieftain of the Banii al-Harith
bin Ka'b, who was said to have asked jinn to help him in performing his divinations (al-Isfahani,
1997). The second example is that of al-Ma’mir al-Harithi*!, who was the master soothsayer and
fortune-teller of all the Madhhidj tribes (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, al-Marzubani, 1982, Ibn al-Kalbf,
1988). This man used to predict what would happen before any major events, telling his people
what they would face, and claiming to speak to jinn and to listen to their advice and news (al-
Isfahant, 1997).

Both examples show that the understanding of the concept of jinn among Najranite polytheists did
not differ from that of other Arabs at the time. This concept was essentially based on the belief that
jinn had supernatural powers, the ability to disappear, take the form of more than one creature and
be able to hurt any person who might be exposed to them (Da’ad, 1988, Ali, 1993, Dughaym,
1995). Therefore, the Arab polytheists probably used to offer sacrifices when moving to a new
house or fetching water from the well. Their belief in jinn here apparently did not consider jinn to
be full deities — unlike their idols or trees. In other words, the veneration of jinn did not involve
building special houses to practise rituals, as Najranite polytheists used to perform for their idols or
sacred trees, as detailed earlier. It appears that jinn were simply given a form of veneration due to

the above beliefs, similar to the status of some animals.

In addition, the veneration of some types of celestial body, especially stars, remained among the
Najranites, like other Arab polytheists, despite the disappearance of the worship of celestial bodies
as full deities, as has been discussed earlier (see section 3.3). In Najran specifically, although the
available information is sparse, there is evidence of types of star veneration among its polytheists.
This can be seen in the case of al-Ma’mar al-Harithi, who claimed to communicate with stars and
meteors to explain unseen knowledge (occultism), as well as using jinn (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, al-
Qali, 1978, al-Marzubani, 1982, Ibn al-Kalbi, 1988, Ibn al-Muthanna, 1998). During this period, the
veneration and worship of the two stars Sirius (al-Shi ‘ra), which symbolised extreme heat, and

Pleiades (al-Thuraya), for bringing rain, appears to have been common among Arab polytheists

41 He is described as a soothsayer and fortune-teller of Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b during the pre-Islamic period (al-
Marzubani 1982).
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(Ibn-Habib, 1942, al-Azraqi, 1965, Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, al-Fakihi, 1994). Unfortunately, the
available sources cannot tell to what extent the two stars were venerated among the polytheists of
Najran. But an interesting statement given by al-Ya‘qubi (1883) indicates that groups of Madhhidj,
including Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists, used to invoke the Sirius in the Hajj.

These details reveal clear evidence of the existence of a type of veneration of stars amongst the
polytheists of Najran. It is possible that the veneration of stars was due to their role in telling the

time, forecasting rain and guiding travelers.

In summary, the polytheists of Najran apparently continued to worship and venerated sacred trees
and stones as well as their idols. Meanwhile, the veneration of animals, jinn and celestial bodies
perhaps related to their possession of hidden power or divine influence, rather than their being full
deities, as the idols were. Smith’s hypothesis of the existence of Totemism cannot be supported,
particularly in relation to venerating animals, because the Najranite polytheists were unlikely to
have considered any sacred animals to have been full deities or ancestors. As a result, the veneration

of trees, animals or celestial bodies is significantly different from the main concept of Totemism.

3.6 Rituals of worship

The polytheists of Najran, like other Arabs, practised different types of ritual, either for specific
polytheistic gods and goddesses, or as a general part of their religious lives. Unfortunately, the
available sources supply limited information that is not sufficient to help the current study to cover
this issue in detail. Linking this to what other Arab polytheists performed at the same time may give
possible answers, in addition to the direct details concerning the area under study. Here, the origins
of polytheistic rituals are significant. This question was addressed by Sayuti (1999) who suggests
that some rituals of Arabian polytheism originally came from the old religion of Abraham. The
author recounts some examples that are still present in Islam, such as the circumcision of boys,
circumambulation of temples and performance of Hajj rites. Sayuti’s hypothesis was perhaps based
on what Muslim historians reported about the spread of polytheism. More importantly, this
hypothesis was obviously adopted in view of the existence of a small monotheistic group (A4%nay)
who had rejected polytheistic faiths and adopted the rituals of Hanifiyya (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-
Qurtubi, 1964, al-Tabari, 1995).

In the case of polytheism in Najran, these Abrahamic roots are not marked by the practice of

different types of ritual for their idols, such as presenting gifts, performing sacrifices, burning
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incense and repeating some invocations to their idols, as Sayuti supposes (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-
Habib, 1942, al-Azraqi, 1965). More clearly, the epigraphic material provides little information on
how some Najranite polytheists sacrificed animals or invoked the idols of Wadd, al-Lat and al-
‘Uzza in the east and northeast of Najran (al-Hazmi, 2011, al-Khudair, 2012). It has also been seen
that archaeological studies in al-Ukhdiid reported the remnants of altars where bulls were sacrificed

to the deities (al-Zahrani et al., 2012).

In addition, a special ritual for Yaghiith highlights helpful details to evaluate Sayuti’s hypothesis,
even though the available details remain few. Only one statement was offered, by Ibn al-Kalb1
(1924), which records that Yaghtith was carried to war as a special ritual for this idol. This can be
seen in a significant event, the battle of al-Razm, in 2 AH/623 CE, when the Bant al-Harith bin
Ka'b tribe and their allies carried Yaghtth, and their poet said “Yaghiith led us unto the Murad and
we vanquished them before the morning” (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, p 10, Transl. Sayuti, 1999, p 63). Ali
(1993) suggests that the logical explanation for this ritual is that the worshippers of Yaghiith would
have believed that he would support them in war and bring them victory. This belief does not seem

to reflect a relationship between this idol and Sayuti’s hypothesis.

Features of Hanifiyya can be clearly noted in the performance of types of prayer (Salat) by the
polytheists of Najran, as can be seen in three stories. First, the prayer to Yaghtith to begin the Hajj
reflects a special type of prayer that was performed by the worshippers of this idol. The historian al-
Ya'qubi (1883) mentioned that some of this idol’s worshippers, particularly those who wanted to
perform the Hajj, had to go to the house of Yaghtith and pray before going on the Hajj, calling upon
Allah in their Hajj invocation, as will be discussed in the next section. Although al-Ya'qiibi did not
say when and why Najranite polytheists decided to begin their Hajj to Mecca from this idol, this
special prayer and Hajj invocation appears to maintain some features of Hanifiyya in both the
prayer itself and the invocation of Allah. However, there may have been other forms of prayer
performed at the house of Yaghiith, similar to what other polytheistic Arabs did during this period.
Such forms of prayer to idols reflect a polytheistic tradition, rather than Abrahamic roots, because

the prayer here seems to be a basic ritual of worshipping the idol itself, like gifts and sacrifices.

In the second story, according to al-Isfahani (1997), Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan said
that his grandfather, ad-Dayyan bin Qutun al-Harithi, used to say “I prayed to the One who created
this (indicating heaven), and who sets this (meaning earth)” (al-Isfahani, 1997, Vol. 12, p 271)*.

42 Transl. Researcher.
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This story confirms that the ritual of prayer was known among the polytheists of Najran. Although
it is difficult to find specific details about the type, timing and method by which ad-Dayyan
performed his prayer, the mention of the invocation and the prostration to God here reflects some
similarity with the Muslim form of prayer. This means that ad-Dayyan’s prayer perhaps contained
features of the Abrahamic religion, because it was addressed to the One God.

The third story is an important poem reported by I1bn-Habib (1942), which speaks of performing the
funeral prayer (Salat al-Jandzah) for the poet al-Afwah al-Awdi “, who had asked his companions
to perform some rituals at his burial. This type of prayer was common among Arab polytheists until
the coming of Islam. A number of Muslim scholars, such as Ibn-Habib (1942), al-Zabidi (1965),
Ibn-Sidah (1996) and al-Isfahani (1997) shed light on how Arab polytheists performed funerals,
such as praising the merits and deeds of the person who had died, expressing sorrow at losing them,
and crying around their grave. Significantly, there were irregular rituals that used to be performed
after burying the dead, which disappeared with the spread of Islam, such as killing camels, building
domes and pouring wine on the grave (Ibn-Habib, 1942, al-Isfahani, 1997). Those irregular rituals
were probably derived from polytheistic beliefs, rather than having Abrahamic roots. However, it is
possible that some traditions of the funeral prayer continued in Islam, especially in using similar
tools to wash, embalm, enshroud and bury the dead (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Habib, 1942, Ibn-Manzir,
1994, Ibn-Sidah, 1996).

Here, it is worth discussing the main reason for Islam accepting some funeral rituals despite the fact
that these were practised by Arab polytheists. al-Janabi and Abdullah (2013) suggest that most Arab
polytheists, including the people of Najran, preserved some Hanifiyya funeral practices, despite
their polytheism. This suggestion agrees with Sayuti’s hypothesis, which attributed the origins of
such rituals to Hanifiyya. This may be true, because the 4hnaf performed such funeral rituals when
burying their dead (Ibn-Habib, 1942). Another reasonable answer is that Muslim funeral rituals
simply incorporated some previous traditions of funeral prayer that did not relate directly to

polytheism.

In total, the practice of prayer among Najranite polytheists in the three examples appears to be in

considerable agreement with the fact that the Qur’an explicitly refers to some forms of prayer

43 His full name is Sala’a bin ‘Amr bin Malk al-Awdi, a pre-Islamic poet and tribal leader of his tribe, the Bana Awd
which was considered to be part of Bantt Madhhidj tribes (al-Isfahani , 1997a).
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practised by Arab polytheists (Siirat al-Anfal, verse 35). This means that Najranite polytheists most
likely understood prayer as a polytheistic ritual containing Abrahamic features, rather than as a

result of a Christian-Jewish impact on them as Da’ad claimed.

The divining arrows (al-Azlam) was another significant ritual, and people who used it to predict
their future normally performed it at the shrine of a deity (Ibn-Habib, 1942, 1bn-Sa‘id, 1982).
According to several Muslim scholars, such as Ibn-Habib (1942), Mugqatil (1979), Ibn-Sa‘id (1982)
and al-Tabar1 (1995), the guardian of the shrine supervised the practice of using the divining arrows
and interpreting the result. More specifically, Muqatil (1979) and al-TabarT (1995) related that Arab
polytheists used to write on their arrows phrases such as “my Lord commands me” and “my Lord
prevents me” and then shoot these arrows. Depending on where the arrows fell, they then accepted
the result that the arrows showed. More interestingly, al-Ya“qubi (1883) provides a detailed account
of the most common phrases written on these arrows. He told that Arabs used to use seven arrows
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that contained phrases such as “Allah Almighty”, “for you”, “against you”, “yes” and “no”.

Here, the practice of the divining arrows ritual at idol shrines seems to have reflected the will of
these idols for the future of those who practised the ritual. Although it appears to be a polytheistic
ritual, the use of the word Allah in addition to naming their idols suggests an Abrahamic impact
here. Theologically, this means that those who practised this ritual probably still believed the final

result of the divining arrows was the will of God, rather than of their idols.

The available Muslim sources cannot provide specific details on the practice of the divining arrows
among Najranite polytheists, except the general view that this ritual was common amongst Arab
polytheists, especially at the shrines to their great idols. Significantly, several Muslim sources refer
to Dhu al-Khalasa and the shrine of the idol Hubal in Mecca as the most popular places to practise
the divining arrows (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Azraqi, 1965). This means the use of
the divining arrows among Najranite polytheists was very likely, as they used to undertake the

pilgrimage to Mecca and Dha al-Khalasa, as will be debated in the following section.

Overall, the rituals of worship among Najranite polytheists seem to reflect polytheistic traditions,
such as the rituals involved in worshipping idols, which included aspects of sacrifice, giving gifts
and carrying the idol Yaghuith to war. Meanwhile, other rituals, such as prayer, the Hajj and even

the divining arrows contained Abrahamic roots, as Sayuti suggests.
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3.7 Hajj (Pilgrimage): Types, Rites and Cults

The term Hajj refers to the pilgrimage to Mecca, where the Ka‘ba is situated, which is the most
sacred location for Muslims. In the present study, however, this term is different because Arab
polytheists, including Najranites, practised two main types of Hajj during the period under study:
the great pilgrimage to Mecca and pilgrimages to the sacred polytheistic deities (Ibn-Habib, 1942,
al-Azraqt, 1965) .

3.7.1 The Hajj to Mecca

The first type, the great pilgrimage, was called the Hajj and took place in Mecca in the last month of
the lunar calendar, Dha al-Hijjah, every year. It is described as the greatest religious event during
pre-Islamic times, because it included commercial and social festivals (al-Afghani, 1974, Dughaym,
1995). In other words, there were several annual fairs (4swagq) held before the beginning of the Hajj
in places close to Mecca, and a large number of Arab polytheists used to join the Hajj to hold
literary activities, trade and sell commodities during the days of the Hajj (al-Afghani, 1974, Alj,
1993). Before going through the rites of the Hajj, it is important to note that the major purpose of
the pre-Islamic Hajj was to perform a pilgrimage for Allah despite the fact that most pilgrims who
used to undertake such a ritual were Arab polytheists (Ibn-Habib, 1942).

Available Muslim sources do not give detailed information on how Najranite polytheists
specifically performed the rites of Hajj, except for limited statements that reflect a significant
presence of polytheists from the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b in the events of the Hajj, at both special
and general rituals. In this respect, the famous Arab fair ‘Ukaz** was a favourite place for Najranite
pilgrims before beginning the Hajj rituals. As evidence, al-Isfahani (1997) related how Yazid bin
‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan, the grand chieftain of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b, went to ‘Ukaz
and held debates with other tribal leaders before going on the Hajj.

For the rites of the Hajj itself, Ali (1993) suggests that pre-Islamic pilgrims perhaps used to begin
the Hajj journey by crossing at the places stated for the Hajj (Mwagit), before entering the official

boundaries of Mecca (al-Haram). In this regard, a number of Muslim sources agree that the town of

44 ‘“Ukaz is considered the most famous fair of the pre-Islamic era, because it was regularly held in the month preceding
the Hajj (Shahid 2016a).
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Yalamlam® was allocated for pilgrims from Yemen, certainly during the time of the Prophet
Muhammad (al-Ya‘qubi, 1860, al-Maqdisi, 1909, al-Istakhri, 1927, al-Bakri, 1983, al-Hamdani,
1989). These sources unfortunately do not include any clear reference to whether those places were
allocated during the pre-Islamic period or not. The polytheistic pilgrims from Najran, like other
Arabs, most likely performed the rituals for entering the sacred state of the Hajj (/4ram) by washing
their whole body (Ghusl) and wearing Hajj clothes. However, polytheistic pilgrims did not seem to
know about the stated places for the Hajj in pre-Islamic times, as Ali supposes. This issue caused
disagreement between Muslim sources, as can be seen from three suggestions. First, a number of
Muslim historians, such as Ibn-Bakkar (1961), al-Azraqi (1965), Ibn-Habib (1985) and al-Marziiq1
(1996), agreed that most pre-Islamic Arabs who wanted to embark on a pilgrimage to Mecca
preferred to go to the three fairs, which started with the most popular, ‘Ukaz, in the first twenty
days of Dhu al-Qi‘dah, before spending the rest of the time prior to the first days of Dha al-Hijjah,
preceding the Hajj, in Majanna and Dhi al-Majaz. Meanwhile, another group, including Ibn-
Hisham (1955), Ibn-Durayd (1991), al-Wagqidi (1989) and Ibn-Hibban (1997), supposed that the
visit to the sacred tree That Anwat offered an alternative way to enter the sacred state of the Hajj,
because many polytheistic Arab pilgrims thought that visiting this tree at the beginning of the Hajj
was the best way to start their Hajj rituals. Third, al-Ya‘qubi (1883) narrated that when Arab
pilgrims came to Mecca, every group had to stand and pray at their idols before travelling to Mecca
to perform the Hayjj rites. He stipulated that the worshippers of Yaghtith, including Najranites, had

to stand at its house, praying, and then repeat the Hajj invocation until they reached Mecca.

This disagreement offers additional evidence to assume that beginning the Hajj ritual at stated
places had not been adopted yet, unlike Ali’s claim. More clearly, the holding of the three famous
fairs near Mecca (‘Ukaz, Majanna and Dha al-Majaz) before the beginning of the Hajj rituals, and
the use of those fairs by large numbers of pilgrims to enter the sacred state of Hajj, is most likely
true, because this situation remained until the time of the Prophet Muhammad at least. The three
fairs probably offered the most popular way to begin the sacred state of Hajj due to their economic
advantages. Najranites who could not attend the three fairs were probably able to enter the sacred

state of Hajj from their main idol Yaghdth, or at the famous sacred tree That Anwat.

45 A small town about 90 km southeast of Mecca where for the past 1400 years pilgrims have officially begun their
journey preparing for the Hajj (Ihram) (al-Hamdani, 1989).
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For the next part of the Hajj, the available sources show that the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b polytheists
did not differ from other Arab polytheists in practising the primary rituals of the Hajj, such as
running around the Ka‘ba (Tawaf), walking seven times between al-Safa and al-Marwah (al-Sa ‘i),
staying in Mina on the 10th, 11th and 12th days of the month of Dha al-Hijjah, and stoning devils
(Ramt al-Jamarat) (Ibn-Habib, 1942, al-Shahrastani, 1992, Ali, 1993). They also shared with other
Arabs the performing of polytheistic rites that were regarded as a part of the Hajj rituals during the
days of the Hajj, such as praying to the most sacred idols surrounded the Ka‘ba. This can be seen
clearly in their praying to the two idols of Isaf and Na’ila, which were located on the hills of al-Safa
and al-Marwah, and slaughtering animals to both idols as sacrifices (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, al-Azraqi,
1965, al-Fakihi, 1994).

However, the polytheists of Najran differed from other polytheistic groups in their performance of
several Hajj rites. Muslim historians agree that the Najranite polytheists belonged to a special type
of pilgrimage cult. These historians, however, argue about whether they were al-Hums (extremists
in Hajj rites) or al-Tuls (moderates in Hajj rites). The majority of them, including Ibn-Hisham
(1955), al-Azraqi (1965), Ibn-Qitaybah (1981), Ibn-Habib (1985), Ibn-Durayd (1987), al-Marztqi
(1996) and al-Suhayli (2000) did not mention the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b as members of the al-
Hums cult. These are in agreement that a/-Hums included the tribes who settled within the borders
of the al-Hijaz province, such as the Quraysh, Khuza‘a, Banii Kinanah, Banii ‘Amer, Thaqif, Banii
Ghatafan and Bant ‘Adwan. These historians also stated that those tribes of a/-Hums practised
some unfamiliar rituals of pilgrimage, such as disrobing while running around the Ka‘ba, refraining
from meat, and not standing at ‘Arafat.*® According to lbn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), Ibn-Hisham (1955) and
Ibn-Habib (1985), the members of a/-Hums, especially the Quraysh tribe, adopted these unfamiliar

rituals because they believed that they were the people of the sacred area (44! al-Haram).

The above Muslim historians are clear in their description of the main features of the al-Hums cult
in terms of its meaning, rules, members and special rituals. This cult therefore seems to have been

connected to the tribes who lived within the borders of the sacred area of Mecca.

46 A venerated pilgrimage site, located around 21 km east of Mecca, where Muslims pilgrims, both in the past and now,
must be on the 9th of Dha al-Hijjah (Rubin, 2009).
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The only different account is offered by al-Jahiz (1964), who refers to the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b
as part of the tribal group al-Hums in light of the close relations between some Meccan and
Najranite families. This suggestion seems to be an additional clarification of the concept of al/-
Hums, rather than a contradiction, because al-Jahiz does not completely refuse the main features of
al-Hums, particularly that it includes the tribes living within Mecca’s borders. He noticeably
identifies Najranites due to their relationship with the people of Mecca. This suggestion is most
likely to be for a limited number of Najranites, because some polytheists of the Banti al-Harith bin
Ka‘'b worshipped the idols of the Quraysh, such as al-Lat and al-‘Uzza, as mentioned earlier (see

section 3.3).

For the al-Tuls cult, the historian Ibn-Habib (1942), in particular, categorised the Bant al-Harith bin
Ka‘b as one of the members of the cult of a/-Tuls, which included all of the southern Arabian tribes.
Here, it is interesting to note that the identification of this cult was based on the same categorisation
as the tribes of al-Hums, namely geographical location. This common factor supports Ibn-Habib’s
account, because the polytheistic pilgrims of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b differed from other
western and middle Arabian tribes, while resembling other southern Arabs in their practice of some

Hajj rituals.

Ibn-Habib (1942) recounted several rituals that were performed by al-Tuls pilgrims, such as running
around the Ka‘'ba in special pilgrim attire, entering the mosque from the front and standing on
Mount ‘Arafat. The author points out that al-Tuls pilgrims were similar to a/-Hums in particular

rituals, especially in wearing the same Hajj attire as a/-Hums while running around the Ka‘ba.

The pilgrimage invocation is another interesting matter concerning the polytheists of Najran and
their neighbours in Madhhidj. They used a special invocation during the Hajj, which was known as
al-Talbiya. The correct text of this invocation is not clear, with al-Ya‘qubi (1883), lbn-Habib
(1942) and Qutrub (1985) giving three different accounts. The historian al-Ya‘qubi (1883) related
that the Madhhidj invocation, used by the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists, was to the al-Shi ra
star, al-Lat and al-‘Uzza, whereas Ibn-Habib (1942) narrated that the worshippers of Yaghtith who
went on Hajj used to say: “at your service, O God, at your service” (Transl. Hawting, 1999, p22).

Meanwhile, Qutrub (1985) refers to another text, quite a long one, where they call on the Lord of
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al-Halal (permissible), al-Haram and al-Hajar al-Aswad (the black stone), as they crossed high

mountains and faced frightening thunder and lightning for their God.

From these details, the difference between the three accounts probably means that pre-Islamic
Najranite polytheistic pilgrims, like other groups, did not adopt one fixed Hajj invocation. The link
between this variation and the types of god or goddess worshipped by Najranite polytheists offers a
reasonable interpretation of this difference. It can be suggested that each idol’s worshippers

repeated a special invocation for their god or goddess.

Additionally, the above accounts reflect the considerable impact of Meccan polytheism on
polytheistic faiths in Najran. This can be observed in the adoption of more than one cult of Hajj, as
can be seen in the case of al-Hums and al-Tuls. 1t can be also assumed that they practised types of
worship to Meccan idols in the days of the Hajj, as most Arabs did. This impact noticeably led to
the spread of the worship of idols such as al-Lat and al-‘Uzza to the Najran region itself, as detailed
above.

3.7.2 Pilgrimage to Idols

The second kind of pilgrimage was to visit Arab idols, which were situated in several places across
Arabia. Pilgrimage to famous pre-Islamic idols such as al-Lat, al-‘Uzza and Dha al-Khalasa was a
common ritual performed by Arab polytheists at different times throughout the year. As concluded
earlier, there were large numbers of Najranite polytheists who worshipped these idols, and some

details of pilgrimages to these idols by groups of Najranite polytheists can be ascertained.

The available Muslim sources, such as Ibn al-Kalbi (1924), Ibn-Habib (1942), al-Azraqi (1965) and
al-Shahrastani (1992), confirm that groups of polytheistic Arabs, especially those who worshipped
the two goddesses al-Lat and al-‘Uzza, used to go on pilgrimage to these idols’ shrines after the end

of the Hajj to Mecca.

Two reasons provide evidence that some groups of Najranite polytheists performed the pilgrimage
to these two idols: the worship of al-Lat and al-'Uzza amongst Najranite polytheists, and their
performance of the great Hajj to Mecca. It has already been suggested that al-Lat and al-‘Uzza
gained worshippers among the polytheists of Najran, and many of those used to go to Mecca for the

Hajj. As the previous Muslim sources state, a number of Arab polytheists travelled to al-‘Uzza’s
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house in the Nakhla valley and to al-Lat’s temple in al-Ta’if; therefore, it seems reasonable to

assume that a number of the Najranite worshippers of both goddesses used to do that too.

For the pilgrimage to Dhi al-Khalasa, Ibn-Habib (1942) recorded that some groups of Bani al-
Harith bin Ka‘b polytheists used to go on pilgrimage to the temple of this idol in Tabala and
performed some rites there, such as circumambulation around its temple, performing sacrifices, and
offering food and wine, as well as using the divining arrows. The practice of using the divining
arrows at this idol’s house gave it special importance, because it was described as one of the most
popular idols for the performance of this ritual (Ibn al-Kalbi, 1924, Ibn-Habib, 1942, Ibn-Sa‘id,
1982). Thus, the pilgrimage to Dha al-Khalasa by Najranite polytheists is most likely to have
happened, due to its importance in performing the ceremony of divining arrows.

Najran may have become the destination for this type of pilgrimage after the relocation of the idol
Yaghitith under the guardianship of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b. The idol Yaghiith seems to have
been worshipped widely among polytheistic Arabs, not just in Najran and in its neighbouring
regions. That can be concluded in the use of the nomenclature of the servant (‘Abd) of Yaghiith in
tribes such as the Quraysh, Banii Bahila, Banti ‘Amer, Hamdan and Banii Taghlib (Ibn al-Kalbi,
1988, al-Suhayli, 2000, Ibn-Hajar, 2010). Here, the suggestion of Ali (1993) in assuming that the
public idols of Arab polytheists were destinations of pilgrimage would most probably have applied
in the case of the idol Yaghuth, because it also appears to have been a public god. In other words,
the house of Yaghdith in Jurash, later relocated to Najran, probably became a place of pilgrimage for
those who worshipped this idol.

In total, the polytheists of Najran mostly did not differ from other Arab polytheists in going on
pilgrimage to famous pre-Islamic idols, and performing types of pilgrimage rituals at those idols’

shrines.

3.8 Conclusion

The general examination of Najranite polytheism reveals some interesting results. The history of
polytheism in Najran appears to be connected to the historical development of polytheism in other
Arabian regions. It is obvious that polytheistic faiths had existed in Najran before the seventh
century BCE at least, as in other regions in ancient South Arabia. Likewise, the spread of the
worship of idols happened at approximately the same time as in other Arabian regions, around the

fourth century CE.
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Another interesting suggestion here is that polytheism in Najran appears to have been similar to that
in other polytheistic areas throughout the Arabian Peninsula, in its main elements, including types
of idol, rituals of worship and the adoption of mixed beliefs. More specifically, as detailed in this
chapter’s introduction, the general definition of Arabian polytheism, as Dughaym (1995), Hawting
(1999), Hoyland (2001) and Mir (2014) suggest, can be seen through the main features of
polytheism in Najran, in opposition to Da’ad (1988) claim.

The worship of idols such as Yaghtth, Wadd, al-‘Uzza and al-Lat was most likely the most
common type of worship for the polytheists of Najran, instead of the worship of the Holy Planetary
Trinity of Sun, Moon and Venus. These idols consisted of both gods and goddesses, as with other
Arabian polytheists at the time.

During the period under study, the god Yaghiith was likely to have been the major idol for the
majority of Najranites polytheists. In the last decade before the advent of Islam, Najran probably
became an important centre of Arabian polytheism, in particular for Yaghtith’s worshippers, after
the relocation of this idol to Najran, under the protection of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe. This
god was one of the most sacred idols among Arabs, and became a major shrine for polytheistic

pilgrims to visit until the rise of Islam.

The spread of idol worship among Najranite polytheists does not mean, however, that they denied
the existence of a supreme God, but that they believed in the existence of other gods and goddesses
alongside Allah. The belief in Allah here most likely did not reflect Christian or Jewish influence as
Da’ud (1988) supposes, because this concept was originally linked to the worship of idols that were
assumed to act as intercessors with Allah. It probably reflects residual features from the old religion

of Abraham before the spread of polytheism, as Sayuti suggests.

Sayuti’s hypothesis, however, is not obvious in other rituals or beliefs. In other words, what
Najranite polytheists used to practise in terms of rituals for their deities did not appear to be related
to the Abrahamic religion, as can be seen in the polytheists’ presentation of gifts and sacrifices, the
burning of incense and the repetition of certain invocations. These rituals perhaps reflected

polytheistic tradition, except for prayer and the Hajj to Mecca, which were Abrahamic features.

Besides worshipping idols, the polytheists of Najran did not really differ from other Arab groups in
their adherence to mixed beliefs in sacred trees, animals, jinn, stones and stars. The claim that these

mixed beliefs formed a type of Totemism is not fully accurate, because they did not consider these
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animals, trees or stars to be their ancestors. The veneration or worship of these animals, jinn or stars

may have been due to a perception that they had some hidden or divine power.

The practice of pilgrimage appears the most interesting ritual amongst the polytheists of Najran.
They were familiar with two types of this: the Hajj to Mecca and the pilgrimage to their idols. For
the Hajj to Mecca, although a minor number of them belonged to a/-Hums, most pilgrims from
Najran were loyal to the cult of al-Tuls, which included the majority of the southern Arabian tribes.
The members of this cult performed most rituals of the pre-Islamic Hajj, such as running around the
Ka‘ba, standing on Mount ‘Arafat, stoning devils and walking between al-Safa and al-Marwah.
Pilgrims from Najran, however, seem to have varied amongst themselves with regards to the special

Hajj invocation that they used; this was perhaps due to their worship of more than one idol.

With regard to pilgrimage to the shrines of idols, the polytheists of Najran were similar to other
Arab polytheists in visiting famous idols such as al-Lat, al-‘Uzza and Dha al-Khalasa. They even
relocated the house of the idol Yaghath to Najran, as suggested above, which probably made Najran

a destination for pilgrimage itself.
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Chapter 4

Judaism: Origins, Situations and Aspects of Religious Life

4.1 Introduction

During the time following the end of the Himyarite Kingdom around 525 CE, and prior to the early
decades of Islam, Jewish people formed a major part of Najranite multi-religious society at that
time. The Najranite Jewish community, nevertheless, appears to have been small in comparison to
the Christians and polytheists, and later the Muslims. This is probably the reason for the lack of

interest in Najran Jews among all categories of primary sources.

Throughout the present chapter, it is important to understand how Judaism became a part of the
religious structure of Najran before examining the religious aspects of its followers. This can be
done in light of three main stages of the history of Judaism in the region. The first one is by tracing
the origins of Judaism from ancient times prior to the beginning of the sixth century CE. The second
stage can be learnt by investigating the situations of the Jews of Najran during the three main
phases when South Arabia was ruled in turn by the Himyarites, the Abyssinians and the Persians
during the pre-Islamic era. The third stage debates how Najranite Jews became subject to new
regulations established by the Muslim rule, which strongly influenced certain aspects of their lives,

mainly the practice of religion, economic activities and social conditions.

In the section concerning these main aspects of Jewish religious life, three main issues will be

addressed here: religious organisation, theological beliefs and rituals of worship.

4.2 The origins of Judaism in Najran

Although Judaism was apparently the first monotheistic religion to arrive in Najran for a
considerable period of time, no precise date for this arrival has been found. The only way to reach
an answer seems to be to correlate this with the history of Judaism in South Arabia, since Najran
was consistently a major part of the ancient Yemenite states, in particular during the Shebaen and
Himyarite periods (Ibn-Hisham, 1979, al-Himyari, 1987, al-Farah, 2004). In this respect, the
existence of Judaism in South Arabia, including Najran, appears to have developed over a long

period of time.

- 106 -



In the first account, the existence of Judaism in Najran can be dated back to the reign of the
Shebaen governor of Najran, al-Qulummas bin al-Afa‘a, who converted to the religion of King
Solomon, around the tenth century BCE; this governor was subsequently responsible for the spread
of Judaism among his people during this ancient time (Ibn-Hisham, 1979, al-Himyari, 1987). This
account seems to be based on Biblical and Qur’anic texts which date the arrival of Judaism in
Yemen to around the 10" century BCE, as mentioned, when the Queen of Sheba accepted the call
of Solomon, the King of Israel, and converted to his religion (Kings 10:1, Chronicles 9:1-12,
Matthew 12:42, Surat al-Naml 20-44). Both Biblical and Qur’anic texts are discussed by several
researchers, who are divided into two groups:

In the first, Lecker (1995b) describes the story of al-Qulummas as a “historiographical legend”
because of the absence of documentary evidence (p 636), while Abt Jabal (1999) sees that southern
inscriptions say nothing about an exact time for the arrival of Judaism in Yemen. Both researchers
claim that what is reported of the encounter between King Solomon and the Queen of Sheba may be
a legend rather than a historical account.

In the second group, Stillman (1979) and Mahran (1988) argue that the Biblical and Qur’anic texts
are accepted because of the existence of commercial relationships between South Arabia and
ancient Palestine which favours the idea that the Jewish faith reached Yemen. This can be suggested
by the number of Jews who resided near stations on the trading caravan route for incense and spices
(Stillman, 1979). Mahran (1988) also argues that the explicit reference in Qur’anic texts to the
worship of the Sun in the Kingdom of Sheba corresponds here to epigraphic and archaeological
research which confirms that the Sun was the major deity in ancient South Arabia. Mahran (1988)
suggests this significant correlation offers additional evidence for the credibility of the encounter

between the King Solomon and the Shebaen Queen.

The suggestion by Stillman (1979) and Mahran (1988) is plausible, in view of the fact that the
commercial relationships between South Arabia and ancient Palestine most likely existed for a long
time, and attracted the interest of the Romans later to invade Najran in the first century BC, as
mentioned in Chapter Two (see sub-section 2.5.1). These commercial relationships perhaps played
a role in establishing a Jewish influence, especially on the main centres of trade located on the

caravan route.

A funerary inscription of a Himyarite Jew, discovered in Palestine, which may date back to the first

century CE, provides the oldest physical evidence for the existence of Judaism in South Arabia
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(Ahroni, 1986, Nebes, 2009). It reports that the Himyarite Jew came to trade but died and was then
buried in a Jewish cemetery. This important inscription provides a significant piece of evidence for
the existence of commercial relationships between ancient South Arabia and Palestine which may
have contributed to the spread of Judaism in South Arabia for several centuries before the birth of
Christ.

The two Christian historians Lector (Migne, 1844) and Philostorgius (2007), who lived during the
fourth and fifth century CE, described the status of Jews in South Arabia as being a small
community living among a majority of polytheists. Both agreed that Judaism had arrived several
centuries earlier, perhaps since the meeting of King Solomon and Queen of Sheba, but its converts
were still few in number compared to the worshippers of the sun, the moon and local deities.
Although the accounts by the two Christian historians show that the Jewish existence in that period
remained limited as a religious minority, they confirm the researcher’s suggestion of the existence

of a Jewish influence in South Arabia that had developed from ancient eras onwards.

The beginning of the fifth century CE was historically important for the existence of Judaism in
South Arabia and Najran in particular. A number of Muslim sources relate that King Tubb® Abu
Kariba As‘ad became the first Himyarite ruler to convert to Judaism (al-Ya‘qtbi, 1883, Ibn-
Hisham, 1955, Ibn-Khaldtin, 1984, al-Tabari, 1987, Ibn al-Athir, 1994, al-Mas‘tdi, 2005). They
tell how King Tubb® invaded Yathrib, but two Jewish rabbis (4%bar) visited his camp, held some
talks with him and persuaded the king to stop the war and return to Yemen with his army because
Yathrib might become the home of a Qurayshi prophet emigrating at a later time. Then King Tubb’
took away both Jewish rabbis, who accompanied him on his journey back to Yemen and convinced
him to convert to the Jewish faith. These sources also relate that King Tubb‘ adopted Judaism as the
official religion of his country and undertook to spread it among the peoples of South Arabia. The
two rabbis of Yathrib played a significant role in preaching about Judaism throughout the Himyarite
provinces, including the northern areas that included the Himyarite region of Najran, and as a result,
the new religion received a significant number of converts among the peoples of South Arabia
including Najran, although others remained polytheists (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn-
Khaldiin, 1984, al-Tabari, 1987, Ibn al-Athir, 1994, al-Mas‘@id1, 2005). .

The authenticity of the King Tubb® story has been examined by a number of modern scholars.
Wolfensohn (1927) and Ali (1993) argue that it represents a historical phase in which Judaism was

adopted as the official religion of the Himyarite kingdom, but not as the date of the arrival of
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Judaism in the region. Both believe that Judaism had already become established before the reign of
King Tubb‘, by suggesting two main causal factors: the existence of commercial connections
between Yemen and Palestine and the immigration of Jewish groups to South Arabia due to Roman

persecution.

Beeston (1984), however, has a different view to that of Wolfensohn and Ali, by considering that
the story of King Tubb® Abh Kariba As‘ad might refer to a conversion to the “Rahmanist cult”,
rather than to Judaism (p149). Meanwhile, Lecker (1995a) disagrees with this view by offering a
fragment of this account, reported by a Kindite Jew living in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic
periods and later preserved by al-Samhtdi (1972). According to Lecker, the story of King Tubb®’s
conversion to Judaism and his adoption of it as the official religion of the Himyarite kingdom is
very possibly correct, because one of those who told the story had received the details from his
grandfather, a Kindite Jew who came from Yemen and later settled in Medina.

From an academic view of point, Lecker’s conclusion seems to be closer to the facts of the story of
the King Tubb‘ than Beeston’s claim. In detail, the military campaign of King Tubb‘ Abii Kariba
As‘ad’ to Yathrib is likely to have been a real historical event (despite perhaps containing some
elements of legend), especially his debates with the two Jewish rabbis. An important inscription in
the Dawadmi town in the middle west of Saudi Arabia at the moment records that King Tubb® Aba
Kariba As‘ad and his army, which consisted of several southern tribes, crossed through this place in
his wars against some rebelling tribes and the Lakhmid kingdom in the north (Philby, 1950, al-
‘Amr et al., 1990, Ali, 1993).

The text of the inscription clearly refers to political conflict, but the commercial factor was most
probable present because of the increasing importance of the caravan route between the south and
north of Arabia at that time. This all provides strong evidence for accepting the possibility of the
invasion of Yathrib and Mecca by King Tubb® due to the commercial importance of both cities on
the caravan route. In other words, the commercial factor appears to confirm the existence of
Judaism in South Arabia in the reign of King Tubb. As a result, the story of King Tubb* probably
indicates the acknowledgement of Judaism as the official religion of the Himyarites after many

centuries in which the Jews were a minority and forms of polytheism remained the official religion.

The story of King Tubb" is seemingly in relation to a valuable account reported by the two Muslim
historians al-Ya‘qubi (1883) and Ibn-Qataybah (1981) about the spread of Judaism in the region of

Najran in particular, around the time of King Tubb®’s reign. Both stated that Judaism gained a
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number of converts during that time, particularly among the people of Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b.
Unfortunately, neither of these Muslim historians provided many more details of the activities of
the Jewish missionaries, the religious practices, or the extent of conversion to Judaism amongst the
people of Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b. The account reported by these historians simply stipulates that
“some of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b converted to Judaism”. (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, vol. 1, p 298, Ibn-
Qutaybah, 1981, p 621)

This particular account leads to the suggestion that the number of converts to Judaism among the
Najranites appears to have been smaller than in other southern regions, mainly Hadramawt, ‘Adan,
San‘a, Zafar and Kinda, where Jews gradually formed a large proportion of the population. As
evidence, the number of Jewish people in Najran by the time of the invasion by the Himyarite king
around 518 CE was small, while the presence of Jews in Zafar, the capital of the Himyarite
kingdom, for example, seems to have been larger. The cause of this small number was perhaps
because the activities of the Jewish missionaries in Najran were limited in comparison to other
southern Arabian regions. The small number of Jews of Najran, however, most likely enjoyed
political influence during this Himyarite stage, due to the adoption of Judaism as the religion of the
Himyarite state. This may have been what led to the establishing of a real community for Jews in
Najran, with the appointment of clerics, building of synagogues and creation of religious education

for the followers of Judaism in the region.

In sum, the existence of Judaism in Najran, like other south Arabian regions, appears to have
developed from ancient history prior to the sixth century CE to become one of the main

communities in the religious structure of Najran.

4.3 The status of Najranite Jews during the Pre-Islamic era

During the time preceding the rise of Islam, the Jewish community of Najran, as mentioned, passed
through three main political reigns: Himyarite, Abyssinian and Persian. These reigns affected
several aspects of the presence of the Jews in Najran, particularly the spread of Judaism among
Najranites, the practice of religion and the relationships between the Najranite Jews and the society

around them.

In the first quarter of the sixth century CE, the Najranite Jewish community played a major role in

the history of Najran. Judaism was already an established influence, as can be seen from the
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existence of several synagogues, particularly around the town centre (Moberg, 1924). According to
The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) and The Two Letters of Simeon (Ya'qub, 1966, Shahid,
1971), these synagogues were under the rule of a number of Jewish rabbis who had come from
Tiberias*’. These accounts provide clear evidence of a connection between the Jews in Palestine and
the Jewish community of Najran which seems to have begun as far back as the fifth century CE, if
not before. Moreover, the accounts given by The Book of the Himyarites and The Letters Two of
Simeon offer further evidence of the Jewish religious activities which these rabbis undertook, such
as transmitting the Torah, teaching Hebrew and performing Jewish rituals of worship, which will be
discussed in detail later (Moberg, 1924, Ya‘qtib, 1966).

By the time of the invasion of Najran by the Himyarite king, Dhtit Nuwas around 518 CE, Jews
represented a major part of the multi-religious Najranite society, in addition to Christians and
polytheists (Moberg, 1924, Ya‘qtb, 1966). Christian and Muslim accounts largely agree that the
Najranite Jews invoked the help of the Himyarite king, which resulted in the persecuation of
Christians, but the difference here is in the details of the context of the story. The Christian version
states that the dissemination of Christianity in Najran created serious tensions with Judaism, and
this resulted in violent actions against Jewish synagogues (Moberg, 1924, Ya'qub, 1966). The
Muslim accounts, however, do not refer to the destruction of Jewish synagogues, only indicating
that a Najranite Jew invoked King Dhii Nuwas because Christians had killed his sons (al-Azraqf,
1965, al-Fasawi, 1981, Ibn-Khaldtn, 1984, al-Tabari, 1987, Ibn al-Athir, 1994). Both Christian and
Muslim accounts agree that Abyssinian military intervention was the most serious reaction to the
persecution of Christians in Najran, and that it led to the collapse of the kingdom of Himyar and the
death of its final ruler (Moberg, 1924, al-Azraqi, 1965, Ya'qub, 1966, al-Fasawi, 1981, Ibn-
Khaldiin, 1984, al-Tabar1, 1987, Ibrahim, 2007).

The circumstances of Najranite Jews during the period of Abyssinian occupation has been an
interesting question for recent research. The claim is that the Abyssinian campaign must have
persecuted the Najranite Jews and destroyed their synagogues, and may have dispersed them to
many areas across Arabia (Shahid, 1979, Aharoni and Ahituv, 2006, Berenbaum and Skolnik,

2007). For Tobi (1999), however, the lack of available information means that there is not a clear

47 Tiberias, or Tabaryyiah as it is termed in Arabic, is an ancient city located in north-east Palestine (al- Istakhri, 1927,
Ibn-Hawqal, 1938, Pahlitzsch, 2016).
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picture of the circumstances of southern Arabian Jews under this new Christian rule. He agrees with
Ali (1993) in considering that Judaism may have receded somewhat after the collapse of the
Himyarite kingdom, but not to the extent that Shahid (1979) and Aharoni and Ahituv (2006)
suggest, because Judaism in Najran and other south Arabian towns alike maintained its existence

among southern Arabian societies.

A valuable statement offered by the Book of the Himyarites reveals some of the obscurity
surrounding the status of Najranite Jews under Abyssinian occupation (Moberg, 1924). This book
reports further details on the arrival of the Abyssinian King Kaleb in Najran after destroying the
capital of the Kingdom of the Himyarites, Zafar, and killing many Himyarite Jews. In Najran, most
Jews survived the massacre because they tattooed their hands with the sign of the Cross. The book
claims that the Abyssinian king understood this deception, but tolerated it, as he said: “Although
these are not worthy of pity because they have crucified their Lord and murdered His servants,
nevertheless, lest they should think that the victorious Cross is not a strong place of refuge and a
deliverer from all evils to all who seek shelter by it, those who show on their hands the victorious
sign of the Cross of our Saviour and Him who makes us victorious may live....” (Moberg, 1924, p.
CXXXViii).

This statement clearly shows that the Abyssinians avoided further violent actions against the Jews

of Najran after the overthrow of the Himyarite state.

Furthermore, The Acts of Gregentios gives a useful account about “The Laws of the Himyarites”,
suggested by the archbishop Gregentios himself (al-Na‘tm, 2000, Berger, 2006). Although the main
focus of those Laws was on the social, administrative and political affairs of Najran during the early
Abyssinian occupation, there is useful information on religious matters concerning the Najranite
Jews in particular. The clauses of these laws dealt with Najran as a Christian region, regardless of
other non-Christians, mainly Jews and polytheists. In religious matters, the Laws state that all
people must respect religious occasions and Sundays must be respected by stopping commercial
activities. These laws, however, do not include specific terms that require Jews or other non-
Christians to embrace Christianity. The logical conclusion that can be understood here is that the
Jews of Najran were perhaps subjected to forms of harassment in practising their religion and hence
this could have been what led to the reduction in their numbers over the course of time. This Jewish
community, however, remained part of the religious structure of Najran, as will be seen in the

following periods discussed below.
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During the period of Persian existence in South Arabia, after 597 CE, the conditions for Jews seem
to have improved and Najran became a major centre for Judaism, in addition to the Hadramawt,
Kinda and Himyarite regions (al-Shuja‘, 1987, Piotrovskii, 1987, Abduly, 2011). Here, it is
important to remember that Najran itself enjoyed the semi-independent tribal rule of the Bant al-
Harith bin Ka‘'b and their Christians allies, as discussed in Chapter Two (see sub-section 2.5.3).
Under this rule, the Najranite Jewish community led a peaceful life, as did Christians and
polytheists (Da’ud, 1988, Dughaym, 1995, Abduly, 2011). Hence, they found in Najran a suitable
place to trade, practise crafts and engage in agricultural activities (Ali, 1993, Dughaym, 1995). As
evidence, 1bn-Habib (1942) narrated a significant story of a commercial partnership between the
nobles of Mecca, in particular ‘Abdul Muttalib 1bn-Hashim, the Prophet Muhammad’s grandfather,
and a Jewish trader from Najran. This commercial partnership offers direct evidence for the
commercial health of the Najranite Jews during that time of pre-Islamic history. It can also be
concluded that the positive stability gave Jews the freedom to worship in synagogues, hold religious

festivals and perform religious rituals.

From the accounts above, it can be understood that Judaism had converts among the Najranites in
addition to possible non-Najranite Jews coming to trade, and the presence of those Jewish people
would have been in both the city centre and the rural areas. However, during the three different
historical periods, when South Arabia was ruled in turn by Himyarites, Abyssinians and Persians,
the size of the Jewish community in Najran apparently remained small in comparison to Christians
and polytheists. Therefore, the political and religious impact of Judaism, in particular after the end
of the Jewish Himyarite state, was almost non-existent, as can clearly be seen in the dominance of
the tribal polytheistic rule of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b and their allies in the Christian
community. A possible explanation for this minimal impact is that the Jews of Najran were not keen
to disseminate the Jewish faith among the Najranite people, but simply focused on economic
activities such as trade, agriculture and banking interests, which helped them to develop their

wealth.

It is thus reasonable to assume that the practice of such economic activities by Jewish people would
have contributed to the growth of the Najran economy, as noted in the rise of the Najran market to
become one of the most developed Arab markets during the pre-Islam time. As a result, it may also
be assumed that the majority of Najranites, in particular Christians and polytheists, positively

accepted the existence of the Jewish community as a part of Najran society in this particular period.
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Thus, all these factors seem to have enabled the Jewish community to enjoy freedom in practising
their religion.

Overall, the existence of Judaism in Najran was influenced by the political conditions in South
Arabia during the Himyarite, Abyssinian and Persian phases of rule. However, Judaism maintained

its existence despite the small number of its members.

4.4 Najranite Jews under Muslim rule

Perhaps the first indication of the Jewish presence in Najran in the Islamic era is given by Ibn-Ja“far
(1981) and al-Baladhur (1987), who give an important account of the Jews of Najran concerning
the first written covenant between the Prophet Muhammad and a delegation by the Christian
community of Najran in 630 CE/ 9 AH. Both historians related that Najranite Jews entered into the
first written covenant together with the Christians but as subordinates of them (Ibn-Ja“far, 1981, al-
Baladhuri, 1987). Unfortunately, neither writer provides any more details explaining, for example,
that possibly Jewish representatives accompanied the Christian deputation to meet the Prophet
Muhammad or how those Najranite Jews became subject to the Prophet Muhammad’s covenant.
Nonetheless, in reading the details of this covenant, it is important to point out that the covenant
specifically promises “to Najran and their followers the protection of God (Jiwar Allah) and the
pledge (Dhimmah) of Muhammad the Prophet...” (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Vol. 1, p287, Hamidullah, 1956,
p93, Watt, 1965, p359, al-Hiwali, 1976, p94, al-Baladhuri, 1987, p76, Morrow, 2013, p113). This
particular statement means that all the terms of the covenant could include other communities living
in Najran in addition to the Christians. Thus, it can be confidently assumed that al-Baladhuri and
Ibn-Ja‘far mean in their statement that the Jewish community of Najran enjoyed the same rights as
those given to Christians in protecting houses of worship and freedom of religion and community
authority in local matters, in return paying the Jizyah, which will be examined in detail in Chapter

Six (see section 6.5).

The second account referring to the Jews of Najran is offered by the Prophet Muhammad’s official
decree to his first governor in Najran, ‘Amr bin Hazm, in 631 CE / 10 AH (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn-
Khaldiin, 1984, al-Tabari, 1987). In this decree, the Prophet ordered ‘Amr bin Hazm to protect the
religious freedoms of the Jews and in return collect the Jizyah (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955,

Abu-Yisuf, 1962). This decree confirms what is assumed above for the Jews of Najran; namely, to
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enjoy the same rights as those given to Christians in the protection of their properties and

synagogues, and freedom of worship.

During the period of the Rashidun Caliphate (632-661 CE/ 11-40 AH), the available information
about the Jews of Najran remains very little. Muslim sources are still silent in relation to the Jews of
Najran until 641 CE / 20 AH when the second Caliph, ‘Umar bin al-Khattab evicted the Christians
from Najran and expelled them to al-Kifa in Mesopotamia. Muslim historians such as al-Baladhuri
(1987), al-Tabar1 (1987) and Ibn al-Athir (1994) report that an unspecific number of the Jewish
community were also driven out of Najran and were compensated with new properties in a town
near al-Kiaifa, known later as Najraniyyat al-Kiifa. This valuable reference provides evidence to
presume that the status of the Najranite Jews seems to have been one of peaceful enjoyment of
religious freedom and the practice of economic activities as a non-Muslim community. Here, it is
noticeable that the available information from Muslim sources about the role of Najranite Jews
through Muslim sources is generally not large unlike the details by the same sources about the
Christian presence in the region. This gives further evidence for the previous suggestion about the

Jewish influence in Najran remaining limited, representing a small Jewish community.

Overall, it is clear that the existence of Jews in Najran was impacted by the Muslim rule, which
offered them a measure of acceptance and religious tolerance similar to that given to Christians.
However, the existence of Judaism still receded during the early Islamic era due to the expulsion of

a number of its followers, as will be discussed in detail in Chapter Six (see sub-section 6.5.6).

4.5 The main aspects of Jewish religious life

The major problem faced in this chapter is the lack of information about the Jewish religious life in
Najran. This may be due to the focus of available sources on the political history rather than on the
religious aspects and the history of the Najranite Jews itself. Therefore, it is necessary to read most
of the religious aspects of the Najranite Jews in the context of their religious relationships with
Jewish communities in Palestine and al-Hijaz as well as with nearby Yemenite Jewish communities,
which can provide the necessary religious references (Abt Jabal, 1999). As already mentioned,
there were two missions of Jewish rabbis: the first was from al-Hijaz, at the time of the Himyarite
King Tubb® Abu Kariba As‘ad at the beginning of the fifth century CE, and the second was from

Palestine, in particular from Tiberias, at the time of the last Himyarite Jewish King, Dhii Nuwas.
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These missions established religious relationships which resulted in an impact on most aspects of
the Najranite Jews’ religious life: their religious organisation, beliefs and rituals of worship, as will

be discussed below.

4.5.1 Religious organisation

The Jews of Najran, like south Arabian Jews, had their religious organisation in their schools of
thought, places of worship and leaders of religion. Some Christian sources shed some light on this
question when speaking about the Jewish-Christian conflict in Najran. The first direct report of their
religious activities is given in The Book of the Himyarites and The Letters of Simeon (Moberg,
1924, Ya'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971). These sources report significant details concerning the journeys
of Jewish rabbis from Tiberias to Najran in the reign of the Himyarite Jewish King Dht Nuwas,
bringing holy books (the Torah and the Talmud) and establishing synagogues, before the Jewish-
Christian struggle which occurred around 518 CE (Moberg, 1924, Ya“qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971).

These Christian accounts show significant missionary activities by Palestinian rabbis preaching
Judaism among the Najranites, which may have continued until the end of the Himyar kingdom.
These missionary activities were most likely supported by the Himyarite rule to face the growth of
Christianity in the region. This support can be understood in light of the fact that Christianity
represented an aspect of the Byzantine-Abyssinian influence which was an aggressive one in
relation to the Himyarite kingdom. Despite the Himyarite political support for Jewish missionary
works, therefore, Judaism could not largely be propagated amongst Najranites, unlike Christianity.
This may be due to the fact that the previous Jewish mission in the reign of King Tubb* could not
gain many converts to Judaism, as suggested earlier. Another reason that can be assumed here is
that Jewish missionary works appear to have receded, particularly during Christian Abyssinian rule
in Yemen. This may provide a logical answer as to why the Jews of Najran were few in comparison
to the Christians and polytheists. However, it may be suggested that the arrival of Jewish rabbis
from either Tiberias or Yathrib must have exerted considerable influence on the religious structure

of Jewish people in Najran.

The first influence can be read through The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) which states that

the Jews of South Arabia, including their co-religionists in Najran, were divided into two main
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schools, Pharisees*® and Sadducees,*® when the Himyarite Jewish King, Dhii Nuwas invaded
Najran. This account clearly reflects the important impact brought by Tiberian rabbis to South
Arabia, including Najran, due to the fact that most Jewish religious schools originated in ancient
Palestine where Tiberias is located (Deines, 2006a, Deines, 2006b). This division, however, did not
appear to lead to a major split amongst the south Arabian Jews and Najranite Jews in particular. It
probably remained in religious thought amongst Jewish individuals rather than affecting the
structure of the Jewish community itself or its leaders of religion.

The second aspect of influence can be seen in the construction of Jewish houses of worship,
commonly known as synagogues. Some Christian sources report on the establishment of a number
of synagogues by rabbis coming from Tiberias to the inhabitants of Najran at the beginning of the
sixth century CE, before the struggle with the Christians, but nothing is known of the status or
practices of these synagogues after the Abyssinian invasion, and even though both The Martyrdom
of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) and The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) report some details of
what the Abyssinian King Kaléb did after he took over Najran, neither source says anything about
the Jewish synagogues. Nonetheless, despite the absence of information about the synagogues or
what was practised in them, Aba Jabal (1999) suggests that Jewish synagogues in South Arabia
represented the main spiritual centre of worship for performing daily prayer, reciting the Torah and

holding religious events.

Additionally, Muslim sources talk of another type of Jewish religious house for studying Judaism,
particularly in al-Hijaz. They term it Bayt al-Madaris or “The House of Schools”, in which Jews
studied different topics related to Judaism, such as theological studies of holy books, biographies of
the prophets and messengers, and Jewish history (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987, al-Bukhari,
1997). Furthermore, these houses of schools played another role in addition to their religious
function. They were the best places for Jews to meet, discuss and reach decisions on political issues
(Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987, al-Bukhari, 1997). Unfortunately, the available sources say

nothing about the existence of this type of place of worship among Jewish communities in South

48 The Pharisees were a religious-political school of thought, probably established in the first century CE. They have

been described as adopting a radical approach that called for maintaining the origins of Moses’ tradition (Deines,
2006a).

49 The Sadducees were a Jewish political and religious party established in Palestine in the second century BCE. This
party was in contrast to the Pharisees because of its rejection of the concepts of afterlife, fate, evil and angels as well as
not accepting all parts of Torah (Deines, 2006b).
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Arabia. However, Hijazi Jewish rabbis in the time of King Tubb®, as referred to earlier, may have
introduced this type of Jewish place of worship. The missionary activities of these rabbis, which
established real Jewish communities in South Arabia, would have had additional impacts on their
faith. The places of worship seem to have had a major impact, due to the importance given to
practising rituals. Therefore, the establishing of this type of Bayt al-Madaris probably occurred,
albeit they may have been few in comparison to the synagogues.

The third important impact can be noted in the religious organisation of Judaism in Najran, which
was headed by religious leaders. Abi Jabal (1999) suggests that Jewish religious leaders among
south Arabian Jews took over the administration of most religious affairs, such as the interpretation
of the holy books, intercession with Jehovah, and the application of Jewish law and guidance
concerning the performance of rituals (Aba Jabal, 1999). This suggestion raises an essential
question here about the development and roles of the Jewish religious leaders in the religious life of
the Najranite Jewish community as well as the ranks of those Jewish leaders. The first accounts
regarding this question are given by The Letters of Simeon and The Book of the Himyarites
(Moberg, 1924, Ya'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971). They state that the supervision of the religious
organisation of Najranite Jews was conducted by Tiberian rabbis until the Abyssinian occupation of
South Arabia around 525 CE (Moberg, 1924, Ya‘qib, 1966, Shahid, 1971). These sources provide
direct evidence for the great influence of Palestinian Jews on their Najranite co-religionists, which

is probable to have continued during the period under study.

Another valuable account supplied by The Acts of Gregentios (Berger, 2006) speaks about an
interfaith dialogue between the archbishop Gregentios and the Jewish rabbi Herban that took place
during the Abyssinian existence in Najran. The account of this dialogue reflects aspects of the

rabbi’s role, as can be noted in his debate on theological issues with the Christian archbishop.

The dialogue account implies that the rabbi Herban was a representative of his Jewish followers in
political issues when he negotiated the Abyssinian rule in relation to the situation of his followers.
That means that the influence of Jewish leaders was not only on religious issues. They may have
practised other roles in political and social matters concerning Jewish communities in South Arabia.
This account shows that Jews in South Arabia enjoyed religious leadership despite the domination

by the Christian Abyssinians in the region.

The ranking of religious leaders in the Najranite Jewish community appears to have been similar to

that of other Jewish communities across Arabia, particularly in the south. In this respect, Daradikah
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(1992), Abu Jabal (1999) and Tobi (1999) regard the term Ahbar as the most common one for
Jewish leaders among the Jews of Arabia during the pre-Islamic and early Islamic eras. This view
differs slightly from what can be understood from Muslim sources. More clearly, it seems that the
two terms cohen and Ahbar occasionally refer to Jewish leaders of religion in general, rather than to
a specific class (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn-Durayd, 1991). This is significantly
similar to the state of the Najranite Jews who knew about rabbis (Akbar), priests (cohen) and
scholars (Moberg, 1924, Ya'qib, 1966, Berger, 2006).

However, an evaluation of the categories of Jewish leaders of religion shows significant differences
between these terms. For Najranite Jews, leaders of religion may, like the Jews of Yemen and al-
Hijaz, have consisted of two main classes, jurist and scholar (Ali, 1993). In the Qur’an, both terms
are mentioned: “Surely We revealed the Torah, wherein there is guidance and light. Thereby did
Prophets — who had submitted themselves (to Allah) judge for the Judaized folk; and so, did the
scholars and jurists. They judged by the Book of Allah for they had been entrusted to keep it, and
bear witness to it. So (O Jews!) do not fear men but fear Me, and do not barter away My signs for a
trivial gain. Those who do not judge by what Allah has revealed are indeed the unbelievers” (Strat
al-Ma’ida, 34).

Ali (1993) interprets the Qur’anic account by examining the difference in rabbinic authority for
each class. He observes that the jurist class must understand prohibition and allowance, be the
arbiters of disputes, give guidance in rituals and lead worshippers in prayer, whereas the scholar
needs to be an expert in Jewish law, history and culture, and to publicly teach Jews in houses of
worship (Ali, 1993). Wolfensohn (1927) puts forward this view in the light of the following
Qur’anic verse: “Why is it that their scholars and jurists do not forbid them from sinful utterances
and devouring unlawful earnings? Indeed, they have been contriving evil” (Strat al-Ma’ida, 63). He
assumes that this verse is clear evidence that Jewish rabbis had complete control over most religious
and secular matters, and considers this term Haber to be the common nickname for every Jew with

a deep knowledge of Jewish religion, whether scholar or jurist (Wolfensohn, 1927).

When considering the previous views in the case of the south Arabian rabbi Herban, as presented by
The Acts of Gregentios (Berger, 2006), he seems to be close to Wolfensohn’s assumption because
he was entirely a jurist on theological issues and a leader of his community at the same time. It
appears that ranks, terms and responsibilities of religious leaders in the Najranite Jewish community

did not differ from those of other Jewish communities in the Arabian Peninsula in the period under
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study. In other words, Ahbar was apparently the most common name for both jurists and scholars

amongst Najranite Jews, as it was for other Arabian Jews in that period.

The fourth impact can be seen in the adoption of the Torah and the Talmud as the major sources of
legislation for Jewish communities from early times. This brought the Hebrew language to South
Arabia, with the spread of Judaism in that area. Epigraphic research by Philby (1952) shows that
Hebrew inscriptions were discovered on several mountains south and south east of Najran, probably
dating back to antiquity. These inscriptions offer evidence for the early arrival of the Hebrew
language in Najran and support the suggestion of large amounts of Jewish Scripture being brought
by those Jewish rabbis who came from Tiberias (Moberg, 1924). During the early decades of Islam,
copies of the Torah written in Hebrew were disseminated among the Jews of South Arabia, as seen
in the case of Ka‘b al-Ahbar®, who claimed to own a pure copy of the Torah (al-Dhahabi, 1981).
This provides another possible piece of evidence of the use of Hebrew among the Jews of South
Arabia, including their co-religionists in Najran, despite the scant information of other examples of
Hebrew being used among those Jews. In short, it can be assumed that Arabic probably remained
the primary language in public among the Najranite Jews, whilst Hebrew was required in prayers,

for reading the Torah, and for religious education (Wolfensohn, 1927, Ali, 1993).

In sum, there seems to be a considerable influence by Tiberian rabbis in establishing the religious
structure of the Jews of Najran that is represented in schools of religious thought, places of worship,

leaders of Judaism and the learning of holy books.

4.5.2 Religious beliefs

In religious thought, the same problem of the lack of information can be seen here because of there

are no specific details concerning the religious thought of the Jews of Najran.

The interfaith dialogue between the archbishop Gregentios and the Jewish rabbi Herban shed light
on major issues regarding the holy books, old prophets and the Prophethood of Jesus Christ (Berger,
2006). Despite the account of this dialogue being shrouded by elements of legend by mentioning
miracles, its importance can be assumed in the focus of this dialogue on major issues between

Christianity and Judaism. The dispute over these issues is well known and does not differ from the

50 A Yemenite Jewish scholar who converted to Islam in the reign of ‘Umar bin al-Khattab and died around 652 CE in
Syria (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ilyas, 2007, Wolfensohn, 2008).
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present, as can be seen in the debates on the Prophethood of Jesus and old prophets, and the truth of
the New Testament and Old Testament (Berger, 2006).

Later, most these issues were argued between the Prophet Muhammad and the Jews of Medina,
especially concerning angels, old prophets, creation of earth and heaven, Prophethood of
Muhammad and holy books (Surat al-‘Imran, 72, Surat al-Ma’ida, 59, al-Tabar1, 1987, al-Suhay]i,
2000). In total, the views can be summarised as the non-recognition of non-Jewish prophets,
particularly Jesus and Muhammad, and the rejection of any holy books other than the Torah and
Talmud.

The biography of the Yemenite Jewish rabbi Ka'b al-Ahbar provides information to assist in
understanding the rituals and beliefs of southern Arabian Jews, including the Najranite Jews (Ibn-
Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Bukhari, 1941, al-Mizzi, 1980a, al-Tabari, 1995, Ibn-Hajar, 2010). Ka‘b al-Ahbar
and his father were great religious leaders for most Jewish communities in South Arabia, including
the Najranite Jews, during pre-Islamic and early Islamic times and he described interesting
theological issues from a Jewish perspective, such the creation of Adam and Eve, the story of the
Prophet Ibrahim’s sacrifice of Isaac, and holy books, angels and old prophets (al-Ya‘qiibi, 1883,
Ibn-Shabbah, 1979, al-Tabari, 1987, al-Jahiz, 2003).

The similarity between the three above accounts (the Gregentios-Herban dialogue, the Prophet
Muhammad and Jews of Medina debates, and the Ka‘b al-Ahbar biography) provide evidence to
suggest that the Jews of Najran did not differ from other Jewish communities either in South Arabia

or al-Hijaz, in adopting the same theological beliefs in Prophethood, creation and holy books.

4.5.3 Rituals of worship

For rituals of worship, the available knowledge concerning the Jews of South Arabia is extremely
limited, due to the focus of Muslim sources on the Jews of al-Hijaz. Nonetheless, modern research
shows that whether they were from al-Hijaz, South Arabia or anywhere else, Jews did not differ in
the performance of their rituals of prayer, fasting and so on (al-Hawari, 1988, Ali, 1993, Abiu Jabal,
1999).
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Muslim scholars such as al-Qastallant (1996), al-Bukhari (1997) and Ibn al-Athir (1997) related that
Jewish people in al-Hijaz used to fast on the Day of Ashura®. They named this day Yaiam Kippiir or
the Kafarah Day (the Day of Atonement). Traditionally, the Jews of Arabia would fast on the Day
of Ashura from sunrise until sunset (Da’ad, 1988, Ali, 1993). On this day, the great rabbi (or the
high priests) went into the synagogues to perform the special prayers of Yaum Kippir (al-
Qastallani, 1996). Ali (1993) deduces that the fast of Yaam Kippiir amounted to an abstinence from
food, drink, intercourse with women and unacceptable speech. Similarly to other Jews, the Arabian
Jews maintained Saturday as a sacred day. On this day, it is not permitted for Jews to do any kind of
work; it must be a day of rest (Da’ud, 1988, Ali, 1993).

Additionally, circumcision was a well-known tradition among the Najranite Jews, as with their co-
religionists across Arabia (Daradikah, 1992, Ali, 1993). Wolfensohn (1927) states that this ritual
has a clear origin in the Jewish faith, that a new-born male child must be circumcised. He also
states, however, that this custom may have come from an ancient practice, as circumcision was also
common among Arab polytheists in pre-Islamic times (Wolfensohn, 1927). Indeed, it was a
traditional custom throughout Arab societies and other peoples of the Near East for many centuries
(al-Jahiz, 1964, Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965). In other words, circumcision is not exclusive to the Jewish

religion, as it is also a common ritual for most pre-Islamic Arabs and Muslims.

The postponement is another significant ritual that was practised among Arabian Jews (al-Biriini,
n.d.). The performance of it is based on the idea that the religious leader has the authority to
postpone the aligning of the lunar calendar with the solar calendar; in other words, the procedure of
Jewish postponement can be described as the addition, performed by a religious leader of the
community, of seven lunar months to nineteen lunar years, to equal nineteen solar years (Exodus,
34: 31, Wolfensohn, 1927, Daradikah, 1992). This ritual is similar to that of Nasi’ which was a
common custom among Arab polytheists during the pre-lIslamic era. Therefore, al-Birtini (n.d.) sees
that pre-Islamic Arabs might learnt of Nasi’ from the Jewish postponement, due to the similarity of
both ideas in setting the solar calendar. The impact of Jews on Nasi’ was possible, especially in
counting the calendar, but the main purpose of Nasi’ is slightly different, as it represents the time of

Hajj.

51 The Day of Ashura (‘Ashiira’ as it is called in Arabic) is believed to have been the tenth day of the first month in the
Islamic calendar of today (Campo, 2009).
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Regarding prayer, available information is still scarce, but Ibn-Hisham (1955) provides some
important details on the practice of this ritual among the Jews of al-Hijaz. They prayed three times a
day in the direction (Qibla) of Jerusalem (Bayt al-Magdis) (Ibn-Hisham, 1955). Moreover,
according to the south Arabian rabbi Ka‘b al-Ahbar, the prayer for rain was a common ritual
amongst south Arabian and al-Hijaz Jews (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, al-Jahiz, 1964, al-Tabari, 1987). When
calling to prayer, Arabian Jews did not differ from other Jewish worshippers in using the Shofar to
call people to come to the synagogue (al-Qastallani, 1996). Here, it is important to note that such
daily prayers or special prayers were originally part of the rituals of worship of Judaism from
ancient times (Elmessiri, 1999).

The above accounts thus provide indirect information on the performance of types of prayer among
Najranite Jews. They seem to have been similar to other Jewish communities in adopting the same
rites of prayers such as practising prayer in synagogues, calling for prayer by Shofar or even

performing forms of prayer, daily and special.

All the preceding details show that forms of fasting, prayer and religious celebration were probably
common amongst Najranite Jews, as they were for other Jewish communities in Arabia or even in
the Near East during the period under study. This view is based on the historical accounts that the
establishment of Jewish community in Najran was by both Jews of al-Hijaz and then Jewish rabbis

from Palestine who presumably brought their religious traditions into the worship rituals.

In short, in spite of the scant information provided by the available sources, it can be suggested that
Najranite Jews would not have differed from their co-religionists in al-Hijaz and South Arabia on

the key issues of Jewish religion: religious organisation, beliefs and rituals of worship.

4.6 Conclusion

The date of the arrival of Judaism in Najran is a controversial issue, but it seems to have developed
over a long period of time in which the number of Jews was small, until King Tubb® acknowledged
Judaism as the official religion for the Himyarites, including the region of Najran. During the period
under study, the conditions of the Jews of Najran were often impacted by the political situation in
South Arabia. That can be seen in the receding of Najranite Judaism under Abyssinian occupation
whereas it improved during the Persian existence when Najran enjoyed a fair amount of political

independence under tribal rule, prior to the advent of Islam.
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During the early Islamic era, the situation of Najranite Jews was regulated by Muslim rules for non-
Muslims. These rules offered Jews a measure of the freedom of religious practice and the protection

of property and life.

With regard to the main aspects of religious life, although there is little information available on
that of Najranite Jews, it is clear that Judaism was influenced by the two Jewish communities in
Palestine and al-Hijaz. Both communities obviously played a significant role in establishing a real
Jewish community in Najran in terms of religious organisation, beliefs and rituals of worship. The
role of Palestinian rabbis appears to have had an impact, by establishing a real religious identity for
the Najranite Jews during the first quarter of the sixth century CE and possibly afterwards. That
influence of the Palestinian rabbis can be assumed from the building of houses of worship, the
allocation of leaders of religion and the bringing of holy books. This influence can be suggested by
the existence of followers of the two school of religious thought, the Pharisees and Sadducees, and

also in the references to their religious leaders by the name Ahbar.

The Jews of Najran, like other Arabian Jews, seemingly adopted the most common beliefs on the
major arguable issues with Christianity and Islam such as the concept of creation, old prophets and
the Prophethood of Jesus Christ and Muhammad. Besides, the performance of the main rituals in
Judaism such as prayer, fasting, religious celebrations and circumcision was probably similar to

what other Jewish communities practised at that time.
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Chapter 5

Christianity: Origins, Places of Worship, Doctrines, Theological Concepts, Clergy and
Rituals of Worship

5.1 Introduction

Before addressing the religious structure of the Christians of Najran, it is useful to begin by
investigating the arrival of Christianity in Najran to understand the circumstances behind this
arrival. The discussion will then be divided into five main sections. It will firstly present the places
of worship in relation to types, terms used and location, while paying special attention to the
question of the Ka‘ba of Najran.

The research will next investigate the doctrines of Najranite Christians during the period under
study, by examining the development of the doctrinal history of Christianity in Najran from the
period of Abyssinian rule in South Arabia, which began around 525 CE, until the arrival of Islam. It
will then address the theological conceptions of Najranite Christians toward major issues in religion

such as the Christology of Jesus, creation,Prophethood, Paradise and Hellfire.

The fourth section will focus on the Christian clergy of Najran, in relation to holy orders,
classifications, development, local terms used and responsibilities. The final section will highlight
the most important rituals of worship described by the available Christian and Muslim sources. The
discussion will focus on four main rituals — baptism, prayer, pilgrimage and monasticism — by

evaluating their rites, types, rules and places of practising such rituals.
5.2 Origins of Christianity in Najran

The story of the arrival of Christianity in Najran is shrouded in controversy in both Muslim and
Christian sources. This controversy can be seen through arguments concerning particular issues,
such as the approximate date of its arrival, the country from which Christianity came to Najran, and

the first person to evangelise on behalf of the Christian faith in Najran.

In eastern Christian sources, the oldest date is claimed by Ibn-Matta (1896), who stated that Mar
Mari (Saint Mari), one of the 70 evangelists who dispersed soon after the time of Jesus Christ,

preached Christianity in Arab lands amongst nomads, including in Yemen and Najran. Eusebius
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(1998)° differently stated that Pantaenus, a philosopher from an Alexandrian School of Faith, was
sent to “India” °3. When he arrived there, he found that people in that country already believed in
Christ, and they showed him a copy of the Gospel of Matthew written in Hebrew, which had been
brought by the apostle Bartholomew around the second century CE. Philostorgius (2007) claimed
that the people of Najran embraced the Christian faith in the reign of the emperor Constantius II
(337-361 CE), when the emperor sent a mission to the Kingdom of Himyar, headed by the Arian
monk Theophilus, to receive permission from the Himyarite king for the construction of several
churches in Zafar, ‘Aden and the entrance to the Gulf of Arabia. Subsequently, Theophilus began to
send evangelists to towns in Greater Arabia, including Najran, and Christianity arrived in this way
(Philostorgius, 2007).

These Christian accounts have been evaluated by modern researchers in the light of the impact of
Christianity on the main cities of the Himyarite kingdom including Najran. Shahid (1989) and Aba
Jawdah (1997) think that this mission could not have established a community of Christians in parts
the Himyarite kingdom, because southern Arabian inscriptions say nothing about the Christian faith,
and only contain polytheistic invocations. In concordance with this, Papathanassiou (1993)
supposes that the accounts narrated through church history may refer to several ephemeral attempts
to spread Christianity, rather than the beginnings of a significant presence, until the early part of the

fifth century CE, when the establishment of Christian churches is well documented.

In fact, there is considerable disagreement between the above Christian sources on the details of the
arrival of Christianity in Najran. This does not merely relate to the approximate date of this arrival,
but also includes other major issues, such as the identity of the first preacher to reach Najran, the
country of origin from which Christianity came to Najran, and the first form of Christian doctrine
that arrived in Najran. This disagreement may itself reflect several attempts by different preachers
and Christian traders to spread Christianity in Najran, rather than the establishment of a single
successful presence. These attempts seem to have been the result of the growing commercial

importance of Najran as a major station on the incense route during the fifth and sixth centuries.

The two Nestorian Christian sources The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907) and Ibn-Sulayman (1899)

provide another version for the introduction of Christianity to Najran. Both tell that a Najranite

52 Eusebius of Caesarea was a Greek historian of the early church and a bishop of Caesarea city, lived between 260-
339 CE, (Jorg, 2011).

53 The author clearly means South Arabia because of mentioning the Himyarites.
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trader called Hayyan travelled to Constantinople to trade, before going on to al-Hira, during the
reign of the Sasanian emperor Yazdegerd | > (Ibn-Sulayman, 1899, Scher, 1907). The story states
that Hayyan saw how the Christians of al-Hira prayed and worshipped, and was converted to
Christianity and baptised in one of the churches in al-Hira. After returning to Najran, Hayyan
invited his family and other Najranites to join his religion and Christianity spread among many

people in Najran and the near regions of Himyar (Ibn-Sulayman, 1899, Scher, 1907).

Moberg (1924) and Shahid (1989) lean towards accepting the Nestorian Christian version of how
Christianity reached Najran. Moberg (1924) points out that this version apparently draws upon The
Book of the Himyarites, and Shahid (1989) believes that the reference to Hayyan is enough evidence
to assume that The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) is the original source of the missing
information narrating the full account the introduction of Christianity to Najran. As a result, Shahid
considers Hayyan as an apostle of Christianity, carrying out missionary activities not only in Najran
but also in other lands across the Himyarite kingdom. Shahid also makes a strong case for the
importance of commercial factors in the spread of Christianity to Najran, since it became a great

trading hub, and Hayyan himself travelled to al-Hira as a merchant.

There is also an Abyssinian version of how Christianity reached Najran, which states that the priest
AzKir established a new church there and had baptised 38 Christians in Najran by the second half of
the fifth century CE (Budge, 1928). Beeston (2005) examines this version in the light of the
Abyssinian influence in South Arabia during the period preceding the Abyssinian invasion of
Yemen around 525 CE, and concludes that this version refers to early Abyssinian missionary
activities. Beeston’s conclusion is most likely to be correct, due to the considerable presence of
Abyssinians, even before their occupation of South Arabia from 525 CE. This Abyssinian presence
appears in the list of the martyred Najranites, which includes the names of Abyssinian clerics
(Moberg, 1924, Ya‘'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971, Ibrahim, 2007). This early presence might be in
relation to the commercial importance of Najran as an open marketplace, as explained in Chapter

Two (see section 2.4).

In Muslim sources, there are two similar versions of the arrival of Christianity in Najran. In the first

version, early historians such as Ibn-Hisham (1955), Ibn-Qutaybah (1981) and al-Mas ‘adi (1981)

54 Yazdegerd | was a king of the Sasanian Persian Empire, reigned from 399 to 420 CE (al-Isfahani, 1961, Daryace,
2014).
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related that Christianity was brought by a Christian ascetic called Faymiytin (Phemion), who came
from Syria to Arabia to work as a builder and was later kidnapped and sold in Najran as a slave. At
that time, the people of Najran worshipped a great palm. Faymiyiin became known throughout
Najran for his spirituality, goodness and piety, and his owner became impressed with Faymiytin’s
religion. This owner, along with other Najranites, converted to Christianity and asked Faymiytn to
perform a miracle on the palm tree. Faymiytn prayed to God to remove it, at which point a strong

wind uprooted the palm, leading many Najranites to embrace Christianity.

However, al-Azraqi (1965) and al-Tabar1 (1987) reported another account that contains minor
differences. Both narrated that the people of Najran were polytheists, worshipping idols, when the
Najranite noble al-Thamir asked a sorcerer to teach magic to his son, ‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir. This
son then passed by a man called Faymiyiin who lived in a small tent near the town. ‘Abdullah saw
how Faymiytin performed his acts of worship, in particular prayer and acts of devotion. According
to al-Tabart (1987), “‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir began to sit with him and listen to him, until he
surrendered himself to God (aslam), acknowledged God’s unity, and worshipped Him” (vol. 2, p,
200). ‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir then began to preach Christianity among his people in the city of
Najran, which spread and began to overtake polytheism in popularity. Because of this, ibn al-
Thamir was summoned by the king, who had him executed for his faith. However, by this point
most Najranites had converted to Christianity, immediately before the persecution of the Najranite

Christians.

The two Muslim versions are discussed by Moberg (1924) in the light of the persecution of
Christians of Najran: he does not regard these as significant, because there is much accordance with
accounts reported by the Book of the Himyarites such as the introduction of Christianity to Najran,
the character of the Himyarite Jewish king and the Abyssinian intervention in Yemen. Thus, the
Muslim versions of the story may be based on Christian sources, rather than giving separate
independent versions, Moberg claims. Abu Jawdah (1997) agrees with Moberg’s suggestion by
claiming that the narration reported by Ibn-Hisham is specifically based on Nestorian Christian
accounts. lbn-Jrais (2004) clearly doubts the credibility of the Muslim versions, and assumes that
the spread of Christianity to Najran perhaps preceded the date proposed by Muslims versions
(around 518 CE) due to the influence of Byzantine missionary work in sending Christian
evangelists to South Arabia and their role in the establishment of several churches in Zafar, Aden,

Najran and other southern Arabian metropolises.
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The claims of Moberg (1924), Abt Jawdah (1997) and Ibn-Jrais (2004) can be examined in the light
of the identities of the early narrators who offered the first details of the arrival of Christianity in
Najran and were used by later Muslim historians, especially Ibn-Hisham, al-Azraqi and al-Tabarf.
These historians mention that their sources were local people living in South Arabia and al-Hijaz,
mainly Muhammad bin Ka‘b al-Qarazi>®, Wahb ibn Munabbih®®, Yazid bin Ziyad and some
Najranites. Interestingly, al-Azraqi’s account mostly relies on a different narrator, ‘Abdullah bin al-

‘Abbas,®" who reported substantially similar details.

These narrators show no significant contradictions concerning the general context of the arrival of
Christianity in Najran, although there are minor differences relating to the identity of the first
Najranite convert to Christianity. The first Muslim version, reported by Ibn-Hisham (1955), Ibn-
Qutaybah (1981) and al-Mas‘adi (1981), did not provide the name of the first Christian convert,
whereas al-Azraqi (1965) and al-Tabar (1987) version names him as ‘Abdullah ibn al-Thamir. The
Muslim narrators are in agreement on details concerning the king responsible for persecuting the
early Christians, the location of the incident, the approximate date of the arrival of Christianity and
the religious identity of the persecuted community. Thus, the two Muslim versions seem to be very
close, and possibly derive from a single origin. It is true that they may contain some
misrepresentations, exaggerations and legends, but this is possibly due to the reliance of these
Muslim historians on the oral transmission of stories relating to the arrival of Christianity in Najran,
as debated in Chapter One (see sub-section 1.2.4). As a result, the two Muslim versions can be said
to be independent accounts, were reported by local Najranite and Yemenite narrators, which unlike

the Christian sources and the views of Moberg (1924), Abt Jawdah (1997) and Ibn-Jrais (2004).

55 Muhammad bin Ka‘b al-Qarazi was attributed to the Jewish tribe Bant Qurayza and his family converted to Islam in
the life of the Prophet Muhammad. He was known as a scholar of Tafsir and narrator of Hadith and history, and died
between 108 and 118 AH / 726-736 CE (lbn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hibban, 1973, Ibn-al-Athir, 1994).

56 Wahb ibn Munabbih ibn Kamil al-Sana‘ant al-Dhimari, a famous Yemenite scholar, was descended from a Persian
father. He was born around 34 AH / 655 CE and educated from childhood in religious studies and history until he
became a prominent scholar in the Qur’an, Tafsir, Figh and history. He died around 110 AH / 728 CE when he was in
ninety years old (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Bukhari, 1941, Ibn-al-Athir, 1994).

57 ‘Abdullah bin al-‘Abbas was a cousin of the Prophet Muhammad. He was born around 618 CE, converted to Islam
when he was young and later became one of the most prominent scholars of early Islam. He was one of the supporters
of Caliph “Ali ibn Abi Talib, but when the caliph was martyred, ‘Abdullah bin al-‘Abbas moved to al- Ta’if and spent
the rest of his life until his death in 687 CE /68 AH (al-Baladhuri, 1996, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).
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Regarding the similarity between the Nestorian Christian and Muslim versions, it is true that there
are important similarities between these, as Moberg and Abii Jawdah mention, particularly the
identity of the persecutor as the Himyarite Jewish king. However, there are also major
contradictions between these versions, in particular concerning the identity of the first Christian
preacher: whether he is the Najranite trader Hayyan, according to the Nestorian Christian version,
or the Syrian preacher Faymiyiin, as suggested by Muslim historians. This lack of agreement also
extends to the country from which the first preacher came, whether it was al-Hira in Mesopotamia,
as claimed in the Nestorian version, or Syria, as Muslim historians believed. Therefore, the claims
by Moberg and Abti Jawdah that Muslim sources relied exclusively on Nestorian Christian sources

are not supported here.

From an analysis of the different stories mentioned above, it seems reasonable to suppose that the
differences between the Nestorian, Abyssinian and Muslim versions probably reflect the intensive
missionary activities practised by a number of Christian preachers, rather than by one single person.
This general surge in missionary activity may be due to Christian economic interest in Najran as an
important commercial centre located on the incense trade route. This interest grew throughout the
first half of the fifth century CE, and the spread of Christianity may have represented an ideal way

to cement Christian influence in South Arabia.

5.3 Places of worship

The Christians of Najran recognised different types of place of worship, depending on the structure
of the building, its location, the practices of worship performed inside and the people who lived
there. A classification of these places was performed by Shahid (1979) and Abu al-Jadayil (2004),
who divided the places of worship in Najran into three types: church, monastery and Martyrium (a
place where martyrs are buried). Both scholars adopted this classification after considering the
Ka‘ba of Najran as a Christian place of worship and pilgrimage, which is suggested by several
Muslim sources, as will be discussed below. Shahid (1979) and Abu al-Jadayil (2004) assume that
the Ka‘'ba of Najran became a holy place named the Martyrium, whereas Trimingham (1979)
proposes that the Ka‘ba of Najran can be the Muslim sources’ term for the Church of the Monastery
of Najran. It is arguable that the Ka'ba of Najran was not a Christian place of worship; instead, it
seems to have been a social space for meetings. Moreover, the Christians of Najran regularly used
three types of building: churches, monasteries and hermitages. These will be discussed later in this

chapter.
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5.3.1 The Ka‘ba of Najran

A number of Muslim scholars, such as al-Qazwini (1960), al-Bakr1 (1983), al-Hamaw1 (1995) and
al-Isfahani (1997), described the Ka‘ba of Najran as a Christian place for holding prayers and
religious celebrations, and as a place of pilgrimage by other Arab groups during the pre-lIslamic
period. They agree that this Ka‘ba was constructed by Bani ad-Dayyan, the tribal chieftain of the
Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b in Najran. According to these Muslim scholars, there were Christian clergy
who were consecrated to serve this Ka‘ba. However, there is disagreement and a confused
understanding in these sources as to whether this Ka‘ba was a church, an abbey or a monastery.
Shahid (1979) suggests that this may be due to a lack of familiarity among Muslim historians with
Christian places of worship. This suggestion is likely to be true, as can be seen from the use of both
terms, Bay‘at (abbey) and Dayr (monastery), when discussing the Ka‘ba of Najran in these sources.
More specifically, al-Bakr1 (1983) and al-Isfahani (1991) in The Book of al-Diyarat (monasteries),
speak of Dayr Najran (the monastery of Najran), whereas al-Isfahani (1997) himself, in another
work, The Book of al-Aghani and al-Hamawi (1995) call this place Bay‘at Najran (the abbey of
Najran).

However, this confusion does not merely relate to the name of the building, but also concerns the
purpose and architecture of the Ka‘ba of Najran. The above sources agree that the Banti ad-Dayyan
built the Ka‘ba to care for indigents, welcome notable guests and poets, and offer hospitality for
everyone who came to the Ka‘ba. Part of their description on the Ka‘ba of Najran probably speaks
of another holy religious function, as a place visited by other worshippers, and regularly by
Christians. In another piece of evidence, al-Isfahani (1997) stated that this Ka‘ba was a great dome
(Qibba) made from leather, whereas al-Bakri (1983) and al-Hamawi (1995) described the Ka‘ba

of Najran as a square house made from golden mosaic cubes.

There are four important issues that are not taken into consideration by Shahid (1979), Trimingham
(1979) and Abu al-Jadayil (2004), which can clarify the purpose and function of the Ka'ba of
Najran. Firstly, the origins of Al-Qazwini, al-Bakri, al-Hamawi and al-Isfahant's statements
concerning the Ka‘ba of Najran were very possibly derived from an important and older statement
reported by Ibn al-Kalbi (1924) in Kitab Al-Asnam. Tbn al-Kalbi is inclined to believe that the
Ka‘ba of Najran was not for worship, but may have been a meeting place for the chieftains and
nobles of Najran, in contrast to the view of the previously-mentioned Muslim scholars. He observes

that the people of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b did not use its name in their nomenclatures (they did
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not name their sons Abdull-Ka ‘ba as might be expected) and poets of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b

generally did not mention this Ka‘ba in their poetic productions.

The second issue relates to the literary accounts which furnish useful information on the visits of
pre-Islamic poets to the Baniti ad-Dayyan in Najran. One of these can be found in a poem recited by
the pre-Islamic poet al-A‘sha,®® on the occasion of his visit to Najran. In his poem, al-A‘sha
describes his visit to a place called the Ka‘ba of Najran, which featured women dancers, musical
instruments and cups of wine rather than religious practices. What is more, al-A‘sha met several
polytheistic and Christian Najranite nobles inside this Ka‘ba. There are also two relevant statements
reporting on visits made by another two pre-Islamic poets, Umaiyya ibn Abi as-Salt>® and Duraid
bin al-Sima®, to the Banii ad-Dayyan in Najran. Both poets spoke only of social events held by
chieftains of the Banii ad-Dayyan, especially of the traditional guests of Arab chieftains at that time
(al-Qali, 1978, al-Isfahani, 1997). As in al-A‘sha’s statement, these two poets did not describe any
religious practices being held at this place, and never mentioned the term “Ka‘'ba” as a place of

worship by the Bant ad-Dayyan.

The third issue concerns the original faith of the Banti ad-Dayyan, the custodians of the Ka‘ba of
Najran, as claimed by the above Muslim sources. When reviewing the members of the delegation of
Najranite Christians who met the Prophet Muhammad in Medina, no Banii ad-Dayyan men are to be
found among the Christian delegation (al-Ya‘qubi, 1883, Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1995).
Meanwhile, when looking at members of the polytheistic Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe, it should be
noted that the leader and spokesman of this delegation was Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-
Dayyan, who appears to have been the greatest chieftain of his tribe during the life of the Prophet
Muhammad (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Ya‘qubi, 1883). Several other men of the Banii ad-Dayyan also
came with this polytheistic delegation (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Mas‘adi, 1981, Ibn-Khayyat, 1993,

55 al-A‘sha was one of the most prominent poets during pre-Islamic era and his original name is Mayman bin Qays He
lived between 570-625 CE, and was contemporary to the advent of Islam but did not convert to Islam. He died in his
hometown, Manfiha (now inside Riyadh) in 7 AH/ 625 CE (Meisami and Starkey 1998, Jockers 2016al-Isfahani,
1997).

59 Umaiyya ibn Abi as-Salt al-Thaqfi was a pre-Islamic poet and one of the few Arabs who refused to worship idols,
and converted to Hanifiyyah. He lived until the time of the Prophet Muhammad but rejected Islam and died in 626 CE /
5AH (al-Jumahi, 1974, al-Isfahani, 1997).

60 Duraid bin al-Stima was a pre-Islamic poet and well-known knight of the Hawazin tribe. He lived a long time prior

to the rise of Islam and was killed when he fought Muslim armies in the Battle of Hunayn in 630 CE / 08 AH (lbn-
Qutaybah, 1969, al-Jumahi, 1974).
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Ibn al-Athir, 1997). Thus, it is to be wondered why a non-Christian family would build a large
church, especially considering that the majority of the Bant ad-Dayyan were polytheists or non-
Christians at least. Therefore, it is difficult to accept the assumption of the establishment of a great

church by the non-Christian, Bant ad-Dayyan as has been claimed above.

The fourth issue is regarding the visit of Philby (1952) and al-Biladi (1982) to the supposed site of
this Ka‘ba, located around 40 km east of Najran, in the hills of Taslal. Philby (1952) claims that
landmarks, particularly a cluster of palletised stones and an old cemetery, offer evidence that the
Ka‘ba of Najran existed at that site. By contrast, al-Bilad1 (1982) believes that these landmarks do
not provide enough evidence for the existence of a religious house in the hills of Taslal. The
argument of al-Bilad1 appears to be more convincing, because Philby did not reference his sources
in his claim, and he may have simply relied on oral versions reported by the local people of Najran

who accompanied him on his journey.

The current author visited the supposed site of the Ka ‘ba of Najran in the hills of Taslal (now to the
cast of Najran Regional Airport). It is a desert area, with a Bedouin population rather than rural
settlements, even in the present day, and there are still only a few Bedouin residents who live in
these hills with their camels and cattle. There are no readily apparent archeological remains that
could support the claim that this site is the location of the Ka‘ba of Najran. The Taslal site simply
consists of groups of rocks and stones, sometimes set in a circle, but these landmarks seem to be

natural rather than archeological remains (see the Appendix 4: Photos 5 and 6).

From the above discussion, there appears to be some misunderstanding and confusion between
Muslim scholars who spoke of the Ka‘ba of Najran as a holy church of the Najranite Christians.
This claim was adopted by Shahid, Trimingham (1979) and Abu al-Jadayil (2004) as being a
Muslim term for the holy church of Najran (Martyrium). The central misunderstanding here is the
identification of the holy church as the Ka‘ba of Najran owned by the Banti ad-Dayyan. As has been
shown, earlier descriptions by pre-Islamic poets and the author ibn al-Kalbi confirm that this Kaba
would have been a social place for meetings and celebrations, rather than a Christian place of
worship. Furthermore, the actual use of the specific term “Ka‘ba” for the social meeting place of the
Bant ad-Dayyan is extremely unlikely, because it is not mentioned in any pre-lIslamic literature, and
is conspicuously absent from literary accounts produced by pre-Islamic poets, except for al-A‘sha,

who may have used it as a description of its shape rather than its real name.
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As a result, there is a fundamental difference between the holy church of Najran and the Ka‘ba of
Najran, unlike the claims made by Shahid, Trimingham (1979) and Abu al-Jadayil (2004). The
Ka‘ba seems to have been simply a place for social events, rather than a Christian place of worship.

5.3.2 Churches (Abbeys)

The evidence for the existence of a central church is stronger in Christian sources than in Muslim
ones. The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) gives a general reference to the rebuilding of
destroyed churches in Najran by the Abyssinian king, Kaleb, whereas The Martyrdom of Aretha
(Ibrahtm, 2007) speaks in more detail of restoring these destroyed churches in Najran, and also
building a new church where martyrs were murdered. More clearly still, The Acts of Gregentios
(Berger, 2006) supplies direct details for three main churches built by Kaleb. The first was called
the Church of the Resurrection, was most likely constructed on the same site as the destroyed
church; the second was the Church of the Holy Mother of God, which, according to The Acts of
Gregentios (Berger, 2006), was not far from the town centre; the third was the Church of the Holy
Martyrs and the Glorious Aretha, which was built at the location of the house of the martyr Aretha
(Berger, 2006).

Although The Book of the Himyarites only provides a general statement regarding the restoration of
destroyed churches, it does agree with the Martyrdom of Aretha in narrating the same account of the
actions of the Abyssinian king after his arrival in Najran, namely rebuilding its churches, in
particular the central church in the town centre and also building another church on the site where
many of the Najranite martyrs had been burnt to death by the Himyarite king Dhtt Nuwas. Likewise,
although most of the details offered by The Acts of Gregentios do not exist in The Book of the
Himyarites and The Martyrdom of Aretha, there is a significant agreement among all three Christian
sources regarding the Abyssinian king’s efforts to restore Najran’s central church and build other
churches to support the growing influence of Christianity there. As evidence of this, The Martyrdom
of Aretha and The Acts of Gregentios agree that the house of Saint Aretha was made into a Holy
Church.

Thus, the account in The Acts of Gregentios concerning the details of Najran’s churches can be
considered additional knowledge, rather than being contradictory. Regardless of the true names of
these churches, eastern Christians used special names for their holy churches that reflected their

religious memory during the period under study. This offers strong evidence for the existence of a
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holy church in the town centre, which perhaps refers to the Church of the Holy Martyrs, in addition

to lower-ranking churches in outlying rural areas.

Additionally, the suggestion that this church became a shrine for martyrs is most likely true,
because this church was not only used for prayer and normal Christian practices of worship, but it
also became a destination for Christian pilgrims, as will be discussed in the sub-section 5.6.3.
Importantly, it was common for eastern Christian churches to include cemeteries for saints and
martyrs, as could be seen in Egypt, Syria and Mesopotamia during the pre- and early Islamic eras,
and these churches became places of pilgrimage for Christian groups (al-Isfahani, 1991). As a
result, the use of term Martyrium for this particular type of church appears here in the significant
name of the Church of the Holy Martyrs.

In Muslim sources, although there is apparent confusion in identifying Christian places of worship,
as discussed above, they offer strong evidence for the existence of churches in Najran, particularly a
holy church. Although the word Kanisa (singular of Kani’s) is the most regular term for church in
Arabic, the terms Bay ‘ah seems to be the most common throughout those Muslim sources that
speak of Najran’s churches, especially the central church. This can be seen in the covenant agreed
by the Prophet Muhammad with the bishop Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama, which speaks of protecting
Bi‘ahim (their abbeys) (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d.), whereas Ibn-Hisham (1955) used the term Kani’s when
talking about church-building by Byzantium in Najran during the pre-Islamic period. It should also
be noted that a significant statement was provided by Ibn-Tawis (1996), who reported on an urgent
meeting, called after receiving a letter from the Prophet Muhammad, and held at Bay ‘athm al-
‘Udma (The Great Abbey) of Najran.

The present author visited the archaeological site in the town of al-Ukhdad. Although the
archaeological remains of this building are not sufficient to identify whether it is church or a
mosque, the overall design of this building suggests a religious place of worship. The description of
the above Christian sources of the central church in the town centre is also consistent with the

current location of these archaeological remains.

Overall, the presence of a holy church and other churches, as formal places of worship, seems

certain, particularly in the town centre and rural areas where most Christians could be found.
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5.3.3 Monasteries and Hermitages

In addition to churches, the Christians of Najran had two other types of places of worship:
monasteries and hermitages. Muslim sources provide confused images for both types, in the same
way as for churches. Muslim dictionaries, such as those of al-Zabidi (1965), al-Fayyumi (1977),
Ibn-Manzir (1994) and al-JawharT (1999) offer definitions of the two types of building, showing
significant similarities and differences between them regarding eastern Christian communities,
including Najranite Christians. A hermitage (Sawma ‘a) typically means the small house in which a
Christian hermit lives alone to worship, and takes its name in Arabic, Sawma ‘a, from the dome of
the hermitage, which is usually tapered and sharp (al-Zabidi, 1965, al-Fayyumi, 1977, al-JawharT,
1999). Meanwhile, the monastery (al-Dayr), means a house for monks, in which monks live and
worship at the same time (al-Magqrizi, 1970, Ibn-Manziir, 1994, al-Hamawi, 1995).

The existence of monasteries and hermitages in Najran is almost certain, although the available
information is sparse. One indication can be found in the covenant of the Prophet Muhammad with
the Najranite bishops, which states that their monasteries must be protected. An additional
statement, offered by al-Bakri (1983), speaks of the kind of location in which Najranite Christians
built their monasteries. It tells how Najranites preferred to build their monasteries in places where

brooks and grasslands exist.

For hermitages in particular, one valuable statement, given by al-Bayhaqi (1988), records that the
bishop of Najran, Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama, ordered the ringing of bells in the hermitages and
monasteries that were located across the valley of Najran, including the countryside, when he
wanted to gather his followers and tell them of the emergence of the Prophet Muhammad. In
another location, al-Bayhaqi (1988) refers to a monk, Layth bin Abi Shammar al-Zabidi, who was

living alone in his small hermitage.

From the above discussion, there are three important ideas that can be understood. First, regarding
hermitages and monasteries alike, it is noticeable that the Christians of Najran did not differ from
other eastern Christian societies, who regularly built their hermitages and monasteries outside city
centre and rural areas, unlike churches, which were located in towns, villages and population
centres. Thus, the location of monasteries and hermitages were commonly in areas frequented by
nomads, specifically near grasslands and water sources as mentioned above. Secondly, al-Bayhaqt’s
statement offers strong evidence to suggest that the number of hermitages and monasteries in the

Najran region grew during the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods. This growth involved a
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flourishing of monastic life due to the increased number of hermits and worshippers living in these

hermitages, as will be discussed in sub-section 5.6.4.

The third point that can be concluded is the significant similarities and differences between both
monastery and hermitage. With regard to similarities, the Muslim accounts show that both types of
Christian places of worship normally existed outside the city centre, and Christians living in these
places had to be worshippers. Also, both hermitage and monastery were designed for the practice of
monastic life. With regard to differences, according to Muslim accounts, a monastery was larger
than a hermitage, as a monastery contained a group of worshippers living as a community, while a
hermitage appeared to be a single small room for only one worshipper who chose to live alone, as

can be seen in the case of the Najranite monk Layth bin Abi Shammar.

5.4 Doctrines of Najranite Christians

The doctrines of Najranite Christians have been given attention by several researchers, who
disagree over the official doctrine adopted by the Christians of Najran. Block (2012) assumes that
the Najranite Christians who sent a delegation to the Prophet Muhammad were Monophysites. It is
clear that Block mainly relies on Ibn-Hisham’s statement about this delegation in order to inform
his assumptions about the Christians of Najran as Monophysites. On the other hand, authors such as
Watt (1956), Da’ad (1988), Cheikho (1989), Dughaym (1995) and Goddard (2000) suppose that
most of the Christians of Najran had become Nestorians by the beginning of the seventh century
CE, as a consequence of Persian support for Eastern Nestorian Christianity against its opponent, the

Christian Orthodoxy of Byzantium.

In fact, it could be said there is an incomplete understanding, due to the fact that the doctrinal
history of Najranite Christianity has gone through several stages of development during the period
under study. This development contributed to forming a doctrinal diversity within the Najranite
Christian community. This diversity became apparent at the advent of Islam, when the Christians of

Najran included Monophysites (Jacobites®! and Julianites®?), Nestorians and Melchites®3, not simply

61 Jacobism was a renewal movement within Monophysitism, and was established by the bishop of Edessa, Jacob
Baradaeus, who died in 578 CE (Rist, 2006, Wolfgang, 2011).

62 Julianism was considered to be a heretical Monophysitic sect by other Monophysites and Nestorians. It emerged in
the 6th century CE (al-‘Ayib, 1998, Panicker, 2002).

63 Melchitism refers to the group of Christians who accepted the Council of Chalcedon’s (451CE) formula regarding
the nature of Christ. Therefore, its followers were also known as Chalcedonians, as well as Miaphysites because they
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one doctrine as previously supposed. The history of the three Christian sects can be understood in
the light of three main periods, which witnessed important events that contributed to the formation
of the doctrinal structure of Najranite Christianity: the Abyssinian, Persian and early Islamic

periods.

By the period of the Abyssinian occupation, Monophysitism was probably the dominant doctrine
among the Christians of Najran. This doctrine refers to only one nature of Jesus Christ, uniting the
divine and human natures, unlike the two divine and human natures of Jesus Christ which was
officially adopted at the Council of Chalcedon in 451 CE (Rist, 2006). Historically, eastern
churches in Egypt, Abyssinia and Syria adopted Monophysitism as their official doctrine after the
Council of Chalcedon and prior to the advent of Islam (al-‘Ayib, 1998). All these eastern churches
became known as Jacobites due to Jacob Baradaeus, the founder of the Monophysitic movement
during the sixth century CE (al-‘Ayib, 1998).

The influence of Monophysitism on the Christians of Najran apparently dates back to the early sixth
century CE. This influence began with some Monophysitic clerics in Syria, particularly Philoxenus
of Mabbug®, Jacob of Serugh and Simon of Béth Arsham. Philoxenus of Mabbug consecrated two
bishops, Paul I and Paul 11, as Monophysitic bishops of Najran, whereas Jacob of Serugh and Simon
of Béth Arsham wrote important letters to describe the persecution of Najranite Christians (Ya'qub,
1966, Shahid, 1971). Although Muslim sources are silent in neither confirming nor refuting the
relationship between the Christians of Najran and the Monophysitic church in the early part of the
sixth century CE, the Monophysitic influence became certain with the intervention of the

Abyssinians in South Arabia.

The available Christian sources that talk of the Abyssinian period (525-575 CE) provide strong
evidence of how Monophysitism was propagated among the Christians of Najran. The Book of the
Himyarites (Moberg, 1924), Michael the Syrian (1996) and The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim,
2007) speak of Abyssinian efforts to increase the Monophysitic influence among Najran Christians,
particularly by consecrating Monophysitic bishops and bringing in new clergy, as well as making

the church of Najran officially belong to the Monophysitic Church. These three sources report that

believed that Jesus Christ has both a human and divine nature, united in one nature (Griffith, 2006, Di Berardino et al.,
2013).

64 Philoxenus of Mabbug was a Syriac scholar and clergyman who became the Monophysitic bishop of Mabbug and
died around 523 CE (Afram, 1976).
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Timotheus, the Patriarch of Alexandria, dispatched an archbishop to be the head of all of the
churches of Himyarite regions, including Najran, which later became the centre of Christianity in
South Arabia.

Additionally, The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907) and Michael the Syrian (1996) provide
important details about Julianism reaching Najran. The Chronicle of Seert speaks of the emigration
of Julianites from al-Hira to Najran at the time of the Patriarch Silas, probably after 525 CE,
because they were persecuted by the Nestorians, while Michael the Syrian (1996) gives details of
the consecration of a bishop called Sargis for the Julianite sect in Najran in 550 CE.

The above accounts give enough evidence to assume that Monophysitism was the doctrine of most
Christians in Najran and South Arabia during the period of the Abyssinian occupation. However,
they also provide evidence for the serious split within Monophysitism that occurred during this time
as well. This split can be seen in the emigration of the Julianites to Najran and the establishment of
their own sect in addition to the regular Monophysitic sect of the Jacobites. The Julianite sect
adopted different theological concepts concerning Christ’s body after death, believing it to be
incorruptible prior to the Day of Judgment. Therefore, the followers of Julianism were considered to

be heretics by other Monophysites and Nestorians alike.

The second period of Najranite Christianity was the period of the Persian occupation (after 597 CE)
prior to the arrival of Islam in Najran around 9 AH / 630 CE. This period supposedly witnessed the
domination of Nestorianism over the Christians of Najran, as Watt (1956), Da’ad (1988), Cheikho
(1989), Dughaym (1995) and Goddard (2000) have claimed. This supposition is clearly based on
the role played by the Persian occupation of South Arabia, rather than from direct details relating to
Nestorian activities to propagate Nestorianism among Najranite Christians during the Persian
period. In reality, the region of Najran enjoyed relative autonomy during this period, as discussed
before (see sub-section 2.5.3). Therefore, the Persian role in supporting Nestorianism in Najran

seems to be rather unlikely.

The status of Nestorianism in Najran can be examined in the third period of Christianity in Najran,
which began with the arrival of Islam in Najran in 10 AH / 631 CE. This period provides greater
evidence, in the light of further information offered by both Muslim and Christian sources.
Christian sources offer two valuable statements, one given by Hebraeus (2012), which states that
the Nestorian bishop, Joshua, came with the delegation of Najranite Christians to Medina. The

second statement is reported by Nestorian chronicles (Duval et al., 1908, Cheikho, 1989), which tell
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how the Nestorian church still consecrated bishops in South Arabia until the eighth century CE,
when Saint Peter was bishop of Najran and San‘a. Both statements show the extent to which
Nestorianism was a minority doctrine, in addition to other Christian sects, rather than the
supposition that Nestorianism was the dominant doctrine among Najran Christians. Furthermore,
the political status of Najran was that of apparent autonomy, rather than being subject to Persian
rule. This means the Persian role in supporting Nestorian missionaries was almost not existent,

unlike what was previously supposed.

With regard to Muslim sources, the first letter sent by the Prophet Muhammad to the Christians of
Najran contains a number of references to the doctrines of Najranite Christians at the advent of
Islam. It is remarkable that the Prophet used the plural “bishops” instead of the singular when
saying “From Muhammad the Prophet and Messenger of Allah to the bishops of Najran” (al-
Ya'qubi, 1883: vol. 2, 81). This particular reference implies that there was more than one bishop
followed by Christians in Najran, and thus, the pluralism of bishops provides evidence of the
existence of more than one doctrine among the Christians of Najran, although this letter does not

identify which doctrines were adopted by those Christians.

Two early accounts offered by Ibn-Hisham (1955) and Mugqatil (1979) supply direct details for the
doctrines of the delegation of Najranite Christians to Medina. In the first, Ibn-Hisham (1955) states
that “they were Christians according to the Byzantine rite, though they differed among themselves
in some points, saying He is God, and He is the son of God, and He is the third person of the
Trinity, which is the doctrine of Christianity” (p 271). Ibn-Hisham explains why these Najranite
Christians differed in defining the nature of Jesus Christ, saying “they argue Jesus as God because
of his miracles, while the second group consider him as the son of God because Jesus had no father,
and he could speak in the cradle, while the third group argues that he (Jesus) is the third of three in

that God says: we have done, we have commanded, we created and we decreed” (p 272).

The second account is that of Mugqatil (1979), which refers to the delegation of Najranite Christians
as Mar Ya ‘qibiyyin (Jacobites), particularly in reference to the two leaders, al-Sayyid and al-‘Aqib,
who argued with the Prophet Muhammad concerning whether Jesus Christ is God or not, and

whether he has one divine nature.

It is clear that Ibn-Hisham (1955) and Mugqatil (1979) disagreed on whether Najranite Christians
were Melchites or Jacobites. Ibn-Hisham remarkably offers a confused identification of the

doctrines of Najranite Christians. He states that those Christians adopted the Melchite Orthodox rite
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as the official doctrine of their church, but he also concedes that they still differ in their theological
understanding of Jesus Christ. In contrast, Mugqatil identifies the Christians of Najran as Jacobites,
and specifies two leaders, al-Sayyid and al-‘Aqib, who led the argument with the Prophet
Muhammad. Importantly, he does not speak of the bishop of Najran, Abt al-Harith bin ‘Algama,
who was a Melchite, as mentioned above.

The disagreement between Ibn-Hisham (1955) and Mugqatil (1979) suggest a doctrinal split among
the Christian community in Najran. Ibn-Hisham’s explanation of the doctrine of the Trinity
followed by Najranite Christians is helpful because it contains an important reference to the
adoption of the divine nature of Jesus Christ as God. This reference is somewhat consistent with
Mugatil’s statement concerning al-Sayyid and al-°Aqib, who argued that Jesus Christ is God. Both
seemingly reflect the official doctrinal adoption of Monophysitism towards Christ during the time
under study, rather than the Melchite doctrine as Ibn-Hisham considered above. The doctrines of the
three leaders of the delegation of Najranite Christians appears to be more obviously both Melchite
and Monophysitic, and thus this is perhaps what Ibn-Hisham meant when he said that “they differed

among themselves”.

In addition to Ibn-Hisham (1955) and Mugatil (1979), later Muslim commentators such as al-
Zamakhshari (1947), al-Wahidi (1994), al-Tha‘alibi (1998) and al-Baydawi (1999) cast more light
on the identity of the doctrines of Najranite Christians. al-Tha‘alibi (1998), in his discussion of Ibn-
Hisham’s statement, considers that the delegation of Najranite Christians consisted of Nestorians,
Jacobites and Melchites. This assumption may be thought of as an attempt to find a logical answer
to the confusion of Ibn-Hisham’s statement, rather than as primary evidence. In other words, it is
clear that al-Tha‘alibi tries to be more familiar with his understanding of Jesus Christ in the three
specific doctrines, particularly concerning whether he has one divine nature or both human and
divine natures. However, he simply references the statements by Ibn-Hisham and Mugqatil, rather

than providing new information.

However, al-Zamakhshari (1947), al-Wahidi (1994) and al-Baydawi (1999) provide direct evidence
supporting al-Tha‘alibi’s assumption. They tell how the two leaders of Najranite Christians, al-
Sayyid and al-‘Aqib, disagreed over the story of Ashab al-Kahf (the Seven Sleepers) in the presence
of the Prophet Muhammad. They record that al-Sayyid was a Jacobite whereas al-°Aqib was a
Nestorian, which caused an argument over the exact number of the people in Ashab al-Kahf. The

statements of al-Zamakhshari, al-Wahidi and al-Baydawi seem not to be about the encounter
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between the Prophet Muhammad and Najranite Christians that Ibn-Hisham and Mugqatil reported,
but concern a different occasion. The importance of that occasion can be seen in identifying the
doctrines of these two leaders of Najranite Christians, al-Sayyid and al-*Aqib. This is evidently
consistent with the above assumption of the adoption of more than one doctrine among the

Christians of Najran, especially Jacobism and Nestorianism.

The above Muslim and Christian sources say almost nothing regarding the approximate date of the
arrival of Melchitism in Najran, unlike what they say about Monophysitism and Nestorianism. It is
only Ibn-Hisham (1955) who reported on this, and later al-Tha‘alibi, from the perspective of
discussing the encounter between the Prophet Muhammad and the delegation of Najranite
Christians. But Melchitism probably arrived in Najran during the late pre-Islamic period, due to the
Byzantine desire to halt the Persian influence in South Arabia. The evidence here can be seen in the
close relationships between some bishops of Najran and the Byzantine rulers, especially Quss bin
Sa‘ida al-Iyadi and Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama (Ibn-Hisham, 1955). The bishop Abu al-Harith spent
time in Byzantium studying in its religious schools, as Ibn-Hisham related. This direct relationship
possibly involved the adoption of the official doctrine of the Byzantine church, Melchitism, in
Najran. This transition to Melchitism appears to be certain among the Christians of Najran during

the early Islamic period, as reported by Ibn-Hisham.

From this, it is clear that Christianity in Najran went through three major phases during the period
under study. It appears to have been Monophysitic during the Abyssinian occupation of South
Arabia, but then Monophysitism split, resulting in the establishment of another Monophysitic sect,
Julianism. In the period of the Persian occupation of South Arabia, prior to the advent of Islam,
Nestorianism seems to have formed a minor presence, rather than dominating the Christians of
Najran. In addition, Melchitism may have emerged as a consequence of Persian-Byzantine
competition, probably in the late pre-Islamic period. In summary, by the advent of Islam, the
Christians of Najran seem to have been divided into three main sects: Monophysites (Jacobites and

Julianites), Nestorians and Melchites.

5.5 Theological concepts

The doctrinal diversity among the Christians of Najran obviously means there were differences in

their theological concepts too. These theological concepts are significant for understanding whether
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they agreed or disagreed over the Christology of Jesus, Mary, Prophethood, Paradise and Hell fire

(Jahannam), and the concept of creation.

The adoption of the Trinity among Najranite Christians is likely to have begun to dominate with the
Abyssinian entry into Najran. The evidence of this assumption is based on two main factors, the re-
establishment the church in Najran by Abyssinian Monophysites and consecration of new
Monophysitic clergy for this church under the auspices of the Monophysitic Church (Moberg, 1924,
Ibrahim, 2007). Further evidence, reported by The Acts of Gregentios (Berger, 2006), involves the
building of a specific church of the Trinity. That most probably involved the propagation of
Monophysitism among Najranite Christians and the adoption of its official concept of Christ. In
other words, the divine nature of Jesus Christ, which was widely adopted by Monophysitism, was

most likely also accepted by the Christians of Najran during this period.

Later, most evidently with the rise of Islam, the existence of more than one doctrine resulted in
different theologies among different doctrines. In other words, the doctrinal division amongst the
Christians of Najran into Monophysites, Nestorians and Melchites reasonably led to differences in
their understanding of the Christology of Jesus Christ as detailed in the previous section. Some
these differences can be explored through several interfaith dialogues between Muslims and
Christians of Najran, which highlight some of the theological concepts of Christians in Najran.
Probably the greatest dialogue took place during the meeting between the Prophet Muhammad and
the delegation of Najranite Christians in Medina. It was evidently the most important dialogue,
because it contained a theological controversy concerning the major areas of agreement and

disagreement between the Christians of Najran and Islam.

This particular dialogue is given detailed attention by Muslim commentators on the Qur’an such as
al-Zamakhshar1 (1947), al-Qurtubi (1964), al-Baghaw1 (1986), al-Tabar1 (1995), Ibn-Kathir (2000)
and Ibn al-Mundhir al-Naysabtri (2002), with the purpose of debating the incident of Mubahala
and the reason for the revelation of the first eighty verses of Siirat Al ‘Imran. It is also an interesting
event for early Muslim historians such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), al-Ya‘qubi (1883), al-Baladhuri (1987)

and al-Bayhaqt (1988). Mubahala is also the subject of significant interest from Shi ‘ah® scholars in

65 A political and religious movement in Islam, its followers believe that the political and religious leadership of
Muslims should have passed to the Prophet’s cousin, ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and his family (Madelung, 2012).
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the light of discussions concerning the honoured status of the Prophet’s family (44l al-Bayt) (Ibn-
Shahrashiib, 1991, al-Qummi, 1992, Ibn-Tawis, 1996, al-Majlisi, 2008).

However, most of the details of the dialogue have been repeated by the above Muslim sources
without significant difference in the major topics, only in their presentation. In other words, the
dialogue specifically focuses on the Christology of Jesus. This may be because they derived most of
the details of the dialogue from two early accounts, the first one was narrated by Ibn-Hisham (1955)
who relates that “the Apostle (the Prophet Muhammad) said to them, ‘Submit yourselves’. They
said, ‘we have submitted’. He said: “You have not submitted, so submit.” They said, nay, but we
submitted before you’. He said, you lie. Your assertion that God has a son, your worship of the
cross, and your eating of pork hold you back from submission’. They said, ‘But who is his father,
Muhammad? The apostle was silent and did not answer them. So, God sent down concerning their
words and their incoherence the beginning of the Sura of the Family of 'Imran up to more than

eighty verses” (p272).

The second version, reported in The Commentary of Mugatil (1979), provides a significant account
of this dialogue which differs in part from Ibn-Hisham’s account. It relates that the Christians of
Najran spoke to the Prophet Muhammad: “O Muhammad, why do you abuse and dishonour our
master? The Prophet of Islam answers, “What master of yours?”, and the Christians say, “Jesus is
son of Mary the virgin. The Christians pursue their request: “Show us a servant like him in what
Allah has created. He gives life to the dead and heals the blind and the leper and creates a bird from
clay... While every human has a father, Jesus had no father. So agree with us that Jesus is the son of
Allah and we will follow you. The Prophet said: Allah forbids that he should have a son or that
there be a god with him. The two (meaning al-Sayyid and al-Aqib) said: Are you more praised
(Ahmad)? The prophet replies, “I am more praised, and I am praised (Muhammad). The two then
ask, “In what [are you] more praised? The prophet replies, more praised by the people concerning
shirk. The two then say, We will ask you about (some) things. The Prophet responds, | will not tell
you until you submit, then follow me. The two said: “We submitted prior to you,” but the Prophet
denies their claim. You two are not submitting, he says: Three things hold you back from Islam:
your eating of pork, your drinking of wine, and your saying that Allah, powerful and exalted, has a
son” (Transl. Nickel, 2011, ppl, 173-178).

- 144 -



The two main sources agree that the dialogue ended by what was suggested by the Prophet, that
they should receive Mubahala®® the next day (Ibn-Hisham, 1955). All Muslim sources agree that the
Najran Christians were reconciled with the Prophet Muhammad after this.

In both the Ibn-Hisham and Mugqatil versions, the main focus of the dialogue is on the Christology
of Jesus, in addition to minor issues such as Prophethood, crucifixion and eating pork. In other
words, the dialogue evidently reflects the theological understanding of the Christians of Najran
towards Jesus Christ, concerning whether he is divine or human, and thus whether those Najranite
Christians consider Mary to be the Mother of the Son of God or not. According to Ibn-Hisham, the
dialogue debated whether Jesus Christ is the Son of God or not, rather than his nature. Meanwhile,
Mugatil reports further details when he states that al-Sayyid and al-*Aqib expressed a strong belief
in the divinity of Jesus Christ as the Son of God and the second person in the Trinity, who had no
father and is completely divine, and they therefore consider Mary to be the Mother of the Son of
God.

However, the views of al-Sayyid and al-*Aqib cannot be taken to reflect the views of all Christians
of Najran relating to Jesus Christ. It is important to remember that the Christians of Najran followed
several doctrines of faith at the advent of Islam, as discussed in the previous section. These involve
major differences in their Christology of Jesus Christ, although Muslim sources do not offer direct
details of these differences. Thus, it may be assumed that the concepts of Jesus Christ, Mary, the
Holy Spirit and the death of Jesus, as well as other related issues, were not the same in all three
main sects. More specifically, according to Christian sources, Monophysitism is described as non-
Chalcedonian because its followers rejected the Council of Chalcedon’s formula for the Christology
of Jesus Christ and adopted the belief in the single, fully divine nature of Jesus Christ, unlike
Melchitism, which accepted the formula of the Council of Chalcedon. Nestorianism, however,
considered there to be two separate divine and human natures of Jesus Christ, united in one person.
As a result, each sect had a different concept to argue with the Prophet Muhammad, although

Muslim sources paid greatest attention to the two Jacobite leaders, al-Sayyid and al-*Aqib.

The meeting between the Prophet Muhammad and the delegation of Najranite Christians potentially
included debates concerning other issues, which were given insufficient attention in reports of the

discussion, such as Prophethood and holy books. This can be inferred from the discussion of several

66 The term Mubahala in Islam possibly means the invocation of God’s curse on a person who is a liar (Schmucker,
2012).
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theological figures in the first eighty verses of Sarat al-‘Imran, which were revealed because of this
dialogue between the Prophet Muhammad and the Najranite Christians. This assumption is also
supported by a valuable statement by al-Ya‘qubi, who indicates that the Najranite delegation
remained a long time, debating whatever they wanted with the Prophet. This short statement gives
indirect evidence that the dialogue included other issues.

One of these issues is the concept of Prophethood. The debate concerning this issue among the
Christians of Najran can be traced back to the beginnings of Christianity in Najran. According to
The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007), the belief in the true Prophethood of previous prophets,
such as Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, Samuel and David, was a major issue that was argued by the
Christians of Najran against the Himyarite king, Dhii Nuwas. This issue is a fundamental belief in
the theology of Christianity, but the concept of Prophethood itself in Najranite Christians thought is
an interesting topic. In this respect, a statement made by al-Sijistani (1961), relates that the bishop

of Najran, Quss bin Sa‘ida al-Iyadi, used to speak of a true prophet who will appear soon.

Ibn-Hisham (1955) offers an important statement with regard to a conversation between the bishop
of Najran, Abt al-Harith bin ‘Algama, and his brother, Kiiz bin ‘Algama, when they were going to
Medina with the delegation of Najranite Christians. On their journey, Kiiz cursed the Prophet
Muhammad, but his brother forbade him from doing so, because Muhammad was a true prophet.
According to Ibn-Hisham (1955), Kaz asked his brother: “then if you know that, what stops you
from accepting him (the Prophet Muhammad)?” Aba al-Harith replied: “The way these people (the
Byzantines) have treated us. They have given us titles, paid us subsidies and honoured us” (p 271).
This statement suggests an economic reason for the bishop’s rejection of the Prophethood of

Muhammad, despite his belief that Muhammad may have been a true prophet.

Similarly, a fragment reported by al-Bayhaqi (1988) tells how on one occasion, the bishop of
Najran, Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama, received a letter from the Prophet Muhammad and asked three
Najranite clergymen, Sharhabil bin Wada“‘a, ‘Abdullah bin Sharhabil and Jabbar bin Fayyad, for
their opinion about the Prophet Muhammad. The three clerics told the bishop that God had already
promised the Prophet Abraham to send a prophet from the descendants of his son, the Prophet
Ishmael, and the person who sent this letter might be the intended prophet (al-Bayhaqi, 1988). This
debate agrees with Ibn-Hisham’s statement regarding the Prophethood of Muhammad, but it
probably reflects a Biblical concept, based on its conception of Prophethood, used by those clerics

to examine whether Muhammad was a true prophet.

- 146 -



In addition, in the account reported by Mugatil (1979), there is an important question regarding the
Prophethood that the two Najranite leaders asked the Prophet Muhammad concerning whether he is
Ahmed or not. Although Mugatil’s account does not mention whether the two Najranite leaders
elicited a response from the Prophet, their question means that the understanding of Prophethood
among the Christians of Najran involved this other concept, which seems to have been based on

their seeking through different versions of holy books, probably missing versions or texts.

In general, the Christians of Najran, according to the above sources, seem to have had a positive
view of the Prophet Muhammad as probably a true prophet, because he represented a religion that
differed from other polytheistic Arab religions of the time. He also stated faith in previous prophets,
including Jesus Christ. However, a strong belief in the Christology of Jesus Christ, which
fundamentally disagrees with Islam, influenced their official decision to remain Christians.

In addition to the story of Mubahala, Muslim sources speak of other dialogues between Muslims
and the Christians of Najran, relating to other contentious issues that highlight additional
theological concepts understood by Najranite Christians. The first of these was related by al-Wahid1
(1968) who spoke of an argument made by the bishop of Najran against the Prophet Muhammad on
the concept of the creation of sin, the seas and heaven. The bishop theologically accepted Islam’s
concept of the creation of the seas and heaven, but refused it for sin. Also, al-Tabar (1995) talked
of a dialogue between Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab and three Christians from Najran, who
questioned him on the location of Hellfire, in the light of the Qur’anic verse: “a Paradise as vast as
the heavens and the earth” (Sarat al- Imran, verse 113). According to al-Tabar1 (1995), the Caliph
‘Umar bin al-Khattab said: “do you see when night comes, where daylight is, and when daylight

comes where night is?” They replied: “similar to your answer has been recounted in the Torah”

(Vol. 4, p 94).

Both of these dialogues show how the Christians of Najran share with Muslims a similar
understanding of the creation of heaven and the seas, as well as the same conception of Paradise and
Hellfire as a reality, in the same way as day and night. However, the disagreement by the bishop of
Najran on the creation of sin is significant, although the account of it does not provide a specific

justification of why the bishop disagreed with the Muslim concept of sin.

In summary, it seems that the Christology of Jesus Christ was the central issue for the Christians of
Najran despite their seemingly disagreeing with it. The doctrinal diversity among those Najranite

Christians meant that they adopted different theological concepts of Jesus Christ. This is noticed in
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the adoption by the Monophysites of the full divine nature, by the Nestorians of two separate divine
and human natures, and by the Melchites of two divine and human natures of Jesus Christ. The
Christians of Najran also expressed their theological understanding of additional issues such as

Prophethood, the creation of the seas and heaven, Paradise and Hellfire.

5.6 Clergy

The Christian community of Najran had a body of clergy to regulate their rituals of worship. This
body was divided into orders according to their ranks, roles and duties. For the Christians of Najran
in particular, the perception of the clergy by Muslim sources is sometimes based on Ibn-Hisham’s
statement concerning a particular encounter. According to Ibn-Hisham (1955), Abu al-Harith bin
‘Algama was the main bishop (A4squff) of the Christians of Najran and “their bishop, scholar and
religious leader, who controlled their schools” (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, p 271). In addition to the bishop,
there were two other leaders: “al-"Aqib, the leader of the people, a man of affairs, and their chief
adviser whose opinion governed their policy, ‘Abdul Massth by name; Sayyid, their administrator
who saw to transport and general arrangements, whose name was al-Ayham” (p 271). From this
statement, Ibn-Jrais (2004) supposes that the clergy of the Najranite Christians were subject to three

main leaders: the bishop, the administrator and the chief adviser.

In fact, this assumption is not accurate in the case of the clergy of the Najranite Christians. Instead,
their clergy were not very different from those of other eastern Christian communities at that time.
The clergy regularly comprised three levels of holy orders: bishop, priest and deacon. The issue to
address here is to identify the holy orders of the Najranite clergy, as well as the specific tasks and

duties for each rank, and also uncover the local terms used to denote those orders.

Historically, the clergy of the Najranite church developed over four main periods: its foundation,
the Abyssinian occupation, the late pre-Islamic period and the Islamic period. The first period lasted
from the beginning of the sixth century CE, until the persecution of Christians around 518 CE. For
this period, the available sources, particularly eastern Christian ones, do not provide enough details
concerning the establishment of the clergy for the Najranite church, except what has already been
discussed of the consecration of Paul | and Paul Il as Monophysitic bishops of Najran by
Philoxenus of Mabbuga few years before Dhii Nuwas’s invasion of Najran in around 518 CE
(Ya‘qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971). The Two Letters of Simeon of Béth Arsham (Hamilton and Brooks,
1899, Ya‘'qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971), The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) and The
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Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) speak of the existence of the clergy for the Christians of
Najran by the first quarter of the sixth century CE. The three sources offer an important list of
members of the clergy, including the number of priests, arch-priests, arch-deacons, deacons and
deaconesses, as well as the bishop Paul II, who were murdered in the persecution of Najranite
Christians. The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) offers further significant details regarding the
role of women in the Najranite clergy, as singers, deaconesses and virgin ascetics. However, these
sources record that a significant proportion of the clergy were non-Najranites from al-Hira, Persia,
Abyssinia and Byzantium, rather than local people (Moberg, 1924, Ya‘qub, 1966, Shahid, 1971,
Ibrahim, 2007).

These Christian sources show clearly that the clergy of Najranite Christians existed well before the
persecution of these Christians. They agree in their descriptions of the main ranks of the clergy,
who were led by the bishop as the highest rank, followed by two lower ranks: priests and then
deacons. The role of women in the clergy is significant because there were special jobs that were
undertaken by women, such as deaconess and singer. According to the above Christian sources, the
clergy of the Najranite church seems to have been organised in a similar fashion to those of eastern
Christian churches, since the establishment of this clergy relied on clerics coming from Syria,
Mesopotamia and Abyssinia. In other words, the existence of non-Najranite Christians in the
Najranite clergy points to the likelihood that the Najranite clergy was organised along similar lines
to the holy orders that were present in their countries of origin, as Najran was a newly Christianised

area at this time.

For the period of the Abyssinian occupation (525-597 CE), the Christian accounts reported by The
Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924), The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007) and Michael the
Syrian (1996) talk of the re-establishment of the clergy of Najran by the Abyssinian king Kaleb,
who brought a Monophysitic bishop and a number of priests and deacons to Najran. In addition, as
already mentioned, a bishop called Sargis was consecrated for the Julianite sect around 550 CE
(Michael the Syrian, 1996). From this, it can be seen that the clergy of the Najranite church appear
to have had complete holy orders, headed by a bishop and part of the Monophysitic church. This
means the holy orders of the clergy of the Najranite church were probably similar to those of the
first clergy that was originally established with the arrival of Christianity. However, this clergy
seems to have had a distinctive Monophysitic identity because most of its staff were Christian
Monophysites. As mentioned before, this period appears to have seen a significant change in the

increased pluralism of Christian sects. This involves the existence of a bishop for each sect, which
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can be assumed for the two Monophysitic sects of Julianites and Jacobites during the Abyssinian

period.

During the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods, the available information about the clergy of
Najran mainly comes from Muslim sources. These sources contain remarkable inconsistencies, as
can be seen in two distinct view of points on the ranks of holy orders, with regard to their
nomenclature and duties. The first of these can be assessed in the light of accounts reporting the
story of the delegation of Najranite Christians to the Prophet Muhammad in 631 CE / 10 AH.
According to Ibn-Hisham (1955), the Najranite Christians delegation consisted of three main
leaders; the bishop, al-‘Aqib, their chief adviser and al-Sayyid, their administrator as detailed

previously.

The second view of point can be discussed in light of the covenants of the Prophet Muhammad and
his Caliphs, as well as Muslim works of genealogy, which highlight aspects of the organisation of
the clergy of Najranite Christians. Several Muslim works of genealogy, such as those by Ibn-Hazm
(1948), Tbn al-Kalb1 (1988) and Ibn-Durayd (1991), record a list of bishops of Najran who were
Arabs, such as Ilia’a bin Dhuhal bin ‘Amr al-Azdi, ‘Abdul Massih bin Nahd al-Qhuda‘1, Quss bin
Sa‘ida al-lyadi and Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama al-Bakri, who lived during the time of the Prophet
Muhammad. The letters and covenants of the Prophet Muhammad and his Caliphs Abt Bakr as-
Siddiq (632-634 CE / 11-13 AH) and ‘Umar ibn Al-Khattab (634-644 CE / 13-23 AH) to the
Najranite Christians obviously furnish details of the holy orders of the clergy of Najranite
Christians, consisting of three particular ranks: bishops, priests and the final rank, represented by
the term Wagqif (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Sallam, 1975, al-Baladhuri, 1987, Ibn-Zanjawayh, 2006).

Both points of view show noticeable confusion with regard to the terms used for the holy orders of
the Najranite clergy. Ibn-Hisham’s account provides terms that are not mentioned by Christian
sources, particularly al-‘Aqib and al-Sayyid. On the other hand, the covenants of the Prophet
Muhammad and his Caliphs refer to the first and second ranks of the holy orders of the clergy of
Najranite Christians, bishops and priests, but also include the term Wagif, which is almost non-
existent in Christian sources. These irregular terms may be due to local use among Arabs toward
Christian clerics, and their lack of familiarity with the meaning of some holy orders during the time
under study. Examining the authority and responsibilities of these terms will provide further

evidence of the actual holy orders that comprise the Najranite Christian clergy.
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For regular terms relating to the Najranite clergy, there is agreement between both Christian and
Muslim sources with regard to the status of the bishop as the highest rank of holy orders. His
authority seems to have undergone significant changes during two periods, the pre-Islamic and early
Islamic. Shahid (2006), relying on al-Qalgashandi (1964) and Ibn-Khaldiin (1984), supposes that
the bishops of Najran played a role in preaching Christianity in their community, and used to
baptise new Christian converts in church. Regardless of the accuracy of Shahid’s claim, the
covenants of the Prophet Muhammad and his Caliphs regulated these responsibilities, which
included regular duties such as giving sermons on religious occasions, leading worshippers in
prayer (Imam), giving legal opinions in religious matters (Fatwa) and judging legal matters between

Christians.

The second rank of the holy orders of the Najranite clergy is the priest, who was called Quss or
Qussis (al-Zabidi, 1965, al-Farahidi, 1980, Ibn-Manzar, 1994). The covenants do not provide much
information concerning a priest’s duties and tasks, except a reference to the Najranite priests’ rights
to protect their position in church. There is only an indirect indication, given by the second part of
The Chronicle of Seert (Haddad, 2000) and Hebraeus (2012) concerning a debate about the holy
orders of eastern Christian churches. Both sources agree that the major task of a priest is to lead
worshippers in prayer. As previously mentioned, in the Najranite Christian clergy; the roles,
responsibilities and duties of the priesthood were most likely the same as those in other eastern
Christian communities, due to the strong relations between groups, which can be seen in the
consecration of bishops, the exchange of clerics between those communities and the provision of

religious education.

With regard to irregular terms used to describe members of the clergy, the Ibn-Hisham account
contains two such individuals: al-*Aqib and al-Sayyid. He stated that the responsibilities of these
were to arrange policy, transport and general arrangements. These responsibilities seem to be more
secular, rather than a form of spiritual leadership as in the case of the bishop, Abii al-Harith bin
‘Algama. Here, it is useful to remember that the Christians of Najran enjoyed autonomy in
regulating their political, economic and religious affairs. Linking this supposition to the
responsibilities of the three leaders (the bishop and these other two) supplies a possible meaning for
both jobs: al-‘Aqib and al-Sayyid were administrative and political positions rather than religious
leaders. The first Prophetic covenant with the Christians of Najran supports this supposition because
it includes political, economic and social terms and conditions, in addition to the regulation of

religious positions. Thus, Ibn-Hisham probably described the political and economic leaders of
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Najranite Christians, rather than describing the holy orders of their clergy. Therefore, the three
leaders may represent the members of the council of Najranite Christian autonomy, which included
but was not limited to their religious leadership. In other words, the delegation of Najranite
Christians probably included both the spiritual and secular leadership of the Christian community of

Najran.

The term Wagif is mentioned in several Arabic dictionaries, which debate its actual meaning, and
the duties involved. Ibn al-Athir (1979), al-Farahidi (1980), Ibn-Manzir (1994) and al-Zamakhshar1
(2005) agree that the term Wagqif refers to a person who dedicates himself to serving the church. In
other words, al-Zabidi (1965) describes it as referring to a person who is responsible for the
stewardship of the church, in particular protecting its cross from being stolen or broken, and putting
it in place during worship. These sources evidently indicate that the term Wagif refers to a level of
holy orders of the Christian clergy specifically for Najranite Christians, unlike other Christian
sources, which cannot provide clear references to this particular term. Noticeably, the
responsibilities of the Wagqgif seem to be similar to the job of deacon in the church. According to
Muslim lexicographers such as al-Farahidi (1980), Ibn-°Abbad (1994) and Ibn-Manzir (1994), the
deacon (Shammas) is the lowest level of holy orders of the clergy and is responsible to assist in
services of worship, especially for weekly prayer on Sunday and memorial prayer services during
holidays. From this, it can be concluded that the term Wagif simply appears a local term for the
standard holy orders level of deacon, rather than being a special form of holy orders, as supposed by
the above Muslim sources. Thus, the clergy of Najranite Christians consisted, as mentioned earlier,
of three levels of holy orders — bishops, priests and deacons — which most likely did not differ from

those of other eastern Christian clergy in the ranking of their holy orders.

Regarding the status of Christian clergy in Najran under Muslim rule, the covenants of the Prophet
Muhammad and Caliphs provide us with further details during the early Islamic period. In one of
the Prophet’s covenants, the Christians of Najran seemed to have more than one bishop, possibly
one for each sect, because of the use of the plural term “bishops of Najran”, instead of the singular,
as mentioned in the letter sent by the Prophet Muhammad to Najranite Christians (al-Ya‘qubi,
1883). In other words, there may have been one bishop for the Nestorians, whereas the Julianites
and Jacobites had their own bishops, and so on. Secondly, the clergy of Najranite Christians during
this period appear to have had a specific Arabic identity and enjoyed relative autonomy, unlike
during the Abyssinian occupation. This can be seen in the consecration of Arab bishops at the head

of the Christian clergy in Najran. Significantly, their autonomy was confirmed by the covenants of
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the Prophet Muhammad and the Caliph Abu-Bakr al-Siddiq who guaranteed the independence of
this clergy with regard to their religious authority, tasks and functions.

al-‘Ayib (1998) examines the status of the Najranite clergy during the period following the end of
the Abyssinian occupation in South Arabia, around 597 CE. She notes that there was evidence of
the prevalence of Arab clerics as providers of spiritual leadership for Najranite Christians, as shown
above. This prevalence, according to al-‘Ayib (1998), can be evidence for the establishment of a
local clergy for the Najran church which enjoyed autonomy, without significant influence from the
other eastern churches in Egypt, Abyssinia, Syria and Mesopotamia, after the end of the Abyssinian
occupation of Yemen.

This suggestion can be assessed in the light of two issues. The first is the relationships that
connected some bishops of Najran, in particular Quss bin Sa‘ida al-lIyadi and Abi al-Harith bin
‘Algama, with Byzantium (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Qali, 1978). The second is that, although most
members of the Najranite clergy were Arabs, they were mostly from tribes that did not live in
Najran during the period under discussion. This can be seen in the cases of the bishop Quss bin
Sa‘ida al-Iyadi, a member of the Bana Iyad tribe who mostly lived in Mesopotamia; the bishop
‘Abdul Massih bin Nahd al-Qhuda‘i, whose tribe, the Qhuda‘a, lived in Hadramut; and the well-
known bishop Abt al-Harith bin ‘Algama, who belonged to the Bana Bakr bin Wa’il, whose lands
were located between Najd (central Arabia) and southern Mesopotamia (al-Hamdani, 1978, al-
Bakr1, 1983, Ibn al-Kalbi, 1988, al-Hamdani, 2004 ) .

From this information, it is likely that the Christians of Najran enjoyed a state of semi-autonomy, as
the consecration of Najranite bishops was still performed by the eastern churches of Nestorianism
and Monophysitism. However, this clergy seems to have become stronger and taken over increasing
responsibility for regulating its internal affairs, as can be concluded from Ibn-Hisham’s references
to the authority of the bishop of Najran, Abu al-Harith, which included organising most of the
spiritual affairs of his community. The clergy of Najran seem to have acquired greater influence,
not only with Najranite Christians, but also with most of the Christians of South Arabia. Najran,
therefore, became the centre of southern Arabian Christianity, where the important fact was that the

bishop was an Arab, regardless of his specific tribal affiliation.

In general, the clergy of the Najranite Christians appears to have consisted of three major orders,
bishop, priest, and deacon, and each order had its own tasks and responsibilities related to the rituals

of worship. This clergy evidently developed over the period under study to become considerably
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more Arabic in identity, and gained greater autonomy in the late pre-Islamic period and the early
decades of Islam. There was usually a bishop for each Christian sect, due to the doctrinal split in the

Christian community in Najran during that later pre-Islamic period.

5.7 Rituals of worship

The existence of Christians in Najran implies the performance of rituals of worship such as baptism,
prayer, fasting, pilgrimage, reciting the Bible and the observance of religious celebrations.
Unfortunately, there is little information on such practices from the available Christian and Muslim
sources. The Book of Ethicon for Hebraeus (1967) offers a little indirect information on how the
Jacobites performed their rituals of worship. This book was originally written to provide general
guidance for how Jacobite Christians should perform their rituals of worship correctly, rather than
giving a historical account. Thus, Cheikho (1989) stated that The Book of Ethicon may be a guide
for the Bar Hebraeus sect only, rather than for other Christian sects. The available Christian and
Muslim sources do, however, shed some light on how the Christians of Najran performed the four

main rituals of worship: baptism, prayer, pilgrimage and monastic life.

5.7.1 Baptism

The term “baptism” is defined as the official adoption of Christianity. Probably the first Najranite
Christian, Hayyan, was baptised in al-Hira by its clergy, and when he returned to his native home of
Najran, Hayyan practised baptism among his own people (Ibn-Sulayman, 1899, Scher, 1907).
Another account given by The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg, 1924) narrates how the Najranite
believer Af‘d, and later his son ‘Abdullah, were baptised into the church of al-Hira in a great
ceremony. Similarly, an Abyssinian account offered by The Acts of Azkir (Budge, 1928), claims that
the Abyssinian evangelist ‘Azkir baptised new Najranite converts to Christianity before the

Himyarite invasion of Najran.

These Christian accounts show how the practice of baptism came to Najran, and subsequently
became compulsory for those Najranites who converted to Christianity. Significantly, baptism was
regularly performed in church by the Najranites themselves, with a religious ceremony that included
several rituals, such as washing new converts to Christianity with water and declaring the new

convert’s belief in God, the Son and the Holy Spirit. During the time under discussion, there are few
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details explaining the custom of baptism among Najranite Christians, but it seems to have been an

official practice specifically reserved for new converts and infants.

5.7.2 Prayer

Muslim sources shed light on some aspects of how the Christians of Najran prayed, including the
direction and timing of prayer. The first account was provided by al-Hamawi (1995) and al-Isfahani
(1997) who stated that the Christians of Najran met at their great church every Sunday to perform
their Sunday prayer and then go to receive delegations, visitors and poets. The second statement
reported by Ibn-Hisham (1955) recounted the arrival of a delegation of Najranite Christians in
Medina. He related that those Najranite Christians entered the Prophet’s mosque after afternoon
prayer and then, when it was time for their prayer, they began to pray towards the east. At that
point, according to Ibn-Hisham, the Prophet’s companions wanted to prevent the Christians from
praying inside the mosque but the Prophet Muhammad refused this and allowed the Christians to

complete their prayer.

These two accounts show that the Najranite Christians were keen on performing prayer at a
particular time, wherever the location. But it is noticeable that Muslim sources were not very
familiar with Christian prayers, except for the reference to the Sunday prayer as a weekly prayer.
This can be seen in the account of the prayer of the delegation of Najranite Christians in the
Prophet’s mosque. This particular prayer seems to have been a daily prayer, perhaps the afternoon
prayer in the Hebraeus (1967) categorisation of daily Christian prayers. In other words, according to
Ibn-Hisham’s (1955) account, the prayer performed by the delegation of Najran Christians in the
Prophet’s mosque appears to have been a type of congregational prayer commanded by their
spiritual leader rather than individual prayer, because the Christian delegation prayed together.
Moreover, the lack of understanding displayed by the Muslim sources can be noted in the concept
of facing east while praying. Although Hebraeus (1967) confirms this as one of the compulsory
rules of Christian prayer, they do not provide the reason behind setting the direction of prayer as
toward the east. In general, the Christians of Najran definitely practised daily prayer, a weekly
prayer every Sunday and special prayers for religious celebrations. This practice of prayer was
probably performed in line with set rules, such as setting the direction of prayer towards the east,

performing ablutions, calling the faithful to prayer by using a bell and setting the time of prayer.
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5.7.3 Pilgrimage

The Christians of Najran apparently went on pilgrimages as a major component of their worship, as
other Christian groups did during the time under study. There is, however, debate concerning the
kind of pilgrimage they undertook, and which sacred places they visited. There are two accounts
reported by Muslim and Christian sources that consider Najran to be a destination of pilgrimage,
particularly during the pre-Islamic period. The difference between the Ka‘ba of Najran and the holy
church has already been highlighted (see sub-section 5.3.1), but it is important to examine Najran
again as an object of pilgrimage. The first Muslim account, reported by al-Bakr1 (1983), al-Isfahani
(1991) and al-Hamawi (1995), narrates that the church of Najran was a destination for pilgrimage
by different Arab groups who did not perform to Mecca to Hajj. It regards this church as one of
three holy churches visited by Arab Christians on pilgrimage; the other destinations were the church

in al-Hira of the Christian Lakhmids and the church of the Christian Ghassanides in Syria.

Additionally, a relevant account by al-Hamdani (1989) revealed an obscure reason behind the
pilgrimage to the church in Najran. He regarded Najran as one of the places for Mawadi‘ al-Niyaha
(morning for the dead), which were visited by worshippers during pre-Islamic times. However, al-
Hamdani did not offer further details concerning the timing of the pilgrimage or the religious

identity of the people who came to Najran for the Mawadi‘ al-Niyaha.

From the above Muslim accounts, it is clear that the holy church of Najran was a place of
pilgrimage for the Christians of Najran and other unknown groups who did not go to Mecca.
Nevertheless, the image given by these sources is still confused. The Muslim accounts do not
mention the purpose for making this church a place of pilgrimage. Neither do they specify the
approximate date for performing this pilgrimage or the types of rituals of pilgrimage that were
performed at this church, except the mention of performing Sunday prayer. Furthermore, these
sources do not clarify the religious identity of the groups who performed the pilgrimage to the holy
church of Najran; al-Hamdani only stated that the reason for performing the pilgrimage to Najran is

for unknown dead people, which will be discussed below.

The second account is reported by eastern Christian sources, The Book of the Himyarites (Moberg,
1924), The Acts of Azkir (Budge, 1928), The Acts of Gregentios (Berger, 2006) and The Martyrdom
of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007). These four works contain important references to the construction of a
great church, which was made a holy church, by the Abyssinian King Kaleb, where many Najranite

martyrs were burned to death and buried. However, The Acts of Azkir (Budge, 1928) offers a
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valuable statement, which says that “King Kaleb established the commemoration of the martyrs
there” (p168). An additional account, provided by the Chronicle of Zachariah of Mitylene®
(Hamilton and Brooks, 1899) and The Chronicle of Zugnin (Harrak, 1999), concerning Simeon’s
first letter, gives direct evidence of the adopting of Najran’s church as a location of pilgrimage. It
recounts that Simeon asked the Archimandrite of Gabbula to adopt the memory of the Najranite

martyrs as a religious celebration to be commemorated by eastern Christians every year.

The above Christian sources offer further details that cannot be seen in the available Muslim
sources. These details throw light on the particular reason for adopting the church of Najran as an
object of pilgrimage, the founder of this pilgrimage, the identity of the pilgrims to Najran and the
approximate date for performing it. The reason for using Najran’s church as an object of pilgrimage
apparently began with Simeon of Béth Arsham’s proposal to the Monophysitic church to adopt the
memory of Najranite martyrs as a religious celebration for its inhabitants, most likely the Feast Day
of the Martyrs, and that this should be commemorated across their churches in the east.
Consequently, the Abyssinian king accepted the Monophysitic church’s proposal and most probably
established the church of Aretha and the Martyrs of Najran as a holy place for Christian pilgrims to
visit and to celebrate the commemoration of the Najranite martyrs. The purpose for establishing
Najran as place of Christian pilgrimage therefore becomes clear and gives an indication of what al-
Hamdant’ meant by referring to “morning the dead”. This may simply be another expression for

those Christians who were martyred and became an object of pilgrimage.

The establishment of the Najranite martyrs as objects of pilgrimage is most likely true, since eastern
Christian, both Monophysites and Nestorians, established shrines for their saints and martyrs and
made these into places of pilgrimage, as can be seen from a valuable account provided by the
Patrologia Graeca (Transl. Cheikho, 1989, p 397). This account speaks of the flourishing of
pilgrimages to the shrines of St. Simeon Stylites, St. Sergius and St. Bacchus in Syria during the
sixth and seventh centuries CE. Most importantly, it directly indicates that the Christians of Himyar,
most likely Najranites, were one of the groups who came to these shrines for pilgrimage. Although
this account does not offer further details, such as the dates of visits or the kind of rituals performed

at these shrines, it provides additional evidence that the Christians of Najran practised pilgrimage

67 Zacharias of Mytilene was a bishop and historian of the Church, who was born in Gaza in Palestine
around 465 CE and died around 536 CE (Afram, 1976).
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not only to their holy church in Najran, but probably also to other eastern Christian shrines in Syria

and Mesopotamia.

In summary, both Muslim and Christian sources agree in their consideration of the Najranite church

as an object of pilgrimage for Christians during the pre-Islamic period.

5.7.4 Monastic life

Shahid (1979) believes that monastic life played a significant role in the religious life of Najranite
Christians, as a result of the spread of monasteries across the Najran region. He claims that it is
difficult to investigate aspects of monastic life, due to the scarcity of available information, except
what can be learned from the Prophet Muhammad’s covenant with the delegation of Najranite
Christians, which contains an important reference to monasticism as one protected activity for those
Najranite Christians. Nonetheless, there is actually more to learn from a number of Christian and

Muslim sources, including the Prophet Muhammad’s covenant itself.

Probably the first references to monasticism were those related by The Book of the Himyarites
(Moberg, 1924) and The Martyrdom of Aretha (Ibrahim, 2007), which talk of the execution of
monks and monastic women by the Himyarite king. This short reference gives clear evidence of the
practice of monasticism among Najranite Christians from an early period, around the time of the

establishment of the first church there.

During the period under study, the number of hermitages and monasteries seems to have increased
across the Najran region, as shown in the sub-section 5.3.3. This offers evidence for a flourishing of
monasticism, as both types of building were allocated for monks who devoted themselves to aspects
of monasticism. In addition, the notable stability of political, economic, social and religious affairs

in the region during that time suggests that Christians were able to practice monasticism freely.

Muslim sources provide useful details concerning two Najranite characters who practised aspects of
monasticism. al-Isbahani (1986), al-Bayhaqi (1988), al-Isfahani (1997) and al-Kharkdshi (2003)
related that the well-known Najranite bishop, Quss bin Sa‘ida al-Iyadi, used to spend long days
alone in nomadic lands to worship, and perhaps used to devote himself in the great church of
Najran, as Ibn-Sa‘id (1982) claims. Regardless of the extent to which these details are accurate, they

reflect a common practice among Christians of Najran, in particular their clerics.
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The second character is the Najranite monk Layth bin Abi Shammar al-Zabidi, who lived at the
time of the Prophet Muhammad. Al-Bayhaqi (1988) tells how this monk was spending his time
alone in a hermitage when the delegation of Najranite Christians returned from Medina and told
him about their meeting with the Prophet Muhammad. Layth bin Abi Shammar al-Zabidi promptly
ended his seclusion and travelled to Medina to urgently meet the Prophet Muhammad, bringing an
expensive black cloak as a present to the Prophet in order to find out more details about Islam (al-
Bayhaqi, 1988). This statement shows how Najranite monks practised monasticism by being alone,
isolating themselves from others and devoting most of their time to worship. These monastic
customs practised in Najran were probably similar to other monastic customs of the time,
particularly among eastern Christians during the period under study. In this regard, several Muslim
scholars, such as Ibn-Qutaybah (1979), al-Wahidi (1994) and Ibn-Sidah (1996) in addition to the
eastern Christian scholar Hebraeus (1967), agree that a worshipper who wanted to follow a
monastic life was required to follow set rules such as avoiding meeting people, wearing black
cloaks, being sexually abstinent, refraining from eating meat, eating only bread, practising fasting,
and devoting most nights to the performance of prayer and reciting the Gospel.

In the early Islamic period, the covenant of the Prophet Muhammad unequivocally refers to
monasticism as a major feature of Christianity by saying that “it is not permitted to remove a bishop
from his bishopric, a monk from his monastic life, or anchorite from his vocation as a hermit”
(Transl. Morrow, 2013, p113). The inclusion of monastic life as something worthy of being
protected, in addition to the other rituals, reflects its importance as a flourishing practice in the

religious life of the Christians of Najran.

In summary, the practice of monasticism seems to have flourished as a major aspect of worship
among the Christians of Najran, and clerics appear to have formed the majority of people who

practised it in their places of worship.

5.8 Conclusion

Significant conclusions can be drawn from this chapter. There are many details concerning the
arrival of Christianity in Najran that are still debatable, such as the approximate date, the country of
origin of the first Christian preacher in Najran and the identity of this preacher. There are obvious
differences between Christian and Muslim sources, but three versions — Nestorian, Abyssinian and

Muslim — seem to be the most acceptable, due to their similarities in details and context. This study
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suggests that the three versions perhaps best reflect the missionary activities by Christian traders

who preached Christianity in Najran before it became a Christian centre.

When considering places of worship, the examination of the Ka'ba of Najran shows that there are
considerable differences between the church allocated for pilgrimage and the place owned by Bant
ad-Dayyan, the chieftain of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe, and this Ka ba appears to have been a
venue for social gatherings, rather than a church. Najranite Christians probably had three main types
of places of worship: churches, monasteries and hermitages. The difference between these three
types is related to their locations, shapes, the rituals of worship held there and the people who lived
or worshipped there. The research shows that the churches were more formal settings, where
prayers and public meetings were regularly held, and they were usually located in populated areas.
In contrast, hermitages and monasteries were established for the practice of monasticism and most
probably existed outside populated areas; worshippers lived alone in both of these places, but
hermitages were substantially smaller than monasteries and frequently contained only one

worshipper.

The doctrines followed by Najranite Christians are a particularly significant issue because there is
no agreement between modern researchers as to what the official doctrines adopted by Najranite
Christians were. The research examines the doctrinal development of Najranite Christians from the
introduction of Christianity to Najran to the early Islamic period. It concludes that Monophysitism
was probably the dominant doctrine in Najran during the Abyssinian occupation due to the
noticeable support offered by the Monophysitic churches in Egypt, Abyssinia and Syria to Najranite
Christians, which can be seen in the consecration of bishops and the dispatching of clergy.
However, it is clear that the doctrines of Najranite Christians changed during three distinct periods,
the Abyssinian and Persian occupations, and the early Islamic period, to consist of a diverse range
of doctrines that included Monophysites (both Jacobites and Julianites), Nestorians and Melchites.
The impact of political factors is noticeable in the development of this diversity. However, there are
additional economic considerations to be taken into account, due to the fact that Najran became a

centre of trade for Christian traders, as can be seen from Najran relations with Byzantium.

The chapter debates the major theological concepts understood by Najranite Christians, through
accounts of their dialogues with Muslims. These include critical issues such as the Christology of
Jesus, Mary, Prophethood, Paradise, Hellfire and creation. The dialogue between the Prophet

Muhammad and the delegation of Najranite Christians shows that it was likely that there was
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considerable disagreement between the Christians of Najran concerning the Christology of Jesus,
due to their doctrinal diversity. In other words, Monophysites adopted a belief in the one divine
nature of Jesus Christ, whereas Nestorians embraced two separate divine and human natures and
Melchitism adopted the Chalcedonian formula for Christ as the union of both human and divine
natures in one body.

The position of the Christians of Najran concerning the Prophethood of the Prophet Muhammad is
an interesting issue. They seem to have had a positive view of him as a probable true prophet, which
may have been based on their Biblical understanding of the continuation of Prophethood.
Additional issues given attention in Muslim-Najranite Christian dialogues included the concepts of

Paradise, Hellfire and creation.

The discussion examines accounts offered by both Muslim and Christian sources concerning the
clergy of the Najranite church, and concludes that there seems to have been misunderstandings in
Muslim sources with regard to the clergy of the Christians of Najran, particularly since the
delegation of Najranite Christians seems to have contained political and economiC community
leaders, as well as their bishop. Therefore, the clergy of Najranite Christians is shown to have
comprised three levels of holy orders: bishop, priest and deacon, each of which had different tasks

and responsibilities, as well as different levels of authority.

The chapter ends by discussing four rituals of worship: baptism, prayer, pilgrimage and monastic
life. Baptism was perhaps the first ritual to arrive in Najran, potentially with the first Najranite
convert, and became an official ritual for new converts and infants, and was normally practised in
church. The research shows that prayer was the major ritual of worship, and consisted of daily
prayers, weekly prayers and, most probably special prayers on specific religious occasions. Prayers
were most likely performed in line with rules that governed such issues as their timing, facing east,

performing ablutions and calling the faithful to prayer with the use of a bell.

On the topic of pilgrimage, the research concludes that Najran was an object of Christian
pilgrimage, possibly because a church was built on the place where Najranite Christians were
martyred, which was made into a shrine for Christian pilgrims to visit. Christians of Najran
potentially performed pilgrimages outside their region, travelling to other Christian shrines,
particularly in Syria and Mesopotamia, during the period under study. Finally, monastic life seems
to have flourished in Najran due to the stability of the Christian community’s affairs during this

period. This flourishing can be seen in the increasing number of hermitages and monasteries in
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which monastic life was practised. Most monks who devoted themselves to worshipping in these

places seem to have been clerics.
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Chapter 6

The Early History of Islam in Najran (1-40 AH / 622-661 CE):
Its Arrival, Spread, Policy towards Other Religions,

and Influence on the Religious Structure

6.1 Introduction

The arrival of Islam in Najran subsequently led to major changes in the religious structure of this
region during the period covered by the current chapter. More specifically, Muslim rule over the
region, and hence the spread of Islam, strongly impacted the existence of the three main existing
religions: polytheism, Christianity and Judaism. This raises a significant question: to what extent
did Islam contribute to the religious structure of the region as a multi-religious society? In other
words, did the Muslim authorities adopt an effective and fixed policy to spread Islam while
coexisting with other religions, and was this policy at the same time able to establish peaceful

coexistence between religious groups in Najranite society ?

The current chapter seeks to investigate the impact of Islam on Najran’s multi-religious society by
debating several issues. The discussion will begin by exploring the early connections between the
Prophet Muhammad and the people of Najran after he launched his call to Islam in Mecca prior to
formally contacting the two main powers of Najran: the Christian community and the polytheists of
the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe. The research will also examine the policy of spreading Islam in
Najran, in terms of adopting several practices, such as sending missions, building mosques and
Katatib, and scholarly trips. In the third section, the discussion will focus on the policies of the
Muslim rulers — the Prophet and his Caliphs — towards non-Muslims communities in terms of their
religion, security and property. The final section will assess the impact of this policy on the
coexistence of Najranite society in terms of its ability to establish tolerance towards the political,

religious and economic situations of both the Christian and Jewish communities.

6.2 Early connections between Islam and Najran

A significant question is whether or not Islam reached Najran during the early period of the Prophet
Muhammad’s call to Islam, in particular during the Meccan period (610-622 CE). There seem to

have been early connections between the Prophet Muhammad and the people of Najran dating back
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to this period. Muslim historians such as Ibn-Hisham (1955), Ibn-Kathir (1988) and al-Suhayli
(2000) refered to the coming of around twenty Christians, probably from Najran, to Mecca to meet
the Prophet Muhammad after hearing his call when they were travelling in Abyssinia. According to
these historians, the Christian delegation debated with the Prophet Muhammad on some issues of
his religion. He related some verses of the Qur’an to them; they believed him and perhaps accepted

Islam.

From this account, it is noticeable that these historians were not certain of the identity of the
Christians and whether they were from Najran or another location. Therefore, this incident may
reflect a connection between the Prophet Muhammad and Christianity, rather than an actual
relationship between the Prophet Muhammad and the Christian community in Najran. It is true that
there were possibly economic relationships between Najran and Mecca, as explained in Chapter
Two (see section 2.4), but the impact of this meeting in establishing an early presence of Islam

among Najranites seems to be non-existent during the Prophetic period, until 8 AH / 630 CE.

More specifically, the early connections between the Prophet Muhammad and Najran can be
observed in another brief meeting between the Prophet Muhammad and some people of the Banii
al-Harith bin Ka‘b on the Hajj, when the Prophet Muhammad invited them to accept Islam, as he
used to do every year during the Meccan period (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Afghani, 1974, al-Zurqani,
1996). The Banu al-Harith bin Ka‘b did not accept his invitation, but this meeting offers an
additional and obvious reference to relations between the Prophet Muhammad and Najran. This
episode confirms the conclusion that, as suggested in the previous paragraph, Islam had not

established a real influence in Najran by then.

In the early years of the Medinan period,®® which began with the establishment of the Muslim state
in Medina in 1 AH / 622 CE, there seems to have been a presence of some Najranite Christians in
Medina before the expulsion of the final Jewish group, the Banti Qurayza, from Medina in 5 AH /
627 CE (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). Ibn-Hisham (1955) related that a number of
Christians from Najran and rabbis from Medina’s Jews met with the Prophet Muhammad at the
same time. The Christian and Jewish groups disputed with each other over the truth of the

Prophethood of Jesus Christ. In another meeting, Ibn-Hisham (1955) narrated that some Jews from

68 Most biographies of the Prophet Muhammad call the period of his life in Mecca the “Meccan period”, and the rest of
his life in Medina the “Medinan period” (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Watt, 1956).
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Medina and Christians from Najran met the Prophet Muhammad and they argued about whether the
Prophet Abraham was a Jew or a Christian.

Regardless of what they argued, both occasions show that the existence of relations between
Muslims in Medina and the people of Najran was most likely, due to the commercial relationships
between Najran and the al-Hijaz region, including Medina, as discussed in Chapter Two (section
2.4). These relations, however, had not yet been established officially, because both sides — the
Prophet Muhammad and the leadership of the Christians of Najran — had not engaged in official
contact by then, at least not by the beginning of 9 AH / 630 CE. Muslim sources speak of southern
Arabian tribal delegations who were sent on behalf of their peoples to declare their faith, when the
Prophet Muhammad invited them officially. These sources list delegations from Hamdan, Khawlan,
Daws, Khath‘am, al-Azd, Kinda, al-Asha‘irah, Suda and Himyar (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Tabari, 1987,
al-Waqidi, 1989). Those sources did not include any indication of a delegation from Najran. This

evidently means that Najran had not yet officially sent its delegation to Medina.

Muslim sources report details on two Quryashi poets, ‘Abdullah bin al-Ziba‘ra®® and Hubayra bin
Abi Wahb al-Makhziimi, "° who fled to Najran when the Prophet Muhammad and his Muslim army
conquered Mecca in 8 AH / 630 CE (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Wagqidi, 1989, Ibn al-Athir, 1994, al-
Baladhuri, 1996). According to al-Waqidi (1989), both poets told the people of Bana al-Harith bin
Ka‘b that the Quraysh had been defeated and Mecca had been taken by the Prophet Muhammad,
and he might invade Najran soon which made the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe prepare to fight the

Prophet Muhammad’s armies by restoring their fortresses and summoning the tribe’s troops.

This account supports the suggestion that Islam had not yet been accepted in Najran. It also offers
evidence of the attitude of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe after hearing the news of the defeat of
the Quryash and the subjection of Mecca to Muslim rule. This attitude can be assumed from the
preparations for war and their refusal to become subjects of Islam, unlike other Arab tribes who

accepted Islam as a consequence of the conquest of Mecca in the following year. Here, an

69 ‘Abdullah bin Qais bin Adi bin al-Ziba‘ra was a Qurayshi poet during the pre-Muslim and early Muslim periods.
Although he had used his poetry to attack the Prophet Muhammad and Islam, bin al-Ziba ‘ra converted to Islam after the
conquest of Mecca in 8 AH/ 630 CE (Ibn al-Athir, 1994, al-Baladhuri, 1996, Meisami and Starkey, 1998).

70 Hubayra bin Abi Wahb al-Makhziim1 was a Qurayshi poet and noble who fled to Najran when Muslim armies
conquered Mecca. He spent the rest of his life there, until he died in around 10 AH / 631 CE (Ibn al-Athir, 1994, al-
Baladhurt, 1996, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).
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interesting question can be asked as to why the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe took an aggressive
attitude toward the Muslim state in this period of time. The answer to this question can be read in
light of their political and military alliance with the Christian community. This alliance brought
political and economic advantages that were represented in both local sides enjoying political
independence and stability, and this stability led to economic growth, as detailed in Chapter Two
(see sub-section 2.5.3). It is, therefore, logical that the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘'b would maintain
these advantages by fighting those who threatened the political independence of Najran.

In summary, the above details reveal early connections between Islam and Najran since the Meccan
period. This means the news of the Prophet Muhammad’s call was probably known in Najran.
However, these connections do not appear to have led to the establishing of a real presence of Islam
in Najran at that time. It could be suggested that Islam had not quite been accepted yet in this
region, unlike other southern Arabian regions, which sent delegations to declare their faith in
Medina.

6.3 Islam’s domination of Najran

In Chapter Two, it has been shown that there were two main powers controlling the region of
Najran: the Christian community and the polytheists of the Bania al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe (sub-
section 2.5.3). Therefore, it is not surprising to see that the Prophet Muhammad dealt with the two
main powers of Najran. In this section, the discussion will detail the Prophet Muhammad’s policy
toward each group separately, as well as the policy towards the Jews and Zoroastrians, who formed

the minor religious groups in the region.

6.3.1 The submission of the Christian community

The formal relationships between Islam and Najran began with the contact of the Prophet
Muhammad with the Christian community in 9 AH / 630 CE. Some Muslim historians such as Ibn-
Sa‘ad (n.d.), al-Ya‘qubi (1883) and al-Bayhaqi (1988), recorded that the Prophet Muhammad sent a
letter to the bishops of Najran, inviting them to choose one of three options: acceptance of Islam,
paying Jizyah, or war. According to al-Bayhaqi (1988), the bishop, Abt al-Harith bin ‘Algama, was
shocked when he read the Prophet’s letter and then called a public meeting of Christian people in
Najran. The group decided to send a delegation to meet the Prophet Muhammad and find out further

details of his call to Islam.
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Here, a significant question can be addressed, regarding the reason why the Prophet Muhammad
began his relationship with Najran through the Christian community, and not the Bant al-Harith bin
Ka‘b. There are perhaps two factors behind this. First, most Najranite Christians lived in the city
centre and its surrounding rural areas, where economic activity was greatest, as concluded in
Chapter Two (section 2.3). This enabled the Christians to hold the economic power in the region.
Therefore, the Muslims may have thought that the domination of the city centre and economic
power would enable a Muslim authority to control other parts of the Najran region, especially the
Bedouin districts where most of the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b lived. Second, the influence of
Byzantium still existed among Christians, especially in spiritual matters, which was shown by the
adoption of Melchitism, the official doctrine of the Byzantine Church, by many Najranite
Christians, as examined in Chapter Five (see section 5.4). This factor was probably more important
than the first factor, because it concerned an external power that was a rival to the Muslim state at
the time. In the same year as the meeting, 9 AH / 630 CE, the threat of a Byzantine invasion of the
Muslim state was very real. This can be seen in the military campaign to Tabiik ™, which was
commanded by the Prophet Muhammad himself for the purpose of defending Arabia from the
Byzantine-northern Arab Christian military coalition on its northern borders (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-
Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). Therefore, the Prophet Muhammad probably expected that the
Christian community represented a greater risk to the spread of Islam to Najran than the Banii al-
Harith bin Ka‘b did, due to their close relations with Byzantium. He therefore decided to deprive
Byzantium of its influence in South Arabia, by making subjects of the Christian community there,

who were the allies of Byzantium.

In addition, the mention of military conflict, as one of the options presented in the Prophet
Muhammad’s letter, suggests certain things. First, it implies that the influence of the Muslim state
might have reached the regions bordering Najran, which means that the Muslims were now able to
threaten Najran. Secondly, the threat of using the military option clearly did not aim to force
Christians to convert to Islam, but represented a step towards conquering Najran politically, by
neutralising the Christian community before the next step of making the Banii al-Harith bin Ka'b

subject to Muslim rule, as will be seen later.

71 Tabuk was the name of well-known town in the northwest of the Arabian Peninsula where the Prophet Muhammad
and his army camped for around a month to fight the Byzantine troops (al-Bakri, 1983, al-Hamawi, 1995).
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In the rest of the story, a number of Muslim historians such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), al-Ya‘qubi (1883),
Ibn-Hisham (1955), Mugqatil (1979), al-Isbahani (1986) and al-Baladhuri (1987) agreed that the
Prophet Muhammad received this delegation after his return from a military campaign to Tabtk in
Ramadan in 09/9 AH / January 631 CE. They recorded that the Christian delegation consisted of
around sixty men, fourteen of whom were nobles. It was led by three men: the bishop, Abu al-

Harith bin ‘Algama, the al-*Aqib, ‘Abdul Massth bin Dariss al-KindT, and the al-Sayyid, al-Ayham.

However, al-Bayhaqt (1988) argued that the Christians of Najran had dispatched three clergymen, ,
Sharhabil bin Wada‘a, ‘Abdullah bin Sharhabil and Jabbar bin Fayyad before the coming of the
well-known delegation of Najranite Christians mentioned above. He related that the three
clergymen had a meeting with the Prophet Muhammad that resulted in a peaceful covenant written
by the Prophet Muhammad, after which they returned to Najran and delivered the covenant to the
bishop of Najran. Later, the bishop and other nobles from Najran came to the Prophet Muhammad
and remained with him for a period of time, hearing about the Qur’an, but did not convert to Islam.
When they decided to return to Najran, the Prophet wrote another peaceful covenant with the

bishop, Abt al-Harith (al-Bayhaqi, 1988).

The available Muslim sources obviously focused on the major delegation that was led by the
bishop. Nevertheless, the account of al-Bayhaqi seems highly reliable in giving the full account of
the relationship between the Prophet Muhammad and the Christians of Najran. This may be due to
the attention of other Muslim sources being focused on the incident of Mubdahala, or they may be
not have been fully familiar with al-Bayhaqi’s sources and the narrators of his account. The
likelihood of al-Bayhaqi’s account being true can be seen in its inclusion of two covenants that
strongly support the probability of there being two meetings. Noticeably, the text of the second
covenant indicates the bishop Abu al-Harith bin ‘Algama specifically, and just affirms the
protection of the Christians of Najran, as the Prophet Muhammad stipulated in the first covenant.
Significantly, it does not refer to the regulation of the Jizyah, or to what kind of obligations the non-
Muslims of Najran would have towards the Muslim government, unlike the first covenant, which
reported in detail the procedure for paying the Jizyah (see Appendix 1: Document 2 and Document
3). This perhaps offers evidence to assume that this covenant is an affirmation of the first, more
detailed, covenant. Regardless of how many Najranite delegations visited the Prophet Muhammad,
however, the indisputable result is that the Christians of Najran became subject to Muslim rule, but

retained their faith.

- 168 -



In Christian sources, The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907) and Hebraeus (2012) offer some details
about the coming of the delegation of Najran Christians to meet the Prophet Muhammad in Medina.
The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907) relates that there was a representative delegation of Christians
of Najran, headed by al-Sayyad al-Ghassani, ‘Abd Joshua‘, Abraham the Monk, Ibn-Harah and the
bishop Jesus, who came to meet the Prophet Muhammad in Medina and brought him precious gifts.
Similarly, Hebraeus (2012) recounted that the Christians of Najran sent their delegation, which was
commanded by their chief, al-Sayyid, and their bishop, Joshua, to the Prophet Muhammad in
Medina. Unlike the Muslim sources, neither account gives further details with regard to the purpose
that made those Christians travel to Medina, whether it was due to a letter from the Prophet
Muhammad or not. The list of the Christian delegation offered by The Chronicle of Seert clearly
differs from those recorded by Muslim sources (Ibn-Hisham 1955, Mugqatil, 1979, al-Bayhaqi,
1988). There is just one exception, a reference to al-Sayyid, who was probably the same person

mentioned by the Muslim sources.

In short, both Muslim and Christian sources entirely agree that the Christians of Najran agreed to be
subject to the authority of the Prophet Muhammad in exchange for being given full protection, as
will be discussed later. However, there is an important question as to why the Christian of Najran
accepted a peaceful submission to his authority. Lecker (2010) considers the economic factor as
perhaps the main reason behind this submission, because the expansion of Islam presented a risk to
their economic activities. In fact, the military factor appears to have been more serious than the
economic, because the Muslim influence had already reached South Arabia. As direct evidence, al-
TabarT (1995) recorded that when the leaders of the Najranite Christian delegation decided to make
a peaceful agreement with the Prophet Muhammad, they said: “we do not have the ability to fight
the Arabs, but we will make peace (salah) with you” (Vol. 6. p 479). This statement shows what the
leaders of the Christians of Najran considered the military power of the Muslim state to be, a state
which had been able to gather most of the Arab tribes for an urgent confrontation, as had happened

during the time they met with the Prophet.

In summary, it can be concluded that the Christian community became subjects of the Muslim state,
although they retained their Christianity. This submission consequently enabled the Prophet
Muhammad to spread his religion in Najran in the next step of his policy, by taking a stance toward

the other Najranite power, the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b, as discussed below.
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6.3.2 The Polytheists of Banu al-Harith bin Ka‘b

This tribe was the biggest tribal power in Najran because it controlled the largest area of land in the
region, as discussed in Chapter Two (section 2.3). The Prophet Muhammad, therefore, directed his
attention towards bringing this tribe under Islam. Early Muslim historians such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.),
Ibn-Hisham (1955), al-Tabar1 (1987) and al-Baladhuri (1996) recorded that the Prophet Muhammad
dispatched Khalid bin al-Walid with 400 men to the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe in Najran around
the month of Rab1" al-Thani 10 AH / August 631 CE. The Prophet ordered Khalid bin al-Walid to
invite the people of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka'b to Islam three days before fighting them, with
instructions that if they did not accept Islam, Khalid bin al-Walid should then fight the Bant al-
Harith bin Ka'b. As soon as he reached Najran, Khalid bin al-Walid began sending out his men in
all directions, calling the people of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b to Islam. They accepted the call to
Islam, so Khalid bin al-Walid and his men engaged in teaching the new Muslims the Qur’an, the
Sunnah and religious practices (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987, al-Baladhuri,
1996) .

The previous accounts show that the policy of the Prophet Muhammad toward the polytheists of
Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b was significantly different from his policy towards the Christian
community. It is clear that there were only two options given to those polytheists: accept Islam or
war. This policy was probably due to the divine command in Sirat at-Tawbah, which rejects the
existence of polytheism in the Arabian Peninsula, as Muslim commentaries agreed (al-Qurtubi,
1964, al-Wahidi, 1968, Muqatil, 1979, al-Baghawi, 1986, al-Tabari, 1995, al-Baydawi, 1999).

The above Muslim historians evidently agreed that the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b converted to Islam
peacefully and avoided war with Khalid bin al-Walid’s expedition. However, significantly they did
not refer to the probable reasons behind this peaceful conversion. Here, it could be argued that
conversion to Islam as a true religion cannot be the only reason. There may be additional factors
that contributed to persuading the Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b to accept Islam. By the year known as
‘Am al-Wufood (The Year of Delegations), 9 AH / 630 CE, Najran had become surrounded by lands
under Muslim rule, and even its Christian community had submitted to Muslim rule. As a result, the
Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b may have accepted Islam because they were surrounded by Muslim tribes

and felt threatened.

In the second part of the story, Khalid bin al-Walid came to Medina with a delegation from the

Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b, which was led by their most prominent chieftains, Yazid bin ‘Abd al-
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Madan bin ad-Dayyan, Qays bin al-Husayn Dhi al-Ghussah, Yazid bin al-Mahajjal, ‘Abdullah bin
Qurad al-Zyadi, Shaddad bin ‘Abdullah al-Qanani and ‘Amr bin ‘Abdullah al-Dababi (Ibn-Hisham,
1955, Ibn-Khayyat, 1977, al-Mas‘adi, 1981, al-Tabari, 1987). The Prophet Muhammad received the
members of the delegation of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b and they declared their testimony of
Islam and Muhammad’s Prophethood as soon as they met him. According to Ibn-Hisham (1955),
the Prophet Muhammad blamed the delegation of the Banu al-Harith bin Ka'b for being late to
convert to Islam. But their leader, Yazid bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan, answered the Prophet
that his people were grateful to Allah, who had guided them to Islam. The Prophet Muhammad
accepted Yazid’s answer and there followed a discussion of the pre-Islamic history of the Bana al-
Harith bin Ka‘b. Afterwards, the Prophet Muhammad hosted them in Medina for several months
and when the delegation of the Banu al-Harith bin Ka'b wanted to return to Najran, the Prophet
Muhammad gave ten ounces of gold to each member of the delegation and appointed ‘Amr bin
Hazm as their teacher and governor (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955). In addition, ibn-Sa‘ad
(n.d.) related that the Prophet Muhammad offered written covenants to the chieftain of each Banii
al-Harith bin Ka‘b clan, which protected their people and property in return for a commitment to

practise Islam and pay Zakah (see Appendix 1).

It is significant that the Prophet Muhammad blamed the delegation of the Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b.
The reason for this has caused disagreement between modern researchers. al-Hadithi (1986) sees the
purpose of showing the Prophet Muhammad’s annoyance toward the delegation of the Bana al-
Harith bin Ka‘b tribe as being to break their alliance with the Christian community of Najran, which
formed a military threat to Muslim influence in South Arabia. In contrast, al-Shuja‘ (1987) supposes
that the Prophet Muhammad may have wanted to examine the credibility of their faith, because the
delegation of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b seemed to be arrogant, as can be observed by their
expensive clothes. al-MasrT (1992) and Ibn-Jrais (2004) argue the credibility of this specific
statement concerning the Prophet’s blaming of the delegation of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b,
because the Prophet tended to be kind, polite and modest in such situations. Dalal (1995) assumes
that the Prophet Muhammad blamed the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b simply because of their delay in

accepting Islam, unlike other Arab tribes.

There seems to be an incomplete understanding of the Prophet’s attitude by these researchers. As
the Muslim sources report, the full context of the relationship between Islam and the Banii al-Harith
bin Ka‘b shows that they were not positive toward the early call to Islam in the Hajj, or later after

the conquest of Mecca when they offered protection to the two Quryasht poets as detailed earlier
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(section 6.2). Furthermore, the Banti al-Harith bin Ka“b continued to ignore the fact that the Muslim
influence had reached South Arabia, including Najran, and there were Muslim tribes in areas
surrounding the districts of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b. As a result, the Prophet Muhammad
probably expressed his annoyance at the delegation from the Bani al-Harith bin Ka'b and blamed
them for being late to accept Islam.

Overall, it is clear that the polytheists of Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe converted to Islam within a
short period and became part of Muslim society. This conversion resulted in a major change in the
religious structure of the region, representing the decline of polytheism and establishing Islam as a
major part of the multi-religious society in the region. Moreover, the coming of a delegation from
the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe meant practically complete domination of the Muslim state over
the entire Najran region, which would lead to major changes in the religious structure of the region

later.

6.3.3 Other religious minorities (Jews and Zoroastrians)

Jews and Zoroastrians existed in Najran as minor religious communities, in comparison to the two
main religious groups, the Christian community and the polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b.
The conditions of both communities changed considerably under Muslim rule. As detailed in
Chapter Four, lIbn-Ja‘far (1981) and al-Baladhuri (1987) narrated that the Jewish community
submitted to Muslim rule and were offered regulations protecting their internal affairs, as with the
Christian community (al-Baladhuri, 1987, Ibn-Ja‘far, 1981).

But with regard to the Zoroastrians of Najran, Muslim sources cannot provide useful details of how
the Muslim authorities dealt with their existence. However, the Prophet’s policy toward Zoroastrian
communities in South Arabia provides a context for his policy toward their co-religionists in
Najran. Early Muslim historians such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), Ibn-Hisham (1955), Ibn-Khayyat (1977)
and al-Tabari (1987) agreed that the Persian governor of Yemen, Badhan ibn Sasan, accepted the
Prophet’s invitation to Islam and became loyal to Muslim rule, and hence most Persian
communities in South Arabia converted to Islam. For those who remained Zoroastrians, a statement
given by al-Baladhuri (1987) relates that the Prophet Muhammad required Jizyah from the
Zoroastrians of Yemen, as he did from Christians and Jews. The Prophet adopted the same policy
toward other Zoroastrian communities in other Arabian regions, particularly in Yamamah, ‘Uman
and al-Bahrayn in the east of Arabia (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Abu-Yisuf, 1962, Ibn-Sallam, 1975, Ibn-
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Zanjawayh, 2006). This provides strong evidence to suggest that the Prophet adopted the same

policy towards the Zoroastrians of Najran.

However, several sources, such as al-Mizzi (1980b), Ibn-Khayyat (1993) and al-Hamdani (2004a),
refer to the conversion of the Zoroastrian family of Bana al-Baylamni in Najran to Islam. This
means that a significant number of Najran Zoroastrians converted to Islam, like their co-religionists
in South Arabia. They were probably impacted by the conversion to Islam of the Persian governor,
Badhan ibn Sasan, and his Persian Zoroastrian followers, in addition to the conversion of the Bana
al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe.

6.4 Conversion policy

The second step after dominating Najran and converting a number of its occupants was to establish
a real Muslim community as a part of the religious structure of the region. This establishment could
not have happened without the adoption of an effective policy which was represented in teaching
the new Muslim converts the practices and instructions of Islam. In this regard, Muslim sources
offer significant details of how the central government of the Muslim state in Medina adopted
several methods for teaching the new religion to Najranites, especially amongst the ex-polytheists
of the Bania al-Harith bin Ka‘b. This can be discussed in the light of three steps adopted by the
Prophet Muhammad and his envoys to Najran: sending missions, building mosques and supporting

the scholarly trips.

6.4.1 Missions

Muslim sources provide details of several missions dispatched by the Prophet Muhammad to Najran
with a number of purposes and tasks. These missions played an important role in inviting people to
the new religion and instructing them in Islam and its rituals of worship, in addition to their political

and administrative responsibilities.

In the story of the delegation of Najran Christians to Medina, Muslim sources indicate that a few
Christians, such as Kiiz bin ‘Algama and Bashir bin Mu‘awiyah, converted to Islam (Ibn-Makiila,
1990, Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Tbn-Hajar, 2010). This means those new Muslims needed to be taught the
new religion and understand how to worship. In this respect, early Hadith works such as those by
Ibn-Hanbal (1969), al-Bukhari (1997) and Muslim (2007) recounted that the delegation of

Christians from Najran asked the Prophet Muhammad to send a trustworthy man to instruct them in
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Islam and to collect the Jizyah from the Christians of Najran. Abii ‘Ubaydah ‘Amir ibn al-Jarah’?
was appointed as an envoy to perform both tasks. This was probably the first Muslim mission to
Najran, because it was specifically sent to the Christian community, who were the first Najranite
delegation to Medina in 9 AH / 630 CE. However, the impact of the mission of Aba ‘Ubaydah
‘Amir ibn al-Jarah in spreading Islam in Najran appears to have been minor, because most
Christians retained their faith, except for a small number who most likely attended sessions by Abu

‘Ubaydah on the Prophet’s instructions.

The second mission was the one commanded by Khalid bin al-Walid to the Bana al-Harith bin Ka‘b
tribe, as previously discussed. According to al-Tabar1 (1987), most members of Khalid bin al-
Walid’s mission were jurists and scholars of the Qur’an, such as al-Bara’ bin ‘Azib, Burayda bin al-

Husayb al-Aslami and Bilal bin Harith al-Muzani.

It is significant that, although the mission of Khalid bin al-Walid was initially dispatched to conquer
Najran and perhaps other southern Arabian regions, it spent around six months in Najran teaching
the new converts the main aspects of religion, such as the five pillars of Islam (Arkan al-Islam),
rites of prayers, rules of Hajj, guidelines of fasting and so on (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-
Tabari, 1987, al-Baladhuri, 1996). This all gives further credence to the educational role which the
mission fulfilled. In conclusion, the mission of Khalid bin al-Walid resulted in the decline of
polytheism in the religious structure of Najran. The mission appears to have achieved its main task
in establishing Islam as a major religion in Najran by converting the majority of the Bant al-Harith

bin Ka'b to Islam.

The mission of Khalid bin al-Walid was supported by another expedition in the same year, led by
‘Ali bin Abi Talib, with a number of the Prophet Muhammad’s companions. Although the main
task of this mission was to collect Zakah, the available Muslim sources refer to it as replacing the
members of Khalid bin al-Walid’s mission with new members (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn-Khayyat,
1977, al-Tabari, 1987). It seems that “Alil bin Ab1 Talib’s mission played a significant role in
teaching Muslim practices to the Najranites, in addition to its financial task. This role can be seen in

the engagement of a number of the members of this mission in the process of spreading Muslim

72 He was one of the Prophet Muhammad’s companions and one of the commanders of the Muslim armies that
conquered Syria in the reign of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab. Aba ‘Ubaydah died in Palestine in 20 AH / 639 CE (lbn-
Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-al-Athir, 1994, al-Baladhuri, 1996).
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practices among the new Najranite Muslims. In addition, ‘Alf bin Ab1 Talib’s mission apparently

reflected the keenness of the Muslim authority to continue to teach people about Islam.

The fourth mission was headed by ‘Amr bin Hazm, who became possibly the first resident governor
of Najran in 631 CE / 10 AH (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). The Prophet
Muhammad wrote an official decree, which contains valuable details regarding the policy of
teaching the practices of worship that are recorded in Qur’anic verses. The decree refers to teaching
the customs and the duties of the Hajj and the ‘U rah (the lesser Hajj). There is also a statement
concerning the learning of the rules of ablution, times of daily prayers and the regulations for
paying Zakah (Abu-Yusuf, 1962).

The conduct of teaching all the above rituals of worship probably required the presentation of
practices rather than oral explanation, in particular concerning the rites of Hajj and prayer. This may
have involved establishing a scholarship trips, in order to learn the rituals and rules of Islam as a

new religion, which will be discussed later in this chapter.

In Najran, ‘Amr bin Hazm remained to teach the people Islam and rituals of worship as part of his
responsibilities, until the death of the Prophet Muhammad (Ibn-Hibban, 1997). Shortly before the
death of the Prophet, a false prophet called al-Aswad al-‘Ansi proclaimed himself a prophet,
commanded his followers to go to Najran and invited some tribal chieftains to support his
movement (al-Tabar1, 1987). This impacted on the educational role of ‘Amr bin Hazm, who turned
his attention to political and military efforts to counter the threat from al-Aswad al-‘ Ansi. Although
al-Aswad al-‘Ansi attacked Najran with the help of some Najranite rebels who joined his
movement, he could not occupy Najran. The main chieftain of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka‘b,
‘Abdullah bin ‘Abd al-Madan bin ad-Dayyan, persuaded most Najranites to remain Muslim and join
‘Amr bin Hazm (Tarikh al-Yemen fi al-Kaw a’in wa al-Fitan, n.d., al-TabarT, 1987).

Although it faced a serious challenge from the rebellion of al-Aswad al-‘Ansi and his attempt to
seize Najran, the mission of ‘Amr bin Hazm was probably successful, as can be shown by the
willingness of most Najranites to fight for Islam against al-Aswad al-*AnsT’s rebellion. Most of the
Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe still retained their Muslim faith and remained loyal to the Muslim
authority, unlike some southern Arabian peoples who left Islam and went back to their old religions
during the Riddah Wars. The arrival of al-Aswad al-'AnsT’s movement in Najran resulted in a failed

attempt to change the religious structure in the region by imposing a new faith.
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Muslim sources furnish few details for other missions that were appointed for judicial,
administrative and financial purposes. One of these was headed by Abi Sufyan ibn Harb’, who
was responsible in particular for instructing people in prayer and collecting Zakah (al-Daraqutni,
1980, Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965). There was also Rashid bin ‘Abdrabuh al-Sulami, who was
appointed to control the affairs of the judiciary in Najran (Ibn ‘Abd-Rabbih, 1965, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).
Another mission to Najran in the time of the Prophet Muhammad was headed by al-Miighirah ibn
Shu‘bah.” The available Muslim sources do not provide details for this mission, except an
indication that he engaged in dialogue with some Najranite Christians (Ibn-Hanbal, 1969, al-
Bukhari, 1997, al-Tirmidhi, 1998, Muslim, 2007). Although these missions were sent to Najran for
non-educational tasks, their role in spreading Islam was possibly due to the introduction of Muslim

rules of justice, taxation and so on.

It seems, therefore, that considerable attention was paid by the Prophet Muhammad to Najran, in
order to spread Islam there. This attention required an effective policy that was represented by
educational missions not only to call people to accept Islam, but also to learn the details of the
rituals of worship. It is noticeable that the two missions of ‘Amr bin Hazm and Khalid bin al-Walid
appear to have had the most impact in spreading Islam among the people of Najran. This impact is
suggested in establishing Islam as a major religion in the religion structure of Najran can be
assumed by the conversion of most of the Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b to Islam within a short period.
This means that a major change of the religion structure of the region occurred when polytheism

declined and Christianity and Judaism begin to recede, as will be debated later.

73 His actual name was Sakhr ibn Harb, but his nickname was Aba Sufyan, and he was one of the most famous leaders
of the Quryash tribe and a well-known trader in Mecca. He converted to Islam when conquering Mecca in 8 AH / 630
CE and died in 30 AH / 650 CE (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d, Ibn-al-Athir, 1994, al-Baladhuri, 1996).

74 Rashid bin ‘Abdrabuh al-Sulami was one of the Prophet Muhammad’s companions. His old name was Ghawi
bin‘Abd al-Uzza, but when he converted to Islam, the Prophet changed his name to Rashid bin Abdrabtah (Ibn-Sa‘ad,
n.d, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).

75 Al-Mughirah ibn Shu‘bah Thaqafi was one of the Prophet Muhammad’s companions, born in the town of al-Taif. He

converted to Islam around 627 CE, was the governor of al-Kiifa in Mesopotamia in the time of Caliph Umar and the
early Umayyad Caliphate, and died around 670 CE (lbn-Sa‘ad, n.d, Ibn-al-Athir, 1994, al-Baladhuri, 1996).
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6.4.2 Building mosques and Katatib

The Muslim authorities were aware of the importance of allocating places to spread Islam and
instruct new converts. Therefore, the construction of a mosques in Najran during the early Islamic
period can be considered one effective way that Islam was spread and taught in the region of
Najran. It is important to remember that Muslim societies had not yet established regular schools
during the early Islamic era, so mosques were the main centres for teaching all aspects of religious
studies. Therefore, it can be assumed that the Prophet Muhammad and his governors paid specific
attention to building mosques throughout the region’s towns and villages, due to their role in
propagating Islam among the Najranite people. As a general statement, Ibn-Hazm (1996) said that:
“there were mosques in every town, village and Bedouin areas that Islam had reached by the time of
Prophet Muhammad’s death. In these mosques, converts learned the Qur’an and wrote out its
verses, prayed and studied the Sunnah” (VI0.2, p 213)’®. This general statement is strongly in
agreement with the adopted policy of building mosques across the Najran region during the period

under study, as will be discussed below.

What was probably the first mosque in Najran was constructed by Khalid bin al-Walid during his
stay in Najran in 10 AH / 631 CE. Little is known about this mosque, although al-Hamdant (1989)
referred to it as the Khalid bin al-Walid mosque, in light of his account of the route of Hajj. The
present author visited this mosque in the ‘Akfah site, which is situated around 80 km north of the
city centre of Najran, at an old archaeological site near Bedouin areas. There is an inscription
written in Kufic script on the wall of the niche (Mihrab) of this mosque, which probably dates back

to seventh century CE.

The construction of the Khalid bin al-Walid mosque in this Bedouin area probably refers to the first
physical presence of Islam in the region. It was clearly founded to propagate Islam amongst the

polytheists of the Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe during the period under study.

In the Rashidun Caliphate era (11-40 AH / 632-661 CE), there seems to have been an expansion in
the construction of mosques in the region, possibly due to the increasing number of new converts to
Islam and the stability of political and social conditions in the region. Ibn Abi-Shaybah (1989)
related that Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab ordered his governor in Najran to convert an old abbey

located in the town centre into a new mosque. Similarly, al-Bakr1 (1983) refered to the mosque of

76 Transl. the researcher.
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al-Ukhdid, which was built on Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab’s orders. This mosque, according to al-
Razi (1989) and al-Hamdani (2004a), later became one of the most important centres of scholarship
in South Arabia in early Muslim times, especially for holding lessons and seminars for students

who were interested in religious studies.

It is noticeable that during the Rashidun Caliphate mosques were established in the city centre and
rural areas where most Christians and Jews existed. The aim of this policy may have been to spread
Islam through those non-Muslims by building mosques and allocating them as places for teaching
Islam. This policy, over the course of time, perhaps led to changes being made in the religious

structure of these town centre and rural places as a result of new converts being gained for Islam.

Towards the end of his life, Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab established additional places of learning,
named Katatib (plural of Kittab), which can be described as a form of primary school. Muslim
sources such as Ibn-Sahntn (1972), Ibn-‘Asakir (1987), and Ibn-Hajar (2010) state that these
Katatib were allocated for the use of young people only (children and youths) to teach the skills of
reading and writing. Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab set times to study, appointed special teachers for
these Katatib and gave them salaries. Despite these details, it is not known whether Katatib existed
in the area under study or not; however, the existence of Katatib in Najran was possible because the
establishment of Katatib was adopted as a general policy in most regions of the Muslim state, not

only in specific areas.

The few details reported above offer strong evidence to assume that the construction of mosques,
and later Katatib, in Najran was a basic requirement for creating an actual Muslim community. The
mosque there was not only a place of worship, but also a centre of establishing a Muslim
community wherever it was founded, by making it a place for calling for Islam and then teaching all

branches of religious studies.

In general, the previous information seems to agree with Ibn-Hazm’s assumption in terms of
building mosques wherever Muslim groups could be found, whether in the town centre or in
Bedouin areas. This assumption agrees with the statement that there was an additional role of
mosques in Najran as centres of schooling to teach the Qur’an, Hadith and other branches of
religious studies. Moreover, the establishment of Katatib may be another supporting factor for the

existence of an allocated place to teach people additional skills in reading and writing.
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6.4.3 Scholarly trips

The establishment of scholarly trips can be considered a direct consequence of the propagation of
Islam in the region of Najran. It built up an aspiration among Najranite people to travel to the main
Muslim centres of religious learning and engage in scholarly activities there. This can be seen
throughout Muslim biographies, which provide lists of Najranite narrators of Hadith, scholars and
other characters who contributed to the scholarly trips during the time under study. The roles of
missions and mosques in preaching and teaching Islam to new converts have already been
discussed. Here, the discussion will focus on the scholarly trips of Najranites themselves to learn

religious studies.

The study of the Qur’an and its Tafsir, Hadith, ‘Agidah and Figh were the most important fields of
religious studies given attention by the Najranite people. The best way to learn these fields was to
learn from the Prophet’s companions. Therefore, many Najranites travelled to great Muslim cities
where scholarly centres existed, such as Mecca and Medina. According to Ibn-Mandah (1996) and
Ibn-Qani® (1998), Bashir al-Ka'bi al-Harithi can be considered the first Najranite Muslim who
travelled to Medina and met the Prophet Muhammad, before the arrival of the delegation of the
Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b. Shortly afterwards, their delegation reached Medina; the long stay of the
members of the Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b delegation, which lasted around four months, can be
regarded as the model for a scholarly trip. Early Muslim sources such Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), Ibn-Hisham
(1955) and al-Tabart (1987) agree that most of those members attended seminars and sessions on
Qur’anic studies, Hadith, ‘Agidah and Figh. As evidence, Muslim biographies provide details for
Najranite narrators of Hadith who accompanied the delegation of the Bani al-Harith bin Ka ‘b, such
as Abduh bin Mushir, al-Shamrdul bin Gabbath al- Ka‘bi and Hani’ bin Yazid (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-
Mandah, 1996, Ibn al-Athir, 1997). These provide evidence to assume that the purpose of the Banii
al-Harith bin Ka‘b delegation was not only to declare their faith to the Prophet Muhammad, but also

involved learning about the fields of religious studies.

The delegation of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b was not the only trip of its kind during the life of the
Prophet Muhammad. Ibn-Hibban (1973), Ibn al-Athir (1997) and Ibn-Hajar (2010) spoke of Jamil
al-Najrani, who met the Prophet Muhammad and narrated some of his Hadiths (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-
Mandah, 1996, Ibn al-Athir, 1997). This short statement potentially means that scholarly trips had

become a common activity among Najranites in order to study religion. The scholarly trips in the
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Prophetic time most likely sought to support the Muslim community in the Najran region by

preparing Najranite scholars either to preach for Islam or to teach its instructions.

In the era of the Rashidun Caliphate, particularly the reign of the second Caliph, ‘Umar bin al-
Khattab, scholarly trips to study religion flourished during this period. For example, Abdulrhman
bin al-Baylamani was one of the Najranite narrators of Hadith and travelled to Mecca, Medina,
Damascus and al-Fiistat’’ to learn about religion from companions such as ‘Abdullah bin ‘Umar,
‘Abdullah bin ‘Amr and ‘Abdullah bin al-*Abbass (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Bukhari, 1941, Ibn-Khayyat,
1993). Another example is Shuryah bin Hani’ al-Harithi, who attended seminars and lessons held by
Abt Hurayrah al-DawsT at the Holy Mosque of Medina. Moreover, Ibn al-Athir (1997) and Ibn-
Hajar (2010) refer to al-Tufail bin Zaid al-Harithi, who came to Medina in the reign of Caliph
‘Umar bin al-Khattab in spite of his age; it was claimed that he was 100 years old. In addition,
probably in the latter part of the reign of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab, Muslim biographies provide
details for other Najranite people, such as al-Rabi‘ bin Ziyad, Kathir bin Shihab bin al-Htsain and
Shuryah bin Hani’ al-Haritht (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Bukhari, 1941, Ibn-Hibban, 1973, al-‘[jIi, 1984).
They learnt from the Prophet’s companions, such as Anas ibn Malik, ‘A’ishah bint Abi Bakr, ‘Ali
bin Abi Talib and Aba Hurayrah al-Dawsi. Later, some of these Najranites joined the Muslim
armies of conquest and some of them were appointed as commanders and governors of the

conquered countries while others returned to Najran.

It is evident that there was a growth in the number of Najranites travelling to those Muslim cities
where scholars of religion lived. Significantly, it seems that the scholarly trips were not only to the
region of al-Hijaz, mainly to Mecca and Medina; they extended to other destinations outside the
Arabian Peninsula, including Mesopotamia, Syria and Egypt, as can be seen in the case of
Abdulrhman bin al-Baylamani. More importantly, the above details present a clear image of the
essential role played by scholarly trips in motivating the scholarly movement in Najran itself, by
qualifying a number of Najranite people as scholars, jurists and teachers of religion. This raises the
significant question of whether or not the development of these scholarly trips led to the

establishment of a new generation scholars in religious studies in Najran itself.

77 Al-Fustat was a city founded by the Muslim commander ‘Amr ibn al-‘As which become the capital of Egypt in early
Islamic history. Despite the fact that it lost its political importance after the building of Cairo, al-Fastat remained an
economic centre until its decline in the Mamliik period (Jomier, 2016).
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Muslim sources furnish some details for a number of Najranite scholars who appeared in the latter
part of the Rashidun Caliphate era, such as ‘Isam bin Bashir, Muhammad bin Abdulrhman bin al-
Baylamani, ‘Abdullah bin al-Harith al-Najrant and Bishr bin Rafi® al-Najrani (al-Bukhari, 1941,
Ibn-Hibban, 1973, al-Mizzi, 1980a, al-Khatib al-Baghdadi, 1997). An excellent example can be
seen in the case of Bishr bin Rafi* al-Najrani, who lived until the time of the Umayyad Caliphate.
According to al-BukharT (1941), Ibn Abi-Hatim (1973), Ibn-Hibban (1973), al-Mizzi (1980a) and

Ibn-Hajar (2010), this man was described as the imam and scholar of Najran.

These details confirm that a generation of Najranite scholars was established in the latter part of the
Rashidun Caliphate era. This generation was a natural result of the development of the scholarly
movement in the Najran region. It can also be supposed that the establishment of this generation
may have led to the active pursuit of religious studies in this region due to the presence of Najranite
scholars living in the region; they also most likely held sessions in the Qur’an, Hadith, ‘Agidah and
Figh.

In summary, scholarly trips from Najran to Muslim centres of religious studies clearly flourished, as
can be seen from the journeys of a significant number of Najranites to these centres. This probably
played an important role in establishing scholars in the region and perhaps in further popularising

scholarly activities among the people of the region.

6.5 Ruling policy towards non-Muslims

The policy of the Prophet Muhammad and his Caliphs toward non-Muslims in Najran, especially
Jews and Christians, is given significant attention in modern Western research. For Lewis (1984),
Cohen (1994) and Goddard (2000), the Muslim policy towards Christians and Jews in that early
time was generally tolerant. However, these authors note that this tolerance was conditional and
involved acceptance that Jews and Christians were required to pay Jizyah. In other words, Lewis
(1984) and Cohen (1994) suggest that the dealings of the Muslim government with Jews and
Christians were based on the standard laws of Muslim jurisprudence, which regulated the
relationships between Muslims and the Christian-Jewish category of Ahl al-Dhimmah (Protected
People) or Akl al-Kitab (People of the Book). These standard laws allowed a measure of tolerance
towards both Jews and Christians, as seen in their freedom to worship, communal autonomy in most
civil matters and the enjoyment of citizenship rights. However, both Lewis (1984) and Cohen

(1994) also note that Muslim laws considered Najranite non-Muslims as second class citizens.
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In the case of Najran, the Muslim policy towards non-Muslims dealt with essential issues
concerning the practice of religion, security, the economy and citizenship. Here, the Jizyah was a
central matter in determining the relationship between the Muslim authorities and non-Muslims of
the region. The author would argue that there still appears to be an incomplete understanding of the
concept of Jizyah amongst the Western views mentioned above. Jizyah can be considered as a
necessary financial obligation in order to enjoy the rights of citizenship and protection under
Muslim rule, rather than being an additional or distinguishing requirement. This can be understood
when examining the rights and duties of citizenship in view of the Muslim policy at that time, as
detailed through the following documents

6.5.1 Policy documents

Muslim sources report three main documents by the Prophet Muhammad: two covenants to the
Christian community and one official decree that set out the political position of non-Muslims in
Najran. There is some disagreement over the two Prophetic covenants to the Christians of Najran as
to which version of both covenants can be believed. Though scholars such as Scher (1907),
Hamidullah (1956), Watt (1956) and al-Hiwali (1976) accepted the Muslim version, a very recent
study conducted by EI-Wakil (2016), doubts the authenticity of the Muslim version, claiming that
the Christian version offered by The Chronicle of Seert (Scher, 1907) seems to be the original

version of both covenants.

El-Wakil’s claim seems to lack certain key factors. In one of them, the first covenant claims a
supportive role of Christians with the Prophet Muhammad in his conflict with the polytheists of
Quraysh and the Jews of Medina, which is certainly unrecorded through Muslim sources. Second,
the text of this covenant does not speak of terms of peace held between the two sides. It is just the
second covenant, which talks in detail of the offering of rights to Christians of Najran rather than
only making demands on them, which mainly differs from the Muslim version, as will be debated
later. Thirdly, the list of witnesses shows problematic issues such as that of Ja‘far bin Abi Talib,
who was martyred a year before the Prophet-Christians meeting, in the Battle of Ma’tah in 8 AH /
627 CE (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). This list also mentions three
Companions, Aba al-Ghaliah, ‘Abdullah bin Hafa and ‘Abdullah bin Sa‘ad bin ‘Ubadah, who are
not identified through available biographical sources. Fourth, in the Muslim version particularly,

the Prophet’s language style using in writing such documents does not differ from his letters,
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treaties and covenants with other groups at the same time. As evidence, the three physical fragments
of the Prophet’s letters to al-Munthir Ibn Sawa al-Tamimi (the ruler of al-Bahrayn region in the East
of Arabian Peninsula) and al-Mugatigas (who was most likely Cyrus of Alexandria, the Byzantine
ruler of Egypt), and to Negus, king of Abyssinia, are similar in terms of the language style, the tone
of beginning the letters and the brevity of the words and expressions used (Hamidullah, 1956) .

Fifth, it should be pointed out that EI-Wakil’s argument focuses on the assumption that the
transmission of the original text of the two covenants by Muslim scholars is perhaps unreliable,
instead of examining the impact of the terms of the two covenants on the times that followed. For
example, Abu-bakr al-Siddiq renewed the first covenant with the Christians of Najran using the
same terms. The impact of these terms, referring to the matter of expelling Jews and Christians, also
appears again in the reign of the second Caliph, ‘Umar bin al-Khattab, and will be debated later. All
the above factors provide strong evidence for adopting the Muslim version of the two Prophetic

covenants in the current research, instead of The Chronicle of Seert accounts.

The first covenant, which was drawn up for the delegation of the Christians of Najran, throws light
on the major features of the Prophet Muhammad’s policy. It states that those Christians had to be
subject to the Prophet Muhammad’s rule and had to pay 2,000 suits of garments, where each suit
would equal one ounce. The Christians of Najran were also required to host the Prophet’s envoys
for up to one month, and had to “lend 30 coats of mail, 30 horses, and 30 camels if there is war in
Yemen” (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Vol. 1, p287, Abu-Yisuf, 1962, p84, Ibn-Sallam, 1975, p244, al-
Baladhuri, 1987, p72, Ibn-Zanjawayh, 2006, Vol. p2, 72). In return, non-Muslim Najranites would
be offered full protection of their person, property and religion. Additionally, the Prophet stated that
the people of Najran would not be asked to pay any other type of tax that might have been required
in pre-Islamic times (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Aba-Yasuf, 1962, Ibn-Sallam, 1975). However, the covenant
also states that the practice of usury was prohibited and the Prophet Muhammad would not be

responsible for any person practising it (Ibn-Hisham, 1955).

The second covenant was made by the Prophet Muhammad with the bishop Abu al-Harith bin
‘Algama and the clergy of Najran (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Bayhaqi, 1988). It does not contain major
differences from the first one; its text simply asserts the protection of the religious autonomy of the
Christian community “as long as they are loyal and perform their obligations well they not being
burdened by wrong and not doing wrong”. (Transl. Watt, 1956, p 359). This covenant seems to be a

confirmation of the clauses of the first covenant, as suggested before (see sub-section 6.3.1).
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The third document is an official decree, given by the Prophet Muhammad to the first resident
governor in Najran, ‘Amr bin Hazm, in 10 AH / 631 CE (Ibn-Hisham, 1955, Ibn-Khaldiin, 1984, al-
Tabar1, 1987). This decree states that the Jews and Christians of Najran were required to pay no
more than a dinar per year (or the equivalent in garments) per adult as Jizyah in return for the
protection of their freedom of religion and the provision of security.

These three documents paint a clear picture of the Prophet Muhammad’s policy towards the non-
Muslims of Najran, beginning with the Christians and later including the Jews and most likely the
Zoroastrian minority, as explained earlier (sub-section 6.3.3). According to these documents, non-
Muslims were fully subject to Muslim rule and did not have any political role except for being
accepted as part of Najranite society. In return, it is clear that the Prophet adopted a fixed policy to
regulate the relationship between the Muslim authorities and non-Muslims that became standard
during the period following the Prophet’s death. This policy dealt with three main issues: religion,

economy and security, as will be examined next.

6.5.2 Religious policy

The right to practise one’s religion was an essential issue in the relationship between the Muslim
authorities and the non-Muslims of Najran. The three Prophetic documents provide explicit details
of how the Prophet Muhammad arranged this issue in codified rules. The Muslim authority adopted
a clear policy in regulating the religious affairs of Najranite non-Muslims in three main areas:
freedom of worship, the status of church clergy and the safety of places of worship. In terms of the
first one, the Prophet’s decree includes an important clause which stipulates that Jews and
Christians will not be forced to convert to Islam (Tarikh al-Yemen fi al-Kaw a’in wa al-Fitan, n.d.,
Ibn-Hisham, 1955, al-Tabari, 1987). This implies that the given freedom of religion most likely
included rituals of worship, religious celebrations, theological issues and other matters concerning
worship. The direct reference to protect the monasticism furnishes additional evidence for this
suggestion when the first covenant states that it is not permitted for a monk to be removed from his

monastic way of life, as discussed in Chapter Five (See sub-section 5.6.4).

Concerning the second, with regard to places of worship, protection clearly includes all types of
places of worship, wherever they are located. This protection most probably includes the staff of
these places, the property belonging to these places and most of the activities and celebrations that

were held inside non-Muslim places of worship.
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With regard to the third area, the autonomy of the church clergy means that the consecration of the
holy orders in Najran and the administration of this clergy was an internal issue for these groups of
non-Muslims. More clearly, according to these documents, the bishop or priest, for example, would
not lose their spiritual authority in their community such as presiding over rituals of worship,
teaching theology and arranging religious celebrations. This freedom of religion most likely
included the consecration of the clergy by the highest spiritual authorities. In other words, as
concluded in Chapter Five (setion 5.6), the bishop of the Najranite church appears to have been
consecrated by either the Monophysitic church or the Nestorian church. Muslim law on this specific
issue therefore enabled the clergy of Najran to still have connections to wider groups of the same

denomination.

In sum, the Prophet’s policy evidently showed a considerable amount of tolerance towards non-
Muslims in relation to their being allowed to practise their own religion, full protection of places of
worship and relative autonomy for the authorities of the church clergy. This is what most likely
enabled non-Muslims to enjoy their religious life in peace.

6.5.4 Economic policy

The economy of Najran has already been given attention in Chapter Two as a contributing factor for
the establishment of non-Muslims in the Najran region (see section 2.4). Thus, it is not surprising
that the Muslim authorities organised the economic activities in the Najran region with fixed
regulations. One of these was the prohibition of usury, which appears to have been one of the main
financial activities, especially in Jewish and Christian communities. It might be thought that this
prohibition would have had a negative impact on banking activities, because it prohibited the
charging of interest on loans. However, it is important to remember that the practice of usury was
also prohibited for Muslims. In other words, everyone in Najranite society, both Muslim and non-
Muslim, was required to cease practising this financial activity. This meant that a major source of
wealth for Christian and Jewish traders in particular was stopped in accordance with the rules of the
Muslim government. This led to serious consequence concerning the existence of both the Jewish

and Christian communities, as will be detailed later.

However, the Muslim authorities offered the full protection of non-Muslims’ property, including
economic activities such as trade, agriculture, industry and so on. This regulation therefore enabled

the non-Muslims of Najran to practise these economic activities in safety.
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The Prophetic documents give attention to the reform of the taxation system for non-Muslims. This
reform consisted of cancelling all types of tax that non-Muslims might have been required to pay in
pre-Islamic times (lbn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Aba-Yasuf, 1962, Ibn-Sallam, 1975). This short statement
allows us to assume that Najranite Christians and Jews paid a number of different types of tax
before the coming of Islam. The available sources do not provide useful details concerning the
identity of the collectors or the purposes of those taxes — whether they were religious, economic or
political. There is only one statement which refers to paying tax to the chieftain of the Kinda tribe,
al-Ash‘ath ibn Qays’® by the Christians of Najran which was concelled at the coming of Islam (Ibn
al-Athir, 1979, Ibn-Manzir, 1994). But there could have been types of tax collected by the leaders
of the community as a value of their positions or roles. This can be suggested by the role of the al-
Sayyid, who was described as the leader responsible for the financial and administrative

arrangements of the Christian community.

The regulation of Jizyah developed a system of estimation. It began with requiring Christians and
Jews to pay 2,000 suits of clothing, where each suit equalled one ounce, as explained earlier.
However, ‘Amr bin Hazm’s decree contains a Prophetic order to collect one dinar per adult,
whether male or female, or an equal value in clothes, every year. This difference seems to be a fixed
estimation rather than a major change in the Prophet’s policy toward non- Muslim Najranites,
because the available Christian and Muslim sources do not record any protests made by Najranite

non-Muslims about this change during the Prophet’s lifetime.

In addition, the payment of Jizyah includes exceptions based on age and ability. According to
Muslim scholars such as Aba-Yusuf (1962), al-Tabari (1987), Ibn Abi-Shaybah (1989), Ibn-
Qayyim al-Jawziyah (1997) and al-Mawardi (2003), children, old people, the disabled and poor
people were not required to pay Jizyah. The decree of ‘Amr bin Hazm explicitly states that Jizyah
should only be collected from male and female adults. This provides strong evidence to assume that

the above-mentioned categories of people were exempted from paying Jizyah in Najran.

Zakah is another important issue with regard to the regulation of the taxation system in Najran.
According to the Qur’an (Surat at-Tawbah, verse 54) and a number of Muslim scholars, such as
Abu-Yasuf (1962), Malik (1985), Ibn-Hazm (1988) and al-Shafi'1 (1990), non-Muslims were most

78 Al-Ash‘ath ibn Qays al-Kindi was the leader of the Kinda tribe, converted to Islam in the time of the Prophet and
later became one of Caliph “Ali bin Abi Talib's supporters until he died in 40 AH/ 661 CE (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d, Ibn-Hibban,
1973, Ibn-Khayyat, 1993, Ibn-al-Athir, 1994, Blankinship, 2009).
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likely not required to pay Zakah. There are two references that are helpful in order to understand the
Muslim policy on this issue in the case of the non-Muslims of Najran. The first is the first covenant
of the Prophet, which states that the people of Najran should not be taxed “la Yahshrin Wla
Ya ‘shrin” (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Abii-Yasuf, 1962, Ibn-Sallam, 1975). The second is the order of the
Prophet to ‘Amr bin Hazm to collect Zakah only from “believers”, that is, Muslims (Ibn-Hisham,
1955, Ibn-Khaldtin, 1984, al-Tabari, 1987). Both references are strongly in agreement with the
above Muslim scholars with regard to not forcing Jews and Christians to pay Zakah. Therefore, it is
clear that the non-Muslims of Najran were not required to pay Zakah, unlike the Muslims, who
were required to pay it to the Muslim authorities because it is one of the Five Pillars of Islam. Here,
it can be suggested that Jizyah was a similar form of financial obligation to Zakah, taking into
account the differences in their estimation, purposes and the category of citizens required to pay
each of these obligations.

The Muslim authorities adopted new rules to regulate the economic activities of non-Muslims, in
terms of restricting banking activities by prohibiting usury, but otherwise enabling non-Muslims to
continue their economic activities as before. This policy is clearly shown by the reformation of the
taxation system, cancelling all pre-Islamic taxes and exempting non-Muslims from paying Zakah,
while in return requiring them to pay Jizyah as an obligatory requirement to enjoy the rights of

citizenship.

6.5.5 Non-Muslims of Najran and the concept of citizenship

The hypothesis of Lewis and Cohen and other Western scholars is consistent with the Prophet
Muhammad’s policy toward the non-Muslims of Najran in terms of dealing with the most important
issues of their existence. It defined the two main communities, Jews and Christians, and their roles
under Muslim law, and accepted them as a part of the Najranite society. As detailed previously, this
policy adopted fixed rules to deal with the religious, security and economic conditions of non-
Muslims under Muslim rule. However, the Western discussion on the concept of second class

citizenship shows concern to argue here.

When considering the concept of citizenship from a Muslim perspective, there appeared an early
concept established by the Prophet Muhammad in the light of the term 'Ummah (nation) in the
Constitution of Medina (Sahifat al-Madinah) (Ibn-Hisham, 1955). This term dealt with the Jews of

Medina in relation to their rights and obligations as citizens, regardless their religion. Hence, a
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number of Muslim jurists such as Ibn-Qudamah (1968) ,al-Shaybani (1997) and Ibn-Qayyim al-
Jawziyah (1997) stated that those Christians, Jews and other non-Muslims who lived under the rule
of the Muslim empire, had to be considered citizens belonging to the Muslim state. The three jurists
agreed that non-Muslims, therefore, had the right to enjoy the basic rights of public services such as
health care, education, public security and social benefit (Ibn-Qudamah, 1968, al-Shaybani, 1997,
Ibn-Qayyim al-Jawziyah, 1997). More clearly, other Muslim scholars such as Aba-Yasuf (1962),
Ibn-Sallam (1975) and al-Baladhuri (1987), recorded that the Prophet Muhammad and his Caliphs
paid financial aid to disabled and poor non-Muslims and provided free health care to their patients.
Their basic rights included other aspects such as the freedom of movement and travel across the
region of the country, and the freedom of practising economic activities (Ibn-Qudamah, 1968, al-
Shaybani, 1997, Ibn-Qayyim al-Jawziyah, 1997).

In return, non-Muslim citizens were required to be committed to major obligations such as the
payment of Jizyah, respecting Muslim laws and being fully loyal to the political authority (Ibn-
Qudamah, 1968, al-Shaybani, 1997, Ibn-Qayyim al-Jawziyah, 1997, al-Mawardi, 2003). This all
became standard policy adopted by Muslim authorities towards protected non-Muslims in the
period under study (Zaydan, 1963). Such standard policy was most likely to have been applied to

the non-Muslims of Najran because they became subject to the Muslim rule.

As a result, it seems illogical to consider those non-Muslims of Najran as second class citizens
merely because they paid Jizyah. It is true that the Muslim authority established a special category
for Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians of Najran as non-Muslims or Protected People. This category,
nevertheless, does not mean that additional financial obligations were required of those non-
Muslims or they could not be offered same basic rights of security, health care and access to justice.
This is unlikely because non-Muslims apparently enjoyed exemption from military service and
Zakah whereas the Muslims were still required to pay Zakah and to provide military service. This
can be concluded from the first covenant of the Prophet, which regulates the relationship between
the Muslim authority and the Najranite non-Muslims, particularly in the case of war. It states that
Najranite non-Muslims are required to offer military facilities as a loan, instead of providing
military service, and then the Muslim authority will be fully responsible for the protection of

Najranite non-Muslims (see sub-section 6.5.1). Jizyah, therefore, would seem to have been a
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financial obligation required in order to confer most rights of citizenship on non-Muslims, rather

than an additional requirement.

In sum, it can be suggested that the Prophet’s policy accepted non-Muslims as a part of Najranite
society by giving them basic rights of citizenship such as public services, and freedom of religion

and in conducting economic activities.

6.5.6 The impact of Muslim rule on religious coexistence in Najran

The previous section offered a clear basis to assume that the Muslim authorities adopted a fixed
policy toward the non-Muslims of Najran during the time under study. At this point, it is important
to determine whether this fixed policy established peaceful coexistence in Najranite society or not,
in the light of the impact of Muslim rule on the political, security, religious and economic

conditions.

Two main episodes provide a real examination of this policy. The first is the civil war known in
Muslim history as the Wars of the Riddah. This war began with the emergence of several false
prophets who claimed the Prophethood and rebelled against Muslim rule. In South Arabia, a tribal
leader called al-Aswad al-‘Ansi rebelled against Muslim authority, claimed the Prophethood and
took over a large amount of land between San‘a and Najran in the final days of the Prophet
Muhammad’s life (al-Fasawi, 1981, al-Mas‘adi, 1981, al-Baladhuri, 1987, al-Tabari, 1987).
According to al-Tabar1 (1987), al-Aswad al-'Ansi extended his dominion to include Najran and
around six hundred horsemen of the Banu al-Harith bin Ka‘b were his followers. At the time, the
governor of Najran, ‘Amr bin Hazm, wrote an urgent letter to the Prophet Muhammad asking his
advice, and the Prophet replied to ‘Amr bin Hazm, telling him to stay in Najran, join the Najranites
who remained Muslims and prepare to fight al-Aswad al-*Ansi and his followers while the Prophet

sent military support.

In addition, al-Tabar1 (1987) refered to a letter written by the Prophet Muhammad to the Arabs and
non-Arabs who were living in Najran. Unfortunately, al-TabarT’s evidence is unclear because he did
not clarify the content of this letter and the identity of the non-Arabs. Nonetheless, a valuable
account offered by Tarikh al-Yemen fi al-Kawa'in wa al-Fitan (n.d, p25) and repeated by Ibn-
Khaldan (1984), reports that the Prophet Muhammad wrote a letter to the people of Najran “either

Arabs or Christians”. Neither source records the details of this letter but the Prophet Muhammad
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most probably wanted to guarantee the loyalty of non-Muslim Najranites to the Muslim rule by

reminding them of previous agreements.

A short time later, Muslim sources reported that on the eve of the Prophet Muhammad’s death, al-
Aswad al-‘AnsT was Killed in San’a (Ibn-Khayyat, 1977, al-Mas‘adi, 1981, al-Baladhuri, 1987, al-
Tabari, 1987). Shortly after this, Caliph Abu-bakr al-Siddiq dispatched two armies to South Arabia
to fight the rebels there. According to al-Tabari (1987), the first army was commanded by Jarir ibn
‘Abdullah al-Bajali,”® who arrived in Najran and found no difficulty in defeating the remaining few
followers of al-Aswad al-‘Ans1. Shortly afterwards, al-Muhajir bin abt Umayyah® led another army
and joined the army of Jarir ibn ‘Abdullah al-Bajali in Najran, then both armies stayed in Najran for

a period of time to arrange its affairs and return stability to the region.

It is clear that the arrival of the Riddah in Najran impacted Muslim policy toward non-Muslims in
terms of security and political acceptance. The above details show that the Prophet Muhammad
contacted the non-Muslims of Najran in addition to the Muslims. The reason behind this contact
was most probably to confirm their loyalty to Muslim rule. As discussed earlier, this loyalty was
regulated with fixed clauses, which included full protection for those non-Muslims (sub-section
6.5.1). As mentioned above, although a number of Najranites, in particular from the Bani al-Harith
bin Ka'b, joined al-Aswad al-‘AnsT’s insurgency, the majority of Najranites, including non-
Muslims, would most likely have remained loyal to Muslim rule. In addition, the fact that two
armies were dispatched by Caliph Abiu-bakr al-Siddiq to liberate Najran provides evidence to
suggest that the Muslim authorities took their responsibility to protect the non-Muslims of Najran,
as the Prophet had declared in his covenants, very seriously. As the above details show, the fight

against the rebels in Najran was handled by armies coming from al-Hijaz, not by local people.

At this time, most likely after the Wars of the Riddah, the Christians of Najran dispatched a
delegation to Caliph Abu-bakr al-Siddiq to renew the Prophet’s first covenant (Abt-Yasuf, 1962,

79 He was one of the Prophet’s companions, who converted to Islam in 9 AH / 630 CE and later became commander of
Muslim armies in Yemen in the reign of the Caliph Abu-bakr al-Siddiq before participating in the conquests of
Mesopotamia later. Jarir ibn ‘Abdullah al-Bajali settled in al-Kafa until his death after 50 AH/ 750 CE (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d.,
Ibn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar, 2010).

80 Al-Muhajir bin abi Umayyah al-Qurashi was also one of the Prophet’s companions and a military commander in the
Riddah Wars in Yemen. Muslim sources provide few details of this man’s life in the Caliphate era, and it is not clear
when he converted to Islam or when he died (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., Ibn ‘Abd al-Barr, 1992, Tbn al-Athir, 1997, Ibn-Hajar,
2010).
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al-Tabari, 1987). Abu-bakr al-Siddiq accepted their request by drawing up another covenant, which
stated that he granted the same terms of protection; in return, the Christians of Najran were to
remain loyal to the Muslim government, as the Prophet Muhammad had stated in the first covenant.

This renewed covenant can be regarded as additional evidence to suggest that the non-Muslim
communities in Najran did not join the rebels in fighting against the Muslim authorities in the Wars
of the Riddah. The available Muslim sources interestingly do not record any actions by Jews and
Christians of Najran that broke with the Muslim rule during the reign of Caliph Abt-bakr al-Siddig.
Therefore, it is not surprising to see that this Caliph allowed non-Muslims to remain as a part of

Najranite society.

The loyalty of the non-Muslim communities to Muslim rule during the Wars of the Riddah, in
addition to Abii-bakr’s covenant of renewal, apparently enabled both communities to establish
themselves as a part of Najranite society. Hence, it is reasonable to assume that this establishment
enabled them to practise different economic activities, through the protection of their property as
the previous covenants stipulated. It also maintained the religious character of the region of Najran

as a multi-religious society, by guaranteeing freedom of worship for non-Muslims.

However, it is worthwhile observing that submission to Muslim rule particularly impacted on the
political influence of the Christian community. It has been already concluded in Chapter Four that
the Jews of Najran had no considerable influence during the late pre-Islamic period (section 4.3),
but for the Christian community, the situation was significantly different. Muslim rule deprived
Christians of their military power, and hence they lost their status as local leaders during the pre-
Islamic period, as explained in Chapter Two (sub-section 2.5.3). Therefore, there is little appearance
of any political role of Najranite Christians and Jews during this period in the history of the Najran
region. The available Muslim sources do not mention Najranite non-Muslim members of the
political authority of the region as rulers, commanders or even judges during the Islamic period.
The Wars of the Riddah are a clear example for this conclusion because Christian leaders did not
command armies to defend Najran against al-Aswad al-*AnsT’s invasion, they were only required to

remain loyal to the Muslim rule.

The reign of the second Caliph, ‘Umar bin al-Khattab, witnessed a pivotal decision that resulted in

the expulsion of a significant number of Jews and Christians from Najran in 641 CE / 20 AH.
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Wellhausen (1927) and Courbage and Fargues (1997) consider this decision to be a major change in
the policy of the Muslim authorities toward the non-Muslims of Najran, breaking the Prophet’s
covenant. It may be argued that it is unlikely that Caliph ‘Umar broke the Prophet’s covenant. In
other words, there was a strong reason for his decision that was based on the clauses of the

Prophet’s covenant.

A number of Muslim historians, such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), Ibn-Sallam (1975), al-Baladhuri (1987)
and al-Tabar1 (1987), spoke of the decision taken by Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab to expel non-
Muslims from Najran and compensate them with new properties in a small town near al-Kiifa, later
called Najraniyyat al-Ktifa. These historians, however, did not come to an agreement concerning the
actual reason behind the expulsion of Jews and Christians from Najran. Abu-Yusuf (1962), for
example, supposed that Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab feared an increase in the number of non-
Muslims in Najran which could form a military threat to the Muslims in the Arabian Peninsula in
future. Therefore, he took his decision to evict them and move them outside the Arabian Peninsula.
The historian al-Baladhuri (1987) agreed with Abu-Yasuf in adopting the military threat as a reason
behind the decision of Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab. However, he cited this reason in the light of
another account, that the population of Najran had grown to around forty thousand and used to
dispute among themselves. So then the Christians of Najran came to Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab
asking him to evict them, and because he feared their military power, he took advantage of this
request and expelled them, according to al-Baladhuri (1987). Others, such as Ibn-Sa‘ad (n.d.), Ibn-
Sallam (1975) and al-Baladhuri (1987) himself, suggested that the non-Muslims of Najran were

expelled because they broke a specific clause concerning the prohibition of usury.

In a slightly different statement, al-Tabar1 (1987) narrated in detail that Caliph ‘Umar bin al-
Khattab dispatched Ya'la bin Umayyah® to Najran and ordered him to evacuate the people of
Najran (Christians and Jews) due to the recommendations of the Prophet Muhammad and Caliph
Abu-bakr al-Siddiq, who stipulated that non-Muslim religions must not remain in addition to Islam

in the Arabian Peninsula.

Clearly, the above Muslim historians disagreed among themselves about the most probable reason

behind ‘Umar’s decision. This disagreement perhaps reflects concern relating to Jewish-Christian

81 Ya‘la bin Umayyah al-Tamimi was one of the Prophet’s companions and worked as a governor in several regions in
Yemen. He was one of Caliph ‘Ali bin Abi Talib’s supporters and was killed in the battle of Siffin in 37 AH / 657 CE
(Ibn-Mandah, 1996, Ibn al-Athir, 1997).
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existence in Najran, as can be seen by the suggestion that military power was a factor and that this
was a divine decree from God. In addition, the claim that Najranite non-Muslims requested to be
evicted simply because they were being disruptive among themselves seems illogical because there
was a local judiciary of the Muslim authority which was able to resolve such issues. The practice of
usury appears to have been the most likely reason behind ‘Umar’s decision to expel the Christians
and Jews from Najran, due to two main factors. Firstly, usury flourished among Najranites,
especially those who were bankers and traders, during the pre-Islamic era until the coming of Islam,
as discussed in Chapter Two (section 2.4). Secondly, the first covenant of the Prophet stipulates that
the practice of usury must be prohibited. The link between the two factors is really plausible here.
True, the Prophet prohibited usury but it is possible that among Christians and Jews it was perhaps
not easy to end the practice of usury within a short period because it was a major economic activity.
Thus, this all provides strong evidence to assume that possibly the clauses of the covenant were

broken, and this was considered justification for ‘Umar’s decision.

The impact of this decision on the religious structure of the region for the remainder of the
Rashidun Caliphate era is another significant issue for modern research. Researchers such as al-
Haditht (1986), al-Masr1 (1992), Dalal (1995) and Ibn-Jrais (2004) have understood the impact of
‘Umar’s decision as evidence of the end of the Christian-Jewish existence in Najran. From then on,
the religious structure accordingly seems to have become overwhelmingly Muslim. However, Tobi
(1999) claims that ‘Umar’s decision was only implemented in the Christian community of Najran’s
town centre, and not for those who settled in other villages and rural areas across the region of

Najran.

In fact, a Christian-Jewish presence in Najran remained after the date of ‘Umar’s decision for many
centuries, as local sources in Yemen and Eastern Christian collections agree (Duval et al., 1908,
Mingana, 1926, al-‘Alawi, 1972, Ibn-Ya‘qib, 1996, Ibn al-Mujawir, 1996, al-Thaqafi, 2002). To
account for this, there seems to be an incomplete understanding of the circumstances surrounding
the implementation of ‘Umar’s decision. One of the most important clauses of the Prophet’s first
covenant stipulates that the other members of the Christian and Jewish communities would not be
responsible if one of them committed a transgression. Therefore, Caliph ‘Umar most probably took
this particular clause into consideration, by allowing those who were not involved in practising
usury to remain. In other words, the decision to expel Christians and Jews from Najran was likely to

have been implemented only for those who practised usury, not for those who had settled in rural
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areas, as Tobi supposes,. As a result, some Christians and Jews apparently remained in Najran as a

part of its population.

Here, another question can be raised: about the Jewish-Christian reaction to ‘Umar’s decision.
Despite the presumption that the use of force to expel those Najranite Jews and Christians would
have been the chosen option in the case of their refusal to abandon Najran, it is significant that
neither Muslim nor Christian sources record any violent actions being taken against them nor
consequent sectarian conflicts arising from the implementation of ‘Umar’s decision. This most
probably means that the expelled Najranite Jews and Christians accepted this decision peacefully,

rather than committing any violent protests against the Muslim authority.

The historian al-Tabar1 (1987) related important accounts about the process of expelling those
Najranite Jews and Christians. Caliph ‘Umar bin al-Khattab instructed Ya‘la bin Umayyah to give
them the option to choose the country to which they wished to be expelled (al-Tabari, 1987). Caliph
‘Umar bin al-Khattab himself wrote an official covenant to those expelled Najranite Jews and
Christians which contains explicit recommendations to the governors of Mesopotamia and Syria
(see Appendix 1: Document 6) (al-Shaybani, 1975, Ibn-Sallam, 1975, al-Baladhuri, 1987, Ibn-
Zanjawayh, 2006). The main ones were: giving them the option to choose the country they wished
to settle in; exemption from paying Jizyah for two years; and granting them free properties and

enjoyment of the same terms of protection as under Muslim rule.

According to the previous accounts, the evacuation of Najranite Jews and Christians from Najran
seems to have taken place peacefully. This may have been due to the instructions of Caliph ‘Umar
bin al-Khattab’s covenant, which promised some advantages; mainly the exemption from Jizyah for

two years, and free properties.

Besides this, the movement of large numbers of Arab tribes emigrating to Mesopotamia, Syria,
Egypt and other countries with the movement of the Muslim conquests in the early decades of Islam
probably represented a motivational factor to those Najranite Jews and Christians to accept the
Caliph decree. The city of al-Kiifa had already been established by the order of Caliph ‘Umar bin

al-Khattab’s, with the aim of becoming a political and economic centre of the Muslim state in
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Mesopotamia (al-Baladhuri, 1987, al-Tabari, 1987). Thus, it would seem that the evacuation of a

number of Christians and Jews to a town near this city may have had economic advantages.

The implementation of ‘Umar’s decision seemingly did not lead to violent actions or destabilisation
of the region’s coexistence. The available Muslim and Christian sources do not talk about sectarian
conflicts or serious incidents during the reign of the two Caliphs ‘Uthman ibn ‘Affan and “Ali ibn
Abt Talib. It seems likely that the impact of ‘Umar’s decision on the religious and economic
conditions in the region was a significant one. The religious character of the Najran region was
affected by the expulsion of a significant number of Jews and Christians. The Christian community
became a minority of the population of the region, unlike in the pre-Islamic era, and consequently
the decision greatly enhanced the status of Islam as the religion of the majority of the population
across the region. However, those Christians and Jews who remained after the expulsion of their co-
religionists logically still enjoyed the same protection of religious freedom, person and property as
before, as long as they abided by the rules of the Muslim authorities.

These authorities created a new system for the agricultural lands abandoned by the expelled
Christians and Jews. This system distributed those agricultural lands to the remaining people of the
region, whether Muslim or non-Muslim, in return for the payment of Kharaj (land tax) (Aba-Ysuf,
1962). The aim of this new system was probably to maintain the agricultural output of the region by

reclaiming this land, while also providing new opportunities for the remaining people.

In short, the Muslim policy established by the Prophet Muhammad created a state of peaceful
coexistence by accepting non-Muslims as a part of the multi-religious society of Najran. This
acceptance, however, was conditional, because it was based on fixed rules of the Muslim policy not
being broken by non-Muslims. The two incidents previously discussed clearly show the serious
impact of the rules of this policy on the existence of non-Muslims in the Najran region. The support
provided by non-Muslims to the Muslim authorities in the Wars of the Riddah led to the
improvement of their situation, whereas the practice of usury led to the expulsion of a number of
them. This most probably reflects the real application of the clauses of the Prophet’s established
policy, rather than a major change in this policy. The partial expulsion did not appear to affect the
stability and coexistence amongst the Najranite multi-religious society for the remainder of the time
of the Rashidun Caliphate. However, it had a real impact on the religious structure when Muslims

become the majority while Jews and Christians became minority groups.
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6.6 Conclusion

There appears to be significant evidence of early connections between the Prophet Muhammad and
the people of Najran. However, the submission of Najran did not occur until 9 AH / 630 CE with
the encounter between the Prophet Muhammad and a delegation from the Christian community of
Najran, which resulted in a peaceful covenant. This does not mean these Christians accepted Islam,
but they retained their religion on condition they submitted to Muslim rule. The conversion of
Najran to Islam began with the submission of the polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe to
the Muslim state in 10 AH / 631 CE and their subsequent conversion to Islam.

That conversion led to a substantial change in the religious structure of the region, resulting in the
sharp decline of polytheism and its replacement with Islam. The propagation of Islam among the
people of Najran was performed through a fixed policy, based on sending missions, constructing

mosques and Katatib and the establishment of a scholarly trips among the Muslims of the region.

The Muslim authorities clearly adopted a fair tolerant policy toward the Jews and Christians of the
region. They offered conditional acceptance of non-Muslims based on respecting the clauses of the
covenant with the Muslim authorities, as stated in the three documents drawn up by the Prophet
Muhammad and Caliph Abu-bakr al-Siddigq. This established peaceful coexistence in Najran as a
multi-religious society. However, the existence of Christians and Jews in the region was seriously
impacted by the expulsion of a significant number of them to Mesopotamia in the reign of Caliph
‘Umar bin al-Khattab. This resulted in another significant change in the religious character of

Najran, establishing Muslims as the majority of the population in the region.
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Conclusion

7.1 Findings

The main aim of the present thesis was to examine the religious structure of the region of Najran
during the period following the end of the Himyar kingdom, around 525 CE, until the end of the
fourth decade after the advent of Islam. It has sought to answer three essential questions: what was
the religious structure of Najran during the period under study and how did different religious
communities lead their religious lives, and how did Islam influence the existence of these religious
communities? The research considered the hypothesis that Najran represented a multi-religious
society during the period lasted between the fall of Himyar kingdom until the end of the early

Islamic era.

Before examining the research questions, the thesis provided an overview of the relevant literature
and presented background information on the geography, history and economy of Najran. It
concluded that most previous research has focused primarily on examining political, economic and
literary topics in the history of Najran. For questions regarding the current study in particular,
previous research has also paid little interest to issues of the development of polytheism, Judaism in
Najran, Christian doctrines, places of worship, or Muslim policy towards non-Muslims of the
region. This makes the present thesis a new contribution to this research area by focusing on the

historical context of the religious development of Najran’s religious communities.

With regard to the background of Najran, the research has shown that several factors contributed to
shape the religious structure of the Najran region. The geographical location of this region, between
the southern, western and central parts of the Arabian Peninsula, gave Najran its economic
importance as an open centre located on the international caravan route. Likewise, the availability
of large fertile areas, grazing lands and sources of water were attractive factors for settlement, over
a long period of time. Therefore, due to these two economic factors, small groups of Arab tribes
such as the Madhhidj, Himyar, al-Azd, Kinda, Hamdan, Qhuda‘a, Bant Bakr bin Wa’il and Bant
Iyad formed the city of Najran and the agricultural villages on both sides of the Najran valley. The
Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe formed the largest single group in the region’s population. The
majority of the Banti al-Harith bin Ka'b lived by roaming across the grazing districts of the region
as Bedouins, while a smaller number settled in rural areas around the Najran valley and in the city

of Najran itself.
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This varied population adopted different religions during the period under study. It is likely that the
majority of Najranite people who lived in the city and the Najran valley’s villages converted to
Christianity, whereas a minority were Jews, in addition to a small number of Zoroastrians.
Meanwhile, most Bedouins of Najran, who were mainly from the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe,

adopted polytheism, especially the worship of idols.

The economic importance of the city of Najran as a central marketplace played a significant role in
the development of the religious makeup of Najran’s population as a multi-religious society,
especially in rural areas and the city centre. This importance is suggested by the number of
Christians and Jews in the region who worked in industrial, agricultural and commercial activities.
In this respect, this thesis proposes that commercial connections between ancient South Arabia and
Palestine were perhaps a result of the existence of a small Jewish community in Najran, probably
from the tenth century BCE onwards. In addition, the research concludes that the economic factors
were clearly part of the reason for the arrival of Christianity in Najran, due to the commercial
relationship between Najran and the states of the Fertile Crescent, as the two Nestorian Christian
and Muslim accounts have shown. Moreover, Najran’s economic prosperity is considered to be
largely responsible for the existence of non-Arab communities across the region. Specifically, there
were a number of Jewish bankers and traders with established financial and commercial practices,

and also a settled group of Zoroastrians who specifically worked in mineral extraction.

However, this economic importance brought Najran to the attention of local, regional and
international powers in the region. Najran was therefore under the continuous threat of conflicts
between ancient Arabian kingdoms, between the Himyarite kingdom and Abyssinia, or later
between the two great powers of the Byzantine Empire and the Sasanian Persian Empire. One of the
main factors behind the interest of these powers was the commercial significance of Najran as a
main centre on the caravan routes, which were often vital for these countries’ economies, as they
enabled extremely valuable spices and incense to be brought from the East. Here, political factors

seem to have been very important in formulating the religious map of parts of the region.

The thesis concludes that the adoption of Judaism as the state religion in the reign of the Himyarite
king Tubb® Abt Kariba As‘ad possibly enhanced the position of the Jewish community in Najran,
which was part of the Himyarite kingdom during this period. The Himyarite-Abyssinian conflict
seriously affected the religious situation in Najran during the first quarter of the sixth century CE.

The Himyarite Jewish king Dhii Nuwas took advantage of the Jewish-Christian conflict in the
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region to try to reshape its religious makeup, by persecuting the Christian community and forcing
its members to convert to Judaism around 518 CE. This resulted in an Abyssinian military
intervention, ending with the fall of the Himyarite kingdom, and most regions in southern Arabian,
including Najran, falling under Abyssinian influence. This new political situation clearly reinforced
the primacy of Christianity over Judaism in Najran, as recorded in the restoration of churches and
the appointment of new clergy by the Abyssinian authorities. The Abyssinian efforts, however,
most probably did not influence the people who lived across the Bedouin districts, because most of
these remained polytheists. This may be due to the concentration of the Christian community in the

city and nearby rural areas, due to the political and commercial importance of the city.

During the Persian occupation of South Arabia, it is likely that the Najran region enjoyed more
independence, with the emergence of the political power of the two main groups in the region: the
polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka‘b tribe and the leadership of the Christian community. The
establishment of a political and military alliance between these two local powers enhanced the
stability of the region, and hence the region’s society became more multi-religious, containing
Christians, Jews, polytheists and Zoroastrians. A significant question to ask here is, why did Najran
enjoy political stability and relative religious tolerance under the rule of these two powers, unlike in
the Himyarite period when the persecution of the Christian community occurred? The logical
answer 1s that when Najran was ruled by an alliance of the two largest religious groups, an
acceptance of each other’s religious beliefs, and those of other minorities, made for a peaceful

coexistence.

The discussion of the main religions in the Najran region, which included polytheism, Judaism,
Christianity and later Islam, has concentrated on the question of how each religion contributed to
the religious makeup of the region’s population, considering chronological order when dealing with

these religions.

Therefore, the thesis began by evaluating the development of polytheism in Najran. It concluded
that polytheistic faiths evidently seem to have been the oldest in the region of Najran, as
archaeological discoveries confirm, in contrast to the traditional Muslim version which attributed
the introduction of polytheism to the tribal chieftain “Amr ibn LuhaT al-Khuza T as recently around
the fourth century CE. Significantly, polytheism in Najran developed from worshipping the Holy
Planetary Trinity of Sun, Moon and Venus to worshipping two types of idol: gods and goddesses.

The worship of such idols seems to have been the most common type of polytheism among the
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polytheists of Najran during the period under study, as well as the veneration of trees, animals, jinn,
stones and stars. The worship of several idols, including Yaghiith, Wadd, al-‘Uzza and al-Lat,
probably took place at the same time, contrary to Sammar (1994) supposition of the worship of only
the god Yaghuth. The worship and veneration of some trees, animals and even stars does not reflect
the full concept of Totemism that Smith (1907) defined. This research has pointed out that the most
important requirement of Totemism is the consideration of such objects or creatures as ancestors,

which did not occur in this case.

It addition, the thesis deduces that the worship rituals of Najranite polytheists, such as presenting
sacrifices, burning incense, reciting invocations and going on pilgrimage to their idols, do not
seemingly reflect Abrahamic features, as Sayuti (1999) suggested. Such rituals perhaps originated
with the development of polytheistic faiths, rather than being from Abrahamic origins. Sayuti’s
hypothesis can be noticed only in two main rituals: prayer and the Hajj to Mecca.

The practice of forms of prayer was significant among the polytheists of Najran, as can be seen in
their praying to their idols or performing special prayers, such as the starting prayer of Hajj
(performed at the shrine of the god Yaghith), prayers to idols, and the funeral prayer for their dead.
Some of these prayers, in particular the Hajj prayer and the funeral prayer, have their roots in the

ancient religion of Abraham.

The Hajj to Mecca was widely practised among Najranite polytheists, as can be seen in the adoption
of the cult of al-Tuls by most of them, while some Najranite polytheists joined the a/-Hums cult due
to their relationships with the Meccan people. It also can be assumed in their performing more than
one Hajj invocation during the days of Hajj. Furthermore, the present thesis concludes that the Hajj
to Mecca perhaps influenced polytheism in Najran by transmitting the worship of idols from al-

Hijaz, mainly Wadd, al-"Uzza and al-Lat.

This brings us to consider a general definition of polytheism in Najran in light of the definition of
Arabian polytheism propounded by Dughaym (1995), Hawting (1999), Hoyland (2001) and Mir
(2014). This definition reflects how Najranite polytheists practised their religious life in terms of
types of deity, theological beliefs and rituals of worship. Polytheism here is based on the worship of
different types of deity, alongside Allah, who the Najranite polytheists believed is the highest God.
This can be seen, for example, in the case of Yaghuith and al-‘Uzza, who were clearly seen as
intercessors with Allah. Importantly, this concept of Allah was common for Najranite polytheists

because it was part of the concept of worshipping idols, before the arrival of Judaism or
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Christianity. Thus, the definition of polytheism in Najran evidently disagrees with the supposition
of Da’ud (1988) of a probable Christian-Jewish impact.

For Judaism, the thesis suggests that although there is no approximate date for its arrival in Najran,
Judaism probably had some influence in Najran several centuries before the birth of Christ. This
suggestion is based on the commercial ties between South Arabia and Jewish communities in
ancient Palestine, and the increasing importance of Najran itself as an open market on the caravan
route. The existence of Judaism in Najran, however, remained unclear, as in other southern Arabian
regions, until the beginning of the fifth century CE, when the Himyarite King Tubb® Abu Kariba
As‘ad adopted Judaism as the state religion. This decision contributed to the spread of the Jewish
faith amongst the Najranite people, especially the Bant al-Harith bin Ka'b tribe, although this
spread may have been limited, because there was probably little Jewish missionary activity in

Najran, unlike in other southern Arabian regions, where the presence of Judaism was significant.

Significantly, the present thesis deduces that the conditions of the Jewish community in Najran
were impacted by two main factors: the political conditions in the Najran region and those of South
Arabia in general, and second, the community’s relationship with the Jews of al-Hijaz, the Jewish
community of Tiberias in Palestine and Jews in neighbouring southern Arabian regions. More
specifically, although some rabbis from Yathrib in al-Hijaz played an important role in establishing
the Jewish community in Najran in the reign of King Tubb® Abt Kariba As‘ad, the influence of
Palestinian rabbis in leading the Najranite Jewish community appears to have been stronger,

especially during the first decades of the sixth century.

Politically, the domination of the Himyarite kingdom over Najran reasonably supported the
existence of Judaism in the region, because it was the state religion, as stated above. This Jewish
community, however, remained a minority in comparison to Christianity, which spread significantly
through the Najranite people. The thesis presumes that the invasion of Najran by the Himyarite
Jewish King Dhii Nuwas reflects an attempt to change the religious map in favour of the Jewish
faith. This can be seen in the numbers of Najranite Christians being forced to embrace Judaism and
the murder of a large number of those who refused to reject their Christianity, and on these facts
both Christian and Muslim sources largely agree. Of course, the consequence was that the Jewish
community in Najran lost its political influence with the fall of the Himyarite Jewish kingdom and

Najran came under Abyssinian influence.
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As a result, Judaism could not gain more converts and its followers remained a small community
during the period under discussion. In other words, the Abyssinian Christian invasion represented a
serious challenge to Jewish existence in Najran, because of the Abyssinian’ vengeful actions against
some southern Arabian Jews, as Christian sources record. The Jewish community, however,
retained its existence as a small part of Najranite society during this difficult period. Later, during
the Persian occupation, the conditions of the Jews of Najran somewhat improved, probably because
of the decline of Abyssinian Christian influence over Najran. As a result, the region enjoyed more
political independence under local rule, which offered a greater acceptance of the Jewish
community, as mentioned earlier. The coming of Islam impacted the Jewish community as it did

other religions, as will be detailed in the following paragraphs.

As mentioned above, although some rabbis from Yathrib in al-Hijaz played an important role in
establishing the Jewish community in Najran in the reign of King Tubb‘ Abtu Kariba As‘ad, the
influence of Palestinian rabbis in leading the Najranite Jewish community appears to have been
stronger, especially during the first decades of the sixth century. Little information is available on
how Palestinian Jewish missions established the main features of worship by bringing holy books,
establishing synagogues and leading worship during the reign of the Himyarite Jewish King Dha
Nuwas. In addition, the role of these missions is mentioned in the transmission of two schools of
religious thought, Pharisees and Sadducees, to the Jews of Najran. Although the date of these
Jewish missions preceded the period under study by a few years, they are likely to have played an
effective role in shaping the religious identity of the Jewish community in the region during the
later period studied in this thesis. This can be presumed by the religious organisation of the
religious leadership of Judaism, whose members were known by the term Ahbar, and who consisted

of two major classes: jurists and scholars.

There is little available information on the rituals of worship for the Najranite Jewish community.
Some accounts given by Muslim sources indicate the practice of some rituals among the Jews of
Yathrib and Yemen in the Prophetic period, such as fasting on the Day of Ashura, the performance
of different types of prayer, the practice of circumcision and holding Jewish religious events.
Although these sources do not provide direct information for the practice of such rituals among
Najranite Jews, it is likely that they did not differ from their co-religionists either in South Arabia or

in al-Hijaz in the performance of such forms of worship ritual.
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The discussion on Christianity shows the significant development of the religion in the region.
Although there appear to have been early attempts to preach Christianity in Najran, the real
formation of the Christian community was probably during the first half of the fifth century CE.
Here, the economic factor appears to have played a significant role in the spread of Christianity in
Najran, because of the commercial ties between Najran and Christian centres in Syria and
Mesopotamia, as detailed in the story of the Najranite trader Hayyan, who brought Christianity from

al-Hira, or the Syrian ascetic Faymiytn, who came to Najran with traders.

There are several interesting aspects of Christian religious life. With regard to places of worship,
the research concludes that references to the Ka‘ba of Najran as a large church are evidently based
on many Muslim sources misunderstanding the original account. More specifically, as ibn al-Kalbi
concluded, the early descriptions of this place in the pre-Islamic poets’ accounts do not refer to it as
a Christian place of worship. Also, the claim that this Ka‘ba was owned by the polytheistic house of
Banii ad-Dayyan supports the suggestion that it was just a meeting place for social events. This
thesis suggests that there is apparent confusion among later Muslim sources in distinguishing

between the Ka‘ba of Najran and the holy church of Najran.

The Najranite Christians were not very different from other Eastern Christian communities in their
places of worship in terms of types, terms and purposes. They knew three types of place of worship:
churches, monasteries and hermitages. The difference between the three types is due to location,
size and purpose. Churches were usually located in the city centre, villages and populated areas,
whereas monasteries and hermitages were commonly found in areas that are far from population
centres. More significantly, churches were used for regular rituals of worship such as prayer,
baptism and religious celebrations. Meanwhile, monasteries and hermitages were occupied by those

who dedicated themselves to a monastic life.

The development of the theological doctrines of Najranite Christians is a source of argument in
modern research because it was subject to significant changes during the time under study. The
thesis partly agrees with recent research in considering Monophysitism as the most common
doctrine among the Najranite Christians from the early sixth century CE. However, Monophysitism
itself underwent a serious split that resulted in dividing its followers into Jacobites and Julianites
around 525 CE. What is more, Nestorianism and Melchitism also had followers in Najran at the eve
of Islam. Here, political and economic factors clearly played an important role in shaping the

doctrinal identity of the Christians of Najran. The political factor can be seen in Abyssinian efforts
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to adopt Monophysitism as the official doctrine of the Najranite church after their invasion. With
regard to economics, the arrival of Nestorianism in Najran was perhaps due to commercial ties
between Najran and al-Hira in Mesopotamia, where the influence of Nestorianism was strong.
Meanwhile, the presence of Melchitism, the official doctrine of the Byzantine Church, among
Najranite Christians in the late pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods was perhaps due to Byzantine
aspirations towards building relationships with the Christians of Najran to counteract the Persian
occupation of South Arabia.

This doctrinal pluralism among the Christians of Najran was evidently reflected in two main aspects
of the Christians religious life: theological concepts and clergy. With regard to theological concepts,
the understanding of the Christology of Jesus shows how the Christians of Najran disagreed among
themselves. More clearly, Monophysites adopted the one divine nature of Jesus Christ, whereas
Nestorians believed that Christ has two separate natures: divine and human. In addition, the
Melchite sect appears to have adopted the Chalcedonian formulation of Christ as the union of both
human and divine natures in one body. Furthermore, the Christians of Najran expressed other
theological concepts such as Prophethood, Paradise, Hellfire and creation. These issues seem not

have been as contentious as the nature of Jesus Christ.

With regard to the clergy, modern research has paid considerable attention to this issue, due to the
confusion of its terms, roles and tasks. This confusion is likely to have been based on Ibn-Hisham’s
statement concerning the three leaders of the Najranite Christian delegation to Medina, al-Sayyid,
al-‘Aqib and the bishop. The present thesis traces the development of the clergy since the
consecration of the first bishop in the region, Paul I, and reaches significant conclusions. The
Najranite clergy developed over the period under research and gained greater autonomy. In other
words, although the early clergy of Najran appeared to have a Monophysitic identity, it is probable
that Nestorian and Melchite clergy existed too. Also, the consideration of local terms such as al-
Sayyid, al-‘Aqib and Wagif as members of the clergy involves a misunderstanding. An examination
of the responsibilities of these roles shows that the two leaders, al-Sayyid and al-‘Aqib, clearly
represented political positions rather than spiritual leadership. The term Wagif is most probably
another local term for the role of deacon. In total, the Najranite clergy most likely comprised three

main classes: bishop, priest and deacon.

The discussion on the rituals of worship provides significant conclusions regarding how the

Christians of Najran worshipped, even though there is little information available. The current
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thesis deduces that baptism seems to have been a common ritual, especially for those who were new
converts to Christianity. Churches were considered as places to perform baptism as a religious
ceremony. The practice of prayer was a basic ritual of worship among the Christians of Najran, as
can be seen in the performance of three types of prayer: daily prayer, a weekly Sunday prayer and
special prayers for religious celebrations. The pilgrimage was an important part of their rituals of
worship, as can be assumed from its two types: one type was the holy church of Najran as an object
of pilgrimage in memory of martyred Najranite Christians, and the second was the journeys of
Christian pilgrims to Christian shrines in Syria and Mesopotamia.

Monastic life represented a flourishing religious practice among the Christians of Najran, as can be
seen in the increasing number of hermitages and monasteries across the region’s districts. This may
be due to the stable situation of Najran’s Christians after the Abyssinian invasion of Najran. The
available details tell that clerics accounted for most of the people who practised monasticism, which
may be due to its demanding nature, which included living alone, being isolated from people,
refraining from eating meat and spending most nights in prayer and reciting the Gospel.

The final chapter discussed religious structure in the region during the first four decades of Islam.
The current thesis considers the early connections between the Prophet Muhammad and Najranites,
both Christians and polytheists. These connections, however, did not lead to an immediate impact
of Islam on Najran. The dominion of Islam in Najran most likely began in 9 AH / 630 CE when the
Christian community submitted to Muslim rule, in return for preserving their religion, as detailed in
the Prophet’s two covenants to them. Complete dominion, however, occurred in the next year, 10
AH / 631 CE, when the polytheists of the Bant al-Harith bin Ka ‘b tribe accepted Islam and became

a part of Muslim society.

The arrival of Islam in Najran led to major changes in the religious structure of the region,
represented by the decline of polytheism and the growth of Islam to quickly emerge as the strongest
religion in Najran. This affected the status of Christians, Jews and Zoroastrians, some of whom
converted to Islam. The conversion of many Najranites to Islam within a short time brings into
focus the policy of Muslim authorities towards spreading the new religion among the Najranite
people. Three approaches were adopted from the time of the Prophet Muhammad: sending
missions, building mosques and Katatib, and supporting scholarly trips. These three steps
contributed to gaining more converts to Islam and establishing a new generation of scholars in

Najran itself later in the Rashidun Caliphate era.
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The policy of Muslim rule toward those who retained their faiths, primarily Christians and Jews, is
interesting for several Western scholars. More clearly, the Western hypothesis of the policy of
Muslim rule toward non-Muslims of Najran as conditional acceptance, offering them second-class
citizenship, is re-examined here in the light of citizenship rights and obligations. The thesis
concludes that the Jizyah represented a financial obligation like Zakah, rather than an additional
requirement. The author has presumed that the non-Muslims of Najran enjoyed important
exemptions from military service and Zakah, which had to be fulfilled by Muslims only.

What is more important, the Jizyah appears to be the price of the rights of citizenship privileges,
rather than derogating non-Muslims’ rights. In other words, the Prophet Muhammad’s documents
provide detailed information on how Muslim authorities adopted a comprehensive system toward
non-Muslims of Najran in terms of their religion, security and economy. The term “full protection”
is not only limited to an individual person; it explicitly includes the freedom of practising religion,
the safety of property and the right to practise economic activities. In Muslim law, these are
basically parts of the Muslim government’s responsibilities towards its citizens regardless of their
faith.

The Prophet Muhammad adopted a fixed policy that offered conditional acceptance to the non-
Muslims of Najran. This policy clearly established a state of peaceful coexistence by giving those
non-Muslims freedom of religion and physical protection. As a result, Najran maintained its
religious identity as a multi-religious society, containing Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians and
Muslims. The structure of the Najranite multi-religious society, however, was later influenced by
the expulsion of an unknown number of Jews and Christians from the Najran region. The main
reason behind this expulsion does not seem to have been due to the Muslim rulers breaking the
terms of the covenant, but the practice of usury by non-Muslims, which was forbidden by the
Prophetic covenants. The present study concludes that this expulsion resulted in a major change in
the religious structure of Najran by making Muslims the majority, while Christians and Jews

became religious minorities.

It is clear from the whole thesis that the use of the military option in imposing a religion, or
obliterating another religion, cannot result in a peaceful and stable multi-religious society. The
Jewish-Christian conflict provides evidence of how the attempt to impose Judaism on the Christians
of Najran ended in failure. Meanwhile, the policy of Islam was clearly successful both in

propagating Islam and in establishing a stable and peaceful society. This was because Muslim
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authorities did not force the followers of Judaism or Christianity to embrace Islam. It is true that
there were rules regulating the existence of both communities in the Najran region, which led to
mass expulsions, but these rules seem to have been political and economic, rather than related to the
practice of religion.

Overall, Najran represented a multi-religious society during the period between 525 and 661 CE,
consisting of polytheists, Jews, Christians, Zoroastrians and Muslims. Each of these groups had
their own aspects of religious life, such as beliefs, rituals, clerics and places of worship. This multi-
religious society was impacted by the domination of Islam, which resulted in Islam becoming the
religion of the majority.

7.2 Recommendations

The author would make the following recommendations as interesting topics of future research.

The development of southern Arabian polytheism from worshipping the Holy Planetary Trinity to
the worship of idols provokes interest in the context surrounding this development. It may be
interesting to investigate the main reasons behind replacing al-Maqah, Dhi-Samawi and ‘Athtar
with Ya‘uq, Nasr and Yaghiith, especially in the two centuries preceding the rise of Islam. This
replacement could not have occurred without examining the external impacts and the approximate
date of the spread of worship of such idols. As concluded in Chapter Three, the Hajj to Mecca
reflects a significant impact on religious thought amongst the Najranite polytheists, which led to the
transmission of the worship of several idols into the region. This issue perhaps presents a promising
topic: to examine the role of the Hajj to Mecca in influencing southern Arabian pilgrims in terms of

their deities, rituals and religious thinking.

It is noticeable that most Muslim historians misunderstood the religious context of non-Muslim
religions, mainly Judaism and Christianity. This unfamiliarity may not have been fully taken into
consideration by some modern scholars who debated important issues concerning Christianity in
Najran, such as theological doctrines, rituals, the Ka‘ba of Najran, pilgrimage and clergy. This may
lead to interest in studying the background of early Muslim historians such as Ibn-Hisham, ibn al-
Kalbt and al-Isfahant on their exposure to the religious and theological contexts of Christianity or

Judaism.
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The three types of sources, Christian, Muslim and inscriptions, present different versions of the
character of al-Harith bin Ka‘b in terms of his religion, role and position, and his time period. This
thesis has pointed out that Christian sources speak of al-Harith bin Ka‘b as Saint Aretha, the leader
of the Christian community, whereas Muslim sources give interesting details about this character as
a pre-Islamic ancestor of the great tribe of the same name. A comparative examination of this

character, using genealogical sources, would provide a more accurate picture of him.

The concept of citizenship in the light of the Prophet Muhammad’s covenants with non-Muslims
across the Arabian Peninsula apparently remains little studied. It is true that the Constitution of
Medina has been paid attention due to its significant definition of the term 'Ummah, which is likely
to have formed the early Muslim definition of citizenship (Denny, 1977, Rubin, 1985, Lecker, 2004,
Arjomand, 2009). This attention, however, does not offer sufficient examination of the same issue
in the Prophet’s covenants to the non-Muslim communities of Arabia. The study of the concept of
citizenship throughout the Prophetic covenants would be useful in understanding how the Prophet
treated this issue.
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Appendix 1: Documents of Najran

Document 1: The Prophet’s invitation letter to the Christians of Najran:

..... from Muhammad, the Prophet, Messenger of God to the bishops of Najran. In the name of
God, | praise to you the Lord of Abraham and Ishmael and Isaac and Jacob. | invite you all to
worship God instead of worshipping His creatures. And | invite you to and take place under the
guardianship of God instead of the guardianship of the creatures. And in case you reject my

invitation you must pay Jizyah and if you do not accept the, I will fight you ".
(al-Ya'qubi, 1883, vol. 2, p 89, al-Bayhaqi, 1988, vol. 5, p 535)
Document 2: The Prophet’s first covenant to the Christians of Najran:

This is an epistle from Muhammad, the Prophet, the Messenger of God, to the people of Najran: My
orders will be binding on them relating to all yellow, white and black fruits, and slaves. He showed
them kindness and (emitted all this in return for two thousand Hullah (Garment) to be judged by
their value in ounces (of silver). In every Rajab one thousand Hullah will be due and likewise in
every Safar one thousand Hullah will be due. Every Hullah will be accounted for against an ounce
(of silver). If the value of the Hullah exceeds the Kharaj or fall short of it, it will be adjusted.
Whatever of coats of mail, horses, camels or any other things is taken from them will be accounted
for. The people of Najran will have to entertain my messengers (when they come to collect taxes)
for twenty days or less; and they will not be detained for more than a month. If there be fighting in
Yemen they will have to give as loan thirty coats of mail, thirty horses and thirty camels. Whatever
coats of mail, horses and camels, are received as loan by my messengers will be under the guarantee
of my messengers till they return them. The people of Najran and their neighbours are under the
protection of God and the guarantee of Muhammad, the Prophet, the Messenger of God, for their
persons, religion, land and property, those who are present and absent, and their churches and
places of worship (will be safe). No bishop will be removed from his diocese, no monk from his
monastery, and no trustee from his trust. What is in their possession, be it little or much, is theirs,

provided that it is not the amount of usury or (a claim) for a blood-feud of the days of al-Jahiliyyah.

If any one of them puts forward a claim for his right, he will get justice without oppression; and
oppression on the people of Najran (will not be tolerated). For him who collected usury before, I am

not responsible. None of them will be held for the transgressions of others. Whatever is entered in
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this document is under the guarantee of God and perpetual guarantee of the Prophet, till God gives
His command. They should be sincere and virtuous, not resorting to oppression. Witnessed by Abu
Sufyan Ibn Harb, Ghaylan Ibn ‘Amr, Malik lbn ‘Awf al-Nasri, al-Agra‘ Ibn-Habiss, al-Mughirah
Ibn Shu‘bah scribed it "

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, n.d., vol. 1, p287, Abu-Yasuf, 1962, p84, Ibn-Sallam, 1975, p244, al-Shaybani, 1975, p
267, al-Baladhuri, 1978, p72, Ibn-Zanjawayh, 2006, vol. p2, 72).

Document 3: The Prophet’s second covenant to the Christians of Najran:

“From Muhammad, the Prophet of God to the bishop Abii al-Harith bin ‘Algama and the bishops
and priests of Najran and those who follow them and their monks that everything, few or many,
their churches, chapels and monasteries will remain in their possession, they will have the
protection of God and His Messenger. No bishop will be removed from his episcopate, no monk
from his monasticism, no priest from his priesthood and there will not be alteration of their rights or
authority and everything they possess as long as they are loyal and perform their obligations, they
not being burdened by wrong and not doing wrong. Scribed by Al-Mughirah”.

Citation: (Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., vol. 1, vol. 264, al-Bayhaqi, 1988, vol. 5, 391)

Document 4: The latter of Khalid bin al-Walid to the Prophet Muhammad:

: “In the name of God, compassionate, the merciful. To Muhammad the Prophet, the Messenger of
God. From Khalid bin al-Walid. Peace be upon you, O the Messenger of God, and God’s mercy and
blessings. I praise God unto you, the only God. You sent me to Banii al-Harith bin Ka'b and
ordered me when | came to them not to fight them for three days and to invite them to Islam, and to
accept it from them and teach them the institutions of Islam, the book of God, and the Sunnah of
His prophet. And if they did not surrender | was to fight them. I duly came to them and invited them
to Islam three days as the Messenger ordered me, and | sent riders among them with your message.
They have surrendered and have not fought and I am staying among them instructing them in the
Messenger’s positive and negative commands and teaching them the institutions of Islam and the

prophet’s Sunnah until the Messenger writes to me. Peace upon you™ (p 646).

(Ibn-Hisham, 1955, p 646, al-Tabari, 1990, vol. 9, p 83, Transl. Donner).

- 210 -



Document 5: The Prophet Muhammad’s latter to Khalid bin al-Walid:

" In the name of God, Compassionate, the Merciful. from Muhammad, the Prophet, Messenger of
God to Khalid bin al-Walid: Peace be upon you, I praise God unto you, the only God. I have
received your letter which came with your messenger telling me that Bantu al-Harith bin Ka‘b
surrendered before you fought them and responded to your invitation to Islam and pronounced the
Shahada, and that God had guided them with His guidance. So promise them good and warn them

and come. And let their deputation come with you. Peace upon you”.
(p646).

(Ibn-Hisham, 1955, p646, al-Tabari, 1990, vol. 9, p 83, Transl. Donner).

Document 6: The Caliph Abiti-bakr al-Siddiq’s covenant to the Christians of Najran:

“in the name of God, the Merciful, the Compassionate: this is a document from the servant of God,
Abi-bakr, successor of the Apostle of God, to the people of Najran. He affords them protection
from his army and himself, and decrees for them the protection of Muhammad, except that which
Muhammad the Apostle of God has revoked on God’s command regarding their lands and the lands
of the Arabs, that two religious should not dwell in them. Therefore, he gave them protection for
their persons, their communities, the rest of their properties, their dependents, their horses, those
absent of them and those present, their bishop and their monks and their churches wherever they
might be; and for what their lands possess whether they little or much. They owe what is incumbent
upon them; if they pay it, they will not be compelled to emigrate, nor tithed (not be taxed), nor shall
a bishop be changed from their bishopric or a monk from his monastic life. He shall fulfil for them
everything that the Apostle of God granted them in witting, and everything that is in this document
by way of the protection of Muhammad, the Apostle of God, and the covenant of the Muslims.
They owe (the Muslims) advice and righteousness in those just duties that are incumbent upon
them. Al-Miswar bin “Amr and ‘Amr, the client of Abii-bakr, were witnesses (to this agreement)”

(Abu-Yusuf, 1962, p 85, al-Shaybani, 1975, p 267, al-Tabari 1990, Vol. 10, p 163, Transl. Donner).

Document 6: The recommended letter of ‘Umar bin al-Khattab to Christians and Jews who were

expelled from Najran:
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“.....This is what ‘Umar the Commander of the faithful wrote to the people of Najran. He who goes
in exile under the protection of Allah. No Muslim will harm them honouring what the Apostle of
Allah and also Abii-bakr had written for them. After that, the Amirs (governors) of Syria and the
Amirs of Mesopotamia should liberally bestow land on those who approach them. If they work on
them, they will be free lands (Sadagah) for them and their descendants. Nobody is allowed to
encroach on their land to oppress them. After that, if there be a Muslim with them he should help
them against one who oppresses them. These are the people who are under the guarantee and the
Jizyah due from them is redeemed for twenty four months after their arrival there. They will not be
taxed, except for fiefs on which they work, they will not be oppressed nor treated harshly. ‘Uthman

ibn ‘Affan and Mu‘ayqib Ibn Abi Fatimah were witnesses”.

(Abu-Yasuf, 1962, p 67, Ibn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 388, al-Shaybani, 1975, p 268, Trans. Haq)

Document 7: The Prophet’s covenant to Bant al- Dibab a branch of Bani al-Harith bin Ka‘b:

“... That they would retain Sariah, its highlands and nobody would dispute with them about it, as
long as they would continue to offer prayers, pay Zakah, obey Allah and His Apostle and dissociate
themselves from the heathens. Al-Mughirah had scribed it”.

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 316, Trans. Haq)

Document 8: The Prophet’s covenant to Yazid 1bn al-Tufayl al-Harithi:

“.... that the whole of al-Maddah would be his and no one would dispute with him as long as he
continued to offer prayers, pay Zakah and fight against the heathens. Juhaym Ibn al-Salt had scribed
it”.

(Ibn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 316, Trans. Haq)

Document 9: The Prophet’s covenant to Banti Qanan Ibn Tha‘labah, a clan of Banii al-Harith:

“.... that they could retain Majs where they would be safe with their persons and properties. Al-

Mughirah had scribed it”.

(Ibn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)
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Document 10: The Prophet’s covenant to ‘Abd-Yaghtith lbn Wa‘lah al-Haritht:

“.... that he could retain whatever land and other things, i.e. date-palms were in his possession at
the time of his embracing Islam, as long as he offered prayers, paid Zakah, and one fifth of the
booty (collected) in battles, and that he would not be required to pay ‘Ushr (tithe) nor would he be
ejected (from his land), and that those of his tribe who followed him (would be treated likewise).
Al-Argam Ibn Abi al-Arqam al-Makhziim1 scribed it”.

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 316, Trans. Haq)

Document 11: The Prophet’s covenant to Yazid Ibn al-Muhajjal al-Harithi:

“....that they (his men) would retain Namirah, its aqueducts and the valley of al-Rahman in their
forest and that he and his heirs would be the chiefs of his tribe, Banii Malik, and that they would
not be attacked nor ejected. Al-Mughirah Ibn Shu‘bah had scribed it

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)

Document 12: The Prophet’s covenant to Dhi al-Ghussah Qays Ibn al-Hasayn about his father’s
children, Banu al-Harith and Banti Nahd:

“...that they had a guarantee from Allah and from His Apostle, and that they would not be ejected
nor subjected to the payment of ‘Ushr as long as they offered prayers, paid Zakah and kept
themselves away from the polytheists and bore witness to their Islam, but that their properties
would be subjected to the payment of the dues of the Muslims...”.

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)

Docuement 13: The Prophet’s covenant to Banii Qanan Ibn Yazid, a branch of the tribe of Bani al-
Harith:

““... that they could retain Midhwad and its irrigation system as long as they offered prayers, paid
Zakah, and kept themselves away from the polytheists and kept the routes safe and bore witness to

their Islam...”.

(Ibn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)
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Document 14: The Prophet’s covenant to ‘Asim Ibn al-Harith al-Harith:
“.... that he would be entitled to the trees of Rakis and no one would question their title. Al-Argam
had scribed it”.

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)
Document 15: The Prophet’s covenant to Bant Ziyad Ibn al-Harith and other persons of the tribe of
Banii al-Harith bin Ka‘b:

“o that they would retain Jamma and Adhnibah and they would be safe there as long as they
offered prayers, paid Zakah and fought the heathens. “Ali had scribed it”.

(Tbn-Sa‘ad, 1967, vol. 1, p 317, Trans. Haq)
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Table 1: The main aspects of the religious life of polytheism

Appendix 2: Tables

Origins The worship of Idols Beliefs Rituals
Before 7% Gods Goddesses The belief of presenting gifts
BCE Allah as the
supreme God
celestial bodies performing sacrifices
al-Madan al-'Uzza Stars | Planets burning incense
Sirius | Venus repeating some
Pleiades invocations
Wadd Manat Trees Prayer (Salat)
The That Prayer to funeral
great | Anwat idols prayer
Yaghiith al-Lat palm (Salat al-
Janazah)
Dhii al-Khalasa Animals divining arrows
(al-Azlam)
Camel | Sheep Hajj (Pilgrimage)
Fox Horse The The
ion Srake pilgrimage | pilgrimage
to Mecca to idols

stones (Hejarah)

Jinn
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Table 2: The main aspects of the religious life of Judaism

Origins Religious Organisation Religious Rituals of Worship
Beliefs
around the | Schools of thought The Fasting
10" century Prophethood
BCE & 5" CE Religious celebration
Day of Ashura | Saturday
Pharisees | Sadducees old prophets | circumcision
houses of worship creation postponement
synagogues | Bayt al- | holy books | Prayer
Madaris
The House The daily | Special prayer
of Schools prayer
The prayer for
(Three times) )
rain
religious leaders
rabbis priests
(4hbar) (Cohen)
Holy books
Torah Talmud
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Table 3: The main aspects of the religious life of Christianity

Origins Places of Doctrines Theological Clergy Rituals of Worship
Worship Concepts
5t CE Church Monophysitism the Christology | Bishop Baptism
of Jesus Christ
(Asquyf)
Monastery | Jacob | Julianism | Prophethood Priest Prayer
ism
(Quss)
Hermitage | Nestorianism creation Deacon Daily | Sunday | Prayer in
rayer | prayer | religious
(Shammas prayer | pray g
lebrati
or Wagi) celebratio
ns
Melchitism se | heaven | Sin Pilgrimage
as
Paradise To the | To
church of the | Christians
Najranite shrines in
martyrs Syria  and
Mesopotami
a
Hellfire monastic life
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Appendix 3: Maps

Map 1

Arabian Peninsula in the pre-Islamic and early Islamic periods

(al-Bakr1, 1983, al-Sharif, 1984, al-Hamdani, 1989, al-Murih, 1992, al-Hamaw1 1995)
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Map 2

The region of Najran

1.Najran city 2. The Najran valley
2. Taslal hills 4. Remlal Sayhad

5. ‘Akfah 6. Habtinan

7. Thajr 8. Thar ) .

9. Abar Hema 10. al-Kawkab Mountain West East
11. Yadamah 12. Badr
13. Sa'adh  14. al-JTawf

(al-Bakr1, 1983, al-Sharif, 1984, al-Hamdani, 1989, al-Murih, 1992, al-Hamaw1 1995)
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Map 3

The valley of Najran

1. The Najran city center 2. The old al-Hajr (al-Ukhdud)

3. The new al-Hajr
5. Pules

7. "Akman

9. al-Husun

11. Saghir

13. Dhayban

15. The valley

4. al-Qapil
6. Rijlla
8. al-Mifjah West < .
10. al-Hadan est & Y
12. Sthan
14. *Ardis

South

(al-Bakr1, 1983, al-Sharif, 1984, al-Hamdani, 1989, al-Murih, 1992, al-Hamaw1 1995)
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Map 4

The religious structure of Najran in pre-Islamic period 525- 630 CE

[
75

e

GooglelEantht

1.Najran city 2. The Najran valley

2. Taslal hills 4. Remlal Sayhad North
5.'Akfah 6. Habiinan
7. Thajr 8. Thar
9. Abar Hema 10. al-Kawkab Mountain East
11. Yadamah 12. Badr West <{——F—
13. Sa'adh 14, al-Jawf 1|
South

Polytheists - Jews
- Christians - Zoroastrians

(Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-Qali, 1978, al-Bakri, 1983, al-Hamdani, 1989, al-Hamaw1 1995, al-Isfahani,
1997)
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Map 5

The religious structure of Najran in Rashidun Caliphate era 632- 661 CE

1.Najran city 2. The Najran valley

2. Taslal hills 4. Remlal Sayhad North

5.'Akfah 6. Habinan

7.Thajr 8. Thar ﬂ

9. Abar Hema 10. al-Kawkab Mountain West {——=—— East
1. Yadamah 12. Badr N "

13. Sa'adh 14, al-Jawf U,

Muslims - Jews
.Chn'stians - Zoroastrians

(Ibn-Sa‘ad, n.d., al-"Alawi, 1972, Ibn-Ya“qub, 1996, Ibn al-Mujawir, 1996, al-Thaqafi, 2002)
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Appendix 4: Photos

Note: All photos herein were taken by the author

Photo 1: The archaeological site of the old city centre, al-Ukhdad

Photo 2: Another picture of al-Ukhdiid

F
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Photo 3: Remnants of religious building in al-Ukhdid site which mostly refers to church

Photo 4: Another picture of the religious building
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Photo 5: The claimed location of the Ka‘ba of Najran
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Photo 7: The ‘Akfah site, around 80 km north of Najran city




Photo 9: inscriptions written by the Kufic script on the niche of mosque

The text of inscription: “Muhammad bin Abd...... testifies there is no god but Allah in the only

God who has no partner and Muhammad is his servant and messenger and the Dooms Day is true”.
Reading inscription by al-Murih, Saleh

Translated by the author
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