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ON HEROD AND JOHN THE BAPTIST:
AN EDITION AND TRANSLATION OF A
PREVIOUSLY UNKNOWN NEW TESTAMENT
APOCRYPHON

SLAVOMIR CEPLO!
Charles University in Prague / Comenius University in Bratislava

Dedication

Professor Pauliny’s deep and detailed knowledge of any subject matter he
turns his attention to and the great philological skill he demonstrates every
step along the way continue to inspire those of us who were fortunate enough
to be his students. Hoping that it will find favor in his eyes, I offer this paper
as a small contribution to the study of the subject areas where Professor
Pauliny’s work has particularly enriched our knowledge, namely Islamic
prophetic legends, Arabic folk literature and Arabic-speaking Egypt in
general.

The Life of John the Baptist

The Life of John the Baptist (Life Bapt. Serap.; CANT 183; previously also
known as Serapion’s Life of John the Baptist) is a Christian apocryphal work
extant only in Arabic which recounts the life of John the Baptist (Ythanna)
from his annunciation to his death and concludes with the history of his
remains and their transfer to Egypt. Claiming to be composed by Serapion, a
bishop in fourth/fifth-century Egypt, and framed as a sermon, it combines
various traditions surrounding John the Baptist. These traditions fall into two
major groups: the first is the actual biography of John the Baptist (chapters 1—
13) which begins with a faithful retelling of the account from Luke 1:5-8,
interspersed with material from Matthew 1-2. The narrative then proceeds
from the events surrounding the slaughter of the innocents and John’s escape
to the wilderness (3—4) through to the death of Elizabeth and Jesus’ miraculous
flight to the wilderness to comfort John (7), ending with John’s first encounter

''1 gratefully acknowledge the help of Michael Cooperson with the edition and
translation of the Arabic text as well as the assistance of Tony Burke with the final
version of the paper. All errors remain mine.
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with Herod and Herodias (8). After baptizing Jesus (9), John once again runs
afoul of Herod and Herodias (10) only to be arrested and executed at Herodias’
behest (11). His head, however, continues to preach for 15 years until it is
buried (13). The second part of the text details the removal of the body of John
the Baptist from his grave during the reign of Emperor Julian, and its transfer
to Egypt and veneration by the patriarchs of Alexandria (14). The work
concludes with the account of the consecration of a church dedicated to John’s
remains (15).

Life Bapt. Serap. was first published in 1927 in a critical edition and
translation into English by Alphonse Mingana® using two Gar$ini manuscripts
from the collections of the University in Birmingham. After the publication of
his edition, Mingana noted the existence of two additional GarSiini
manuscripts,® but little to no scholarly attention was devoted to either the
manuscripts or the text itself for the next eight decades. * In 2014 I prepared a
new translation of the text which will appear in a collection of translations of
Christian apocryphal literature titled New Testament Apocrypha: More
Noncanonical Scriptures.’ In the process, I expanded the manuscript base to
ten Gar$tinT manuscript witnesses with at least three more that are known but
which are inaccessible at the moment.

While I assembled the manuscripts to prepare the new translation, I
came across one more manuscript that at first glance seemed to be another
recension of Life Bapt. Serap.: Bibliothéque nationale de France Fonds Arabe
258. The manuscript contains a work written in Arabic script (nashki) titled —
by a later hand — “A speech/sermon/report on Herod and John the Baptist”.°
Incomplete at the beginning, the text starts off mid-sentence and continues to
recount the same events as ch. 8 of Life Bapt. Serap.: John begins to rebuke
Herod for taking the wife of his brother, and his disembodied voice haunts

2 MINGANA, Alphonse: A New Life of John the Baptist. In: MINGANA, Alphonse (ed.):
Woodbrooke Studies: Christian Documents in Syriac, Arabic, and Garshzni. Edited
and Translated with Critical Apparatus. Volume |. Cambridge (W. Heffer & Sons
Limited) 1927, pp. 138—45 and 234-87.

3 MINGANA, Alphonse: Catalogue of the Mingana Collection of Manuscripts. Volume
I. Cambridge (W. Heffer & Sons Limited) 1933, pp. 667-68 and 680.

4 The only notable exception is BURKE, Tony: The New Testament and Other Early
Christian Traditions in Serapion’s Life of John the Baptist. In: ROESSLI, Jean-Michel
—NICKLAS, Tobias (eds.): Christian Apocrypha. Receptions of the New Testament in
Ancient Christian Apocrypha. Géttingen (Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht) 2014,

> BURKE, Tony — LANDAU, Brent (eds.): New Testament Apocrypha: More
Noncanonical Scriptures. Vol. 1. Grand Rapids, MI (Eerdmans) 2016.

® TROPEAU, Gérard: Catalogue des manuscrits arabes. Premiére partie: Manuscrits
chrétiens. Tome I, N® 1 — 323. Paris (Bibliothéque nationale) 1972, pp. 217-222.
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Herodias so much that she searches her bedroom for its origin and, having
failed to find it, entices Herod to kill John. Although the content of this
passage is nearly identical to Life Bapt. Serap., the wording and language are
quite different, leading to the conclusion that BnF Ar 258 is an independent
work. This makes the text quite remarkable: as I note in my analysis of the
contents of Life Bapt. Serap., the entire work is a composite of various sources
and ch. 8 is a major piece of evidence for this position. Chapter 8 focuses on
the same events as ch. 10. —i.e. John’s rebuke of Herod (cf. Matthew 14:3-5)
— but while ch. 10 follows the narration in logical and chronological order
(starting with Herod’s betrayal of Philip and providing a detailed description
of Herod’s affair with Herodias), ch. 8 jumps in medias res and is one of those
few parts of Life Bapt. Serap. which have no equivalent in the rich tradition
surrounding John the Baptist. To find a nearly identical version of this story
in an independent work sheds new light on the textual history of Life Bapt.
Serap. regardless of whether it represents the ultimate source of this motif
used by the compiler of Life Bapt. Serap. or merely another independently
preserved strand of this particular tradition concerning John the Baptist. In this
paper, I provide an edition and translation of the text — provisionally named
On Herod and John the Baptist (On Herod Bapt.) — and an analysis of its
relationship with Life Bapt. Serap., other Christian apocrypha and related
traditions.

The manuscript

On Herod Bapt. occupies folios 218223 in manuscript No. 258 of the Fonds
Arabe collection in the Bibliotheque nationale de France (henceforth BnF Ar
258).” This manuscript, written by a single hand, contains 280 folios numbered
in Coptic numerals. It bears no copyist’s name or date but has been
provisionally dated to the fifteenth century. On Herod Bapt. is the twentieth
of 25 distinct works (predominantly lives of prophets and martyrdom
narratives) and is incomplete at the beginning with some minor lacunae on ff.
218" and 221" and slight damage to the first five lines of both sides of folio
221. Like the rest of the manuscript, it is written in careless nasii which often
fails to distinguish between ra’, dal and waw, and displays some
idiosyncrasies, such as the shape of the final kaf which freely alternates
between the standard final form and a final form resembling the unconnected
middle form.

" See TROPEAU, Catalogue, pp. 221-222 for physical description and details.
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Orthography and language

The orthography of BnF Ar 258 generally follows the usual conventions with
the following exceptions: hamza is not written in any position, the dagger alif
is replaced by a regular alif (with the exception of the close deixis
demonstrative), the placing of the two dots above a ta’ marbiiza is inconsistent
and the letter is occasionally replaced by a t@’ in status constructus; the final
alif in the third person imperfect plural is often missing, and the shadda is
applied inconsistently.

One notable feature of the orthography of BnF Ar 258 is the way the
word Sayzan (“Satan”) is written: in both its occurrences (f. 221", line 17 and
f. 2217, line 2), the final nzn is inverted and written above the rest of the word.
This is undoubtedly a variation on the practice of writing the names of hated
persons upside down, common in Syriac script (in both Syriac and Gar$oini
texts) and also attested in Arabic texts in Arabic script.®

In terms of language, the Arabic of the text for the most part follows the
conventions of Christian Arabic (whether in Arabic script or Gar§iini) in the
variety usually referred to as Middle Arabic.” Some lexical choices (such as
the term gayzin for “small room™'* or hSr meaning “to stuff”'') and some
morphological elements (such as the doubled consonant in minnu[h] “from
him”) compound the external evidence (e.g. the use of Coptic numerals and
Coptic names of months) that the Arabic text handed down to us in BnF Ar
258 was composed in Egypt. In fact, as with Life Bapt. Serap., the spelling of
some words (such as Arabia as 'arabya with an initial alif in section X5) and
the wording of certain passages suggests that On Herod Bapt. may also be a
translation into Arabic. If this is indeed so, then considering the Egyptian
origin of the work and its ties to Coptic literature (elaborated on below),
Coptic is the most likely source language.

Text and translation

This section provides an edition and translation of the Arabic text of On Herod
Bapt. with philological and critical notes. For the purposes of comparison with
Life Bapt. Serap. and further analysis, I have divided the work into six sections

§ https://hmmlorientalia.wordpress.com/2014/01/02/satan-upside-down-in-an-arabic-
manuscript/ retrieved on October 4th, 2015.

? While I have my reservations regarding the appropriateness and indeed the ultimate
utility of this label, this is not the place to engage in that discussion.

19Dozy, Reinhart: Supplément aux dictionnaires arabes. Tome second. Leiden (Brill)
1881, p. 378.

' BaDAWI, El-Said — HINDS, Martin: A Dictionary of Egyptian Arabic. Beirut
(Librarie du Liban) 1986, p. 207.
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marked /X1/ to /X6/. Additionally, the following abbreviations and symbols
are used:

/2181/ lorem ipsum  start of manuscript folio

[...] illegible text

[lorem ipsum] restored text

(lorem ipsum) (translation) text added to provide a fluent translation
lorem ipsum (translation) homiletic material

lorem ipsum (translation) direct quotations from other works
(lorem ipsum) (translation) source of quotations and references
lorem ipsum (?) uncertain reading or translation

Arabic text with notes
218r

Wiy o) Asial oyl b Lo SERT o sla aa g 13 S udl B Aas 3 4l 4al il 343
Ge Ol Gipeay Bl Jul s agale (galiy Lgy DRI S Leae ahad Q) (555 ) slaal)
Al Jai la LS5 o Uiy sk LS Ll el 3205 ) ll i ¥ SUE  vanall U gy oflud
cotbiaall | g o s puall 4 | smansr s Jlll 3 1S 131 IS 5 ol 3 50 5 530 31 yal 3405
Moashe 3 814085 | ¢ sl Gl e Ul ) sang Db agishad 8 agas 43 | 5l o sallay
OS5 Jaad alay o Jd o slia Uy ) shaty | 40 ) () elilis )8 Ju ) 4l J 585 ailSd o el 5 0 g2y Y
(5 A A 45y Ui La 131 Calld L) o5 aalie dl (5Y sl amy ¥ 13 Jeis a1 130 Ll
Mugﬂ\ .thﬂ\‘;gﬂ\uaﬁ\M&c\@@ﬁj.a}lﬁgja}wa)&d\up\
L0l B L 5 L 3ad 5 5sSl) [ ] 8 elle Sy s AV [ 5] W] Wl s
) Jad) a3 s 5Ol e3a 8 (sl o s Guld 12 jalia Ledad) e aladi ) 3 53 53[J]
Ond gl 4 5l Cllaild U 5 Ji8

218v

Baled JaS5 i als anil 3315 Ve 4] Ji 48 e Jee s Cansail) La gl
|sa 53 DU 4l 3 5y el Ui g3 J8) ALY el 3 S Ll L) e JE LS Ui gy
petado 0 yiee Ade () sading 5 ediall a8 (e IS A1 7 530 (IS 5 O sl B 5SLe o 38 2
OIS L gy Y e (R Y CilS g s 300 o o8 a8 AllE T s 8 e 908y Ld g 58 Canans Lol
Us g Ju)) s o5 IS el adll s s gy seday Gl i) e Lald | S 481K e
GLall G 5 i Caaniad Aanil) B Ul Ui gy 5 i S J e Uall Glld iy ol olgi g ouali
gl 13 Al s ala) (pe cle At el Gl JB 4l ) Jasd) 023 s 4la) 5 033

535 gl Jusy) 5 odie BAlA Gund Ay el e Gl (o agl J sk ale

12 A scribal error for jala
13 Most likely a scribal error for <l
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219r

o g QY e IS Lald mMmu\uumf\L@\, il Jand) aa i s
"J\J}?}’cj?@é“"" MJAAS\DP}‘L\S\CAJAB‘)A\} _)...Auada_\ L\;}\u}au;cmc_\sm\
dualae (a5 A4S ol 5l 5 Gueadl Culallly 45 S 4Bl Ll 4l i) assadll &l )
sl Bl Ul U | gmand ol Al G L llia i < sl s Uil 5 Sl a5 llally
Lo Lgila 5 LaS llly led g I < S JBN s ) saladl | 5 JS Gl (5311 Ul 5 ) (e
PPN RCNGEQ VS PR PR VO PPV PR P SILTN I PR PERRE I\ RS Y
Gulley Gl I caole cislly ek b laanl Ga gy (ol dlilans o) 4l il L i
Alall 8L U g Gl ) il (e Ll el IS o 18 50l o Made Calla Wil 15 U 5
JAlsa Yy amdy 5 cad il o]l aall ol g

219v

SNl sed Lo ila ) cpadl Javie JWal a5 ¢35 Sl pan Lali U gyl Gl oS0
(S e o m 4l sy i Jlao g ) SIS AT Canll) (e de 38 da) (e s Ui g J8 e
Lot andlel) mlsa¥l s sadl (8 bl Jia (g (il IS5 Gl 4l G oK
Leall (3w 430 .o)«d‘ 1% geill Jaie gl sa¥) S () ginall o i) Wl ) (e 40 38 Jaie
oA Ay ol e Ll el (8 ga g Tl ) ddln Cud Ji8ll e o e 1 160U
Base 0¥ Glad¥) (e V5 jel 5 il g S0 alaay A ellall cudn ¥ Sla) ) adatd ad) (a4l
Ty b 3 oy o) il Ll ) 5yl L sl 3 g Y 5] ) il Y J
il 3 (5 0 58 by (5 ym Ui gy () 18l Gy AL 5 (535 JLa) ey (1S 5 Sl

Caam )5 Al g Lo 4l Can (g3l 3 U gyl ) coitial

220r
el SV 5l Jail (3 Gy i) 5 e Y1 5 cilall aie i) (521 Gl 4y jlal) 3 g 4a
193 g1 1l g Sl Ly Jusal Al gyl il 5 il s 5l a5 ) L 5301
il 219 0] L a5 b eV Baial) U3 Lela Wy an 55 ol Gl Canad 5 i
Bl siay D el oy pl i Baale ket ol Us gyl ) e ol (56l Cau
) Rl by ela) G el 34U O ) s el DU iy Gl 1) (S 0 slany a8 L g Lial) drua
L aalll JSU IS ) axaail) 84l Jie Y day o sbdill U s (1S 4550 22y Goanall Gl

14 Note the shadda, which would indicate the actual pronunciation as [minnuh] or
similar.

15 The superficial definite article is most likely a scribal error.

16 Most likely a scribal error for cpa

17 A scribal error for Us s

18 Most likely a scribal error for the imperfect.

19 Note the shadda, which indicates the actual pronunciation of the word is [yVdd]
and typical of modern dialects cf. BEHNSTEDT, Peter — WOIDICH, Manfred: Wortatlas
der arabischen Dialekte. Band I: Mensch, Natur, Fauna und Flora. Leiden (E.J. Brill)
2011, p. 140.

20 This was crossed out in the manuscript.

21 Sup. lin. in the manuscript.
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Locle 38 Le aad oy (8 (ud gy Gliows alad Le udgpon b GlliS Le | sl U gy il ) o
paileal LIN 0l e Pl ia V) ) (s pets o aga sy SleaY) 5 WY ) ea (e OIS
Ll Juilal Glasa 1 30 3m Vs Su Vs agiled (g JibY1 oda Jia (g1 4migr 5l g )
Oty ek ledal (udY)

220v

saa) 9 3 yad (3aiod Lo (53 cllly Ui gy i L) @l a3 jlaadly @l Jad o5 Ly SIS e
e Lo by axsll (a8 58 (o3 L gy i il g Jaa) ) o U8 @D G gy 4ol Al ) (1
Omng Al G a5 gl el o ad il e 5508 L b A1 aall Apas e 5l )l JE oS
Ol amy 5 08 Sl @l | gy 155 U8 e 5 Jl) 3 sl Caales da 4wl 5l Cang (g ypa
S5 Sl (B LS55 N sen, LWl D ga ) and) (8 Laa )l g o Ll 35l 5 adal Lis
Vs el s ) LN L e Jaie 4K 138 Jsi ) sabia el & sas a5 Lyl
0 U (ol Blala s Gilaw Jujli JB o jallall Gl Il ja S35l JS ) as il
dag) ) Ale zody | peddl LAl LIS ﬁ)@}}umjmahmj odaddl g o
OS5 gl L Leud ) slaiy |y 5y A g ylae affin) oS yig laal JS saaliy Cpunl laiey 43S )3
a%ha;h\@;m.}.‘\wﬁ.bﬁbgwjjﬁu)\;cﬁ‘)};}&\.&aa\)‘\\dhﬁ

221r

Lald el 2200300 prpasal) & guany [Lan] Jgale) g ) wliall | 58 3068 338 s péall e LIl B
Gl Ll cpalia) Leaa s Wi Liea g ahiall ) 5 aidl e griny o) Gllall pald Us gy il
oda (l JU L] lals < Lal sladl 3 S dnndig Lgman g 4a gila Lo 5 4l cllall Ll
dk;gﬂ\u\.mmaajdd.ua_ms\h\ eS;]\dLg.\]\ua)\Jszw[ rdggﬂ\m}ﬂuﬁd‘
Aandlg Gl )l oda i lal g axdad) Ul ‘bw\gﬁﬁ}dﬁ‘u‘f‘buo‘&aiydﬁj
el e ot (B gl | [dens] commd 3 Uty ey o35al da peleal
oY) o Tshiu g Bl Lng s gy Canalilh aie Cia jay Cll G315 Gl ) Gl
Ll Lot JaY 4 slell I il 3y bl 8 a5 i) ) s canlil 5 Lald m ,Y) Cni g
PXY u.mLu.uY\w\A;\} 30 s 4V e Cadl 8 LS wdai il 5 Lead 24 Uanl) JAad Lyl
LSy Loy elia L elld) 4l Jlas odaddl 8 Gl W agy caads UL 8 giad 38 ag8lS 5 s ja
5 il s Wl (530 U g ) o Jih

221v

Adray old Loty 8 JAo (gdll Blacill s Lo s diiad Ay s il s Dla g o3 W cailS
AT o panls (et 5 il Ly 5 e ey oo shaiall () g a1y el
oo AU Ll Ll 5l 1 s el Aapais cllal) 5 26LLIE vie Cadll s ) ) g
Jiul Il 43 4he | pme Yy s Lol am pld 4y ) gamimy g Ladwad |5 jeny o Jald (m )Y

22 Most likely a scribal error for <uayl

23 Possibly a scribal error for ¢\, where the copyist mistook the original hamza for a
ha’.

24 Note that the final letter is inverted and placed above the rest of the text.

25 See the previous note.

26 The text is corrected in the manuscript.
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315 Ly Ll ol Ll S (e Ll 5yt gy el e b 515 Lapi il
Lald g dal ) caali s o sandl bl Lo 5 0 Aaiad i jeda g pudl odgn 2al saley W () dilaa
S led annal) e oyl a5 il o) apdadl) jedat anialy juaillS o gaf ClSd Ua g il
Gl 1S5 s sell (B Fead ) IS Lgmand lA) @l jal 26 o) @l Jad Y 4Ll axses o sl

(o el pl (5508 Ll s DU (sl (ol (6% oS b8 il 4 ) has

222r

Jin o gl £ s Ui ) o3 Gl )l Gl | 43Sy OIS 30 geall JaY oY) ol
Sl sl adil) 5L S ) (e Ol B 5 Sy Lgila o jalall g e Lald Leld 4l 5 Al Cadas 5 ) 55 )
L U IS Vi gy 843 LS5 S Y Ll JlB 5 mnal) 285 ) Uingas Ll LSS L) 15 ki
ol 1 aall JE 5 205 5 sl dhe il Gan¥) i (B 4y Cadal s alual (ST 4l 5 J3
Al ey el AnialS el ol e 388 ud g a4l allall maes 5 S15 cad) Ua gy
A a5 gand) b s3I ol e JAS5 ) ) i e disad @l B la g Cilan 36
Ll aghanrs 8 (S5 agaa GalSH AR il JURY) aa LS el sie 1 el 1 gleny o
oo iy i) adil) dus pe P[]clan 8 agilens V) ) sading Al 4g0 seral) Caalis Gl
O SO 22y de S g e e dued dlul ) (A dlag g Gl gendl A A e
& Lisa ey el 3 ol Gul U peansall dd) el g e sall JaS5 Slany Ladl (5 Al

) g 1l g el s

222v

GSriall (M andellld any g e Uall (a5 oS Lay Ll 5 ki 5 g gam | smans el &l
peems s | g2l 5 W3RN 153l )l 5 aglian O jiliss a5 gl g | gmans et pdy 0L ) b B
LS Ll Lgalla (e | 38 e 31 il ol oS 581 ) gua Y agd SUE < puall sl ia a3
LA.LLJL@.H\J&J\)Wcjﬁ))@iw‘)ﬂcumbj\@cj‘)ﬂm‘MJMQM\
ol S5 LS 4wy eyl glandl ) Cileag in Gl e 1S )l s 4 1 saiud
Al l:\;).\ Q\ﬁ; ?173‘ @.A;A L0294 ) (4a ).mc Umu‘ GAM‘J} .k_ljj )@.mu,«‘;im‘ ?_ﬁn
qﬁwd\ﬁﬁ\j,%o\dﬁ@j,@u@\q;‘d\qmdﬁ))@_&ﬁueﬁluy‘MMJU
565 AL 68 5 o ) seda g A 5 A I8 A5 ) (A ddus (e 9 DB BB 5 5 S8 G el
TN il g el e ps (B L ASI (a5 508 4wl aday o)) 8

223r

e (e Al (b il S L S Gl 5 108 Lie gy ) 4l A )5 b e duses () A
Sl s el egolub ASles e ppdial jed (e Ly e Gulall G addl 4aly G
teloll 1 o ULl (i) (e Sl Ui L f3gh ym yY s Ll i lile alall
@\M\U;ﬁ‘;:ﬂ\ é;\.uﬂ\\_\;}:\w.sﬂ\Agceﬁ@uh)a?.‘ls.\hé\:\;\\:\uY\J‘;\\JAMS\L\;}.;
Aalla LSy 0 AY) Laa s alaally Jadll o L ahialy dgeuy Awdiall 4w IS

27 A scribal error or a hypercorrection.

28 Note the variant spelling.

2 The word is written in the margin as a correction.

39 Note the spelling, which indicates this is a transliteration of a Greek or Coptic word.
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Translation with commentary

On Herod and John the Baptist
/X1/ /218r/ ... and he took his wife’s brother for his own in secret, and he
found an opportunity to be alone with her in a stinking tomb — that is, his room
filled with stench — to commit his sin with her. When he was alone with her,
Gabriel the archangel would call out to them with a human voice through John
the Baptist, saying “You cannot take the wife of your brother! As John the son
of Zechariah said, it is not lawful for you to take the wife of your brother while
he is still alive.” Whenever they laid down at night, they would hear the voice
and so they would light the lamps and look for it (because) they thought it was
with them in the room. They could not find anything except the voice that they
heard. They were greatly distressed because they could not find it. She then
said to him: “Send your riders into the wilderness with our guards to kill him
before anyone learns (of this).” But whenever the king wanted to do this, he
could not find a way because God delivered him.** Then (one day) she said:
“If we hear his voice one more time, let’s call some sorcerers to capture him
and kill him, and we can have peace from him — that is, this John who is
wandering in the desert and whose body is not worthy of wearing [...]**
camel’s hair (Mark 1:6) to rebuke a king [...]** rules provinces.” She pressed
the matter and said to Herod “Whatever you want to do with me, do it openly
and no one will be able to say a word in this country until you can find a way
to kill John.” And the whore won Herod’s heart /218v/, and he obeyed her in
what she asked for in that he strove to kill his brother in secret. And he took
her for himself openly so that the martyrdom of John would be fulfilled.

/X2/ As the evangelist says, “In those days John the Baptist began to
preach in the wilderness proclaiming ‘Repent, for the kingdom of heaven
has come near’ (Matt 3:1-2). Then the people of Jerusalem were going out

31 A scribal error for dea

32 Here “him” refers to John.

33 The corresponding passage in Life Bapt. Serap. has “whose body is not worthy of
wearing the clothes of people, but has to dress in camel’s hair”.

3% The corresponding passage in Life Bapt. Serap. has “who is he to chide the king of
a province and the ruler of a region?”
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to him and they were baptized by him, confessing their sins.” (Matt 3:5-6).
When Herodias heard of his coming, she rejoiced greatly, saying “My enemy
has come near me,” but she could not seize him because the people considered
John a prophet (Matt 14:5). When his brother Philip heard of (John’s)
appearance, he came to John and told him of everything. John then sent his
disciple and forbade (it), yet this tyrant did not stop, but only mocked John.
As for the perverted woman, she became very angry and said to the king:
“Take him and put him in prison until you find a way to kill him.” He said:
“I’'m afraid the people will rise up against me because of him.” She said to
him: “If they ask about him, tell them ‘King Caesar ordered me to do this’ and
your standing with him will improve.” And he sent (for him) and arrested him
/219r/ and put him in prison until he could find a way to kill him. She then
ordered the prison guards to torture him to kill him.

/X3/ When Herod’s birthday came, she conspired with him to kill John
on the pretext of (doing it for) Caesar. So (Herod) ordered and assembled the
prominent men of the city to feast them on his birthday. The perverted woman
sent her lascivious daughter all dressed up in beautiful clothes and wearing
fragrant perfumes, and she danced in front of the gathering for the king. And
where there’s drink and song and carnal desires, there is not a single good
thing. Listen, oh loved ones, to the disgusting spectacle of dance and song
which destroys everything, so you can know that the reason for the murder
was the excess of dancing. She did as her mother advised. (The evangelist)
says: “And the king was amazed by her beauty and said to her: ‘Whatever you
ask me, I will give you, even half of my kingdom’ (Mark 6:22). She went
out to her mother to ask for advice and (her mother said): ‘Ask him to give
you the head of John the Baptist on a platter.” She immediately went back
to the king and asked for John’s head” (Mark 6:24-25). Had she asked him
for many rewards, it would have been better for her (than to ask) for John’s
head. Woe unto the wretched girl! And woe unto you the evil mother (because)
you did not ask for gold or silver or jewels, /219v/ but you asked for John’s
head. And when the king heard (this), he became sad and was distressed by
the situation because of the oath he had sworn. It was not because (he did not
want to) kill John, but because of his fear of the people who considered John
a prophet. Had he spared a thought for the innocent, he wouldn’t have thrown
him in prison in the first place. Herod’s soul was like a ship on the sea hit by
the violent surges of the sea because of his fear of the people. And the surges
became unbearable to the madman because of (his) desire for a woman, and
because he had already made an oath to her, he had decided to kill. And so
he sent his executioner to John while he was in prison. When the prophet
learned of this, he stuck his head out of the prison. And (the executioner) cut
off his head so that the king would not ignore his oath. Know that our faith
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teaches that our Lord said “make no oath at all”” (Matt 5: 34). Had this
madman not made an oath, he wouldn’t have ordered the prophet to be killed.
After he swore, he could not lie in front of the guests. His oath served to
complete (his) ruin and that is why he sent (his men) to cut off John’s head.
Oh brothers, what hand would dare to reach for John’s head, (the head) that
was so familiar to the wild animals of the wilderness, (the head) that hungry
lions /220r/ trembled before, (the head) that instilled fear in all the vipers and
snakes and dragons, (the head) whose dignity exalted the wilderness, (the
head) that the flowers of the wilderness headed to, as did plants and the beaks
of birds to bring him honey from drops of light rain and dew? What hand
rushed forward and cut off the head without trembling or being awestruck by
that godly sight? When Herod got drunk and sent his executioner with a
sword, he did not see it. (The executioner) cut off John’s head, yet not a drop
of blood fell from it because he had never drunk wine (Luke 1:15). And he
placed his head in a wooden bowl and as they carried it, the head was
screaming, saying “It is not lawful for you to take the wife of your brother!”
Oh what a miracle, the just man even after his death like when he was alive!
Oh what an atrocity, a mindless man who (put) the head of Saint John in the
wooden vessel he had eaten meat from! Wasn’t it enough, Herod, what your
namesake Herod did in Bethlehnem? Weren’t you scared? What cries for help
were there from fathers and mothers as they looked upon their children until
the earth turned white from the milk of the breasts of their mothers? What wild
or domestic animal saw the like of these children whose blood was spilled and
would not cry or become sad upon seeing them killed, pure young children
with unblemished souls and blameless? /220v/ Wasn’t it enough, you wretch,
to do this with the blessed, that you too also (had to) kill John, one whose
single hair from his head you are not worthy of removing? That Herod killed
the children of Rachel (Matt 2:18) and you killed John, who is the pride of
church. In what way could I ever forgive them? The Lord said “Woe to the
bloody city (Ezk 24:6) where Herod rules.” Woe to him! He who wishes to
rule by shrewd manipulation is one who loves to rule.® It is from him that the
Jews learned how to kill and they caused the killing of our Lord. Those
children were murdered and this John was beheaded. And the Jews sawed
Isaiah in half (Martls), threw Jeremiah into a cistern (Jer 38:6), stoned
prophets and killed Zechariah in the temple (ProtJas). We say all of this to
demonstrate their evil. Oh what evil it was that brought forth the good!

/X4/ But now let us return to the rest of our explanation and talk about
what became of the illustrious head. (The evangelist) says: So (Herod) sent
his executioner and he came with John’s head on a plate in the middle of the

35 The translation is an approximation as the quote is garbled in the original.
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gathering (Mark 6:27-28). His eyes were still open, his face was glowing like
a person who had drunk wine, and a sweet smell emanated from it, offering
the most beautiful sight to all. And they threw away his remains and left them
(because) they wanted to do with them as they pleased. There was a righteous
woman, (the wife) of Herod’s steward Chuza, called Johanna (Luke 8:3), who
watched over the body until his disciples took it /221r/ at night from the hole,
and they left it in the tomb of Elisha the prophet. His disciples notified our
Lord Jesus Christ of this. As for John’s head, the king ordered it to be delivered
to the girl and the whore gave it to her mother and (Herod’s) officials. When
[...]°° saw it with its eyes open and its hearing and its form the same as if it
were alive, she pointed to it with her hand and [...] to the head: “These are the
insolent eyes that would not [...]*” from the king of the land who has the
power. I will blind them with my hand. And this tongue that spoke out and
said ‘It is not lawful for you to take the wife of your brother while he is still
alive,” I will cut it off. And I will take the hair from this head and from the
beard and I will stuff my bed with it.” She raised her hand wanting to strike
his face, but his hair spread on the plate and the head flew while the room split
in two and the head flew out of it. Herodias’ hands were cut off and fell to the
ground. The ground opened its mouth under her, swallowed her body up to
her neck while she was still alive, and she descended into hell because of her
desire. As for her daughter, the devil entered her and she broke all the vessels
in the house. Then one of the officials took Herodias’ hands, and they were
hot as if they had caught on fire. He went with them to the king in the
gathering. The king said to him: “What is wrong with you and what is all this
crying about?” He said to the king: “Woe to us who came to this dwelling with
the head of the prophet. /221v/ It only brought us sadness and ruin.” The
official told him of Herodias’ fate and of the devil who entered her daughter.
The king did not believe him and took the severed hands and threw them in
the middle of the gathering, (still adorned) with golden rings and bracelets,
but their fingers stained red. The king was greatly shamed and came to his
dwelling and he saw her head sticking out from the ground. He ordered to dig
and bring out her body, but they did not find her body, nor a single limb,
because she had sunk to the depths of hell. The king became angry and ordered
the official to be beheaded right then in the gathering in the presence of the
dignitaries. As for her daughter, she was mindlessly running around and
hallucinating, and her hair fell from her head from all the running around, so
the king cut her head off and ordered his companions not to tell anyone of this

36 Meaning Herodias (cf. the corresponding passage in Life Bapt. Serap.).
37 The corresponding passage in Life Bapt. Serap. has “Here is the eye that was not
ashamed to look into the eyes of the king and answer him.”
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secret. But Herodias’ shame became known to everyone and the smell of her
daughter spread. As for John’s head, it soared like an eagle on a wing, bearing
witness to the sin that had transpired, flying over the city all day and saying
“It is not lawful for you to take the wife of your brother!” Everyone heard it
screaming through the air and the people praised almighty God, saying “How
can a head be speaking without a body?” As for Herod, he did not appear (in
public) /2221/ in those days because of the voice that was rebuking him.

/X5/ As for the head, it went to our Lord Jesus Christ to the Mount of
Olives and bowed before him and he kissed it. As for the Virgin Mary, she
cried and said “Where are the eyes of Zechariah and Elisha, your forefathers,
that watch you?” Our Lord Jesus Christ pointed to it and said to her “Do not
cry, for just as he killed John, so will I be killed. Not like him, but I will be
crucified and my right side will be pierced with a lance, and myrrh and blood
will flow out of it.” Then the Lord said to John’s head: “Go and spread the
word about Herod’s sin to the entire world. I have made you a head like wings
of an eagle which you can fly with. I have put your soul in your head for fifteen
years until it fulfills the will of my father who is in Heaven. I will order the
angels to carry your head to be with your father Zechariah and the little
children because he is their priest. You will also be among them because you
are the baptizer and they were not baptized except with their own blood. I have
placed you with the body of Elisha the prophet, and your spirit will be on my
right which is in Heaven. And you soul will be in your head for fifteen years,
and when you fulfill my will after three more years [ will raise it from the dead
after you.” Then Christ commanded the head and it flew into the air. Its voice
was heard in all cities and settlements and deserts. /222v/ And those on the
seas heard its voice and looked upon it as it rebuked Herod the tyrant. And
after that it went to the East to the land of Arabia, and some merchants
happened to hear its voice while they were travelling with their wares. They
wanted to take it, but as they did their souls grew weary until a voice came
upon them saying “Do not weary your souls, the time has not come yet,” and
they left the head alone.

/X6/ When fifteen years had passed, his soul was freed on the fifteenth
day of the month Baramiida. Righteous prophets attended to the head and they
praised God and were blessed by the head until it arrived in Heaven and
greeted its father Zechariah. His martyrdom took place on the second day of
the month Tut and (that of) his head on the fifteenth day of the month
Baramiida. And all the days of John’s life (number) 45 years because he was
brought to life six months before the birth of our Lord Christ and two years
before they searched for him. His mother escaped with him to the wilderness
five years before she passed away, and he spent 23 years in the wilderness
before he left and was revealed (to the world). Eight months passed before
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Herod the unbeliever cut his head off on the second day of the month Tat. And
his soul /223r/ inhabited his head for fifteen years and his head has been like
this to this day. His father Zechariah suffered martyrdom on the eighth day of
the month Tt and his mother Elizabeth on the fifteenth day of the month
Amstr from the kingdom of Caesar Tiberius and (our) Lord and Savior who
reigns over Heaven and Earth. This is what we’ve explained concerning the
matter of the pure head that (is) for the salvation of John the Baptist. And now,
my beloved ones, let us offer sacrifice on this feast day of Saint John the
Forerunner, the prophet John the Baptist, or write his holy biography** and his
ministry. Let us use our full abilities to do good with justice and love for (our)
brothers. And speak a good word to your brother, and if you see someone go
hungry, feed them, if naked, clothe them, even if (all you have) is a cup of
water. Verily, the Lord does not abandon the least of his (creation) through
the intercession of Saint John. And (our) Lord Jesus Christ watches over us
all and saves us from the traps of the enemy that (seek to) ruin us, and he
preserves us in the orthodox faith — which is of the Holy Trinity — until the
last breath. And the God who brought us all together in this place in the name
of Saint John the Baptist will also bring us together in the eternal kingdom.
With kindness, affection and love for humankind of our Lord Jesus Christ,
whose glory and holiness is with his father and the Holy Spirit forever, amen.

Analysis

Table 1 summarizes and compares the contents of Life Bapt. Serap. and On
Herod Bapt.

Until a more complete version of On Herod Bapt. is found, nothing
can be said of its relationship to the first half of Life Bapt. Serap. There is,
however, a cursory reference to the events of Life Bapt. Serap. ch. 4 in the
final section of On Herod Bapt.: “And all the days of John’s life (number) 45
years because he was brought to life six months before the birth of our Lord
Christ and two years before they searched for him.” This is most likely a
reference to the events which Life Bapt. Serap. describes as taking part
during the Slaughter of the Innocents when Satan entices Herod’s soldiers to
kill John.

They search for him in the Temple, attempting to force Zechariah to
reveal his whereabouts, but Zechariah insists — truthfully — that his son has left
for the wilderness and he does not know where he is. Chapter 4 abruptly ends
here, and the narrative of Life Bapt. Serap. turns to the story of Elizabeth and
John in the wilderness (ch. 5) and proceeds to describe Zechariah’s death in
the Temple (ch. 6).

3 sira
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Life Bapt. Serap.

On Herod Bapt.

Chapter | Summary

1 John’s birth is foretold missing

2 Jesus’ birth is foretold, missing
John is born

3 John and his mother escape | missing
from Herod

4 Herod’s soldiers look for missing
John

5 Flashback to Elizabeth missing

6 Death of Zechariah missing

7 Death and burial of missing

John’s Elizabeth

biography | g

John rebukes Herod for the
first time and his voice
haunts Herodias

X1 John’s voice
haunts Herodias

9 John baptizes Jesus -
10 Herod imprisons John X2 Herod
imprisons John
11 John is beheaded X3 John is
beheaded
12 John’s last words -
13 History of John’s head X4 Story of
John’s head
n/a n/a n/a X5 Jesus’
blessing
n/a n/a X6 Summary and
dates
14 John’s body is smuggled
Tohn's out of Sebas'te and brought | -
. to Alexandria
rematns 15 Theophilus builds a church | -
to house John’s remains
Table 1

This discontinuous progression of events shows very well the composite
nature of Life Bapt. Serap. and the same is true of ch. 8 and ch. 9 as well: these
chapters essentially recount the same incident, but while ch. 8 of Life Bapt.
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Serap. has a counterpart in On Herod Bapt., ch. 9 does not. Since Life Bapt.
Serap. ch. 4 contains the only reference to Herod’s soldiers searching for John,
and given the obvious break in the narrative which makes both ch. 4 and ch.
8 stand out, one could speculate that the complete version of On Herod Bapt.
contains a section which describes the same events as ch. 4 of Life Bapt. Serap.
This raises the question of the relationship between Life Bapt. Serap.

and On Herod Bapt. The first of the latter’s six sections is very closely
related to the text of Life Bapt. Serap. — in fact, all the major and minor
motifs are nearly identical in both works:

- Herod and Herodias have begun a secret affair

- Areference to a room filled with stench

- A reference to Gabriel inspiring John’s rebuke of Herod

- Herod and Herodias hear a voice and search for it, but cannot find it
- Herodias entices Herod to have John killed

- When this fails, Herodias intends to enlist the help of sorcerers

- Herodias encourages Herod to kill his brother and take her for his
wife
However, a closer look reveals several substantial differences: first, there is
the different role Gabriel plays in both narratives — in Life Bapt. Serap. he
merely instructs John to rebuke Herod, whereas in On Herod Bapt. it is
Gabriel himself who speaks through John. Then there are details which can
only be found in Life Bapt. Serap., such as John’s exact location in ‘Ayn
Karim, which is consistent with events described earlier in the work’s
narrative. And finally, there are differences in the language used — for
example, where On Herod Bapt. uses the terms magbara (lit. “tomb”) and
baytuhu (“his room”) to refer to the room where Herod and Herodias meet,
Life Bapt. Serap. has £idr (“private room, boudoir”); and where On Herod
Bapt. has ralaba for “search”, Life Bapt. Serap. uses iftagada. These
differences are enough to conclude (as I have in the introduction to this paper)
that On Herod Bapt. is not a recension of Life Bapt. Serap. This determination
becomes clearer as the narrative in On Herod Bapt. progresses. In Life Bapt.
Serap., ch. 8 (which contains the story of John’s voice haunting Herodias) is
followed by ch. 9, which recounts the baptism of Jesus Christ as found in the
canonical gospels. The narrative of Life Bapt. Serap. then continues with a
description of John’s imprisonment and death in ch. 10. But here the story
essentially begins anew by offering a different version of previously described
events. Also, in ch. 10 Herod first betrays Philip and only then does he begin
a relationship with Herodias who initiates the affair. In contrast, On Herod
Bapt. continues the narrative in section X2 organically by first describing
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Herod’s betrayal of his brother and then proceeding directly to the events
surrounding John’s death.

What ties the two narratives together is John’s role in the conflict
between Herod and Philip, and the resulting continuity errors. In both works,
Philip appeals to John, who then proceeds to rebuke Herod. Consequently,
both works completely ignore Gabriel’s role in John’s mission, and while the
continuity in Life Bapt. Serap. is already broken, this is the first time it
becomes obvious in On Herod Bapt. The conclusion to be drawn here is that
while the narration in On Herod Bapt. has been edited to flow better, it
combines (just like Life Bapt. Serap.) two different strands of tradition into
one.

While the exact composition of these strands cannot be determined, the
one involving Philip contains motifs found in a number of Coptic works
devoted to John the Baptist. The most relevant for our purposes are two works
titled Panegyric on John the Baptist, one anonymous in Bohairic®” and one in
Sahidic (CANT 185, Clavis Coptica 0513), attributed to Patriarch Theodosius
of Alexandria (d. 567).*” While these works differ from each other in some
parts, in others they speak with one voice and those parts include the
description of Philip’s appeal to John the Baptist, who then takes Philip’s case
to Herod. Both Life Bapt. Serap. and On Herod Bapt. borrow freely from the
Panegyric tradition, but to varying extent and degree. And so in Life Bapt.
Serap., John writes a letter to Herod, whereas in On Herod Bapt., John sends
a disciple to rebuke Herod. The latter element is found also in the Sahidic
Panegyric,*' with some recensions referring to two disciples and others to just
“disciples”. On the other hand, both the Sahidic Panegyric and Life Bapt.
Serap. describe in detail Herod’s unwillingness to take steps against John,
which Herod only does after having been reassured (and urged on) by
Herodias. By contrast, On Herod Bapt. offers a short version of the story and
only mentions John’s imprisonment. And as the ultimate evidence on how this
particular tradition is reshaped and woven into the narrative of all three works,
both the Panegyric and On Herod Bapt. conclude the episode with John’s
imprisonment. However, Life Bapt. Serap. adds an epilogue in which

3 DE Vis, Henri: Homélies coptes de la Vaticane. Copenhagen (Gyldendalske
Boghandel) 1922, pp. 1-51. The Sahidic fragments were published by ROSSI,
Francesco: Trascrizione di tre manoscritti copti del Museo Egizio di Torino con
traduzione italiana. Turin (Ermanno Loescher) 1885, pp. 101-110.

40 KunNn, Karl H.: A Panegyric on John the Baptist Attributed to Theodosius
Archbishop of Alexandria. (CSCO 269, Scriptores Coptici 34). Louvain (Secrétariat
du CorpusSCO) 1966. See also ibid., viii n. 27 for more on the complicated
relationship between the two works.

41 Ch. XIX, cf. KUHN, Panegyric, 46.
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Herodias tries to bribe John into leaving them alone, and when that fails she
threatens to kill him.

In section X3, On Herod Bapt. describes John’s death in terms familiar
to any reader of the Gospels: the birthday party, Herodias’ daughter, Herod’s
oath, and finally John’s head on a platter. In contrast to Life Bapt. Serap.,
which firmly lays the blame for John’s fate at Herodias’ feet (even to the point
of arguing that Herod had been tricked by Herodias), On Herod Bapt. points
to Herod as the main villain of the story. And while the narrative portions of
section X3 only portray Herod as weak and concerned with saving face, the
homiletic portions of the text describe him as a madman and connect his
actions to those of Herod the Great (who was Herod’s father, but to whom the
text of On Herod Bapt. merely refers as “your namesake”) and, ultimately, the
Jewish nation as a whole. It is in this context that we find two references to
apocryphal traditions about prophetic figures mistreated by the Jewish people.
First, the homiletic portion of the text refers to Isaiah being sawed in half, a
motif known from the Christian Martyrdom of Isaiah (Martls)*> which can
also be found in Islamic works collecting isra’iliyat, such as Qisas al-
Anbiya’.** Second, there is the death of John’s father Zechariah, which On
Herod Bapt. describes as “[the Jews] killed him in the temple.” This motif can
be found in both Life Bapt. Serap. as well as the Sahidic Panegyric, but it is
ultimately traceable to the Protoevangelium of James (ProtJas).* The actual
narrative part of On Herod Bapt. section X3 concludes with the description of
John’s head still speaking after being cut off. This teaser to events of the next
section contains one additional piece of apocryphal trivia, this time one not
recorded elsewhere, describing the beheading as bloodless due to John’s
abstinence from alcohol.

The following section contains the most striking element of this strand
of the tradition surrounding John the Baptist: even after being cut off, John’s
head continues to decry Herod’s sin. Interestingly, while On Herod Bapt.
proceeds directly from John’s execution to the story of his head (albeit with a
homiletic detour), Life Bapt. Serap. adds a short speech by John to his
disciples. However, both resume the narrative by having the narrator address
the audience with “now let us return to [the story of John’s head]”. And this
is far from the only common element to this part of both texts — in fact, they

42 CHARLES, Robert Henry (ed.): The Apocrypha and Pseudepigrapha of the Old
Testament in English. Volume 2. Oxford (The Clarendon Press) 1913, pp. 155-162.
4 For example, AL-TALABI, Abii Ishag Ahmad ibn Muhammad ibn Ibrahim: °Ara’is
al-majalis f7 gisas al anbiya’ or ‘Lives of the Prophets’. William M. Brinner (trans.),
Leiden (E. J. Brill) 2002.

4 EHRMAN, Bart and PLESE, Zlatko (eds.): The Apocryphal Gospels. Oxford (Oxford
University Press) 2011, pp. 67-69.
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share all the broad strokes. The head is brought to the party where Herodias
promises to exact her revenge on John’s eyes, tongue and hair. Before she can
do that, the head rises into the air (here both works agree even on the small
details) and flies away to continue its mission; at the same time, all the major
players involved in John’s death meet a horrible end of their own. In other
aspects, however, the two texts differ substantially. This is especially true of
the ultimate fate of Herod, Herodias and Herodias’ daughter.

Table 2 summarizes the differences between the portrayals of these
events in Life Bapt. Serap. and in On Herod Bapt.

It is notable that the description of the fates of Herodias and her
daughter in Life Bapt. Serap. have parallels in other literature:* for example,
Solomon of Basra’s Book of the Bee describes Herodias as going blind*® while
also describing her right hand as shriveling or drying up.?’

The parallels here are obvious, but it is remarkable that only the former
motif made it into Life Bapt. Serap. while only the latter ended up in On Herod
Bapt. As for Herodias’ daughter and her fate, this is described in Book of the
Bee*® and its older parallels — such as in the apocryphal story titled the
Decapitation of John the Forerunner, attributed to John’s disciple Euriptus
(CANT 180.2)* — in nearly the same way as Life Bapt. Serap., but leaving out
the whale and leaving the parties responsible for her decapitation unnamed.
On Herod Bapt., on the other hand, lays the responsibility firmly at Herod’s
feet. Despite this, Herod is spared death.

In both works, the story continues with John’s head rebuking Herod
after being cut off. This motif is known from the Coptic Synaxarium (the
calendar of saints), which took its final shape before the fourteenth century,*
but it can also be found in Islamic literature much earlier.

45 BURKE, Serapion’s Life of John the Baptist, p. 291.

4 See Chapter XLI in BUDGE, E. A. Wallis: The Book of the Bee. Oxford (The
Clarendon Press) 1886.

47 Ibid.

8 Ibid.

4 See VASSILIEV, Athanasius: Anecdota Graeco-Byzantina, Pars Prior. Moscow
(Imperial University) 1893, pp. 1-4, for a critical edition and www.tonyburke.ca/the-
beheading-of-john-by-euriptus-the-disciple-of-john (retrieved on October 4th, 2015)
for a preliminary English translation.

50 BURMESTER, Oswald H. E.: On the Date and Authorship of the Arabic Synaxarium
of the Coptic Church. In: Journal of Theological Studies 155/1938, p. 253.
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Life Bapt. Serap. On Herod Bapt.
Herod Has a stroke Lives
Herodias - Her eyes fall out - Her hands fall off
- Is swallowed by the | - Is swallowed by the
ground up to her ground up to her
neck neck
- Her body sinks into | - Her body sinks into
hell hell

- Her head remains
above the ground

Herodias’

- Goes insane - Goes insane
daughter
- Breaksallthe vessels | - Breaks all the
in the house vessels in the house
- Dances on a frozen | - Runs around
lake and falls into the hallucinating
X?lfliscri (tucinl )one - Herod cuts off her
P y head
- Soldiers cut off her
head (in one
manuscript only)
- A whale tosses her
out of the lake (in
one manuscript only)
Table 2

The most prominent example is al-Ta‘labi’s (d. 1035) ‘Ara’is al-majalis fr
Qisas al-Anbiya’, which recounts the story of a king of the Israelites named
Hiradts who had a wife named Hiradawiya, the former wife of his brother
Filiqiis. John forbade their relationship, and Hiradawiiya exacts her revenge
by having her daughter seduce Hiraduis and then ask for John’s head. He first
refuses, but ultimately gives in:
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“... he sent for John and had his head brought. Now
the head was still speaking when it was placed before

him and it said, ‘She is not lawful for you’.””"

Al-Ta‘labi cites Isma‘il as-Suddi (d. 745) as his source for this story,> but this
motif can be found in earlier texts, such as in the work of Ibn Mas‘ad (d. ca.
652).> Al-Talabi is most interesting, however, because he appends a
commentary to the end of the story, giving the names of the characters and
clarifying some of the details. This commentary is introduced by “Christian
scholars have said”,”* indicating that al-Ta‘labi is quoting from a Christian
tradition, a tradition that the Arabic-speaking Christian world has preserved
only in the Synaxarium, Life Bapt. Serap. and On Herod Bapt.

Both works describe the head as first announcing Herod’s sin to
Jerusalem and then going out to the world to do the same. The episode repeats
motifs common to the tradition surrounding John the Baptist, such as his
connection to the slaughtered children and the prophet Elisha. Both texts also
largely agree in dividing the ministry of John’s head into two periods: three
years in Jerusalem and 15 years in the world. On Herod Bapt. does not indicate
how long the head flew over Jerusalem, but in section X5, Jesus sends it out
to the world for 15 years. Unique to On Herod Bapt. is an insertion — section
X5 — where John’s head flies to the Mount of Olives to meet Jesus, and its
conclusion taking place in Arabia.

The final chapters of Life Bapt. Serap. devote a significant amount of
attention to the fate of John’s remains and their veneration. This is not the case
for On Herod Bapt., which neither describes the final resting place of John’s
head nor concerns itself with his body. A solitary reference to John’s remains
is found in section X4, where after John’s execution his body is thrown away;
a character from Luke named Johanna (Luke 8:3) watches over the body until
John’s disciples come to claim it and bury it with the prophet Elisha. As for
John’s head, the final section of On Herod Bapt. merely mentions its final
repose in heaven before proceeding to outline the chronology of John’s life
and that of his parents. Like Life Bapt. Serap., On Herod Bapt. contains a
number of key dates in John’s and his parents’ lives given in the Coptic
calendar. Table 3 provides an overview and comparison of those dates with
those provided by the Coptic Synaxarium:

SUAL-TALABI, Lives of the Prophets, p. 636.

32 Ibid.

53 WHEELER, Brandon: Prophets in the Quran: An Introduction to the Quran and
Muslim Exegesis. London (Continuum) 2002, p. 295.

3% AL-TA°LABI, Lives of the Prophets, p. 636.
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Event Life Bapt. On Herod Synaxarium
Serap. Bapt.
Slaughter of the 7th of Tt 8th of Tut 8th of Tt

Innocents /
Zechariah’s death

Death of Elizabeth 15th of AmSir | 15th of AmSir | 16th of AmSir

John’s beheading 2nd of Tt 2nd of Tt 2nd of Tat
Revelation of John’s | 2nd of - 2nd of Ba'iina
body Ba'tna
John’s death (his soul | - 15th of -
leaving his head) Baramiida

Table 3

It is interesting to note that Life Bapt. Serap. and On Herod Bapt. each differ
on one date when compared to the Synaxarium, though not the same one. This
is yet more proof that the two texts ultimately derive from different strands of
the apocryphal tradition surrounding John the Baptist. This discrepancy also
shows that both works (in the form known to us) were composed before the
stabilization of the Coptic Synaxarium (i.e. before the fourteenth century),
thus providing us with a terminus ante quem for both textual traditions.

This chronology serves not only to give both works a narrative frame,
but it also ostensibly provides their Sitz im Leben: both Life Bapt. Serap. and
On Herod Bapt. are embedded within a homily read on the saint’s feast day.
But while both texts contain homiletic elements (On Herod Bapt. to a larger
extent than Life Bapt. Serap.), their structure and very nature suggest that this
not their true purpose: first, they are too long to be read in church — in fact,
this is the purpose of similar texts in the Synaxarium, which are rarely longer
than a few hundred words.”> Second, and more importantly, both texts
combine unrelated and often contradictory bits of tradition trying to expand
the narrative to provide as much information (and perhaps entertainment) as
possible. Their very length — together with their focus on a single person —
disqualifies them from membership in the gissa category of religious
narratives, nor do they entirely qualify as hagiographies due to, say, their lack
of interest in the saint’s miracles and standard descriptions of the saint’s

55 See for example ABDEL-MALEK, Kamal: Popular Religious Narratives. In: ALLEN,
Roger — RICHARDS D. S. (eds.): The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature. Volume
6. Arabic Literature in the Post-Classical Period. Cambridge (Cambridge University
Press) 2008, p. 340.
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rejection of the world. * In the introduction to my translation of Life Bapt.
Serap., I hypothesized that the label sira would fit Life Bapt. Serap. perfectly
due to the work’s combination of various traditions of different degree of
canonicity (from the Gospels through patristic material all the way to folk
legends) into a coherent narrative. This subtype of the genre naturally stands
apart from its Islamic models — it largely fulfills the same purpose as al-sira
al-nabawiyya (the prophetic biography) in that it provides a biography of a (if
not the) prophet. On the other hand, it displays some characteristic elements
of al-sira al-$a‘biyya (popular epics or romances) such as its originally oral
nature, realized here as a homily. >’ The fact that On Herod Bapt. refers to
itself as a sira of John the Baptist would certainly support this hypothesis, but
there still remains a lot to be done in the study of popular Arabic Christian
literature to provide a definite answer.

Conclusion

The large number of surviving manuscript witnesses speak to the great
popularity of Life Bapt. Serap. among Arabic-speaking Christians. The
existence of On Herod Bapt. shows that there were at least two major strands
of this particular tradition surrounding John the Baptist, a tradition which I
have shown to have deep roots in the cultural history of Arabic Christianity,
especially that of Coptic Egypt. It is remarkable that little to no attention has
been devoted to these texts and traditions in the past few decades, whether by
scholars working with Christian apocrypha (where the lack of attention could
be explained by the shift in focus to Coptic documents after the discovery of
the Nag Hammadi library) or scholars of Arabic literature. It is my hope that
the recently renewed interest in Christian apocrypha, along with the better
availability of primary sources thanks to the tireless work of such institutions
as the Hill Museum & Manuscript Library, will increase Arabists’ engagement
with these two works and with Christian apocrypha preserved in Arabic in
general. This paper is a small contribution to that end, and at the same time, it
aims to serve as a reminder that the study of Christian apocrypha in Arabic

56 Ibid., pp. 341-342. It is interesting to note that in most manuscripts of Life Bapt.
Serap., the work is followed by an account of his miracle which I provisionally titled
Five Miracles of John the Baptist (Miracles Bapt.) and which is markedly different in
language and style from Life Bapt. Serap. Miracles Bapt. thus fits the definition of a
hagiography as laid out by Abdel-Malek (op. cit.) much better.

57 Cf. HEATH, Peter: Other Siras and Popular Narratives. In: ALLEN, Roger -
RICHARDS D. S. (eds.): The Cambridge History of Arabic Literature. Volume 6.
Arabic Literature in the Post-Classical Period. Cambridge (Cambridge University
Press) 2008, p. 319.
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requires a dialogue with Islamic prophetic and historical literature as well as
a more profound engagement with Arabic literature.
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