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One of the first branches of Christianity which had to deal with Islam were the churches 

of the Syriac tradition. Authors from the West Syrian (“Jacobite”) as well as from the 

East Syrian (“Nestorian”) Church were among those Christians who left the earliest 

writings on the challenges they faced due to the Arab conquest and the new religion of 

Islam. The research project focuses on the reactions of Syriac Christians on Islam from 

the 7th to the 9th centuries. The extant Syriac sources from this period have already been 

edited and studied in some aspects. However, a study which outlines the developments of 

the Syriac reactions vis-à-vis Islam in general and the evolution of Syriac writers’ argu-

ments on particular controversial topics is still missing. 

Therefore, the aim of the project is to produce a comparative study of the manners and 

arguments with which Syriac authors tried to interact with the challenge of Islam. While 

Christians were at first engaged mainly with the Arab conquest and their new rulers, 

later accounts were more concerned with Islam as a new religion. From these later texts, 

two frequently discussed topics between Christians and Muslims deserve special atten-

tion in the project, i.e., the Trinity and Incarnation/Christology. The project focuses on 

the discourses in Syriac churches about these theological issues and tries to identify cor-

relations with thoughts in contemporary Islamic theology. Furthermore, the images of 

Islam and Muslims drawn by the Syriac writers will be analyzed. As the sources in ques-

tion were all written by clergymen, the texts have to be read also as attempts by theolo-

gians to construct new collective identities for their respective ecclesiastical communi-

ties, in order to convince their faithful of the “truth” of Christian doctrine. 

In addition, part of the project is to produce a new translation of the “Apologetic Trea-

tise” written by the West Syrian archdeacon Nonnus of Nisibis at the middle of the 9th 

century, on the basis of a manuscript preserved in the British Library. 

The project is designed as a PhD project at the School of Catholic Theology and the Cen-

ter for the Study of Eastern Christianity (ZECO) of the University of Salzburg, Austria. 

Its results will be published as a monograph. 

 

 

 

 

  


