Acta Orientalia Academiae Scientiarum Hung. Volume 68 (1), 49-57 (2015)
DOI: 10.1556/40rient.68.2015.1.3

SA‘ID B. HASAN, BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES
THROUGH THE PRISM OF MASALIK AL-NAZAR

HAGGAI MAZUZ

Ramat-Gan, Israel
e-mail: hagaimazuz@gmail.com

The Islamic polemical tract Kitab Masalik al-Nazar reveals much about its author, the Jewish apos-
tate Sa‘ld b. Hasan. Sa‘id plunges into diverse polemic themes, including some with which he is
poorly acquainted, and uses sources from all three Abrahamic faiths, showing greater familiarity
with Jewish sources than with the Qur’an. The discussion explores Sa‘id’s treatment of various is-
sues in Muslim—Jewish polemics through the prism of his important polemical tract, Masalik al-
Nazar, and takes one of the first steps toward lifting Sa‘id out of his undeserved obscurity in schol-
arship.
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Introduction

Sa‘id b. Hasan, descendant of a Jewish family in Alexandria, Egypt, converted to Islam
in May 1298 CE in gratitude, he explained, for his miraculous recovery from a severe
illness (Weston 1903, pp. 353-355). Twenty-two years later, in April 1320 CE, he
wrote a tract titled Kitab Masalik al-Nazar (Book of the paths of investigation) in Da-
mascus in an effort to demonstrate that the Torah hints at the eventual advent of Mu-
hammad and that Islam is superior to all other faiths.

The academic literature has overlooked Masalik al-Nazar and made only brief
mention of its author.! This article examines the contents of Masalik al-Nazar to

" In 1895, Ignaz Goldziher published Masalik al-Nazar in part. See Goldziher (1895). Eight
years later, Sidney Adams Weston published a thirty-seven-page critical edition of the entire work
and added an English translation. See Weston (1903, pp. 322—359). For the English translation see
ibid. (pp. 359—-383). The present author is currently working on a critical annotated translation into
Hebrew.
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reveal its author’s sources, polemical techniques, and methods. It also demonstrates
the nature and uniqueness of this work and its contribution to the field of Muslim—
Jewish polemics.

1. Sources

Investigation of Masalik al-Nazar demonstrates Sa‘id’s far-reaching reliance on Bib-
lical verses, sometimes paraphrased in Arabic and on other occasions transliterated
(often badly) into Arabic with a commentary at its side. The commentary is often in-
congruous with the verse interpreted, i.e., Sa‘id interprets verses in ways that fit his
polemical agenda, sometimes inserting source material into the verse that does not
appear in the text quoted. For example, he transliterates Gen. 13:17 (“Arise, walk
through the land in the length of it and in the breadth of it; for I will give it unto you™)*
as follows: gum hith halakh bairs la-arka wa’l-rahba ki lakha atnana.’ Afterwards,
he writes: “The interpretation of these [words is]: Rise up, walk through the land, its
length and breadth; to thy offspring we will give it” (Weston 1903, p. 324). The end
of his interpretation, however, is taken from the end of Gen. 13:15: “For all the land
which you see, to you will I give it, and to your seed forever.”*

Sa‘ld mentions many Biblical personalities such as Jewish Patriarchs (e.g.,
Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob), kings (e.g., Solomon, Jeroboam, Manasseh), and proph-
ets (e.g., Samuel, Elijah, Obadiah), as well as non-Jews kings who troubled the people
of Israel through the generations (e.g., Pharaoh, Sancherib, Nebuchadnezzar). In addi-
tion to these Biblical figures, he may even mention the Amora R. Shimon b. Laqish
in a corrupted way (Sam‘lin Ballqish) (Weston 1903, p. 338).

Despite his frequent use of Biblical verses and characters, Sa‘id mangles the
Biblical chronology and sometimes attributes Biblical characters’ words or deeds to
the wrong principals. In Chapter 19, for example, he ascribes a prophecy in Is. 11:6
— “The wolf also shall dwell with the lamb, and the leopard shall lie down with the
kid; and the calf and the young lion and the fatling together; and a little child shall
lead them” — to Samuel (Weston 1903, p. 336).

In a forthcoming article, the present author shows that in addition to Biblical
sources Sa‘ld was somewhat familiar with texts from sources such as the Babylonian
and Jerusalem Talmuds, Midrash Rabbah, and Pirgei de-Rabbi Eliezer (PRE), and
used them for his polemical purposes (Mazuz 2016). Sa‘id claimed to have knowl-
edge of Hebrew (‘Ibraniyya) and Aramaic (Suryaniyya) (Weston 1903, p. 359) and
described himself as having been, before his conversion, “one of the learned men
(‘ulama’) of the Children of Israel” (Weston 1903, p. 353).

Sa‘1d provides no information about the Hebrew sources that he used, how he
had accessed them, and who his scholarly colleagues may have been. Neither does he

% Translation taken from The King James Version of the English Bible (1941).
s CE“Tanss 77 3 73myp) 77 N3 10007 D
$CE.“DW-TY YU TS 77 78T TN TINT-72-DN 2
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explain how and why he learned Hebrew and Aramaic. Since no early source other
than Masalik al-Nazar mentions him, these questions remain unanswered. However,
JT, Midrash Rabbah, and PRE have something in common: a clear Land of Israel ori-
entation. This may teach us something about Sa‘id — perhaps his philosophical world,
his origin and milieu, and the teachings of the Jews of Egypt at the time.

In addition to Jewish sources, Sa‘id draws on sources from other religions.
Although he quotes several Qur’anic verses in Masalik al-Nazar, his knowledge of
the Qur’an appears to be limited. In Chapter 21 of this composition, for example, he
claims that Jesus was crucified (Weston 1903, p. 339). This assertion contradicts an
explicit statement in Qur’an [henceforth Q.] 4:157: “And for their saying: We have
killed the Messiah, Jesus, son of Mary, the messenger of Allah, and they killed him
not, nor dicz they cause his death on the cross, but he was made to appear to them as
such [...].”

In Chapter 22, Sa‘1d alleges that the Christians falsified their scriptures and as-
cribes to Jesus permission to eat carcasses, blood, and pork. To prove his point, he
paraphrases Matt. 5:17, according to which Jesus came not to abrogate Moses’ relig-
ion but to complement it (Weston 1903, p. 340). If so, Sa‘ld has some familiarity with
the Gospels and even claims to have read them (ibid.). Matt. 5:17, however, specifi-
cally contradicts Q. 3:50, which allows Christians to consume the substances listed
above: “And [I am] a verifier of that which is before me of the Torah, and I allow you
part of that which was forbidden to you [...].”

2. Dala’il al-Nubuwwa

Sa‘1d is one of a series of apostate Jews who wrote anti-Jewish tracts; others are Sa-
maw’al al-Maghrib1 (see Perlmann 1964; Marzaka et al. 2006), ‘Abd al-Haqq al-Islam1
(see Perlmann 1940—1941; Lazarus-Yafeh 1990; Alfonso 1998), and ‘Abd al-‘Allam
(see Sadan 1990). Samaw’al’s composition Ifham al-Yahiid (Silencing the Jews), not-
withstanding its hostile anti-Jewish tone, is characterised by rational arguments. ‘Abd
al-Haqq’s work, al-Sayf al-Mamdiid f’[-radd ‘ala Ahbar al-Yahiid (The Outstretched
Sword for Refuting the Sages of the Jews), appears to be unsophisticated and popular
in nature. Masalik al-Nazar, in contrast, is hard to characterise. Sa‘id was eclectic,
combining arguments of many kinds.

Apart from his deliberate distortions and tendentious interpretations of Biblical
verses, Sa‘ld uses common Islamic polemical arguments that previous polemicists
had invoked. One of the most frequent claims among Muslim polemicists is that the
Bible alludes to Muhammad’s name but the Jews, in their jealousy, erased the allu-
sions and falsified the verses that contained them. This falsification, known in Islamic
sources as fahrif,” was, according to the Muslim sages, thwarted by Allah in some

3 Translation taken from Maulana (1998).
5 On tahrif, see Adang (1996, pp. 223—248); Lazarus-Yafeh (2000, vol. 10, pp. 111-112);
Reynolds (2010); Nickel (2011); Griffith (2013, pp. 175-177); Mazuz (2014c, pp. 17-21).
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cases, giving evidence of the truth of their religion. Consequently, these verses are
often referred to as evidence of prophethood (dala’il/hujaj al-nubuwwa) or signs of
prophethood (a ‘lam al-nubuwwa), and many Islamic tracts are titled as such.

The Muslim polemicists were specifically drawn to four Biblical verses (Gen.
17:20, Deut. 18:15/18, and Deut. 33:2); one may find them or their paraphrases in
almost every anti-Jewish polemical Islamic tract, including Sa‘id’s. In Chapter 3,
Sa‘id cites Gen. 17:20 in a poor transliteration.” Other polemicists argue that the
words bi-me’od me’od (“very-very”, i.e., exceedingly) allude to Muhammad’s future
advent because their gematria (the sum obtained by adding the numerical values of
the Hebrew letters) is equal to that of Muhammad’s name (92) (e.g., Perlmann 1964,
pp. 31-32). Sa‘ld, in contrast, discusses what he presents as an interpretation bruited
by “scholars of the Hebrew language”. These scholars, he claims, interpreted me ‘od
me’od (here he leaves off the prefix bi) in several ways: “Some of them said that [the
words] mean Ahmad, Ahmad; others say very, very; still others say great, great”
(Weston 1903, p. 325). Sa‘id repeats this argument in basically the same manner in
Chapter 30 (Weston 1903, p. 347). The identity of his sources is vague and the entire
commentary is opaque. Still, this may represent an attempt on his part to refute Moses
Maimonides’ (1138—1204 CE) writings in the Epistle to Yemen.

The contents of the Epistle suggest that a Jewish convert to Islam challenged
the Yemenite Jewish community by presenting the community with several dala’il,
leaving the Jews perplexed due to their inability to cope.® One of this apostate’s argu-
ments was that Gen. 17:20 alludes to Muhammad’s future arrival. In response, Mai-
monides wrote the following:

,ANNPR 9D 2101 MR QORYAYOIR aVIn STOR DORYR N nhYA IR 23 R
D1 AR TIR 92 ,9RT 0o DO 0% 37 009 ,TR7 TRNA 12 DOVWIDHR 12 PYyn SnYR
7Y 0791, TANR TR0R PPAIRDRY TINDR 0D 2N0n TR Op 11 RO UORT o

J7IN9R 5D 21007 IR QYT PTOR ORDYR R TV 200 TR TRH2

It is important that you know that the name that the Ishmaelites argue is
written in the Torah, the one that the apostates rely on, I mean to bi-
me’od me’od, is not mim, heit, mim and dal, but alif, heit, mim and dal.
So it is explicitly stated: They find him mentioned in the Torah and the
Gospels as Ahmad. The numerical value of bi-me od me’od is not equal
to that name, which, they claim, is written in the Torah (Maimonides
1952, pp. 42—44).°

Tl day &b Slsa s &) ia g &) A S Wieed deledy Js CF L ORYDUDY”
2% 1D, TP AR Y- (TR TRN2,INR °0°277) IR 202197 0K A2 73T--TRYnY
“D373 (Gen. 17:20). (“And as for Ishmael, I have heard thee: Behold, I have blessed him, and will
make him fruitful, and will multiply him exceedingly; twelve princes shall he beget, and I will
make him a great nation”).

8 For detailed elaboration on this point, see Mazuz (2014b).

? Translation taken from Halkin and Hartman (1985), modified somewhat by myself to
reflect the Judaeo-Arabic more accurately.
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Maimonides was referring to the following Qur’anic verse: “And when Jesus,
son of Mary, said: O children of Israel, surely I am the messenger of Allah to you,
verifying that which is before me of the Torah and giving the good news of a mes-
senger who will come after me, his name being Ahmad [...]” (Q. 61:6). Consequently,
Sa‘1d tries to broaden the common Islamic interpretation of bi-me’od me’od and ap-
parently does this in response to Maimonides, who had lived in Egypt about fifty
years before his lifetime.

Deut. 18:15 reads: “The Lord your God will raise up for you a prophet in your
midst, from among your brethren like myself; him you shall heed.”' Farther into the
chapter, a similar verse appears: “I will raise them up a prophet from among their
brethren like unto thee; [I] will put My words in his mouth; and he shall speak unto
them all that I shall command him” (Deut. 18:18)."" The Muslim polemicists argue
that the phrases “from among your brethren” and “from among their brethren” refer
to Muhammad (e.g., al-Raz1 1977, p. 195). Most of them do not explain how they
reached this conclusion; to the best of my knowledge, Samaw’al al-Maghribi is the
only exception in this regard (Perlmann 1964, pp. 29—30). Unlike previous polemi-
cists, Sa‘ld adds to the verse the words “from the children of Ishmael”:

(:EMJ}J‘L}&JLAM\J&AM‘HCJFJ@?MJML:M\‘;.\AMF‘E‘.GJJJLAA}
‘r\uel;‘_e\u)ls.oeb’aY#\@bf\ﬂ\uMbdﬂy\‘r\J&m&w}n&l
12[ ]M\e&;\d‘j}\weﬁu\ﬁwmfﬁﬂ\@wﬂdw Jelady

An additional proof among the proofs of his prophethood, pbuh, is an
explicit text in the fifth book of the Torah, [in which] Allah told to
Moses, ‘Speak to the children of Israel in the Hebrew language: a
prophet I shall appoint for you from among your brethren, from the
children of Ishmael’. The meaning of these [words is]: We will send
unto you a prophet from your kindred, of the children of your brother
Ishmael [...] (Weston 1903, p. 327).

Deut. 33:2 reads: “And he [Moses] said, the Lord came from Sinai, and rose up
from Seir unto them; he shined forth from Mount Paran, and he came with ten thou-
sands of saints: from his right hand went a fiery law for them.” This verse, the Muslim
polemicists claim, alludes to Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad: Sinai to Moses, Seir to
Jesus, and Paran to Muhammad (e.g., Perlmann 1964, pp. 34-36; al-Razi 1977,
p- 195). Their explanation is that Paran is Mecca. Here Sa‘id follows his predecessors’
lead: “The people of the Hebrew language agree that the mountains of Paran are the
mountains of Mecca”, adding, “The ten thousands of his saints are the people of the
sacred house” (Weston 1903, p. 328), i.e., the Ka‘ba.

10 Cf. “Pwnwn PER PIOR MM T7 0P 21k TORN 727P0 K027

1 Cf. “ameR 'nz;x 5:) bk D'i”?& 227N 1’53 "13‘{ AN Tin3 D'I’HN ipirialabypRakiei N’:!J”

12 Authors or copyists of certain mediaeval texts did not dlstmgulsh between va’ to alif
magsira and the lacuna recurs in Weston’s critical edition. In many cases, alifs (especially in first
names) and hamzas were omitted as well.
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3. ‘Isma

According to Jewish thought, no man is perfect; everyone, including the Patriarchs,
sins: “Indeed, there is no one on earth who is righteous, no one who does what is
right and never sins” (Ecs. 7:20). Most Muslim theologians, in contrast, attribute to
the prophets — at least once they have begun their mission — the characteristic of ‘isma
(infallibility)."® This is one of the disputed issues between Jews and Muslims; the
latter are unable to fathom how the Jews ascribe sins to the Patriarchs and consider it
a tahrif.

Although Sa‘id does not mention ‘isma specifically, he appears to have been
familiar with the term and adopted it. I Kgs. 11:7—13 states that God deprived Solo-
mon of his kingdom because he allowed his wives to worship idols. In Chapter 22 of
Masalik al-Nazar, Sa‘id downplays the idolatry that was practiced in Solomon’s home,
claiming instead that Allah took away his kingdom because of a picture that had been
painted in his home, of which Solomon was unaware (Weston 1903, p. 339). By so
arguing, Sa‘id absolves Solomon of responsibility for the idolatry in his home and
cleanses him of sin.

4. Ishmael and Isaac

In several chapters of Masalik al-Nazar, Sa‘id presents Ishmael as Abraham’s
favoured son. His purpose is to show that Ishmael — ancestor of Muhammad and the
Arabs in Islamic eyes'* — is the successor to Abraham, the first man who returned to
monotheism after many generations of idolatry, and that Isaac is not."” By implica-
tion, Muhammad is Abraham’s spiritual successor, making Islam and not Judaism the
true faith.'®

In Chapter 20 of Masalik al-Nazar, Sa‘id depicts Ishmael as Abraham’s fa-
voured son by putting forward an altered transliteration of the first part of Gen. 22:2.
The verse reads: “And he said, Take now your son, your only son Isaac, whom you
love, and get you to the land of Moriah; and offer him there for a burnt offering upon
one of the mountains of which I will tell you.” Sa‘1d argues that the words “your only
son” can refer only to Ishmael because Ishmael is the elder son (Weston 1903, p. 337).
However, he ignores the rest of the verse, which clearly speaks of Isaac. By so doing,
Sa‘id presents a different Biblical narrative, according to which the bound son is

" On ‘isma, see Zucker (1966); Madelung— Tyan (1978, vol. 4, pp. 182—184); Bar-Asher
(1999, pp- 159-180).

* On Ishmael as the progenitor of the Arabs and on the Arab genealogy and its problema-
tique in tracing the historical origins of Ishmael and the Arabs in the Biblical period, see Eph‘al
(1976).

'S On some Muslim sages’ attempts to belittle Isaac relative to Ishmael, see Mazuz (2014a).

' The idea that Abraham is not Jewish (and not Christian) appears in the Qur’an itself:
“Abraham was neither a Jew nor a Christian but [an] upright [man], a Muslim; and he was not one
of the polytheists” (Q. 3:67).
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actually Ishmael — who, his reader should infer, received the Abrahamic legacy, to the
exclusion of Isaac."”

In Chapter 9, Sa‘id intertwines Deut. 9:27 (“Remember Your servants, Abraham,
Isaac, and Jacob; look not unto the stubbornness of this people, nor to their wicked-
ness, nor to their sin”’) into the account of Moses’ war against the Amalekites in Exo-
dus. What Moses actually said, according to Sa‘id, was “Remember Your servants,
Abraham and Ishmael” (Weston 1903, p. 328). By deleting Isaac and Jacob from the
verse, he ignores Isaac — Abraham’s spiritual successor according to Judaism — and
Jacob, who is also known as Israel. Thus, Sa‘id again puts forward a Biblical narrative
that identifies Abraham’s successor as Ishmael and not Isaac.

It is possible that, by touting Ishmael’s supremacy over Isaac, Sa‘id is actually
trying to refute Maimonides’ remarks in the Epistle to Yemen. Indeed, Maimonides
dedicated several pages in the Epistle to the argument that Ishmael, the bondwoman’s
son, is inferior to Isaac, Abraham’s true heir and spiritual successor. The chain of suc-
cession that Maimonides presents excludes not only Ishmael but Esau as well:

77°32 9D 112° IR RINA 12,0702 K72 7YY ONOR M2I2OR 770 IR PR 9D Pra am
WPRY X3 am .2°IPKRY O N YRR 901 0D TV XD LT A9OR Sy
NP2 NRY 93P 37 ,9RYAW NT TPTORA YYD LIR'22 RI™A ¥1D L,T0T vonia DRynw»
ST 0¥ YN 99K RI 1721 DR ONDN2 71T ORVARS D 9P V1A phXd DR Q9PN
N372 DR T MY AR PAXY W M WY NI TRT wnda XS TP 2Py R Py
TIVAYR ,OTAR R TIWADR PT9R 49780 7IR 709K IR 1 17°aN TR0 .0mNaN
219K 9P RIT LPAXY D01 0 2Py 0N ,PRYc NXYS ;7°13 %D 71ON0 RMIN LRIV
TRV PAYY ANPAWT 2TNAR DR N0 WK MR aRvIvR 77 998 199 RIOKRY

.09 N2 DRSS P apyh

Afterwards, he explained in regard to Isaac that these blessings, ad-
dressed [by God] to Abraham, mean collectively that God’s teachings
and faith will belong to his offspring, as He had intended in regard to
his offspring, as is stated, “And I will be a God unto them”. Then, He
separated Isaac from Ishmael in all these respects, as we explained. He
separated him by giving him the faith to the exclusion of Ishmael, as He
says: “I shall establish My covenant with Isaac”, after He had said in re-
gard to Ishmael, “Behold, I will bless him”. Blessed God explained to
us through Isaac that Jacob is separate from Esau in all these [matters],
as Isaac said to him, “And may He give you Abraham’s blessing”. Verses
in the Torah [already] make it clear that the exaltedness of the faith that
was promised to Abraham, on which a covenant was concluded with
[Abraham] for his offspring, was meant first for Isaac alone and later
for Jacob, born of Isaac’s seed. So the prophet spoke in gratitude to God
for this great goodness, “which He made with Abraham, and His oath to
Isaac, and confirmed the same to Jacob for a law, and to Israel for an
eternal covenant” (Maimonides 1952, p. 42).

17 On the switching of the bound son’s identity in Islamic sources, see Firestone (1989, es-
pecially pp. 98—99, 113, 127 and 129); Doukhan (1994, p. 34); Mazuz (2015).
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Conclusion

Sa‘id b. Hasan made a dual transition in mid-life: from Jew to Muslim and thence to
Muslim polemicist against Judaism. His treatise Masalik al-Nazar is a groundbreaker
in the genre of Muslim polemics, invoking the full set of tools of this trade including
expanded use of dala’il and recourse to Jewish sources as diverse as the Talmuds and
the Midrashic compilations in their original languages. Sa‘ild may have made an at-
tempt to refute Maimonides’ writings in the Epistle to Yemen. He even resorted to
Christian source material to prove his points. He often misquoted, misinterpreted, or
misrepresented his sources and even displayed inferior familiarity with the Qur’an,
possibly due to his late conversion. Sa‘id plunged fearlessly into topics that strained
his expertise. None of this detracts from his importance in the constellation of Mus-
lim—Jewish polemics.

The discussion above takes one of the first steps toward rescuing Sa‘id from
the research obscurity that has typified him to date. Although it does not produce
a systematic biography of the apostate-polemicist, the analysis of Masalik al-Nazar
yields a number of implications that shed light on the author and his strategies, tactics,
and aims.
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