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Swimming Against the Current:
Conversion of Muslims to Christianity in
the Early Islamic Period

Christian C. Sahner / Translated by Nasim
Hasani

Abstract: This article deals with the con-
version of Muslims to Christianity by using

a large number of sources of the Sirah in
Arabic, Armenian, Georgian, Greek and Latin
languages and tries to show by examining the
lives of Christian martyrs why Muslims in the
first or second centuries after the conquests led
to this surprising transition from “mosque to
church”. Many studies on conversion to Islam
have paid more attention to theological issues
and wanted to show why many people in the
Middle East converted to Christianity at the
end of the Crusades. This article, in contrast to
them, seeks to show why Islamization—espe-
cially during the Umayyad and early Abbasid
periods—could be highly haphazard, even
erratic, when Muslims formed a minority in
many areas under their control.

Keywords: Muslims, Christianity, Crusades,
Theology, Umayyads
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D. C. Dennett, Conversion and the Poll Tax in Early Islam (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press, 1950); R. Bulliet,
Conversion to Islam in the Medieval Period: An Essay in Quantitative History (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univ. Press,
1979); M. Gervers and R. J. Bikhazi, eds., Conversion and Continuity: Indigenous Christian Communities in Islamic
Lands, Eighth to Eighteenth Centuries (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval Studies, 1990); D. J. Wasserstein,
“Conversion and the Ahl al-Dhimma,” in The New Cambridge History of Islam, vol. 4: Islamic Cultures and Societies
to the End of the Eighteenth Century, ed. R. Irwin (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2010), 184-208.
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E.g., for Greater Syria, see N. Levtzion, “Conversion to Islam in Syria and Palestine and the Survival of Christian Com-
munities,” in Conversion and Continuity, ed. Gervers and Bikhazi, 289-311; R. Schick, The Christian Communities
of Palestine from Byzantine to Islamic Rule: A Historical and Archaeological Study (Princeton: Darwin, 1995), 139-58;
M. Levy-Rubin, “New Evidence Relating to the Process of Islamization in the Early Muslim Period: The Case of
Samaria,” Journal of the Economic and Social History of the Orient 43,3 (2000): 257-76; R. S. Humphreys, “Christian
Communities in Early Islamic Syria and Northern Jazira: The Dynamics of Adaptation,” in Money, Power and Politics
in Early Islamic Syria: A Review of Current Debates, ed. J. Haldon (Farnham: Ashgate, 2010), 45-56; T. Carlson,
“Contours of Conversion: The Geography of Islamization in Syria, 6001500, JAOS, 135, 4 (2015): 791-816.
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“Murtadd” (W. Heflening), Encyclopaedia of Islam, 2nd ed. (henceforth EI2) (Leiden: Brill, 1960-2004), 7: 635-36;
“Apostasy” (W. Hallaq), Encyclopaedia of the Qurian (Leiden: Brill, 2001-6), 1: 119-22; “Apostasy” (F. Griffel),
Encyclopaedia of Islam Three (Leiden: Brill, 2007-), online; R. Peters and G. J. J. de Vries, “Apostasy in Islam,”
Die Welt des Islams 17,1 (1976): 1-25; J. L. Kraemer, “Apostates, Rebels, and Brigands,” Israel Oriental Studies 10
(1980): 34-73; Y. Friedmann, Tolerance and Coercion in Islam: Interfaith Relations in the Muslim Tradition (Cam-
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bridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2003), 121-59; D. Cook, “Apostasy from Islam: A Historical Perspective,” Jerusalem
Studies in Arabic and Islam 31 (2006): 248-88; U. Simonsohn, “‘Halting Between Two Opinions’: Conversion and
Apostasy in Early Islam,” Medieval Encounters 19 (2013): 344-72;
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S. Zwemer, The Law of Apostasy in Islam (London: Marshall Brothers, Ltd, 1924).
4 . M. Ayoub, “Religious Freedom and the Law of Apostasy in Islam,” Islamochristiana 20 (1994): 75-91. For
concurring opinions that downplay the incidence of apostasy, as well as the death penalty for apostates, see S. B.
Ahmad, “Conversion from Islam,” in The Islamic World from Classical to Modern Times, ed. C. E. Bosworth et al.
(Princeton: Darwin, 1989), 3-25; for uncritical engagement with Ahmad, see D. O’Sullivan, “The Interpretation of
Qur’anic Text to Promote or Negate the Death Penalty for Apostates and Blasphemers,” Journal of Qur'anic Studies
3,2 (2001): 63-93, esp. 86-87; cf. Kraemer, “Apostates, Rebels, and Brigands,” 72.
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P. Crone, The Nativist Prophets of Early Islamic Iran (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 2011), 14.
8 . L. Fisher, The Indian Great Awakening: Religion and the Shaping of Native Cultures in Early America (New
York: Oxford Univ. Press, 2012), esp. the introduction.
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10 . J. B. V. Tannous, “Syria between Byzantium and Islam,” Ph.D. diss., Princeton Univ., 2010, 407-29.
11 . N. Levtzion, “Toward a Comparative Study of Islamization,” in Conversion to Islam, ed. N. Levtzion (New York:
Holmes and Meier, 1979), 1-23, at 20.
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12 . For orientation, see C. C. Sahner, “Christian Martyrs and the Making of an Islamic Society in the Post-Conquest
Period,” Ph.D. diss., Princeton University, 2015; H. Zayyat, “Al-Shuhada’ al-nasraniyya fi I-Islam,” al-Mashriq
38 (1936): 459-65; R. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of Christian, Jewish, and
Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Princeton: Darwin, 1997), 336-86; S. H. Griffith, “Christians, Muslims, and
Neo-Martyrs: Saints’ Lives and Holy Land History,” in Sharing the Sacred: Religious Contacts and Conflicts in the
Holy Land, First—Fifteenth Centuries CE, ed. A. Kofsky and G. G. Stroumsa (Jerusalem: Yad Izhak Ben Zvi, 1998),
163-207; D. H. Vila, “Christian Martyrs in the First Abbasid Century and the Development of an Apologetic
against Islam,” Ph.D. diss., St. Louis Univ., 1999; C. Foss, “Byzantine Saints in Early Islamic Syria,” Analecta
Bollandiana 125 (2007): 93-119; C. C. Sahner, “Old Martyrs, New Martyrs and the Coming of Islam: Writing
Hagiography after the Conquests,” in Cultures in Motion: Studies in the Medieval and Early Modern Periods, ed. A.
Tzdebski and D. Jasifiski (Krakow: Jagiellonian Univ. Press, 2014), 89-112.

13 . B. Krusch, “Zur Florians- und Lupus-Legende: Eine Entgegnung (Fortsetzung),” Neues Archiv der Gesellschaft
fiir Altere Deutsche Geschichtskunde 24 (1899), 533-70, at 559; cited in J. Kreiner, “Social Functions of Merovingian
Hagiography,” Ph.D. diss., Princeton Univ., 2011, 3.
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16 . Griffith, “Christians, Muslims, and Neo-Martyrs,” esp. 200-205; M. N. Swanson, “The Martyrdom of ‘Abd al-
Masih, Superior of Mount Sinai (Qays al-Ghassani),” in Syrian Christians under Islam: The First Thousand Years,
ed. D. Thomas (Leiden: Brill, 2001), 107-29; T. Sizgorich, “For Christian Eyes Only? The Intended Audience of the
Martyrdom of Antony Rawh,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations 20,2 (2009): 119-35.
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Others in Sacred Space, ed. M. Cormack (Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2013), 193-216.
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CMRBH, 1: 720. For the Armenian text, see G. Alishan, Hayapatum: Patmich'k’ ew patmutiwnk bayots’, 3 vols.
(Venice: S. Ghazar, 1901), 1: 546-52. I rely on the English translation of R. W. Thomson, in Hoyland, Seeing Islam,
672-76 (henceforth, Thomson, “The Passion of David of Dwin”). For discussion, see P. Pecters, ed., Bibliotheca hagi-
ographica orientalis (Brussels: Apud editores, 1910), 57-58; Bibliotheca sanctorum, 16 vols. (Rome: Istituto Giovanni
XXIII nella Pontificia Universita lateranense, 1961-), 4: 518-19; Bibliotheca sanctorum orientalium, 1: 627; Hoyland,
Seeing Islam, 370-73; S. W. Anthony, Crucifixion and Death as Spectacle: Umayyad Crucifixion in Its Late Antique
Context (New Haven: American Oriental Society, 2014), 59ff.

55 .'Y. Drasxanakertc'i, History of Armenia, tr. K. H. Maksoudian (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1987), 106-7; G. Bayan,
“Le synaxaire arménien de Ter Israél (VIL. Mois de Areg),” Patrologia Orientalis 21 (1930): 143260, at 225-26; the
summary in the synaxarium introduces no new information.
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H. Hiibschmann, Armenische Grammatik (Leipzig: Breitkopf and Hartel, 1897), 86-87; Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 371
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tuni (640-884),” in The Armenian People from Ancient to Modern Times, ed. R. G. Hovannisian, 2 vols. (New York:
St Martin’s Press, 1997), 1: 117-42; also, E. Schiitz. “Armenia: A Christian Enclave in the Islamic Near East in the
Middle Ages,” in Conversion and Continuity, ed. Gervers and Bikhazi, 217-36.
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(T*blisi: Mecniereba, 1963-1980), 1, pt. ii: 46-81; Eng. tr. D. M. Lang, Lives and Legends of the Georgian Saints
(New York and London: Allen and Unwin/Macmillan, 1956), 115-33 (henceforth, Lang, “Martyrdom of Abo”).
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Studium, 2003), passim (Ital. tr., 185-268); D. Rayfield, The Literature of Georgia: A History (London: Garnett
Press, 32010), 49-54.

69 . See Shurgaia, La spiritualita georgiana, 96 (Annals of K‘art'li), 115 (liturgical calendar); for translation of related
liturgical notices, 258—68.

70 . John Sabanisdze

71 . Shurgaia, La spiritualita georgiana, 77-85; for dating of the composition of the text, 85-95. Donald Rayfield
(Literature of Georgia, 49) argues that it was completed by 787 because the text does not mention the martyrdom
of the prince Ar¢'il (d. 787).

72 . see “Tiflis” (V. Minorsky), E12, 10: 478-79; C. Toumanoff, “Armenia and Georgia,” in The Cambridge Medieval
History, vol. 4: The Byzantine Empire, ed. J. M. Hussey, 2 vols. (Cambridge: Cambridge Univ. Press, 1966), 1:
593-638, esp. 605-11; Canard, “Arminiya”; D. Rayfield, Edge of Empires: A History of Georgia (London: Reaktion,
2012), 55-72.

73 . Lang, “Martyrdom of Abo,” 117.
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P. Peeters, “Les Khazars dans la passion de S. Abo de Tiflis,” Analecta Bollandiana 52 (1934): 21-56; O. Pritsak, “The
Khazar Kingdom’s Conversion to Judaism,” Harvard Ukranian Studies 2 (1978): 261-81. For general orientation, see
idem, “Khazars,” Dictionary of the Middle Ages, 7: 240—42; idem, “Khazars,” in Oxford Dictionary of Byzantium, ed.
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