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ABSTRACT 

 
 The purpose of this descriptive study was to examine the expansion of Christianity in the 

pre-Islamic Middle East, from Edessa to Mazun/'Uman on the southeastern corner of the Arabian 

Peninsula. This area today would include the peninsula occupied by Oman and the United Arab 

Emirates. Its name in the Pahlavi language was Mazun, but the Arab tribe first migrating there 

called it 'Uman. The study also introduced and discussed various influences that may have 

contributed to the disappearance of the church of Mazun from history in the late seventh century. 

The first bishop from Bet Mazunaye, the name for the ecclesiastical unit in Mazun, appeared first 

in history in 424, as a signator to the synod procedings of the Church of the East in that year; the 

last was in 676. 

 The literature suggests three sources of Christians in 'Uman: converts or descendants of 

these converts, who were made by early missionaries;. refugees, who had fled persecution and 

prisoners of war taken then relocated by the Persians; and, finally, converts who resulted from  

the mingling of non-Christian tribes with those that were partially or totally Christianized. This 

last trail began at Ma'rib in Himyar with the migration of the Azd tribe to 'Uman, led by the 

semi-legendary figure Malik ibn Fahm. One legend has him continuing onward to Bahrain, then 

still further north where he formed an alliance with the Tanukh and, through marriage, merged 

the two tribes, giving birth to the Lakhmid Empire. These trails were recreated by examining and 

blending historical, documentary, and archaeological evidence, with information drawn from 

hagiographies, legends, traditions, and sacred texts into three somewhat overlapping narratives.  

Included is a list of suggestions for potentially fruitful investigation in the future, and a call for 

scholars to study Aramaic, Syriac, Pahlavi and Arabic to enable the expansion of available 

sources to future researchers. 
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INTRODUCTION  AND BACKGROUND 
 

 The purpose of this project was to examine the expansion of Christianity in the pre-

Islamic Middle East, from Edessa to the southeastern corner of the Arabian Peninsula, which 

today is called Oman. In the Pahlavi language, it was called Mazun. Later, the first Arabs 

migrating to the area named it 'Uman, after a wadi they had left behind.1 According to the 

official records of the synods of the Church of the East,2 Braun, Das Buch der Synhados (1900), 

and Chabot, Synodicon orientale (1902), a bishop of Mazun was listed as signator to the 

proceedings of ecclesiastical synods occurring in 424 CE,3 544 CE,4 576 CE,5 and 676 CE.6. The 

church in Mazun/'Uman represented by these four bishops fell under the authority of the 

Metropolitan of Rev Ardashir, which in turn fell under the authority of the Church of the East in 

Seleucia-Ctesiphon, capital of Persia.7 Whether this represented 250 uninterrupted years, or 

                                                 
 1. Daniela Amaldi, The Origins of the History of Oman: The Kitab al-Ansab al-Arab by 

al-Awtabi (Arabia Antica) (Rome: L'Erma Di Bretschneider, 2017), 99 and 103. 
 
 2. Jean Baptiste Chabot, trans. to French from Syriac, Synodicon orientale, ou, Recueil de 

synodes nestoriens, Vol. 37 (Paris: Imprimerie Nationale, 1902), 285, 328, 368, 482-4. 
www.syri.ac/synodiconorientale. and Oskar Braun, trans. German from Syriac, Das Buch der 

Synhados: oder, Synodicon orientale: die Sammlung der Nestorianischen Konzilien, 

zusammengestellt im neunten Jahrhundert: nach der Syrischen Handschrift, Museo Borgiano 82, 

der Vatikanischen Bibliothek (Amsterdam: Philo Press, 1900), 113, 165, 335, 
https://archive.org/details/DasBuchDerSynhados. 
 
   3. Chabot, Synodicon, 285. 
 
   4. Braun, Das Buch, 113; Chabot, Synodicon, 328. 
 
   5. Braun, Das Buch, 165; Chabot, Synodicon, 368. 
 
   6. Braun, Das Buch, 335; Chabot, Synodicon, 482-4. 
 
   7. D. T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf in Antiquity: From Alexander the Great to the Coming 

of Islam, Vol II (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1990), 243-244. 
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simply a reappearance of the church at various times, cannot be ascertained from the records. 

The ecclesiastical region associated with Mazun was known as Bet(h) Mazunaye. The first record 

of a Bishop of Mazun or Bet Mazunaye was in 424.8 

 Synodicon Orientale,9 and its German counterpart Das Buch der Synhados,10 are the 

French and German translations of a "collection of reports and canons of the synods of the 

Church of the East that were held between the years between 410 and  775/6."11 According to 

Lucas Van Rompay in "Synodicon Orientale," which appears in Gorgias Encyclopedic 

Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, these reports are "an extremely valuable source for the study 

of the history and the theology of the Church of the East in the Sasanian and early Islamic 

period."12  

 The year 424 is the latest possible date for the advent of Christianity in Oman. Since the 

church appeared in records of that year as an accomplished fact, its founding clearly had to have  

been sometime in the past, the exact date unknown. Two hundred and fifty years separate the 

first and the last records of a Bishop of Mazun as a signator to synod proceedings; then, after 676 

                                                 
   8. Chabot, Synodicon, 285. 
 
   9. Chabot, Synodicon,, 285, 328, 368, 482-4. 
 
 10. Braun, Das Buch, 113, 165, 335. 
 
 11. Lucas Van Rompay, "Synodicon Orientale," in Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of 

the Syriac Heritage, ed. Sebastian P. Brock, Aaron M. Butts, George A. Kiraz and Lucas Van 
Rompay, (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2011), 387-89. For a detailed description, see pages 
63-69 of J. - M. Voste, Catalogue de la Bibliotheque syro-chaldeenne du Couvent de Notre-
Dame des Semances pres d-Alqosh (Iraq). Rome, Paris: Bureaux of the "angelicum", P. 
Geuthner, 1929. 
 
  12. Van Rompay, "Synodicon," para., 3. 
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CE, the church at Mazun disappeared from history, leaving no trace.  The questions must be 

asked, where did it come from? and where did it go? 

 Sometime between 649 and 659, Catholicos Isho'yahb III wrote a letter that 

foreshadowed the falling away of the church at Mazun.13 In the letter he chastises Simeon, 

metropolitan bishop of Rev Ardashir, under whose authority was Beth Mazunaye and its sister 

province in eastern Arabia, Beth Qatraye.  In Isho'yahb III's letter, known as Letter 14C, he 

criticizes Simeon for problems arising in areas under his charge, including apostasy. He refers to 

"evil reports that a little while earlier had come to me from the edges of your diocese,"14 and 

asks, "Where are the great people of Mrwry',15 who seeing neither sword nor fire nor tortures, 

like mad men became captivated by the love of half of their property?"16 He continued, ". . . the 

Arabs hid not force them to abandon their faith, but only told them to abandon half of their 

possessions and to hold on to their faith. But they abandoned their faith, which is eternal, an held 

on to half of their possessions, which are ephemeral."17 Paraphrased, they sold their soul for half 

their wealth. This letter was written 27-37 years before the 676 Synod of Darin,18 after which 

                                                 
  13. Michael Philip Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims: A Sourcebook of the 

Earliest Syriac Writings on Islam (Oakland: University of California Press), 32. 

 

 14. Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims, 34. 

 
 15. Robert G. Hoyland, Seeing Islam As Others Saw It: A Survey and Evaluation of 

Christian, Jewish and Zoroastrian Writings on Early Islam (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 
2019), 144. 

 

 16. Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims, 35. 

 

 17. Penn, When Christians First Met Muslims, 36. 

 
 18. Michael Philip Penn, Envisioning Islam: Syriac Christians and the Early Muslim 

World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvanian Press, 2015), 60 - 61; and Hoyland, Seeing 

Islam, 144-145. 
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time we hear no more of the church of Mazun.  The term Mrwny' has been explained variously as 

inhabitants of Merv, Mazun, and Mahrah. Braun and Chabot, translators of the Synodicon, 

adhere to Mazon.19  Mahrah was the choice of Nau, who expressed in his writings the belief that 

all Arabs of Oman were Christian.20  But the phrase "from the edges of your diocese" could 

weigh in favor of Mazun, which was very far away across the Persian Gulf.  

 The presence of pre-Islamic Christianity in Arabia is well attested, but its existence in 

eastern Arabia is less so,21 and in 'Uman no archaeological evidence of pre-Islamic Christianity 

has been unearthed to date.22 However, according to D. T. Potts, of the Institute for Study of the 

Ancient World at New York University, despite the absence to date of artefactual evidence in 

'Uman proper, the Christian community can cautiously be inferred as having similarities to 

others that have been uncovered in the Persian Gulf region during the same general period, 

which include Jubail in eastern Saudi Arabia,23 Failaka Island off the coast of Kuwait,24 Tarut, 

                                                 
 19. Hoyland, Seeing Islam, 144; n28 reads, The term Mrwry' used for these people 

could be explained as inhabitants of Merw (by Assemani), of Mazun (by Braun and Chabot), 

or Mahrah (by Nau). 

 
 20. Francois Nau, Les arabes chretiens de Mesopotamie et de Syrie du VIIe au VIIIe 

siecle:  Etude Sure Les Origines de L'Islam  (Cahiers de la Societe Asiatique Premiere serie, N. 
1; 1933). https://www.scribd.com/doc/287913722/LesArabesChretiensDeMesopotamie 
EtDeSyrie-nau-pdf), 111. 
 

 21. Peter Hellyer, "Nestorian Christianity in Pre-Islamic UAE and Southeastern Arabia,"  
Journal of Social Affairs 18, no. 72 (2001): 86. 
 
 22. Hellyer, "Nestorian," 79-99. 
 

 23. J. A. Langfelt, "Recently Discovered Early Christian Monuments in Northeastern 

Arabia," Arabian Archaeology and Epigraphy 5 (1994): 32-60. 

 

 24. V. Bernard & J. F. Salles, "Discovery of a Christian Church at Al-Qusur, Failaka 

(Kuwait)," Seminar for Arabian Studies, 21 (1991): 7-21. 
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Jebel Berri, Thaj25 and Sir Bani Yas Island.26 Literary and archaeological sources from other 

locations around the Gulf in this time period reveal that:  

There was only one bishop per town or city, but he was assisted by a large body of 
clergy.  This included a suffragan bishop . . . who served as his representative on 
occasions when he could not be present; the visitors, who helped in rural parishes and 
monasteries; archdeacons, who were the highest-ranking officials under the bishop; 
deacons and priests; sub deacons or exorcists . . . and last but not least the bursar, a 
layman entrusted with the finances of the Church.  Built around each church, moreover, 
were schools, libraries, hospitals, and monasteries."27 
 

One church/monastery would not necessary be staffed with all these positions, but some 

combination of these roles were needed for the basic operation of a church in a particular area.  

Adding in the congregation or members of the church, amounted to a great number of people. 

 A potential of future discoveries exists as archaeology in Oman is in still in its infancy. 

Until 1970, the only paved road in Oman was the six-mile road from Muscat to the airport28 and 

only two other graded roads existed.  For this nation with so many basic needs, digging up the 

past was not a priority. During the years after Sultan Qaboos took power, in just the first 25 years 

a "network of asphalt roads" was "constructed over the whole length and breadth of the 

country."29 The subsequent development of more roads, an extensive infrastructure, residential 

areas, malls, recreational areas, and modern commercial and industrial buildings sadly may have 

destroyed at least a few archaeological treasures in its wake. 

                                                 
 25. R. A. Carter, "Christianity in the Gulf during the first Centuries of Islam," Arabian 

Archaeology and Epigraphy 19 (2008): 71-108. 

 
 26. Peter Hellyer, "Nestorian Christianity," 79-99. 
 

 27. D. T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf, 246. 
 

 28. Ministry of Information, Oman '95 (Muscat, 1995), 158. 

 

 29. Ministry of Information, Oman '95, 159. 
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 Yet, the mere absence of evidence of pre-Islamic Christianity in 'Uman in Muslim 

sources need not equate to the absence of Christianity itself, however; to Muslim writers it was 

irrelevant to their goals, interests and agendas, which focused on the life of Muhammad and 

Islamic law.30 Ilse Lichtenstadter, in her 1976, Introduction to Classical Arabic Literature, 

Schocken, New York) 16, suggested Islamic censorship purged pre-Islamic beliefs and deities: 

Islamic literature were taken as proof that the Arab did not possess religiosity and was 
living for the here and now, without meditating upon such religious questions as life after 
death or the existence and presence of a divine being or beings. But that lack was due to 
the censorship of Islamic scholars, who, generations later, purged all expressions of pre-
Islamic beliefs from their literary written records and substituted the name Allah for those 
of pre-Islamic deities.31 
 

A purging of records, if it did indeed happen, would explain the lack of references to anything 

Christian in Muslim sources. Non-Muslim sources are scant, but the official synod records of the 

Church of the East, and perhaps a letter written by the from the Catholicos of the Church of the 

East in Seleucia-Ctesiphon stand as documentary evidence of the church in Mazun. 

 Many authorities in the field have written of Christians and the Christian church in Oman 

at this time, accepting the evidence, though scant, as credible and adequate. In the past, these 

included: Sir Donald Hawley, Trucial States (1970), British colonial lawyer and diplomat, posted 

as Political Agent in Dubai (1956-62) and served as the first British Ambassador to Oman in 

1971-75;32 and J. S. Trimingham, Christianity among the Arabs in pre-Islamic Times (1979), 

                                                 
 30. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs, 9. 
 
 31. Ilse Lichtenstadter, Introduction to Classical Arabic Literature (Schocken, NY, 
1976,), 16. 
 
 32. Sir Donald Hawley, The Trucial States (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1970), 48. 
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who served as head of the department of Arabic and Islamic Studies at Glasgow University and 

later as faculty of the Near Eastern School of Theology in Beirut.33  

 More recently, D.T. Potts lists the sparse notices that reflect on the Christian presence in 

Oman,34 which included the references already cited and adds:  

The presence of monasteries in Oman is also implied in some of the accounts of the 
famous Dahis War, a conflict which broke out in central Arabia between roughly 575 and 
595 [citing E. Meyer, Der historische Gehalt der Aiyam al-'Arab (Wiesbaden 1970), 50-
64]. Part of the trouble stemmed from an attack by Qais b. Zuhair of 'Abs against the Yar 
bu'. One result of the conflict, according to several sources, was that Qais b. Zuhair 
retired to Oman [citing Ibid. 53n22, citing the Naqaid of al-Garir and Zamahsari], where 
he is said to have become a monk.35 
 

 More recently, we have authors writing exclusively about the church in Oman, ancient 

and modern, including: Raymond Frederick Skinner, former Anglican Chaplain in Oman, 

Christians in Oman36 and Andrew David Thompson, Senior Anglican Chaplain of St. Andrew's 

Church in Abu Dhabi, Christianity in Oman: Ibadism, Religious Freedom, and the Church.37  

                                                 
 33. J. S. Trimingham, Christianity among the Arabs in Pre-Islamic Times (Beirut: 

Librairie Du Liban, 1979), 4 
 
 34. D. T. Potts, The Arabian Gulf in Antiquity, 338. 
 
 35. Cited in Potts, 338: S. B. Miles, "Across the Green Mountains of Oman," The 

Geographical Journal 18n5 (Nov., 1901): 465-498, DOI: 10.2307/1775021, 494; Jean 
Maurice Fiey, "Diocèses syriens orientaux du Golfe persique." In F Graffin, ed.: 177-218 
Louvain, 1969, 215. 
 
 36. Raymond Frederick Skinner, "Ibadism in Oman and developments in the field of 
Christian-Muslim relationships," (Master's thesis, Durham University, 1992. Available at 
Durham E-Theses Online:  http://etheses.dur.ac.uk/5714/,44. Also published as Raymond F. 
Skinner,   Christians in Oman. Durham, UK:  Tower Press, 1995.  
 

 37. Andrew Thompson, Christianity in Oman: Ibadism, Religious Freedom, and the 

Church (Switzerland: Palgrave Macmillan, 2019), 30-31. Whose book was sponsored and 
partially funded by the Diocese of Cyprus and the Gulf, the St. Luke's Foundation and by a 
generous Emerati donar from Abu Dhabi. 
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Research by the latter included exchanges with "a wide variety of Christian leaders ranging from 

Roman Catholics through to Evangelicals . . . Islamic scholars and leaders in the region."38 He 

devotes a whole chapter to a discussion of the beginnings of the early Church in Oman.39 

 Skinner was interested in Ibadhism and "the dialogue between Muslim and Christians in 

Oman during the last one hundred years." He wrote: 

By the third Century AD, it [Edessa] had become a center for theological training. The 
Christian community there was strengthened by more than one influx of refugees from 
persecution by Roman Emperors, particularly Diocletian . . . The missionary zeal of the 
Nestorians was great, reaching Syria to China."40  
 

Mazun/'Uman was located along the trail of Christianity stretching from Edessa to China. 

 So, where might the center of this Christian community in Mazun have been located?  

For more than 1000 years, Suhar was the capital of Mazun/'Uman and was able to accommodate 

seafaring trade vessels. In his Meadows of Gold, Mas'udi places 'Uman and its capital of Suhar 

along the Sea of Persia beyond [southward from] Bahrain; it was the place where ship captains 

could take on fresh water from its wells.41 According to Haya Al-Thani of the Qatar Museums 

Authority, the site of the Church in Mazun was located in Suhar.  In "An Archaeological Survey 

of Beth Qatraye," in which she wrote about Christianity in the Gulf, she states:   

[By 424] Bet Qatraye was known in Syriac Nestorian sources as northeastern Arabia and 
was considered part of the Rev-Ardasir in Fars.  The Nestorian church in Bet Qatraye 

                                                 
 38. Thompson, Christians in Oman, ix. 
 

 39. Thompson, Christians in Oman, 27-51. 
 
 40. Skinner, Christians, citing Rev. John Stewart, Nestorian Missionary Enterprise, the 

Story of a Church on Fire, Christian Literature Society for Idia, Madras, 1928,  republished in 
1961 by Mar Narsai Press, Trichur, Kerala, 2ff; also 53.   
 

 41. Mas'udi, "The First Sea: the Sea of Persia," from Meadows of Gold (Baghdad, AD 
915), trans. Paul Lunde and Caroline Stone (London: Penguin Books Great Journeys, 2007), 
88.    
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which developed in the westernmost region, encompassed al-Bahrayn, Darin, Al-Khatt 
(Al-Qaif) and Al-Hasa (al-Ahsa'oasis), the Qatar peninsula and UAE presumably should 
be part of it.  Bet Mazunaye the eastern administrative unit of the Nestorian church on the 
Arabian shore with its centre at Suhar in Oman42 
 

As a possible location for the church, Suhar is especially interesting since excavations have 

demonstrated that the lowest foundations of the fort date back to the beginning of the Christian 

era during the Parthian Period. In 1601, a Portuguese chronicler Antionio Bocarro says that a 

'great number' of gold coins minted by Tiberius Caesar (14-37) were found in Suhar. In the first 

century, Rome began using maritime routes to the east for trade since the Parthians had cut off 

land routes to India and China. Early Christian traders may well have been the first Christians to 

pass by or settle there. Situated next to the 'Umani mountains, Suhar has an exceptional water 

supply thanks to a continuous line of springs that could be harnessed to bring water wherever it 

was needed, thanks to the aflaj system of ducts. Suhar's attractiveness as a port, city, and possible 

site of a church, was also based on the 1500-foot-high Sohar Peak, a white limestone block rising 

above the horizon, which could easily be followed by navigators to Suhar, which itself sat very 

low at sea level.  In addition, Suhar historically was the passageway from the sea to al-Tu'am 

(Tuwwam), an oasis along a major caravan route.43 This all being the case, Christians taking a 

sea route to fleeing persecution, which will be discussed later, could have accessed the city, even 

at the earliest days of Christianity, from the west or by sea. 

                                                 
 42. Haya Al-Thani, "Archaeological Survey of Beth Qatraye," in The Syriac Writers of 

Qatar in the Seventh Century, ed. by Mario Kozah, Abdulrahim Abu-Husayn, Saif Shaheen Al-
Murikhi, and Haya Al Thani, 23-35. (Piscataway, NJ:  Gorgias Press, 2014), 24; citing Potts, The 

Arabian Gulf in Antiquity, 241-247; Carter, Robert A. "Christianity in the Gulf during the first 
centuries of Islam." Arabian archaeology and epigraphy 19, no. 1 (2008): 71-108, 71. 

 

 43. Monik Kervan, Sohar Fort Museum (Muscat: Ministry of National Heritage and 

Culture, 1996), 15, 22-26. 
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 Other candidates sometimes suggested as possible locations of the Christian community 

of Mazun are Dibba and Ra's Musandam. Dibba is located north of Suhar on the Musandam 

Peninsula; Dibba could be thought of to sound like Dibes or Dibos. In Dibes, a person had been 

captured and brought to Constantine, then later, as a monk, built three churches, two of which are 

reasonably identified. The third was said to have been in or near the Persian Gulf. Those who 

suggest this site find it reasonable he would build a church in a location familiar to the monk 

from his past.44 Both Suhar and Dibba were great trading centers. A third candidate for the 

church site is Ra's Musandam. Some favor this site because of a monastery that was mention in 

Vita Ionae, which was built said to be south of Bet Qatraye, and was built on a "black island;" 

the name Ra's Musandam may have been derived from the Arabic "aswad," which means 

black.45  

 The seaport of Suhar is strategically located at one end of a major caravan route, which 

winds its way up through the mountains, following a wadi, from the coast to Tuwwam [modern 

Al-Ain/Buraimi]. The shortest and easiest land route to the nearest neighboring Christian center 

of Bet Qatraye in the northwest would have been by camel caravan from Suhar to Tuwwam, 

then, after a rest in the oasis for the restocking of supplies and water, onward toward al-

Bahrain/Bet Qatraye. Additionally, the Persians and Julandas, Kings of 'Uman, governed 

variously from Tuwwam, Rustaq and Dibba. Suhar was conveniently located among the three 

making it a strategically good location for the ministry of a church. 
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 After this first reference to the Bishop of Mazun in 424,46 120 years passed before it 

again appears in synod records. During the latter part of the fifth century, authority over eastern 

Arabia seems to have shifted from the Lakhmids, who favored Christians, to the Kindas. During 

this period, groups formerly loyal to more the Christianized Lakhmid capital of al-Hira shifted 

loyalty to the non-Christianized Kinda. There is no mention of eastern Arabia in the Lakhmid 

annals during that time. The church did not reappear in synod records again until 544,47 when 

David, bishop of Mazun, attended the synod of Mar Aba I. This happened thirteen years after 

Khusraw I came to power in about 531, according to Tabari, and appointed Lakhmid al-Mundhir 

III, as "king of the area of Oman, al-Bahrain, al-Yamama as far as Taif and the rest of the 

Hejaz."48 The argument could be made either that the church floundered under Kinda rule or 

chaos abounding during the time, then reappeared during the new Christian-friendly Lakhmid 

period.  It could be considered just as likely that the church continued on but produced no 

historical records. Potts writes, "the gap in attendance [between the two synods] . . . may have 

been cause by Kinda domination in al-Bahrain, for David was the only bishop present [at the 

synod] representing the Gulf.49 In 576, once again the only Gulf representative at the synod of 

Ezechiel of that year was Samuel, bishop of Mazun.50 Then another 100 years pass before the 

final reference, this time to the bishop of Mazunaye in 676.51 For consistency, if one argues 

                                                 
 46. Chabot, Synodicon, 285. 
 
 47. Braun, Das Buch, 113; Chabot, Synodicon, 328. 
 

 48. Potts, Arabian Gulf, 249. 

 

 49. Potts, Arabian Gulf, 246-249. 

 
 50. Braun, Das Buch, 165; Chabot, Synodicon, 368. 
 
 51. Braun, Das Buch, 335; Chabot, Synodicon, 482-4. 



 19

against the continuity of the Church of Mazun through the 250 year period based on its absence 

from ecclesiastical records, then the same argument should be made for the absence of  other 

Gulf bishops from the synods. This seems unlikely. There are many situations that would have 

prevented a healthy, ongoing bishopric from sending its bishop on distant, costly trips to a synod. 

Before going on it is appropriate to name the four bishops from Mazun who were signatories to 

the proceedings of synods of the Church of the East: Yohanna (John), Bishop of Mazun, attended 

the Synod in Dadiso, in 424;52 Mar David, Bishop of Bet Mazun was present at the Synod of Mar 

Aba I, in 544;53 Samuel, Bishop of Mazun, signed off on the Synod of Mar Ezechiel, in 576;54 

and Stephanus, Bishop of Mazunaye, attended the Synod in 676 in Darin.55 The earliest date that 

Christianity may have found its way to Mazun/'Uman is not known; the latest date for the church 

of Mazun/'Uman would have been 424. 

 The church that existed, in whatever time period, whether continuously or intermittently, 

seems likely to have been located in Suhar: (1) the capital of Mazun; (2) located strategically 

almost equidistant other cities important to Persian government; (3) host to a great trade 

emporium; (4) a seaport, easily located and accessed from the sea; (5) possessing a dependable 

source of sweet water; (6) located at one end of a major caravan route leading to a lovely oasis; 

(7) closest to neighboring Christians in Bet Qatraye; and (8) with a history extending 2000 years 

backward to the beginning of Christianity.  The Proceedings of the Seminar for Arabian Studies, 
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provide input regarding this issue. Ulrich wrote, "There is, however, some reason for caution 

with regard to Oman.  Kennet argues, for example, that no convinceing evidence of Sasanian-

period occupation at Suhar has yet been discovered . . . .  Monique Kervan, however, points out 

that large scale excavation at Suhar is impossible due to the present state of urban developmetn, 

while centuries of development of palm gardens surrounding the town have destroyed many 

areas from an archaeological perspective."56 

  The current project, then, surveyed various sources in order to recreated the trails taken 

by Christianity as it expanded from Edessa toward Mazun/'Uman in the pre-Islamic Middle East.   

It is the first synod, that in 410, that laid out the structure of the Church of the East: Bet Qatraye 

was under the authority of the Metropolitan of Rev Ardashir, which in turn was under the 

authority of the Patriarchate in Seleucia-Ctesiphon. While the first bishop from Bet Mazunaye 

did not appear until the synod of 424, the Chronicle of Arbela, speaks of seventeen eastern 

bishoprics that were in place in Persia by 224: thirteen in Mesopotamia and along the Tigris, two 

in Susiana, and one in eastern Arabia. The Chronicle does not indicate how far south Christianity 

extended, but it would not have been impossible for it to have reached Mazun in the early third 

century or even before.57 Potts suggested that the first Christians in the Gulf were probably 
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merchants who bought and sold textiles and pearls.58 These could have arrived at a very early 

date. 

 Evidence suggests that Bet Mazunaye and its sister province Bet Qatraye were more than 

a peripheral, border congregations. Thompson wrote of the Gulf Christians in his book Jesus of 

Arabia, "Some of the most important theologians and liturgists emerged from monastic 

communities based in Bahrain, 'Uman, Abu Dhabi and Qatar. Of these the greatest was St. Isaac 

of Nineveh (believed to have originated from Abu Dhabi). His spirituality made him one of the 

foremost writers of the entire of the entire Church of the East tradition. He remains one of the 

most significant theological and liturgical influences on Eastern Christian monasticism, even 

today."59  

 So where did the church of Mazun, whose bishops acted as a signator to synod 

proceedings preserved in the Synodicon Orientale, come from? How did it get there? Various 

hypotheses have been suggested regarding the spread of Christianity to the Gulf.  First is the 

theory that Christianity was brought to the Gulf through the missionary activities of the Church 

of the East (Nestorian Church), which split from the western Syrian Jacobite or Monophysite 

Church in the fifth century. It is doubtful that this could be a complete and adequate explanation 

since the church in Mazun appeared in history in 424, as a fully-developed church with a bishop, 

only fourteen years after the creation of the Church of the East in 410, and seven and twenty-

seven years respectively before the Councils of Ephesus (431), in which Nestorius was 

condemned, and Chalcedon (451), when Nestorius and all who followed were expelled from the 
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church. Nestorius was born in c. 386 and served as Archbishop of Constantinople from 428 to  

431, when Emperor Theodosius II reaffirmed his condemnation by the Council of Ephesus.  He 

died in 450.   The church of Mazun appeared in records four years before the beginning of 

Nestorius' tenure as Archbishop. Though it is discussed in literature as being Nestorian, this is an 

anachronism - Nestorianism post-dates the 424 synod. 

 Augmented, however, with legend and tradition drawn from The Acts of Thaddaeus,60 

Eusebius' Church History,61 Doctrine of Addai,62 Acts of Mari,63 and  the Chronicle of Arbela,64 

a story line unfolds revealing the expansion of Christianity in the pre-Islamic Middle East, 

beginning in Jerusalem, up through Edessa, south to Seleucia/Ctesiphon, capital of the Persian 

Empire, and from there, down through the Gulf to 'Uman, the terminus of the trail of ministry 

and missions.  

 A second theory is that persecution associated with competing religious beliefs motivated 

the Christian attempts to escape conflict and oppression by migrating southward along the 

Tigris-Euphrates valleys to the shores of the Gulf to Mazun/"Uman. Persecution from three 
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directions motivated this in sequence.  Jews in the Roman Empire who followed Christ found 

themselves first experiencing "fraternal persecution" from fellow Jews who continued to 

maintain their Judaism, then, from Romans, beginning under Nero, after the Great Fire in Rome, 

and then after that, by the Persians, to whose lands they had earlier fled for safety but then found 

themselves again in danger. Regrettably for these Christians, Rome and Persia engaged in a 

series of attacks and counter attacks from 53 BC until about 215 CE, and control of the border 

passed back and forth between them, with Christians caught and suffering in the middle. Those 

who were not killed suffered persecution, imprisonment, or enslavement, first at the hands of one 

and then the other. As a consequence, the relocation of prisoners to the far reaches of the Persian 

Empire, which at that time would have included the Persian-dominated eastern coast of the 

Arabian Peninsula, was employed to reduce the surplus of captives.  

 Although the number of Christians in the "no man's land" between the two empires is not 

known, they must have constituted a substantial minority or plurality. They were known to be 

well educated and were famous for their skills in medicine and the sciences. It would not be hard 

to imagine these talented Christians choosing to remove themselves from the war zone, by 

voluntarily relocating down into the Gulf where they would have found a receptive community 

in need of their knowledge and skills. Bonneric and others espoused the view that the persecution 

of Christians by Sasanian Shapur II (309-379) led to the migration of Christian people outside 

the Empire, perhaps to the Gulf.65 Near the mouth of the Gulf, was a port that had been 

established to accommodate commercial and technical advances in sea travel at the beginning of 
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the first century. Around that time, caravan routes had been replaced by maritime routes for 

transporting cargo from China. Philostorgius, describing a trip he took in the fourth century, 

mentioned an Emporium Persicum near the entrance to the Gulf.66 This port was quite possibly 

Suhar.  For migrating Christians, the city would have constituted a refuge far from the ongoing 

conflict, yet still under Persian control, receptive to outsiders, and in a position to make use of 

their professional knowledge or skills.  

 A third hypothesis is that Christianity spread to the Gulf through the interaction between 

polytheistic tribes and the partially-Christianized Arab tribes. According to Potts, Christianity 

among the tribes was "at least in part attributable to their contacts with al-Hira, where a 

significant proportion of the population was Christian."67 This trail begins at Ma'rib in Himyar 

with the migration of the Azd tribe to 'Uman, led by the semi-legendary figure Malik ibn Fahm. 

Malik may have lived and died in 'Uman, but the second of two legends has him continuing 

onward to Bahrain and further north still where he forms an alliance with the Tanukh and, 

through marriage, joins the two tribes, which the give birth to the Lakhmid Empire. This put the 

founders of the nation of 'Uman in association with several Christian tribes. The majority of the 

Abd al-Qays (inhabitants of the region of al-Bahrain) were also Christians, and parts of the 

Tamim and Kinda were also thought to have been Christian.68 The capital of the Lakhmids was 

al-Hira was a famous center of Christianity. Some have even stated that some of the Azd tribe, 
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which first settled 'Uman, were themselves Christian.69 Emperor Constantius (337-361) had 

dispatched ambassadors to Himyar, original homeland of the Azd, accompanied by a missionary 

"Theophilos the Indian." Their purpose was to gain permission to build churches to be used by 

visiting Byzantine Merchants and other Christians.70 Theophilos is credited with converting the 

King of Himyar to Christianity in about 350.71 The first Azd migration would have pre-dated 

Theophilos, by over a century, but this would not preclude subsequent waves of migration by 

Christianized Azd, which may have continued up until the Islamic conquests. 

 A fourth enabling factor relates to all this: commerce. Thompson in Christianity in 

Oman: Ibadism, Religious Freedom, and the Church, gave an historical overview of Christianity 

in the Arabian Gulf, outlining four major influences on the Christian presence in the Arabic Gulf.  

Three of these he labeled theology, terror from persecution, and tribes; these correlate roughly to 

the three theories above. The fourth influence is trade. He wrote, "All these factors seem to have 

had a role in the arrival and formation of the early church in 'Uman."72 Their engagement in 

commercial endeavors would explain how Christians might have been able to migrate down the 

Persian Gulf even prior to missionary activities that later may have been encouraged and 
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financially supported by the Church of the East. Since it is an important underpinning of the 

other three factors, it is discussed in context of each, rather than as a separate factor. 

 Bonneric (2019) suggests also that trade may have enabled Christian migration to the 

Gulf at an early date.73 Without Persia's diligence in keeping the shipping lanes open for 

commerce, it would have been very difficult for Christianity to spread in the Persian Gulf. The 

Empire's commercial interests required them to control the shores of the Gulf and maintain 

relative stability along the Gulf coasts. This may have had the effect of bringing Christian traders 

to the region while also enabling Christianity to spread and establish churches and monasteries in 

eastern Arabia and western Persian. Records exist of a patriarchal "visitation to some of the 

coastal churches in the Gulf" and a report on a survey of the pearl fisheries, which "may indicate 

that the Christian communities along the Arabian Gulf coast were involved in the pearl trade in 

some way, though no archaeological evidence has yet been uncovered to support such a 

suggestion."74 In Meadows of Gold, Mas'udi refers to pearl fishing in 'Uman and other points 

along the Gulf shores.75 These trader/migrants could have followed a route previously 

mentioned, which began in the Roman province of Arabia to the north.76 But the financial 

aspects of the migration of Christians is not in the scope of this current study. 
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 To summarize, three hypothesis regarding the origins of Christianity in the Gulf and 

'Uman will be explored and expanded in the following three sections entitled, "The Trail of and 

Ministry and Mission;" "The Trail of Persecution and Prisons; " and "The Trail of Migration and 

Mingling."  A review of the literature, divided in accord with the three trails, will explore a 

variety of sources in this examination of the expansion of Christianity from Edessa to 'Uman.  

Need for the Study 

 According to Nobel & Treiger, "On the eve of the Islamic conquests in the seventh 

century CE, Christians formed a majority or a plurality in most areas of the Middle East . . . "77  

but it is not known to what extent this might have been true of  'Uman/Mazun. According to Dr. 

Suleiman A. Mourad, 2004 doctoral graduate of Yale University, Professor of Religion at Smith 

College, Arab Christianity is a neglected area of church history and "remains a topic in need of 

further research and study."78 Mourad further points out that archaeological findings and Syriac 

manuscripts, which until the last few years were unavailable or known largely only to specialists, 

have facilitated recent scholarship, furnishing "very valuable information about Christianity in 

the Gulf region in the period between the fourth and ninth centuries CE."79 Based on the findings 

of recent scholarship, he asserts that, "Christian communities did indeed flourish in the eastern 

Arabian Peninsula (modern Qatar, Bahrain, northeastern Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, UAE, and 

'Uman) . . . .  Their history can shed important lights on history, religion and culture in Arabia, as 
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well as the world in which Islam was born."80 The current project will add to this body of 

knowledge. 

Purpose 

 
 The purpose of this project is to examine the expansion of Christianity into the pre-

Islamic Middle East from Edessa to 'Uman, then its subsequent disappearance. The literature 

suggests three sources of Christians in 'Uman: converts or descendants of converts, which had 

been made by early missionaries, probably Nestorians; refugees, who had fled persecution by 

their fellow Jews, then by the Roman/Byzantine Empire, and then by the Persians, or been 

relocated as prisoners of war taken by the Persians; and converts, who were made when non-

Christian tribes mingled with those that were partially or totally Christianized. An attempt was 

made to recreate the trails associated with these three sources as Christianity moved from Edessa 

to 'Uman by examining and blending historical, documentary, and archaeological evidence, with 

information drawn from hagiographies, legends, traditions, and sacred texts.  

 Also discussed will be several of the factors may have contributed to Mazun's exit from 

history, two of which were related to religion and the others less so. At the same time that kings 

and tribal leaders of 'Uman were choosing to convert to Islam at the invitation of Muhammad, 

Gulf churches were in conflict with the leadership of the Eastern Church regarding the locus of 

authority to appoint bishops. The conflict weakened the church at the very time Islam was 

looking for converts. Some Christians chose to keep their faith and pay the jizya, or poll tax, but 

others converted  in order to keep their riches.81 Still others may sincerely have believed in the 

new Prophet. Two years later, however, after the death of Muhammad, buyers' regret may have 
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set in for the literature documents Christians apostatized in order to retain 1/2 of their wealth; 

some of those rose up in a rebellion that was quickly and bloodily squelched. After this, a 

general peace and prosperity in 'Uman followed, with an absence of official persecution for 

almost a century. Christianity faded away, first in 'Uman, then later in other parts of the Gulf, 

where in some places it endured until the ninth or tenth centuries.  

 At its origin, Christianity was an Eastern religion with more in common with the deserts 

of Saudi Arabia than Europe and the west. This in-depth study of early Christianity in 'Uman 

attempts to gather, analyze, and summarize available data in order to provide a plausible 

explanation of its history in eastern Arabia, in particular, its relationship with 'Uman/Mazun.  

Methodology 

 
 A discussion of the scope and nature of the study, limitations, sources and source 

problems follows to clarify issues related to the review of the literature. Key terms will be 

defined within the text itself, as needed. 

Scope 

 This study explores three main theories regarding the dispersion of Christianity, from 

Judea (Christ's death c. 30 CE), to Edessa, Seleucia-Ctesiphon, and, finally, to 'Uman (before 

424 CE). Scarce primary sources were used when available, but in most cases secondary only 

existed, and these were far removed from the date of the events they record. Sources were 

translated into English from Pahlavi, Syriac, Coptic, Greek, Latin, and Arabic.  These documents 

included historical reports, literature, letters, sacred scriptures, hagiographies, legends, and 

traditions. It does not delve into theological issues nor the many sects and sub-sects roving the 

Arabian Peninsula at that time. 
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Nature of the Study 

 The study is characterized by a qualitative and descriptive approach to recreating and 

analyzing unfolding history. In addition to library research and interviews or correspondence 

with subject matter experts (SMEs), on-site visits were made in order to better understand the 

important role of geography. Because of the dearth of evidence of any kind generated, especially 

in 'Uman proper, the research drew largely on external sources, literary and archaeological 

sources, artefactual evidence, and available history of analogous sites, applying logic and 

inference in making assessments, interpretations, and conclusions regarding Christianity's 

expansion. There were, however, two recently translated works that were very helpful in 

understanding the early history of 'Uman - these will be discussed later. 

Sources and Source Problems 

 Arthur Jeffrey (1892 - 1959), Professor of Semitic languages at Columbia University 

from 1938 until his death, spent his professional life conducting historical studies of Middle 

Eastern manuscripts.82 Jeffrey, summarized the task of writing the history of Christianity in the 

Arabian Peninsula as, "that of weaving together a great number of strands gathered from one 

source or another, never quite certain that some strands are really going to hold, and very 

conscious that there are great gaps where we have no strands at all to help fill out the picture."83 

 That has certainly been true of this current study. My task was to blend isolated bits and 

pieces of information, evidence, tradition, and legend into a cohesive narrative regarding early 

Christianity. I considered authenticity, validity and reliability, while at the same time recognizing 
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that, in the end, the acceptability of any single source of information varied according to the 

reader and discipline. By considering sources authentic, valid, and reliable to the furthest extent 

possible, yet without putting away skepticism, I attempted to minimize endless discussion of 

disputes, while maximizing the volume of material available in recreating a plausible explanation 

of unfolding history. 

Issues in Authenticity, Validity and Reliability of Available Sources 

 Analyses of Ayman Ibrahim84 and Robert Hoyland85 were helpful in clarifying the nature 

of the source problem. Ibrahim stated that, since Arabic accounts "were written or compiled one 

to several centuries after Muhammad's death," there is a question of "the reliability, authenticity, 

and validity of these sources."86 Selection issues include: why did the author chose to write on 

this topic? Why was it preserved? translated? If translated, what accidental mistakes or 

purposeful changes may have occurred? Have there been over or understatement of the facts?  

Since data found in available sources cannot be fully trusted, the researcher cannot be certain of 

the accuracy of the picture constructed from or of events. In addition, there are obscurities and 

contradictions, and important information is missing.  

 Ibrahim suggests, however, that, "The question is not whether contradictions and 

discrepancies exist in the Arabic sources under study, but rather how they will be handled."87 In 
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an environment of scant resources, this current study focuses on recreating the clearest, most 

complete picture possible from minimal information. The study drew information document, 

such as religious manuscripts, tradition and legend, but the authenticity, even if the reliability 

and validity might be either accepted or disputed, in accord with the original beliefs and 

assumptions of the critic.  

 Disagreements based on differing assumptions and on degree of willingness to accept a 

source's statements88 are common. In attempting to evaluate and interpret material, Muslim and 

non-Muslims may disagree, traditional and revisionist scholars (skeptics) may disagree, and any 

scholar may disagree with any other scholar regarding interpretation of historical events.89 The 

major difference between traditionalists and revisionists  is how much trust they are willing to 

put in a source's reliability. Skeptical scholars insist that "all transmitted traditions, in part 

because of great inner contradictions, legendary forms, and so forth, have to be rejected," while 

traditionalists argue that "transmission, despite all these defects," have at least a genuine core, 

which can be recognized using the appropriate source-critical method."90 In this study, the trust 

put in a source's reliability was maximized, as possible. 

 In this study, Ibrahim's following conclusion is assumed: "Our sources do not necessarily 

record what actually happened, but instead represent what the authors, at best, believe to have 

taken place, or at worst, what they desired their audience to believe about the era they 

described."91 Then, as Hoyland reasoned, when possible, viewers could form their own opinions 
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if witnesses were allowed to speak for themselves rather than employing an "omnipotent 

narrator." The approach promised to work well in this study "since the materials for pre-Islamic 

Arabian history are little known and often difficult to interpret."92 Even while remaining alert 

and skeptical, the assumption was made that most writers were trying to accurately and honestly 

express what they believed to have happened.   

 In summary, this current project regarding early Christianity and 'Uman the choice was 

made to paint with the broadest, most inclusive, comprehensive brush, by including traditions 

and legends to the fullest extent reasonable. This study took a qualitative traditional approach, 

uncovering and linking events, developing a logical connection, and sometimes an intuitive 

connection, between and among these events. Where there were internal problems regarding 

dates of important people or events or discrepancies about chronological order, this problem was 

noted and a rationale made for choosing one date or order over another. Caution was applied 

when multiple sources were not available for "primary" sources that were, in fact, actually 

secondary sources that were chronologically removed from actual events.  

Categories of Sources 

 Hoyland, in Arabia and the Arabs, listed the categories of sources available for the study 

of the Arabian Peninsula: 

 Inscriptions. Hoyland writes, "Almost the only texts that the inhabitants of Arabia 

themselves have left us are the inscriptions that are found in their tens of thousands all over the 

land. Most are brief and treat only a limited range of subjects, but they are precious for being 
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testimonies of the people themselves."93 Since the state of archaeology is still young in Oman, 

there is still hope that some existing inscription, when found and translated, might provide 

additional documentation of Christianity in Mazun, but to date, this has not happened. And 

regrettably, in Suhar as an example, new discoveries are unlikely because the modern city was 

built over the top of the tel. Up and down the Batinah Coast, extensive development since 1970 

may also have buried or inadvertently destroyed evidence that might have hinted at the presence 

of Christians. 

 Poetry. Writes Hoyland about these sources, "From the sixth and seventh centuries AD 

there is also Arabic poetry, which is invaluable for the vivid scenes it paints and for the moral 

world it conjures up" but it "does not provide a sustained narrative of events."94 And while it is 

"rich in allusions to the social and moral world of its authors and their tribes folk," it "derives 

from north and central Arabia of the sixth century AD, and it may well therefore be wrong to use 

it to elucidate earlier centuries or to characterize other regions of Arabia."95 Lichtenstadter 

speculated that pre-Islamic religious beliefs were censored out by post-Islamic scholars.96  If 

true, this would limit poetry's usefulness for the current study. However, two sources seemed 

promising at the outset and were reviewed for relevant information with little success: Arabic 

Christian Poets before and after Islam (4 volumes) by Louis Cheikho,97 and Arabic Literature to 
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the End of the Umayyad Period, Edited by A.F.L. Beeston, T.M. Johnstone; R.B. Serjeant, and 

G.R.Smith.98  Perhaps this is because most classical poetry is from the Bedouin tradition, rather 

than settled. 

 Observations of Non-Arab Peoples. In the absence of primary sources, Hoyland writes 

that, " . . . we are forced to rely upon the observations of non-Arabian peoples . . . . These are 

very useful for giving us an outsider's view, but will for that very reason be potentially biased or 

misinformed."99  In this study, nearly all evidence originated with non- 'Umani and non-Arab 

peoples, although several volumes of 'Umani history have been translated and were useful. 

 Archaeological Findings. While sites revealing monasteries and church up and down the 

Gulf have been identified, as of this writing, no artifacts bearing crosses or other indications of 

Christian use have been found as far as Oman. This may be because they never existed, or 

because the materials eroded or were reused over time, or that they were deliberately destroyed 

in an effort to erase the presence of Christianity on the Arabian Peninsula, including its 

southeastern portion. Closest to Mazun/'Uman is a church and monastery complex at Sir Bani 

Yas Island off the coast of the UAE, north east of Abu Dhabi. 

 Muslim Sources. Hoyland continued, that alone, the resources mentioned above present 

an unclear and incomplete picture, but that research can then draw upon the "vast compilations 

of early Muslim authors on pre-Islamic history in order to elucidate and supplement this 
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picture."100 But in doing so, he cautions, the researcher must be aware of two drawbacks in using 

Muslim sources, the focus on the life of Muhammad to the exclusion of all else, and their 

ambivalence to pre-Islamic Arabia. They focused on the life of Muhammad (c. 570-632 CE) 

because they were mostly either storytellers instructing converts or lawyers formulating Islamic 

law.  In either case the Qur’an and Muhammad were their primary concerns. In regard to 

Mazun/'Uman, the southernmost focus of this study of the expansion of Christianity, two letters 

sent from Muhammad to the leaders of 'Uman remarkably have been preserved. In general, 

however, Muslim histories of pre-Islamic Arabia and the earliest days if Islam reflect the 

changes that this new religion had wrought upon Arab society, measured in retrospect, with 

contemporary eyes, and may not be accurate representations of earlier times.  There is a general 

dearth of 'Umani sources regarding pre-Islamic history, and in those that exists, an absence of 

Christianity; it was not part of the story line. However, one Christian man does figure in the story 

of the coming of Islam to 'Uman. 

 Traditions and Genealogies. According to Hoyland, ". . . plenty of nuggets of 

information survived these processes, especially the traditions and genealogies preserved by and 

reported from tribes."101 This was true in the current study, especially in regard to the 

intermingling of Christianized with non-Christian tribes. 'Omani traditions and genealogies in 

particular informed the current study. These include information found in Kitab al-ansab by 

Salama b. Muslim al-'Awtabi al-Suhari (c. 11th century), translated in 2017 by Daniela Amaldi 

                                                 
 100. Hoyland, Arabia and the Arabs, 9. 
 

 101. Ibid. 
 



 37

under the title The Origins of the History of Oman, which is the earliest surviving text providing 

an account of 'Uman's origins in particular and on Arab genealogies in general.102 

Limitations 

 While information from Roman/Byzantine and Persian sources provide information 

regarding Christianity as it expanded through both of the major empires and into the Gulf, the 

near absence of specific information regarding pre-Islamic Christians in Oman presented a 

challenge. The dearth of information does not apply only to Christianity in 'Uman but to 'Uman 

during this time period in general. This scarcity of evidence required the plowing of diverse 

fields over seven and a half centuries, three continents, multiple of empires, and multiple modern 

and ancient languages for bits and pieces of relevant information. Manuscripts may still exist that 

contain key information that today remains hidden, undiscovered, unexamined, or untranslated. 

Everything available for the current study regarding Christians and Christianity in 'Uman comes 

from English translations of sources.  The fully effective researcher should master of several 

languages, ancient and modern, to avoid dependency on the available translations only. I 

personally would like to have been empowered by fluency in  Syriac and German, and possibly 

Pahlavi. 

 Having reviewed the need and purpose of the study, the methodology and limitations, a 

note is in order: all dates are in the Common Era (CE) unless otherwise indicated. Below, the 

important area of Mazun/'Uman is defined and explored, and the location of the church of Mazun 

is discussed, and after that follows a literature review 
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REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Mazun, oh friends, is a beautiful country, a country rich in fields and palm trees,  
of pastures and inexhaustible sources."  (Al-'Awtabi in his Kitab al-ansab)103 

 
 Down through history, 'Uman has been known by many names. It was first mentioned in 

cuneiform writings left by the Sumerians; "Magan" to them was an important source of 

copper.104 The Akkadians called it Makkan,105 then later, in a trilingual inscription written in Old 

Persian, Elamite and Assyrian, it was called Qade.106 As an important commercial crossroad, 

Magan was targeted for conquest by Naram Sin (2261-2224 BCE), grandson of Sargon the Great 

of Akkad.107 Even after the copper was gone, Magan continued to thrive because of its trade in 

frankincense, which was well-established in the days of historian Herodotus.108 Herodotus (d. 

430 BC) wrote, "Arabia is the most distant to the south of all inhabited countries and this is the 

only country which yields frankincense and myrrh."109  

 Other commercial endeavors in 'Uman included both diving for pearls and fishing in the 

waters of the Gulf, activities which have been important since ancient times.110 In the middle of 
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the first century CE, an anonymously written  manual for Roman merchants, Periplus of the Red 

Sea, referred to Omana and its neighbor Persis.111 Jean-Francois Breton, researcher at the Centre 

National de la Recherché Scientifique, leader of archaeological expeditions to Yemen, wrote in 

Arabia Felix, "Indeed the Periplus is the prime source of evidence on commercial relations in the 

region during this period," and from the Periplus, "it is clear that the commercial horizons of 

South Arabia began to expand significantly in this period, and an influx of foreign cultural 

influences naturally followed."112 'Uman 's coastal harbors were linked by sea routes with the 

coasts of India and east Africa."113 Omana would thus have been well-connected by sea to areas 

throughout their world as early as the first century CE, thus enabling Christian influence, ideas, 

and beliefs to be exchanged freely between 'Uman and societies. 

 Although scholarly opinion varies regarding its exact boundaries, Mazun/'Uman seems to 

have corresponded roughly to the area that is today comprised of the United Arab Emirates and 

the Sultanate of Oman. Ahmad Ubaydli determined the area of 'Uman from early sources as 

229,249.44 km2 or 88513.2088 mi2. 'Uman today plus the United Arab Emirates (minus the area 

of Zufar, which was not always included) is 300,000 km2 or 115,830 mi2, "in the same general 

order of magnitude," since, in some references, 'Uman included Yemen or al-Bahrayn.114 For the 

purposes of this study, an additional term will be added, which appears in many places: "Omani 
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Peninsula." While it is useful, it is good to remember that it is an invented term, created by and 

used by archaeologists, who may not always be the best authorities on geography.  

 An knowledge of the geography of the Omani Peninsula is necessary to understand the 

movements of people during the historical period examined below. John C. Wilkinson in The 

Imamate Tradition of Oman, provides a vivid description of Oman and its borders: 

At its most simple, regional identity in Oman derives from the fact that it is effectively an 
island, surrounded on three sides by the Persian/Arabian Gulf, the Gulf of Oman, and the 
Arabian Sea, and on the fourth by the great sand sea of al-Rimal, the so-called Empty 
Quarter.  The physical core of this island is the 650 km-long [390 miles] mountain chain 
which rises to over 3000 m [ 9,843 ft.] in the central node of the Jabal Al-Akhdar, where 
also the range is at its widest, some 130 km [78 miles] from east to west including the 
foothill zone . . . Hinging on the so-called Sumayil Gap, the main pass through the 
mountains at this point, the chain divides into two blocks in the local geography, the 
Hajar al-Sharqi extending eastwards to Ras al-Hadd, the eastern most part of the Arabian 
Peninsula, and the Hajar al-Garbi, running curvilinearly [sic] northwards to the 
Musandam Peninsula.  There the range drops abruptly into the sea so that only the narrow 
Strait of Hormuz separates the Persian and Arabian mainlands.115 
 

Springs and streams of water flow down from the high mountains and are distributed by an 

ancient irrigation system, the aflaj (falaj, sing.).  Developed perhaps by the Persians, or perhaps 

even before, the aflaj made agriculture possible in sun-dried lands. Fishing and pearling were 

possible because of a chain of harbors that extended along the long coast.116 

 The expansion of Christianity from Edessa to Mazun/'Uman will be examined following 

the trails left by the ministry of early missionaries, Christians fleeing persecution or being 

located as POWs, and polytheistic tribes interacting with those that are at least partially 

Christianized.  This final trail will limit itself to the narrative of the Azd migration into 'Mazun, 
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and the leadership of Malik ibn Fahm, and his alliance with the Christian tribes in the Tigris 

Euphrates valley. 

The Trail of Ministry and Missions 

 The trail of ministry and missions can be reconstructed only through the blending of 

history with scripture, religious tradition, and legend, in an environment where academic and 

theological debate over where one ends and the other begins has been considerable.

 Historiographies and Hagiographies. A preliminary word about historiographies and 

hagiographies seems in order here. According to Muriel Debie, in her monograph, "Writing 

History as 'Histoires': The Biographical Dimension of East Syriac Historiography," in the past 

the Syriac chronicles were considered a low genre with no literary interest, but that "Only 

recently have scholars begun to read these texts both as literature and as historical sources."117 

The trail of ministry and missions is built not only on historical detail, which is sparse, and 

scripture, which says little of the expansion of Christianity in the East, but also (and largely) 

upon material predominantly considered legend, which is situated somewhere between a 

hagiography and historiography, with a regional scope and an historical side.118  

 It contains both the miraculous and theological along with its historical aspects.119 These 

writers, as hagiographers, "claim that the truthfulness of their information is due either to 
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autopsia, personal testimony, or to the testimony of a trustworthy witness known to them."120 

Within the accounts, "the truthfulness of the information provided is underpinned by reference to 

direct oral testimony and the identification of a chain of sound transmitters."121  

 Whether any given scholar accepts the trustworthiness of any one document seems to be 

most dependent on the initial assumptions and biases, and varies widely across disciplines. 

Chronology is also an issue that must be addressed. Debie points out that East Syrian 

historiography "mirrors the situation of the Church . . . internally vigorous, yet isolated from the 

rest of the universal church, and thus paying no attention to the history of the Western world . . . 

there is no universal chronicle (that is, starting from the Creation) written in the East Syrian 

tradition . . . . Perhaps as a consequence of their lacking the model or concept of a universal 

history, the East Syrians also lacked the chronological framework . . . since there is nothing that 

even approximates to a continuous chronology in the East Syrian tradition, nor any absolute 

dating."122 As a result, dating can be uncertain, but below various traditional documents will 

narrate the flow of Christianity from Christ in Judea to Edessa, then northern and southern 

Babylonia, and Seleucia-Ctesiphon, where the official Persian Church of the East was in 399 

given permission to hold a synod. After the Church of the East convene their first Synod in 410, 

a period of great missionary achievements followed, reaching not only India but also China. In 

424, the first Bishop of Mazunaye signed off on the proceeds of the Synod of the Church of the  
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East occurring in that year, thus documenting the Christianity's success in expanding from 

Edessa to Mazun/'Uman.                                                                                                         

 Acts of the Holy Apostle Thaddaeus. This narrative begins with "Acts of the Holy 

Apostle Thaddaeus: One of the Twelve."123 The governor of the city of Edessa named Abgarus 

had heard of Christ, his teachings, and the "wonders which He did." Even though he wanted to 

meet Christ, he could not leave his city and government so instead sent a letter to Christ. This 

letter arrived about the time that Jewish plots against Christ had reached a peak. In his letter 

Abgarus, who had an incurable disease, wrote Jesus referred to himself humbly as an "unworthy 

slave," and pointed out Christ's healing of the blind, the lame, the paralytic, and the demoniacs, 

as he asks Christ to visit. Graciously he suggests, "I entreat thy goodness to come even to us, and 

escape from the plottings of the wicked Jews, which through envy they set in motion against 

thee. My city is small, but large enough for both."124 

 Christ writes back, "Peace to thee and thy city! For because of this I am come, to suffer 

for the world, and to rise again, and to raise up the forefathers. And after I have been taken up 

into the heavens, I shall send thee my disciple Thaddaeus, who shall enlighten thee, and guide 

thee into all the truth, both thee and thy city."125 Thaddaeus' visit would be the first step of the 

Gospel of Christ toward Edessa, Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the Gulf, and, finally, to 'Uman.  Church 

historian Eusebius of Caesarea, in his The History of the Church,126 written some time before his 
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death in 339 CE (he was born in c. 260 CE), also recorded the history, lending some reliability to 

the account in the Acts of the Holy Apostle Thaddaeus.127 Thaddeus founded the church at 

Edessa, then continued his ministry in Armenia, Mesopotamia, and Syria. It is believed that, at 

his death, his body was brought to Rome and placed in St. Peter's Basilica.128  

 Doctrine of Addai. The story of Thaddeus'/Addai's efforts at evangelizing southern 

Armenia, northern Mesopotamia and Syria east of Antioch is also recorded in the Doctrine of 

Addai. In this variation of the account, Prince Abgar wanted to reward Thaddeus with rich gifts, 

but he refused, then left to preach in other cities, converting many pagans to the Christian faith. 

In the city of Beirut, he founded a church.129 130 

 Acts of Mar Mari, First Missionary to the Arsacid Empire. Mar Mari, a Christian 

apostle and disciple of Addai is considered to be the first missionary to the Arsacid Empire.131 

The Acts of Mar Mari is an account of the introduction of Christianity into both northern and 
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southern Mesopotamia by Mar Mari at the end of the first century and beginning of the second 

century.132  

 The final days of the ministry of Addai is also recorded in the Acts of Mar Mari. In this 

account is recorded the appointment and commission of a disciple named Mar Mari, to preach in 

the eastern region of Babylonia: 

After a short while, the whole of Mesopotamia was drawn to faith in Christ.  Many 
among those who accepted the faith strove to virtuous conduct.  After he had built the 
church in Edessa, equipped it with whatever it deserved, and appointed priests and 
deacons in the city and in its suburbs, Addai the Apostle left this world in peace . . . ."133 
 

But before he died, Addai selected his disciple Mari to evangelize Babylonia: ". . . Mari, who 

was living in the love of God and was adorned with virtuous manners.  He placed his right hand 

on Mari, as conferred to him by our Lord Jesus Christ, and sent him to the eastern region, of the 

land of Babylonia, ordering him to go and preach there the word of our Lord."134 

 According to tradition [Doctrine of Addai], Thaddeus probably died between 44 and 50.  

Mar Mari, then began his ministry at a time when Edessa was the capital was Osrhonene, which 

still lay outside the Roman Empire, not having been incorporated as one of the provinces until 

216. Its people spoke Syriac, although educated people in Edessa also knew Greek.135 
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 According to the account, "The blessed Mar Mari left Edessa to begin preaching until he 

reached the city Nisibis.  After the blessed one converted the city of Nisibis, planted in it the 

truth of the true faith, overthrew its idols, and shattered its statues, he built in it churches and 

monasteries and set teachers and a school."136 "Mar Mari and his entourage left for the Persian 

territory, where he made many conversions."137 Parthians ruled the territory of Babylonia, and 

the cities of Seleucia and Ctesiphon and Beth-Armaye were extremely prosperous before the 

destruction of old Seleucia by raiders.138 Mar Mari went to Beth-Armaya were he entered a 

village named Abad, where a wealthy man named Laqna and his family were converted to 

Christianity, and because of his example "many people, his kinsmen, people of his region and 

settlers, accepted the fear of God." Mar Mari then "built churches and monasteries for the faithful 

in all of the chief's towns located above Seleucia and Ctesiphon, and in the rest of the villages of 

Radan; according to tradition, they were 365 in number."139  

 After this Mar Mari went to the city of Seleucia on the Tigris, where he was met with a 

very different situation for his ministry.  This is the story of the birth of Christianity in Seleucia-

Ctesiphon, which would centuries give birth to the Church of the East, under the authority of 

which the Bishopric of Bet Mazunaye would fall:  

They came down to the city of Seleucia, which was located on the Tigris.  Because 
Christianity did not exist in the region, nor could they find anyone who would receive 
them in his house for God's sake, the blessed one and those who were with him rented a 
house and settled in it. The people of Seleucia were evil pagans. Mar Mari passed 
through the whole of Seleucia, but no one followed him. He realized that they had no 
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concern other than eating, drinking, and getting drunk.  As soon as the wine of the day 
before lost its effects, they hastened to drink the wine of the following day.  He could not 
tell them God's word because they were found drunken at all times.140  
    

 When no converts were made, disappointed, discouraged Mari composed a letter which 

he sent to Edessa to his colleagues, the apostles. He complained and blamed, "The land to which 

you have sent me is an evil and full of thorns. Its people are arrogant and hard. I am not able to 

work them and sow (in)  them (the word of God). And now if you order me, I would come to you 

or I would go to another place."141 But the Apostles discussed the issue then responded with a 

letter to Mar Mari, saying, "You have no right to come here or to go elsewhere before you go up 

the summits of those mountains and the top of the high places, breaking them up, tilling them, 

and sowing them to bring plentiful yield."142 This was analogy for sowing the gospel, working 

hard to win over the people, and see them become practicing Christians. "When the blessed Mar 

Mari realized that he had nowhere to go, he pondered about what he would do."143  

 He was stuck in the situation having received no consolation and no reprieve from his 

colleagues. Unable to leave without their approval, he considered his options: "Now there were 

three assemblies in Seleucia, one for the elders, one for the young people, and one for the 

children, for this is how they organized their assemblies.  The blessed one thought to stir up 

controversy at the assembly of the elders [the adult citizens of the free class in the city]: if it 

would be possible, I would hunt their souls starting from this place!"144 He began casually 
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joining their group, sitting "below all of them" because he was a foreigner.  But "he joined them 

in singing and in merriment every day."145  

 After a while, the president of the assembly became sick and his situation deteriorated 

until they felt the need to begin preparing for his burial.  Mar Mari came to him when the 

sickness persisted and said, "I shall put my hand on you in the name of the true God, and you 

shall be healed!" At that moment he was healed, then Mar Mari urged him to become a 

Christian: 

The man said to him:  What is Christianity?  Are you introducing a new god into the 
world?"  Mar Mari said to him: "God is not new, because he existed from the beginning 
and is everlasting.  He created heaven, they earth, the seas, and all that is in them . . . He 
sent him [Christ, his son] to the world so that through him it (humanity) would come to 
know his Father."146 
 

The local pagan priests realized they were losing influence to Mar Mari and appealed to the King 

of Ctesiphon for help. The king responded by sending a firm and threatening letter to Mar Mari: 

"What is this unrest and division that you caused in our land? And what about this foreign god 

about whom you are preaching to our people, according to their testimony indeed? Now if you 

give up your religion and confess these deities, you will received from me great gifts. But if you 

do not agree, you and everyone who confesses your God will be cut into limbs."147 

 When Mar Mari pointed out that God heals all kinds of sicknesses, the king made a 

personal request that perhaps was also a test, "I have only one sister, who is very dear to me. If 

you are able to heal her, I will give you a share in my kingdom!" Mar Mari replies, "If you will 
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believe in him after our sister has recovered, our request will be granted." The king said to him, 

"I will believe in him!" Mar Mari healed not only the sister but also a boatman who had taken 

him across the river. The sister Quinni was baptized and was asked to build "a church for the 

Living God."148 This was done on the site of a pagan temple. This was the founding of the 

church in Seleucia, precursor to the Church of the East. 

 Mar Mari preached "many years" around Beth-Aramaye, where "he brought to the 

Christian faith many among the Jews and the pagans." Then he left for another region, Kashkar. 

"Its people were wise and intelligent, and, as soon as they heard the true message from him, they 

accepted it and welcomed it ardently. The people of this place were more diligent than the others 

in every instruction and assessed everything with sincere scrutiny. . . . He converted many people 

thanks to the miracles that he performed. Even the priest of that idol was instructed in the faith 

and was baptized, and because of him, most of the city came to the fear of God. He built there a 

church and went around the entire region of Kashkar instructing, building churches in which he 

established priests, and consolidating them in the instruction of the fear of God."149 The 

conversion of Kashkar is believed to have preceded the conversion of Seleucia and Beth-

Aramaye; tradition holds that the bishopric see there is older than all of the other sees. Kashkar 

being now already converted, the disciples of the blessed Mar Mari accompanied him from there 

to Seleucia, and other regions:150  "After he converted all these regions, building churches in 

them and establishing priests and deacons in these." 151 
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 The holy one, along with the priest Anasimos who came with him from Edessa, Papa, 

Job, Malkisho', and the rest of the disciples who followed him, departed to the region of Beth-

Huzaye and Beth-Parsaye.152 Because of their profession, tradesmen from both regions [Huzian 

and Parsaye] went to the West, Harrak.153  

Afterwards he descended to the lower territories, where he detected the traces of Saint 
Thomas the Apostle154 and brought many people to our Lord. He also let one of his 
disciples named Job stay in those territories so that he could labor for their sake on his 
behalf.   . . .  The days of his ministry eventually came to an end.  Mar Mari circulated 
through the territories of the East for many years, consecrating churches and harmonizing 
them. . . . After many years during which he was engaged in instruction and absorbed by 
virtuous deed with the fear of God, he left the cities of Seleucia and Ctesiphon.155 
 

There, as people of all ages were gathered around him, Mar Mari delivered to them his final 

message:  

As you saw with your own eyes, as I instructed you, and as I conducted myself with you, 
you too must conduct yourselves among each other accordingly . . . Do not turn away 
from them, neither to the right nor to the left. Take care to practice unity among 
yourselves, and may you watch over it with fear and awe.  May you keep up the time of 
prayer continuously."156 
 

 After this Mar Mari "left this world, departing to the eternal life. His holy body was 

deposited and buried in the church, which he himself built and completed in Dur-Qunni". Acts of 
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Mar Mari concludes with, "The story of the blessed Mar Mari, apostle and preacher of the 

"whole land of the East has ended. . . ."157 

 To summarize all the above, Christ's disciples were chosen, the seventy and the twelve, 

and were sent out into the world to spread the Gospel. These included first Thomas, who 

according to church tradition crossed Babylonia on his way to India.  On his way, he dispatched 

Apostle Thaddeus, who had also been one of the twelve and one of the seventy disciples, to 

evangelizing in the city of Edessa, in Armenia. As Thaddeus, also called Addai, was dying he 

commissioned his follower Mar Mari to evangelize Babylonia.  Mar Mari's ministry resulted in 

the conversion of many to Christ and the subsequent establishment of churches, monasteries and 

schools in the region surrounding Seleucia-Ctesiphon. He stopped his movement forward when 

his work began overlapping with evidences of Thomas' prior ministry.  As Mar Mari's ministry 

neared its end, he returned to Edessa, choosing leaders for the young congregations he was 

leaving behind Armenia.158 Therefore, by the second century a Christian community was well 

established in Edessa, and at the end of the first and beginning of the second centuries, Mar Mari 

was introducing Christianity in both northern and southern Mesopotamia, establishing the 

Christian community in Seleucia-Ctesiphon. Armenia became the first country as a nation to 

accept Christianity.  If Thaddaeus died between 44 and 50, and if Mar Mari were only 20 years 

old at the time of his appointment, and if his ministry lasted 40 years, his death would have been 

about 104 -110.  
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 Additional Factual Support. The above accounts fit known history, accept for an 

anachronistic mention of Papa. Emperor Trajan invaded Armenia and Mesopotamia during 114 

and 115 annexing them as Roman provinces. The first historical record of Christians in Edessa 

was in 150, the first historical record of a church building anywhere was in 201, and the church 

was already being active by 202.159 In 201 a great flood was recorded in Edessa, and according 

to the Chronicle of Edessa, there were Christians there.160 In 213, Edessa became a Roman 

colony.161  In 216 a final war against the Parthians was launched by Emperor Caracalla, Parthian 

Arbela was destroyed in 216162 and there was a solar eclipse September 27, 218, as indicated by 

the Chronicle of Arbela.163 According to Tertullian, in 220 there were already several bishoprics 

in Persia.164 According to the Chronicle of Arbela, capital of the small Persian border kingdom 

of Adiabene, just 50 miles east of the river Tigris, there were more than 20 bishops in Persia in 
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224, at the end of the Parthian period.165 As pointed out in the discussion of Suhar earlier, 

support for the plausibility of subsequent missionary activity reaching down into 'Uman prior to 

or during the Parthian era comes from excavations in the port of Suhar at which the lowest level 

dates to the Parthian era and contains sherds of Indian Red Polished Ware that provide a 

chronological link suggesting that the foundation dates back to the early Christian era."166 And 

also mentioned above, further support for the plausibility of Parthian Christianity in 'Uman 

comes from the Portuguese chronicler Antonio Bocarro who, in his Livro do Estado da India 

Oriental, published in 1632, records that "a 'great number' of gold coins minted by Tiberius 

Caesar (14-37) were discovered at Sohar in 1601."167    

 "Periplus of the Red Sea," would seem to verify the physical capability of Christianity to 

spread beyond Persia. It refers to trade with "Omana and with its neighbor Persis." Commercial 

activity on the seas between the Roman Empire and the east was ongoing, even in the first 

century; this would enable migration to settlements or ports along the trade routes.  In Arabia 

Felix, Breton summarizes, "Overall, it is clear that the commercial horizons of South Arabia 

began to expand significantly in this period."168  

 These traders," . . . were instrumental in the evangelizing process in the east . . . . . Not 

long afterwards, there were Christian communities dotted around the Persian Gulf.  Sixty tombs 
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close to Bahrain cut into coral banks show how far the religion had reached by the start of the 

third century.  A text known as the Book of the Laws and the Countries, by Bardaisan of Edessa 

(154-222), courtier at the court of King Abgar VIII of Edessa, written around the same time, 

reports that Christians were to be found all over Persia.169 There is a frustrating lack of 

documentation of Christianity's presence in eastern Arabia, but the successors of Thomas, 

Thaddeus (Addai) and Mar Mari would have followed traders and the established maritime or 

land trade routes from Mesopotamia and down the Arabian Gulf, were they likely would have 

"made contact with the inhabitants of Eastern Arabia and may have established fledgling 

Christian communities there," though no supporting archaeological evidence exists.170                                                                                                                   

 The dating of the Acts of Mar Mari should be addressed. Some have suggested that it 

could have been written as late as 8th century Babylonia,171 but, in his introduction to the Acts of 

Mar Mari, Harrak established its date as being between the end of the third or early decades of 

the fourth centuries and the sixth century based on several things.172  It cannot be dated earlier 

than the fourth century because it mentions Papa of the see of Seleucia-Ctesiphon and events that 

took place during the end of the third and the early decades of the fourth centuries. Also, it 

mentions monasteries and schools, which constitute evidence of institutionalized monasticism 

which, it is generally agreed, took time to develop and expand even though they appeared 
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sometime around the middle of the fifth century.  In addition it includes fifth-century teachings 

of Addai. And, finally, The Acts mentions places visited by Mar Mari while they were "well-

established and mature Christian centers during a time of peace and prosperity 'where the  Evil 

could not molest and Satan could not harass.'"173 This is very important to the dating: 

 This can hardly be the fourth century, which witnessed a persecution launched by Shapur 

II that lasted forty years, beginning in the year 341. The fifth century was no less harsh toward 

the Christians of Mesopotamia, who suffered several official persecutions. By contrast, the sixth 

century was a time of relative peace, prosperity, and territorial expansion enjoyed by the church 

of Babylonia. This could well be the time when Acts of Mar Mari was written, though this line of 

reasoning does not suggest a more specific date.174 

 Harrak allowed that some Syriac sources do not support the role played by Mar Mari in 

spreading Christianity throughout Mesopotamia but rather suggest that it was Addai who 

preached Christianity in Persia, Assyria, Armenia, Media, and Babylonia - all this in addition to 

his evangelizing and church planting in Edessa.175 Eusebius never mentioned Addai's role in 

Babylonia; and Chronicle 846 and Patriarch Michael the Syrian (thirteenth century) both suggest 

that Aggai, Addai's successor in Edessa, was the one who preached Christianity in Persia.176 
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Harrak summarized, however, "Nonetheless, the person most credited with the Christianization 

of Mesopotamia, namely Babylonia, is . . . Mar Mari."177  

 The narrative of how Christianity came to 'Uman has many gaps, but there are several  

additional clues concerning its trip down the Gulf. The earliest reliable historical source is Vitae  

Ionae, which describes the life of a monk living in the eastern Gulf in the middle of the 4th  

Century[c. 350].178 Hoyland mentions this and several other interesting facts:  

The Sasanian period was also marked by the introduction and expansion of Christianity 
in east Arabia.  From the biography of a monk named Jonah we learn that the region of 
Qatar [soon to be recorded in ecclesiastical records as Bet Qatraye] there existed a 
monastery in the 340's. Around 390 a certain 'Abdisho' left southern Iraq for an island of 
Yamama and Bahrain', where he lived an ascetic life, baptized its inhabitants and built a 
monastery (Chron. Seert 5.310).  In the year 410  [at the first Synod in 410] Batai, bishop 
of Mashmahig (modern Muharraq island next to Bahrain), was excommunicated and 
replaced by a certain Elias (Synodicon Orientale)34, 36).179 

In 399, Yazdigird I of Sasanian Persia granted permission for the much-persecuted Christians 

there to hold a synod, which occurred in 410. At this meeting, the organizational structure of the 

church in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the Church of the East, was established.180 Fourteen years later, in 

the records of another synod, at Dadyeshu (Dadiso) in 424, the bishop of Mazun appears in 

documents for the first time; his name was Yohanna. Bet Mazunaye, the name of the 

ecclesiastical province, was a Syrian title derived from Mazun, the Persian name for 'Uman. 

North of Bet Mazunaye was Bet Qatraye, the better-known province, which seemed to cover 

Bahrain and Qatar. Unlike the island nation of today, al-Bahrain included much of the coast and 
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also extended inland, and Christianity there held on longer than it did in Mazun. The border 

between the two provinces appears to have been somewhere in the region of the Qatar peninsula 

and the United Arab Emirates, "perhaps in the vicinity of the Sabkhat Matti, an extensive coastal 

and inland sabkhat that provides an effective barrier to movement by land between Qatar and the 

UAE."181  Both the Sabkhat Matti and the Island of Sir Bani Yas sat at what may have been the 

dividing line between Bet Mazunaye and Bet Qatraye, all of which will later reenter the story of 

the Church of 'Uman. A bishop of Bet Mazunaye is also found in synod records in 544, 576, and 

676. Beyond what has been mentioned, nothing about the activities of east Arabian Christians in 

the fourth to sixth centuries has been discovered.182 

The Trail of Persecution and Prisons 

 As the ministry of Christ had ended in his torture and crucifixion,183 so continued the 

experience of Christians in the years that followed. Christian Jews were persecuted by their non-

Christian Jewish brothers, then the Roman/Byzantine Empire took exception to trouble-making 

Christians who insisted there was only one God, and who would worship neither the Emperor 

nor the many other gods of the Empire. After that, Christians who had fled to Persia for safety 

ironically then found themselves under suspicion of being loyal to the Roman Empire they had 

fled, and in competition for souls with Zoroastrian priests. Christians were not even safe from 

each other, brother fighting brother over differing beliefs concerning the nature of Christ. All of 

this led many Christians to search for places further away from the centers of power and turmoil. 
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The Gulf, even as far south as Mazun/'Uman, may have been the choice of some. In addition to 

all this, 600 years of war between the Roman and Persian Empires generated still more refugees, 

as well as Christian prisoners of war. There are records of surplus slaves and prisoners being 

relocated to other parts of the empires.   

 This section follows the chronology of persecution.  It documents the nature and scope of 

a threat so fearsome that it motivated individuals and families to flee to an uncertain future in 

other parts of the world. The cycles of persecution were so regular that Eusebius of Caesarea, the 

first historian of the church, early in the fourth century "saw the story of the emergent Christian 

society as one of successive conquests over obstacles."184 The nature and degree of persecution 

was not uniform: it was sometimes local and sometimes empire wide, and it varied according to 

the geographical location, the particular ruler of the day, and the time period. After Constantine 

endorsed Christianity in the West, the center of persecution then moved to the Persian Empire, 

where Christians were suspected of being western spies, and where they were sometimes 

persecuted even after the Church of the East was legalized in 410. This uneven application of 

persecution encouraged suffering Christians to seek a geographic solution, hoping to find a place 

less hostile toward people of their faith. The degree to which harsh decrees, laws, and 

punishments were carried out in any particular time and place cannot always be known with 

certainty. Those living under Roman rule could not be sure when new restrictive laws would be 

decreed or whether old ones might be differently implemented.  
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 Fraternal Strife.  Church historian Everett Ferguson, author of Backgrounds of Early 

Christianity,185 editor of a two-volume Encyclopedia of Early Christianity,186 and author of 

Church History: from Christ to Pre-Reformation,187 refers to the first period of persecution as 

"fratricidal strife" because it occurred between brother Jews: those who believed in Jesus and 

those who did not.188 At first, both groups were able to worship relatively peacefully in the same 

synagogues, but soon conflict developed between the groups that evolved around safety, as well 

as doctrine.  

 While Christ was still alive, a committee of Jews reported on his activities to the 

Pharisees, which were members of a leading Jewish sect that insisted on strict observance of 

rites, ceremonies, and their own oral traditions.189 A meeting was then called to address the issue: 

"Here is this man performing many miraculous signs. If we let him go on like this, everyone will 

believe in him, and then the Romans will come and take away both our place and our nation."190 

Caiaphas was the high priest at the time. Josephus, who is considered the most reliable extra-
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biblical literary source for Caiaphas,191 verified that he had gained his post of high priest during a 

turbulent period - the fear of Roman retribution was credible.192 Prudently, Caiaphas decreed it 

was better "that one man die for the people than that the whole nation perish."193 So, "from that 

day on, they plotted to take His life,"194 which they accomplished soon thereafter. 

 Not long after the crucifixion and death of Jesus, perhaps in 35 CE, non-Christian Jews 

and Jewish Christians came into conflict over Jewish Torah and Christians' freedom from these 

laws. The Jewish synagogues increasingly rejected Christians. As a result of this separation from 

the synagogue, Christians lost the immunity that had been granted the Jews since the time of 

Julius Caesar, opening the way for additional abuse, and many fled. James, traditional author of 

the New Testament Epistle of James in the New Testament, began by identifying himself and his 

intended audience: "James, a servant of God and of the Lord Jesus Christ, to the twelve tribes 

scattered among the nations."195 The "James" who authored the book, is traditionally identified 

as James the brother of Jesus (James the Just).196 While some suggest a date as early as the 

beginning of the second century, the traditional dating of the book, for those who view James, 
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the brother of Jesus, as its author would then have had to be before 62 AD, when, according to 

Josephus, he was martyred.197 The audience of his book is considered to be the Jewish Christians 

who already had dispersed outside Palestine in face of persecution.198 According to Gaebelein, 

"Some have suggested that they were the believers who were forced to leave Jerusalem during 

the persecution that followed Stephen's death. These Jewish Christians spread out over Judea and 

Samaria199 and even as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Syrian Antioch."200  Edessa was just east of 

Antioch.  Modern Urfa (Edessa) and Antakya (Antioch) are about 210 miles apart. 

 In addition to this fraternal strife between traditional Jews and the new Jesus followers, 

the abuse of Christians was joined by Roman Empire. Church historian Everett Ferguson201 

identified the next waves of persecution as being the result of Roman imperial policies, which 

were sometimes local and sometimes empire wide.202 

 Roman Imperial Policies. At first, Christianity were considered second-class citizens, 

but not a serious threat to the Roman Empire. Later, they were subject to mild to severe 
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persecution, depending upon the current emperor and the part of the Empire in which they 

lived.203 Shortly following July 19 of 64 CE, the day of the Great Fire in Rome, their status was 

further endangered. Popular suspicion for the tragedy fell on Emperor Nero (54-68 CE) himself, 

many suspecting him of arson for the purpose of clearing ground for the construction of great 

buildings and roads in his own honor. But to deflect blame from himself, Nero, first attempted to 

blame the Jews and then turned on the Christians, who were already considered troublemakers 

for stubbornly refusing to fulfill their civil duty to offer sacrifices to Emperor Nero and the 

Roman gods. Tragedies of all kinds were attributed to Christian failure to honor the local gods, 

from the burning of Rome to natural disasters. Under Nero's persecution, many Christians were 

arrested, tortured and sent to death in the arena.  

 While persecution took place throughout the Roman Empire, that occurring in Rome 

itself may have been the best documented.  Respected American theologian, philosopher and 

pastor Francis August Schaeffer (1912 – 1984), wrote that "Rome was cruel, and its cruelty can 

perhaps be best pictured by the events which took place in the arena in Rome itself.  People 

seated above the arena floor watched gladiator contests and Christians thrown to the beasts."204 

 A record of Christianity's early history is found in various "Acts of Martyrs." These were 

kept and compiled, supplying insight also into the religious policy of various rulers.  According 

to Wiesehofer, who wrote about acts of martyrs, in his case, those in Persia, in Ancient Persia 

from 550 BC to 650 AD, "We also owe valuable details to (local) chronicles and church histories 

with their sometimes astonishingly accurate chronology and reliability. This should be pointed 
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out despite the fact that the late publication dates, poor manuscript preservation and 

hagiographical hyperbole necessarily call for great care in historical interpretation."205  

 One ordained Anglican priest spent years researching, examining, and compiling these 

acts of martyrs. John Foxe was born in Boston in England in 1516; he wrote and published a 

book under the title, Acts and Monuments of These Latter and Perilous Dayes in 1563.  It almost 

immediately became known as Foxe's Book of Martyrs. Its first volume was criticized for error, 

so Foxe remedied the problems and issued an improved second volume. A full discussion of 

Foxe's reputation, or at times lack thereof, as a historical sources is described below. The 

updated version is used in the section below and is paired with the accounts of church historian 

Eusebius.206 It has been chosen for use because of the longevity of its use and credibility in 

church history. Before Foxe died in 1587, the Council of Bishops ordered his book placed in 

every cathedral and church in England, where it was often chained to the pulpit so it could not be 

stolen.207 This famous book detailed the lives, sufferings and death of early Christian martyrs.208  

 About the persecution under Nero, Foxe wrote:  
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The barbarous acts against the Christians were worse than any they had previously 
endured, especially those committed by Nero. Only a Satan-inspired imagination could 
have conceived them. Some Christians were sewn inside skins of wild animals and torn at 
by fierce dogs. Shirts stiff with wax were put on others, and they were then tied to poles 
in Nero's garden and set on fire to provide light for his parties. This cruel persecution 
spread throughout the Roman Empire, but it only succeeded in strengthening the spirit of 
Christianity rather than killing it. . . .209 
 

 In 72 CE the Emperor Vespasian began constructing the great Colosseum of Rome, 

which was finished in 80 CE, one year after the volcanic eruption of Mt. Vesuvius that destroyed 

Pompeii, which may have added to rancor against Christians. In 95 Emperor Domitian (81-96 

CE) accused some members of the Roman nobility with atheism, and executed or exiled several 

family members.210 

 Tacitus in his Annales described the manner of the Christians' deaths, which he regarded 

as excessively cruel.  He recorded that, “Christus, from whom the name [Christian] had its 

origin” was executed by “one of our procurators, Pontius Pilate.” Tacitus described the 

Christians as a “class hated for their abominations” and guilty of “hatred of the human race,” an 

accusation he also made against the Jews. Theirs was not a “religion” but a “deadly superstition,” 

and, hence, worthy of repression.211 

 Christians continued to suffer waves of persecution in the Roman Empire: the second 

persecution under Emperor Domitian (81-96 CE);212 213the third under Emperor Trajan (98-117 
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CE);214 the fourth under Emperor Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (CE 162-180);215 the fifth starting 

with Emperor Luscius Septimus Severus (CE 193-211).216 As a side note, during the reign of 

Severus, Rome conquered Ctesiphon in Persia. Foltz adds: 

For the first three centuries after the life of Jesus of Nazareth, Iranians could embrace and 
practice Christianity far more easily than could their counterparts in the Roman world. In 
the Roman Empire, Christians were seen as a deviant off-shoot of Judaism, lacking 
official status and legal protection.  The persecutions of early Christians throughout the 
Mediterranean basin are well known.217 
 

 It is easy to understand why those who were not killed, might try to hide or flee or be sent 

to safer places, such as the Persian Empire. Eusebius in his History of the Church wrote: " . . . the 

holy apostles and disciples of our Savior were scattered over the whole world.  Thomas, tradition 

tells us, was chosen for Parthia . . . ."218 This bloodbath continued for over another 100 years, 

until the conversion of Constantine in 313, after which tolerance was enforced throughout the 

Roman Empire. 

 Those who, during these hard times in Rome, found refuge in Parthian Iran were given 

protection by its rulers.  Richard Foltz, in his Religions of Iran, wrote that, according to Syrian 

Christian tradition, "The favorable circumstances of Parthian rule allowed Christianity to spread 

and grow throughout Iran, apparently from missionary bases in northern Mesopotamia (Arbela 
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and Edessa, modern Irbil in northern Iraq and Urfa in southeastern Turkey)."219 Prior to the 

horrible reign of Roman Emperor Alexander Severus (222 - 235) in the West, the first building 

identifiable as a house-church was erected in the frontier town of Dura-Europos in the East. It 

was built on the right bank of the Euphrates during the Parthian period. Parthian documents, as 

well as graffiti on the synagogue, make it likely that the earliest Christians were first able to 

grow in Iran220 under the Parthian religious policy of non-interference."221 

 During the Arsacid/Parthian and early Sassanid eras, believers of religions were tolerated, 

including Christians from the west who were fleeing Roman persecution. During its first two 

centuries CE, Christians had open access to Parthian territory and may even have found safety 

and fellowship with Christians who were already in place, resulting from the first Apostolic 

missions to the East discussed above.222 

 Ongoing warfare between the Persians and Romans, however, had begun before the birth 

of Christ and would continue for seven centuries until the Arab Muslim conquests, which led to 

the fall the Sasanian Empire in 651, and to great territorial losses for the Byzantine Empires.  

During this long period of time, life could still be very difficult for peoples living along the 

shifting border between empires. Captured and recaptured towns and provinces were pillaged 
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and destroyed as they were traded back and forth between the Empires. This would have 

enhanced dreams of peace to be found in lands to the south in the Persian Gulf; distance ports 

and colonies far from conflict and the seats of power could have sounded increasingly more 

attractive to some. In 214, the city of Edessa, which, as discussed above, was home to many 

Christians, became a Roman colony. Prior to this time, it was part of the Kingdom of Armenia, a 

sort of a neutral between the two empires. By the second century, the ongoing wars with 

neighboring Rome and with nearby nomads, as well as infighting among nobility, had weakened 

the Arsacids enabling the Sassanids from southwestern Iran to defeat them in April 224. Under 

Arsacid tolerance, Christianity had multiplied.  

 At this point, however, things changed. The Chronicles of Arbela reported that there were 

more than 20 bishops in Persian at the end of the Parthian Period, but this was less so under the 

Sasanians.  The Arsacids had maintained a tolerance concerning the beliefs of non-Iranians, but 

during the Sasanian Period Zoroastrians began to defend themselves against conversions to 

Christianity; this contributed to a change toward greater harshness.223 This is also when we read 

the first time of Mazun falling under Persian control, which would provide greater opportunity 

for Christians to migrate to the 'Umani Peninsula. 

 Ardashir (later to be called Ardashir I) was born in 180. In adulthood he defeated 

Artbanus V, the last of the Parthian Shahanshah, and he assumed the title for himself. He began 

conquering the land he called Iran.  This campaign included making war in the Gulf: 

Ruling in the coastlands along the Persian Gulf was a king called ____ [sic], who was 
accorded divine attributes and worship. Ardashir marched against him, killed him by 
cutting him in half with his sword, put to death the members of his entourage, and 
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brought forth from their subterranean store rooms extensive treasures that had been piled 
up there.224  
   

This was the first mention of the Sasanian conquest of the Gulf coasts. Hoyland narratives the  

events this way: 

In east Arabia the Sasanians moved quickly to establish their sovereignty.  No sooner had 
he wrested control of the principal regions from Parthian control than Ardashir (CE 224-
42), the first Sasanian rule, 'marched forward to Oman and Bahrain and Yamama. And 
Sanatruq, the king of Bahrain, came forth against him and fought him, but Ardashir killed 
him and ordered his city to be destroyed' (Dinawari 44).  This foray and the removal of 
Sanatrug, whose name suggests he was a Parthian, marked the beginning of roughly four 
centuries of Sasanian domination in the area. Its formal inauguration is recorded on the 
great inscription of Shapur I (CE 242-70) at Naqsh-i Rustam, in which he states that 'I 
rule over the following countries:  Persia, Parthis . . . Arabia . . . and, on the other side of 
the sea of Mazun ['Uman].225 
 

Many of the migrating Christians would have had commercial interests; even now the coasts of 

both the Persian Gulf is known for pearls and pearl diving.226 Persian territories from this time 

extended down both sides of the Persian Gulf, exactly how far depending on the time involved. 

Traders would have been attracted to the area by this industry.  Historical sources indicated that 

some monks and priest were involved in trade extending as far away as India and China.  Pearls 

could have been an important commodity for the monks and priests because their high value and 

in high demand in the overseas markets.227 Some writers indicated that Christianity in the region 
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of Qatar may have been present since 225.228 Up until the Sasanian period, Christians for the 

most part had free access to Persia. 

 Turning away from Persia and returning to events in the West, several other waves of 

persecution in the Roman Empire occurred after Ardashir's success in Persia. The end of the 

Severan Dynasty Maximinus Thrax (235 – 238) initiated another brief period of persecution 

aimed, according to Eusebius, against the “leaders of the Church.” Foxe wrote about it this way, 

"Maximus was a despot who ordered all Christians hunted down and killed. So many were killed 

that at times they buried them fifty and sixty together in large pits."229 Many were beheaded on 

the same day and their heads displayed on the city gates. A Christian minister was thrown into 

the river with a millstone tied around his neck; another was tied to a wild horse and dragged 

along the ground until dead.230 

 This was followed by 12 years of calm in which the church expanded, but then the 

Seventh Persecution (249 -251) began under Emperor Decius. Both pagan and Christian 

contemporaries agree that Decius was highly successful in that all cowed with fear, and many 

fled to safer places, as they were able.  Foxe writes, "The heathen citizens of Rome were eager to 

enforce Decius' degree, and considered the killing of Christians to be beneficial to the empire.  

During this persecution, the martyrs were too numerous for anyone to record."231 Decius’ main 
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aim had been to secure universal support by a sacrifice to the gods to “restore Roman liberty.” 

Once that had been achieved, by the early months of 251, the persecution stopped for about six 

years.232 An account of the Bishop of Nilopolis provides evidence of efforts to flee persecution, 

though not in the Gulf. In this case, an effort with a poor ending perhaps:  

 Chaeromon, the very aged Bishop of Nilopolis, fled with his wife to the mountain region 
of Arabia.  He never came back, and despite a thorough search, the brethren failed to find 
either  them or their remains.  In that same mountain region very many were enslaved by 
the half-civilized Saracens. Some of them with difficulty and at great cost were 
ransomed; others never to this day.233 
 

 About this time in the Persian Empire, Shapur I (240/42 to 270/72) led a series of 

campaigns into Roman territory.  During the years 253-256 and again in full-scale war in 260, he 

took prisoners from Syria, Armenia, and Cappadocia.234 Faced with an overpopulation of 

Christian prisoners of war from Antioch, Edessa (258), and across all Mesopotamia and Iran, 

Sapur I deported large numbers of Roman Christians prisoners of war from Antioch to other 

parts of Mesopotamia and Iran in the years 256 and in 260, and it was after this that "a sizeable 

influx of Christians into the region first occurred."235  As stated above, in the inscription of 

Shapur I at Naqsh-i Rustam, he states that, "I rule over the following countries: Persia, Parthia . . 
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. Arabia . . . and on the other side of the sea [to Iran] Mazun ['Uman].236 Mazun, which was 

under Persian control, could have been a destination for excess prisoners of war. 

 Christianity did well under the generally benevolent rule of Shapur I.237 When he came to 

the throne, he showed generosity toward the nobility and commoners, "he became renowned 

everywhere and gained superiority over all kings."238 Under his policies, Zoroastrian clergy 

began to rise in status and visibility and Christians also were allowed religious freedom and were 

able to build churches without prior approval of the Sasanian court. This may have aided their 

expansions to distant Persian holdings also. During his reign, Mani, the founder of Manichaeism, 

later judged a heresy, was also treated well and joined the Sassanian court, where he tried  to 

convert Shapur, who remained a Zoroastrian.   His efforts to displace Zoroastrianism at the 

highest level of government may have caused the antipathy of highly-influential Zoroastrian 

priests, which resulted years later in his violent death.239 

 The increasing number of Christians attracted the attention and concern of Kerdir, who 

served as advisor to at least three Sasanian emperors.  Late in the third century, he attempted to 

suppress religions other than his own and targeted several Christian sects.  Christians seem to 

have suffered also for reasons other than sheer numbers.  Some were associated with 
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Manichaeism, whose prophet Mani who was, finally, executed by Kerdir in 276.240 Then, too, 

Christian polemic writings were sometimes incautiously directed against Zoroastrianism.  This 

was poor judgment since Zoroastrianism was the official faith of the Sasanian Empire and was 

long associated with the Iranian Monarchy.241 Yet, their situation was far better at this time than 

it would be later, under Shapur II, or in the Roman Empire at that same time. 

  The Eighth Persecution in the Roman Empire began in the fourth month of 257 under 

Valerian and lasted for three and a half years.242 According to Foxe, "The number of martyrs and 

the degree of their tortures were as great as under any previous persecution."243 This reign of 

terror was rightly ended when, in 259, Shapur I of Persia captured Valerian in the Battle of 

Persia.  Foxe recorded Valerian's downfall this way: 

It is here proper to take notice of the singular but miserable fate of the emperor Valerian, 
who had so long and so terribly persecuted the Christians. This tyrant, by a stratagem, 
was taken prisoner by Sapor, emperor of Persia, who carried him into his own country, 
and there treated him with the most unexampled indignity, making him kneel down as the 
meanest slave, and treading upon him as a footstool when he mounted his horse. After 
having kept him for the space of seven years in this abject state of slavery, he caused his 
eyes to be put out, though he was then eighty-three years of age. This not satiating his 
desire of revenge, he soon after ordered his body to be flayed alive, and rubbed with salt, 
under which torments he expired; and thus fell one of the most tyrannical emperors of 
Rome, and one of the greatest persecutors of the Christians.244 
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Valerian's death at the hands of Shapur I brought more than 40 years of relative peace (260 - 

303) to Christians in Rome.  

 In general, Christian persecution in Persia in the following years coincided with periods 

of open conflict with Rome, perhaps more because of suspicion that the Christians were a fifth 

column for Rome, rather than because of Zoroastrian hostility toward their beliefs and 

practices.245 Bahram I led persecution against Manicheans246 but Bahram II persecuted both 

Christians and Manicheans, not understanding the differences.  From this period comes the sad 

story of Candida, which is preserved in the Chronicle of Seert:  "[Vahran II] . . . gave orders to 

kill . . . his wife Qandira, who was of Roman origin, because she was a believer in the Christian 

religion."247 

 The story took place in the reign of King Bahram II  "during the first persecution in 

Persia."248 Candida had been taken as one of the Roman prisoners of war.249 Being refined and of 
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high status, she was a favored concubine in the court250 which caused other women to be jealous 

of her. They conspired to turn the king against her by telling him she served a different god. The 

king tried to persuade her to convert but she refused to abandon her faith. He then imprisoned 

her, tortured and humiliated here in multiple ways, finally killing her, though the end of the story 

is missing so the manner of death is unknown.  

 In the Roman Empire, in 285 CE, Emperor Diocletian determined the empire had grown 

too vast to be ruled centrally from Rome, so he divided it into the Western and Eastern Empires, 

Maximian (r. 286-305 CE) becoming co-emperor. In this manner the Western Roman Empire 

and the Eastern Roman Empire (also known as the Byzantine Empire) came into being.  

 Eighteen years thereafter, the Tenth Persecution, known as the "Great Persecution" began 

under Diocletian (AD 284-305) in February 23, 303. Chadwick wrote in his history of the Early 

Church:  

On 23 February 303, the Christian cathedral opposite the imperial palace at Nicomedia 
was dismantled and the next day an edict was posted declaring that all churches were to 
be destroyed, all Bible and liturgical books surrendered, sacred vessels confiscated, and 
all meetings for worship forbidden.  A few months later a second edict (apparently 
confined to the East ) ordered the arrest of the clergy.251 
    

Foxe elaborated on the account in full detail:  

The previous persecutions were only preliminaries for the persecution under Diocletian - 
it was the worst of all . . . "Christian" became a hated name among the pagans, and any 
who bore that name received no mercy from them. Once again they were blamed for 
every disaster and misfortune that befell the pagans. The worst lies and most 
unreasonable stories could be told about them and they were believed. The forms of 
torture that were devised exhausted imagination 
 Many Christian houses were set on fire, with entire families perishing in the 
flames. Heavy stones were hung about the necks of many and they were tied together and 
driven into the Sea of Marmara. Racks, scourges, fire, swords, daggers, crosses, poison, 
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and starvation, were all used individually and collectively. . . . Finally weary with the 
slaughter, the governors of several provinces appealed to the emperor on the basis that 
such conduct on the par of Romans was improper. Thus many Christians were saved 
from death, but were mutilated in such ways as to make their lives miserable. Many had 
their ears cut off, their noses slit, one or both eyes put out, bones torn out of their sockets, 
and their flesh burned in conspicuous places so they were ever marked as Christians. As 
with all general persecutions, only a few stories can be told, but they represent the 
thousands who were tortured unmercifully and died horrible deaths . . . In CE 305, 
Diocletian resigned as supreme emperor of Rome and turned the empire over to Aurelius 
Valerius Constantius . . . Constantius was a mild mannered man of good temper and 
character. Under his rule, the Christians in the West had the first respite from persecution 
that they had had in many years.  In the East, however, the cruel persecutions continued 
under the rule of Galerius, for it had been he who had incited Diocletian to the great 
persecution that was going to wipe the Christian Church from the face of the Earth.252 
  

 With all this going on in the Roman Empire, and religious discrimination by the 

Zoroastrians continuing in Persia, it is not hard to envision those who were able fleeing to 

destinations far from the conflicts, plausibly perhaps down the Gulf, even to Mazun. Raymond 

Frederick Skinner, in Christians in Oman, expresses this possibility: 

Christians came to Arabia from Persia to escape from persecution; the early Persian 
church claims its origins from Thaddaeus, and that he had been sent to Edessa by 
Thomas. . . . By the third century CE, it had become a center for theological training.  
The Christian community there was strengthened by more than one influx of refugees 
from persecution by Roman Emperors, particularly Diocletian.253 
 

 Diocletian and Galerius' failed in their efforts to eradicate the church. Constantine would 

soon come. Persecution had continued under Galerius and his Caesar Maximinus II, but in 311 

Galerius was struck down with a fatal disease. Realizing that he would soon die, in April 311 he 

revoked the edicts regarding persecution and issued an Edict of Toleration. Even after this, 
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Maximinus II continued his persecution until defeated by Constantine in 312. Constantine 

entered Rome, the imperial city in triumph. Joy expressed at the time reflected the fears under 

which Christians had been burdened and pressure which could have been strong enough to 

motivate those who were able to flee to distant regions for relative peace and safety.   

 Emperor Constantine sought the company of ministers and showed them honor, and gave 

even from his own private resources the money needed to enlarge and heighten churches.254  

In February of the following year 313, Constantine met with Licinius who had succeeded 

Galerius, and they together drew up the document known as the Edict of Milan which ended 

persecution empire wide and would allow individuals to follow their own consciences.  

However, as Constantine celebrated the tenth year of his reign, he received news of "ravages 

committed in the Eastern provinces" by Licinius that were so savage that "the Roman empire, 

divided into two parts, seemed to all men to resemble night and day"255 Licinius had at first 

feigned friendship but was guilty of machinations against Constantine and his policies, guile and 

treachery, and concealed devious plans and frauds.256 He brought false accusations against 

ministers of God, forbidding them from communication with each other, from visiting other 

neighboring churches, and from holding synods. Bishops were banished from Licinius' palace 

and were allowed only to hold menial positions as slaves to others and their property was seized. 

He threatened all those who professed to be Christians.257 He forbid men to appear in the 
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company of women in churches, forbade women from attending and learning at church schools, 

devising these and other "means for effecting the ruin of the churches."258  

 In 324, Constantine defeated Licinius and proclaimed his conversion to Christianity, 

making it the religion of the empire, now united under his rule only. The bloodbath stopped and 

the Edict was enforced toward Christians throughout his empire. Emperor Constantine, after his 

conversion to Christianity, personally protected Christians and initiated massive changes to his 

Roman Empire.   "The persecutions that had peaked during the reign of Diocletian just a decade 

or so earlier, came to an end . . .  Gladiator fights . . . abolished . . . forbid the existence of 

gladiators . . .  Excavations now revealed one holy place after another, including the cave where 

Jesus had been laid to rest, which was renovated and, 'Like our Saviour, restored to life'."259 

Religious conflicts threatened the unity of the kingdom and the church, "To God alone, the 

Almighty, was the healing of these differences an easy task; and Constantine appeared to be the 

only one on earth capable of being his minister for this good end."260 Eusebius wrote about the 

consequences of the years of the many years of persecution and need for people to flee to safety 

in other countries: 

But what is the consequence of this? Why, the barbarians themselves may boast now of 
the contrast their conduct presents to these cruel deeds; for they received them kept in 
gentlest captivity those who then fled from amongst us, and secured to them not merely 
safety from danger, but also the free exercise of their holy religion. And now the Roman 
people bear that lasting stain which the Christians, at that time driven from the Roman 
world, and taking refuge with the barbarians have branded on them.261  
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 In an effort to move beyond this to bring peace to his kingdom, which was divided by 

competing religious beliefs among the widely scattered Christian churches, Constantine 

convoked a general council in the city of Nicaea in Bithynia, which became known as the 

Council of Nicaea.  He "invited the speedy attendance of bishops from all quarters, in letters 

expressive of the honorable estimation in which he held them."262 He provided logistic and 

monetary support to those attending. Eusebius continued, "In effect the most distinguished of 

God's ministers from all the churches which abounded in Europe, Lybia, and Asia were there 

assembled. And a single house of prayer, as though divinely enlarged sufficed to contain at once 

Syrians and Cilicians, Phoenicians and Arabians . . . A Persian bishop too was present at this 

conference . . . ."263 Two hundred and fifty bishops were in attendance . . . the council is most 

remembered for what is now called the "Nicene Creed," which lays out the fundamental beliefs 

of Christianity considered to be orthodox. It is still recited in congregations across the globe as 

an affirmation of orthodox Christian beliefs. 

  Locus of Persecution Moves to Persia. For every action, however, there are both 

intended and unintended consequences. Constantine's endorsement of Christianity and endeavors 

to unify it under one set of beliefs caused a severe reaction against Christians living in the east.  

It also affected the course of Christian history in the east.  Christianity and Zoroastrianism had 

lived together in relative peace in spite of differences.  But Zoroastrianism was the state religion 
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of Persian and had taken a hard-handed approach toward conversion that resulted in some 

people's looking to Christianity as the antidote for oppression, and conversions became more 

common.264 Zoroastrianism became synonymous, more or less, with Persia itself; it was called "a 

supporting pillar of Sasanian kingship."265 So, as Constantine portrayed himself a protector of 

Christians worldwide, Christianity came to equal the Roman Empire in the eyes of many and 

suspicions arose among the Sassanids that Christians in the Persian Empire may be tools of the 

Roman Empire.266 Constantine wrote a well-meaning but poorly-received letter to Persian ruler 

Shapur II, in which, according to Eusebius, he announced that he was pleased to learn that "the 

finest provinces of Persia are filled with those men on whose behalf along I am at present 

speaking; I mean the Christians,"  then he continued with a statement that was not taken well, "  

 . . .  I commend these persons to you for your protection."267 While it may have been a friendly 

request, it was taken as a threat. Then yet another, unrelated letter was captured elsewhere that 

said, "Christ's kingdom on earth was about to be established once and for all . . . Be certain, the 

beast will be killed at its preordained times."268 This seemed to confirm Persia's worst suspicions 

thus mobilizing the already-growing Zoroastrian hostility toward Christians.  And at this point, 

protector Constantine fell ill and died.  
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 With Constantine gone, unshackled Zoroastrian Shapur II proceeded to unleash hell on 

the Persian Christians. The Shah "thirsted for the blood of the saints"269 in a period of  

persecution lasting more than two decades, beginning in 341, and some reckon the number of 

martyrs in the thousands.270 

 A downward spiral commenced.  Christians themselves criticized the Zoroastrians and 

were in turn both criticized and persecuted. One official document of a Sassanid king presented 

the Zoroastrian case against Christianity:   

These Christians destroy our Holy Teaching and teach men to serve one God, and not to 
honor the Sun or Fire.  They defile water by their ablutions, they refrain from marriage 
and the propagation of children, and refuse to go to war with the King of Kings.  They 
have no rules about the slaughter and eating of animals; they bury the corpses of men in 
the earth.  They attribute the origin of snakes and creeping things to a good God.  They 
despise many servants of the King and teach witchcraft.271  
 

 Early Christianity in the Gulf region may have spread partly through commerce, but with 

relationships in Persia looking downward, according to Hellyer, Zoroastrian/Persian repression 

following Emperor Constantine's decision to make Christianity the state religion, may well have 

led to an "exodus of Christianity both in Mesopotamia and Persia," which "may well have led to 

an exodus of Arab Christians into the Gulf.  Potts agrees that Sapur II's persecution of Christians 

in Mesopotamia and Iran in 339 prompted migration of Christians into the Gulf. Certainly, the 

presence of Christians in the Gulf is known from the late 4th Century:"272  
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 The earliest reliable historical work of relevance of Christianity in the lower Arabia Gulf 

is the Vitae Ionae, a work that describes the life of a monk who lived in the middle of the 4th 

century AD.  The Vitae Ionae provides evidence on the extension of Christianity to the eastern 

Gulf.  It mentions  . . . the existence of a monastery in Bet Qatraye, "on the borders of the black 

island."  not identified . . . ."According to the Nestorian Chronicle of Seert, a monk named 

Abdiso, who founded many monasteries during the Patriarchate of the Catholicos Tomarsa (363-

371), is said to have established on an island called Ramat . . . .273 

 
 While not many archaeological remains from the Sasanian period have been discovered, 

a fourth-century source paints a prosperous scene: 'all along the coasts is a throng of cities and 

villages, and many ships sail to and fro'.274 Probably their rule was for the most part exercised 

through alliances with various Arab tribes and otherwise confined to a few key coastal sites such 

as Bahrain and  Suhar. A Muslim source maintains that before Islam the Sasanians were 'on the 

shores and strands of the sea' whereas the Arab tribes were in the mountains and deserts.275 The 

primary aim of the Sasanians was evidently to control traffic through the Gulf, but they could 

exert their authority over the interior if need be, as the paragraph below indicates - this is about 

the campaign of Shapur II (CE 309-79), which he led in response to the incursions of indigent 

Arabs from eastern Arabia into southern Iran: 

He crossed the sea at the head of his troops and reached Khatt [in the present-day 
Emirates]. He marched through the land of Bahrain, killing its people, not letting himself 
be bought off by any kind of payment and not turning aside to take plunder. He went 
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back on his tracks and reached Hajar, where there were nomads from the tribes of 
Tamim, Bakr ibn Wa'il and 'Abd al-Qays. He spread general slaughter among them and 
shed so much of their blood that it flowed like a torrent swollen by a rainstorm.  Those 
who were able to flee realized that no cave in a mountain nor any island in the sea was 
going to save them. After this he turned aside to the lands of 'Abd al-Qays and destroyed 
all the people there except for those who fled into the desert sands.  He passed on to 
Yamama where he made general slaughter like that of the previous occasion. He did not 
pass by any of the local Arabs' springs of water without blocking them up, nor any of 
their cisterns without filling them in."276  
 

 According to Al-Murikhi, "The province of Bahrain in that period extended along the 

east of the Arabian Peninsula of Kazma (Kuwait) to the northern coast of Oman (today's UAE).  

Ibn Manzur's dictionary (Lisan al-Arab) describes Bahrain as: "a territory between Basra and 

Oman."277 "al-Bakri's description of the territory of Bahrain is as follows:   

It is a vast country to the east, has a sea coast and to the west it is connected to Al-
Yamamah and to the north Basra and Oman, and to the south it is connected to the 
province of Oman.  It has plains and many rivers as well as wells gushing forth fresh 
water one man or even two men in height, henna and cotton plants on its river banks are 
like lilies, a land with myriad palm trees and fruits.278 
 

Bahrain at this time referred not only to the island we know as Bahrain but rather to the whole 

northeast portion of the Arabian Peninsula north of Mazun, not only along the inland but also 

deep into the area to the west. Hellyer wrote, "the faith appears to have first entered the peninsula 

from the Roman Province of Arabia, to the north.279 In the year 399 Yazdigird I granted the 

persecuted Christians permission to hold the synod of 410 in which the structure of the Church of 
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the East was established.280 Muharraq in the Bahrain archipelago - the isles - is referred to in the 

Acts of the Synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon 410. As such, it was already well-established by 410,281 

as was Beth Qatraye, another of the episcopal sees mentioned as part of the Church of the East 

from 410 to 775 preserved in the eighth century collection known as the Synodicon Orientale.282 

In the synod of 454, the bishop of Mazun was first mentioned and would have been fully 

established. Everett Ferguson in his Church History wrote:  

Meanwhile the Church of the East was living up to its name by carrying the Christian 
message even to the Far East.  From their home base in Persian these Christians were 
prepared to follow the trade routes that lay open to the East.  The members were 
energetic, monks were ready for self-sacrifice as missionaries, the hierarchy was 
intelligent, and effective methods involving education and medical services were 
employed.  As new episcopal sees were established, the Church of the East also set up 
schools, libraries, and hospitals. . . . It is estimated that in the Middle Ages more 
Christians gave allegiance to the Catholicos of Seleucia-Ctesiphon than to either the 
patriarch in Constantinople or the pope in Rome.283 
 

One of these mission endeavors would have been the establishment of the church in Mazun. And 

an important factor of the spread of Christianity and in particular the Church of the East in the 

Gulf region was that they had developed an effective economic and political relationship with the 

Zoroastrian Sasanian Empire.284 This relationship had been in place for several centuries and the 
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trade between Persia and Hira and Bahrain played an important role in the spread of 

Christianity.285  

 At this time there were more than 50 Christian schools in Iraq, and the Bahraini tribes 

were known for their intellectual openness as a resulting from their close association with the 

missionaries. "Both Christian missionaries and traders benefited from that level of trade.  They 

used the land and sea trade routes in order to reach cities and commercial centers all over 

Bahrain  . . . . people of Hira, in particular the Christian community there."286 Christian 

clergymen in the province of Bahrain attract many people there to embrace Christianity. A 

Bishop Barbasem (343-347) built a monastery on one of the islands located between Beth 

Qatraye and 'Uman, and Monk Mar Awdisho (Abdisho of Nisibis) preached the message of 

Christ on one of the province's islands persuading many to accept the Gospel of Christ. 

 All of this preceded the emergence of Nestorianism, a new variety of Christianity that 

became associated with the Church of the East. Nestorian Christianity emerged in Antioch in 

about 428, then spread eastward to Persia, then to the Persian Gulf and Bahrain.287 Nestorianism 

gets its name from Nestorius, who was Archbishop of Constantinople from 428 until 431, the 

year in which he was declared a heretic at the Council of Ephesus.  According to this tradition, 

there is a division between the human and divine natures of Christ - they are distinct and 

separate.  This view is in opposition to the orthodox Christian belief in the "hypostatic union," 

which states that Christ had one nature, which was fully God and fully man.   
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 In 431, in an effort to rid the church of heresy, 153 bishops met at the Council in Ephesus 

to settle the issue.  Nestorius was served a citation but refused to accept the decision of the group 

and was therefore declared deposed and was excommunicated. The Syriac-speaking Christians of 

this period were now also considered heretics and were often mistakenly called Nestorians, but 

their proper name was the "Church of the East" and the head of their church, called a Catholicos, 

lived in Persia in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the churches headquarters.288 But there were Christians in 

Mazun before all of this took place, and perhaps there were lingering differences between the 

church there and its leadership in Seleucia-Ctesiphon. In the last years of Christianity in 'Uman, 

there appeared to have been problems between Bet Qatraye and Rev Ardashir [on the eastern 

Persian Gulf coast], under whose authority it fell. While Bet Mazunaye is not mentioned, it may 

or may not have sympathized with its neighbor. Whatever the historical roots, the presenting 

issue seemed to have been concerning the locus of authority for appointing bishops. 

 After the fall out in 431 and a later Council of Chalcedon in 451 that solidified the 

breech, the Church of the East actually held more prestige with the Sassanids by virtue of its 

perceived clear split with the Byzantine Empire also. The breech between the Nestorians and the 

Church of the West actually increased its acceptability in the eyes of the Zoroastrian 

government.  In spite of the influence of Zoroastrianism, Persian authorities granted Christians 

great freedom and showed a great deal of religious tolerance.  The establishment of churches was 

often permitted in various parts of the Empire, and Nestorian Christians were permitted to preach 

their doctrine among the people of Persia, Iraq and different parts of today's Gulf region.289 
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Because of this the Nestorians spread widely along the trade routes, establishing small colonies 

along the way throughout the world controlled by the Sasanians, as well as in lands far 

beyond.290 "As one traveled eastward [from Antioch] into ancient Mesopotamia, the region 

between the Euphrates and Tigris Rivers, the landscape was dotted with Syriac-speaking towns 

and villages."291 Because of this, Zoroastrians were now fewer in number in Mesopotamia and 

Iraq when compared to Christians.292 This may have been true of the southern shores of the Gulf 

also.   

 Christians of the Persian Empire came in two types. First, there were those who actually 

were Persian and were, therefore, probably more influential, even establishing the Nestorian 

church there.  Roman Christian prisoners of war constituted the second group. Having been 

captured then deported to the Sasanian territories, engineering skills, among others, were used in 

building their infrastructure.293 Christian and Jewish women intermarried with Zoroastrian 

nobles, including the King of Kings, and, as such, had the ear of powerful men in the realm.294  

As the Sasanian period grew to a close, Christians in both the Iranian and Roman Empires 

seemed to regard Zoroastrian kings of kings as Christian.295  
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 Zoroastrians, as members of the State religion, still had it in its power to persecute 

Christians, but this ended with Hormozd IV, who had married a Christian woman and prayed to 

the Christian martyr St. Sergius. Because of his affinities, Hormozd IV was suspected of having 

converted to Christianity.296 When some Zoroastrian priests requested permission to harm 

Christians in some unspecified way, he attempted to reason with them by pointing out the 

importance of Christians to the empire and pleading with them to draw them to Zoroastrianism 

through good works: 

Just as our royal throne cannot stand on its two front legs without the two back ones, our 
kingdom cannot stand or endure firmly if we cause the Christians and adherents of other 
faiths, who differ in belief from ourselves, to become hostile to us. So refrain from 
harming the Christians and become assiduous in good works, so that the Christians and 
the adherents of other faiths may see this, praise you for it, and feel themselves drawn 
toward your religion."297 

 
Khosrow II married two Christian wives, constructed several important churches, took 

possession of the True Cross, and earned a reputation for "simultaneously elevating and 

suppressing Christianity."298 

 Nestorian Christianity continued to expand with many excavations revealing ruins of 

large churches and a complex of church monasteries in strategic locations to the entrances of 
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some of the Gulf islands.  Haya Al-Thani of the Qatar Museums Authority in "An 

Archaeological Survey of Beth Qatraye" wrote about Christianity in the Gulf:  

There is no doubt that the Gulf region was considered during the beginning of this period 
[mid-fourth to early ninth-tenth  century] as the main transit area for Church of the East 
to be embraced among the Arab tribes of Abd al-Qais and Baker b. Wail.  The presence 
of the Nestorians in the region followed a series of persecutions by the Romans, in 399 
they were granted permission by Yazdigird I the Persian ruler to hold their first synod.  In 
410 the organization of the Oriental church in Seleucia-Ctesiphon was established.  By 
424 Rev-Ardasir, located near Bushire in southern Fars was added as a sixth province in 
ecclesiastical provinces.  Bet Qatraye was known in Syriac Nestorian sources as 
northeastern Arabia and was considered part of the Rev-Ardasir in Fars.  The Nestorian 
church in Bet Qatraye which developed in the westernmost region, encompassed al-
Bahrayn, Darin, Al-Khatt (Al-Qaif) and Al-Hasa (al-Ahsa'oasis), the Qatar peninsula and 
UAE presumably should be part of it.  Bet Mazunaye the eastern administrative unit of 
the Nestorian church on the Arabian shore with its Centre at Suhar in Oman.299  
 

Note here that Al-Thani of the Qatar Museums Authority views Suhar as the center of Bet 

Mazunaye. Kozah writes about the final time Bet Mazunaye is mentioned, which is in the 

ecclesiastical records at the Synod of Dayrin 676 in Beth Qatraye: 

It is in Dayrin that in 676, approximately twenty years after Isho'yahb III's letters to Beth 
Qatraye, that the issue of the acknowledgement of the supreme authority of the 
Catholicos is finally resolved, not by Isho'yahb himself, however, but by his successor 
Giwargis I (c. 659-680) at a local synod which took place there and whose acts are 
recorded in the Synodicon Orientale: "those mentioned in attendance included now a 
metropolitan for Beth Qatraye thus making it independent of Rev Ardashir which was the 
main ecclesiastical see in Fars that included under its authority the Bishops of Beth 
Qatraye." Also present:  "Estaphanus, by the grace, bishop of Mazunaye."300 
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And with that reference to Estaphanus, the bishop of Mazunaye, the church of Mazun/'Uman, 

formed in part by migrants, refugees, former slaves and prisoners of war, disappeared from 

history. 

The Trail of Migration and Mingling 

 The final theory offered regarding the spread of Christianity is that polytheistic tribes 

were converted through their mingling with partially-Christianized Arab tribes with whom 

they came in contact. This trail begins with the Azd tribe from Himyar that migrated to 

Mazun/'Uman.  According to legend, leader of the Azd Malik ibn Fahm fought the Persians 

and took control of 'Uman, controlled also Bahrain, and moved northward where it formed 

a confederation with the Tanukh tribe, from which the great Lakhmid Empire was founded.  

Christianity in Mazun seems to have ended shortly after 676, but persecution of the 

descendants of the Azd, Tanukh and Taghlib is recorded at a later date, when the 

destruction of churches and religious symbols was ordered and the Taghlib had to choose 

between converting to Islam or death.  

 Potts suggested that the conversion of tribal members was "at least in part 

attributable to their contacts with al-Hira, Lakhmid capital, where a significant proportion 

of the population was Christian."301  He also states that the majority of the Abd al-Qays, 

who were found in al-Bahrain, were Christians, although a minority of them seem to have 

been Jewish or Zoroastrian. The Tamin, who were sometimes considered pagan, were in 

part Christian, certainly many of those were who came into contact with the Christian 'Ibad 

in al-Hira, as attested by Ibn Hisham. A large portion of the Bakr b. Wa'il may have been 
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Christians.  A smaller proportion of the Kinda may also have been Christian, including Hind, 

the daughter of al-Harit b. 'Amr who became the wife of al-Mundhir III.302  The Azd 'Uman 

are documented to have comingled with all of these tribes. 

 Al-Murikhi echoes this saying, "Christianity had spread among the Arab tribes such 

as 'Abdul Qays, Bakr Bin Wael and Tamim, who lived in the province of Bahrain. Bohira, 

who embraced Christianity before the rise of Islam in the region, was known among the 

Christians as Gergis Bin Abdul-Qays. He had a monastery where he worshiped called al-

Baqe'i (also known as deir al-Raheb) in the city of Bosra in the Levant on the trade route of 

the tribes coming from al-Hijaz and Yemen."303 

 Trimingham recounts, "Indirect references [to Christianity] are found in pre-Islamic 

poets.  Labid, for example, in a poem describing his journey from Yamama down to the 

coastlands of the Hajar region, tells how, on approaching villages, the party were alerted by the 

crowing of the cocks and the beating of the clappers (naqus) of the churches calling to 

worship."304 Other signs of Christianity among the tribes of Yamama and Najd was evidenced by 

their Christian names like 'Abd al-Masih and Abu Maram."305 
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 Trimingham writes that many of the 'Abd al-Qais were Christians at the time of the 

Prophet "and finds mention in the annals of Islam."306 Other Christians mentioned by 

Trimingham include some of the Hanifa ibn Lujaim of Yamama, who retained their Christianity 

during the earlier period of Islam.  One 'Abdallah ibn al-Makhariq paid visits to the court of 'Abd 

al-Malik ibn Marwan, and of him the Aghani says, "I see him as being a Christian because I find 

him in his poetry swearing by the Injil, the Burhan, and the Iman, which are the oaths employed 

by Christians."307 These are all Christians with which the Azd of 'Uman would have 

interacted in various ways, for a variety of purposes, social and commercial. 

 Migration of the Azd to Mazun/'Uman. Francois Nau, Syriac, scholar who co-

founded Patrologia Orientalis, and whose publications contain translations of previously 

unknown texts, quite a number of which he discovered himself,308 stated that the Azd tribe 

of 'Uman was itself composed of Christians before embracing Islam.  He wrote, "Vers 

l'emboucheure de l'euphrate, il y avait une population de 'Arabes de l'Oman, san doute 

chrétien, puisque tous les Arabes de l'Oman (Mazoun) l'étaient . . . ces hommes, dont le 

nombre était considérable, embrassèrent tous l'islamisme," which translated says, "Toward 

the mouth of the Euphrates there was a population of Arabs from Oman, doubtless 

Christians, since all the Arabs of Oman were . . . these men, whose number was 
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considerable, all embraced Islam."309 While not all agree with his assessment, he is a 

substantial voice in the field.  

 Trimingham adds to this assessment saying Mazun had a large Christian population, 

especially on the coast, and that its center was located in Suhar:  

Mazunaye, had a considerable population of Christians, at least on the coast.  This 

appears to be related to the capital Suhar being an important textile and trading 

center have special relations with the Mesene region at the embouchure of the 

Euphrates, where there were large settlements of Arabs from 'Uman.  Suhar was the 

metropolitan see of the Province of 'Uman.310 
 

 What follows is the narrative of how the Azd came to 'Uman and spread northward where 

it met interacted, even formed an alliance with, Christian tribes there. The creation of a narrative 

for the spread of Christianity in the tribes, as well as the movement and interaction of the tribes, 

is again heavily dependent on the use of semi-legend and tradition, with an perpetual uncertainty 

about where legend ends and history begins. Yet, they all persist and constitute the foundational 

story of the creation of 'Uman. With that in mind, this section will recreate a story that follows 

the Azd from Ma'rib in Yemen, to 'Uman, to northeastern Arabia and al-Hira, and up unto the 

coming of Islam to 'Uman. Members of the Azd tribe were the first to migrate to Mazun, and it is 

they who renamed the land 'Uman. According to Potts, "one point which has become clear 

through a reading of the various sources in which 'Uman figures during the period in question is 

that the events related cannot be appreciated in isolation from the broader historical context."311 
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This section, therefore, includes the migration of Malik ibn Fahm and the Azd to 'Uman in the 

context of transmission of Christianity among relevant tribes. 

 Kitab al-Ansab al-'Arab and the Migration of the Azd. Kitab al-Ansab was written by 

Abu 'l-Mundhir Salamah b. Muslim al-'Awtabi al-Suhari, a member of the Tahiya of the Azd 

tribe. It is considered to be the most important document available on Arab genealogies in 

general, and on the early history of 'Uman in particular, containing information that cannot be 

found in any other source.312 Wilkinson cautions that the migration accounts were semi-

legendary, but at the same time affirms that "the corpus of evidence points to it [the first 

migration] having taken place in pre-Sassanid times, probably in the second century AD."313 

Kashf al-ghummah by al-Izkawi, which was first translated by Edward Charles Ross under the 

title Annals of Oman, also recounts the story of the Azd migration, but according to Al-Rawas, 

al-Izkawi "relied conspicuously on al-'Awtabi . . . it is clear that al-Izkawi used his material 

directly without referring to him."314 The account from Kashf al-Ghummha will follow later, but 

it is al-'Awtabi's account that is used in summarizing below, as annotated and translated by 

Daniela Amaldi in The Origins of the History of Oman: The Kitab al-Ansab by al-'Awtabi. 

Amaldi notes that this account was the first historiographic source regarding 'Uman.315 No doubt 

there were several waves of Azd that migrated from the southwestern corner of the Arabian 
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Peninsula down through time, and the dam of Ma'rib was repaired several times before totally 

collapsing the final time in 570 CE, but this narrative appears to be the story of the first Azd 

migration, which Mascitelli concluded could be dated at the beginning of the 3rd century CE.316 

Amaldi described this process of gradual migration, "Migratory waves followed one another in 

periods of political instability and weakness . . . in successive phases, starting from the 1st 

century CE and ending with the diffusion of Islam.317  

 According to al-'Awtabi's narrative, 'Amr b. 'Amir, the chief of the Azd, married Turayfa, 

a woman who had the power to see into the future. Turayfa interpreted a dream of her husband 

that foresaw the collapse of the Ma'rib dam and destruction of their city and surrounding 

agriculture. Based on this, 'Amr decided to leave the city but shared this revelation with no one 

else as he planned his own exit strategy. 

 Proceeding with the inside knowledge from his wife, 'Amr feigned being insulted in a 

public setting, thus initiating a conflict that would provide him with a plausible reason to leave 

his home and community in Ma'rib. After selling all his personal possessions, he only then 

informed the others that a flood would one day come. Those who believed 'Amr left with him; 

those who did not stayed behind. The journey began in the southwestern part of the Arabian 

peninsula and headed toward Mecca.318 After experiencing the extreme desert heat for a while, 

Turayfa made another prophesy, which was much longer and more complex than the first. She 

predicted they would again have to leave their homes, because of the threat of another upcoming 
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catastrophe, this time because of the coming of excessive heat. In her prophecy, Malik b. Fahm, 

the brother of  'Amr,319 and his Azd to go to 'Uman.320 They left Mecca divided into two groups, 

one that would go to 'Uman, and another headed to al-Sâm [as-Sham]; a third group would stay 

where they were. All versions of the migration say that the Azd settled on the Sarat, an 

impressive mountain range extending along the coast southward, and become known as the Sarat 

[Sarawat] Azd, but then the Azd 'Uman separated off again, continuing their journey eastward.321 

 Upon arrival, Malik finds that the Persians are already there.322 Preparing his people for 

trouble, he divided them into two groups: families with women, belongings and cattle, were left 

behind in Ja'lan323 under the protection of a large troop; the others accompanied Malik as he then 

set off to face the Persians. He dispatched an urgent message with his youngest son to be 

received by the Persians occupying 'Uman:    

If you accord me willingly in share of the water, produce, and pasture, I will settle in the 
country and praise you. If however, you refuse, I shall remain in spite of you . . . , and if I 
prevail against you, I shall slay you, and carry off your offspring, and shall not allow one 
of you to  remain in Oman.324 
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The Persians responded that there wasn't room enough there for them all, leaving him no choice 

but to engage them in battle, which he did on the plain of Salut, west of Nizwa. He conquered the 

Persians in Salut, and granted any surviving Persians permission to stay one more year.  They 

used this time to maliciously destroy many of the aflaj. When their Emperor learned of their 

defeat, he refused to allow them entry, and they again had to battle Malik b. Fahm.325 After 

defeating the Persians yet again, he and the Azd settled in 'Uman, where he died after 70 years of 

rule, at the age of 120.326 They renamed their new land, which the Persians had called Mazun, 

'Uman, because they originally lived in in wadi by that name in Ma'rib.327  

 Kashf al-ghumma. In the anonymous Kashf al-ghummah al-jami' li akhbar al-Umma 

[Dispeller of Grief], attributed to Sirhan-Bin Sa'id-Bin Sirhan ibn Muhammad of the Banu 'Ali, a 

native of Izki, gives an overlapping yet at times diverging parallel story of the immigration. In its 

introduction Kashf, credits itself as being "the most authentic and coherent account of the history 

of 'Uman that has emanated from native sources."328 

 According to this version, Malik left his country after his nephews, sons of his brother 

'Amru bin Fahm, killed the dog of a man under his protection; he said he would not remain in a 

country where someone under his protection was treated this way, this being an affront to him 

personally.  A second version of this is that a herdsman was attacked by a dog, which he killed, 
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and was subsequently killed by the dog's owner. This seems to have occurred at el-Sarat to which 

his camels began longing to return home.329 He finds Persians in 'Uman who unanimously 

refused Malik's request to settle with them, "we do not wish this Arab to settle amongst us, that 

our land should become straitened until us; we have no need of his neighbourship."330 Both the 

Persians and Malik prepared for war. Wilkinson again suggests using caution in considering the 

degree of success in these early stories, such as the one that follows, saying it is  probably 

exaggerated."331 

In those days their leader was the Marzaban, who was Lieutenant for their king . . . and 
the Marzaban ordered the trumpets to be sounded and the drums beaten, and set out with 
all his host from Sohar. It is said his army numbered more than 40,000 men, and some 
say 30,000, and he had with him elephants. He proceeded toward el-Jowf [sic] to 
encounter Malik, and halted at the plain of Selut near Nezwa.  When Malik received 
intelligence of this, he set out for the plain of Selut with 6,000 men, and encamped 
opposite the army of the Marzaban. They remained in their respective positions that day 
without fighting.  Malk-bin Fahm spent the night drawing up his forces in order of battle, 
forming them into right and left wings, and centre, and stationing the horsemen of the el-
Azd in position. . . . The Marzaban also was similarly employed, and both sides were 
prepared. Malik mounted a pie-bald charger, clad in his armour over which he wore a red 
robe, and on his head was his iron helmet encircled by a yellow turban.  His sons and the 
warriors of the el-Azd were similarly accoutered in armour and helmet, their eyes only 
being visible.332 
 

When ready for battle Malik rode around his troops, encouraging and exhorting them to stand 

firm. The Marzaban placed his elephants in front and advanced toward the Azd, who cried out as 

they charged toward the elephants with swords and javelins. The wounded elephants turned to 

flee and trampled many of the Marzaban's men underfoot. For two days they battle until, on the 
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third day, their commander was killed and they gave up and fled, losing "an immense number in 

killed and wounded."333  

 The Persians surrendered asking a year's time to evacuate and go home. Malik granted 

their wishes, but they used this time to destroy water channels.334 The survivors wrote the king, 

reporting their defeat and asking to return home, but he was enraged and sent one of his greatest 

Marzabans to 'Uman with 3,000 of the best warriors and commanders. Unknown to Malik, they 

went first to el-Bahrain and then to 'Uman. Just before the year's treaty had expired, Malik 

learned of the army and sent a message warning them home. "But they, confident in their 

strength and in the comparative smallness of Malik's army, returned a defiant and insolent 

answer."335 Malik then marched toward the Persians and their elephants and again "slew an 

immense number and made many prisoners. The remainder of the Persian army embarked in 

their ships and passed across the sea to Persia. So Malik conquered all 'Uman and took all the 

property of the Persians. He made many of the latter prisoners and kept them a long time in 

prison, after which he released them, and cause them to be conveyed to the ships, with their 

clothing and provisions, and sent back to Persia . . . Malik then ruled over 'Uman and its adjacent 

districts and governed it wisely and well." (Sirhan, Annals, 6) Then, finally, they overran the 

country as far as al-Bahrain, and settled in modern-day Buraimi, then called Towwam, on the 

direct route between Bahrain and Suhar. And, "So it continued until God caused el-Islam to be 
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manifested."336 So the Azd 'Uman extended from 'Uman, up through the oasis of Towwam [al-

Ain/Buraimi today], northward along the eastern edge of the Arabian Peninsula. 

 In other sources, Malik b. Fahm is linked with al-Anbar and al-Hira.337 After a discussion 

by Amaldi of the discrepancies between accounts, Amaldi concluded that al-'Awtabi showed he 

was familiar with these discrepancies putting Malik in both 'Uman and Iraq, and, therefore, 

explained Malik, "was king because he obtained power over 'Uman and Iraq, and over its 

provinces and all that surrounded it. He stopped between the coastal area of 'Uman up to Yemen, 

then he headed to another place."338 This provide a link between the Azd 'Uman and the Tanukh, 

Lakhmids, and Tamim of these northern regions, which were associated with Christianity. It was 

after Sapur I's deportation of large numbers of Christian Roman prisoners of a from Antioch to 

Mesopotamia and Iran in 256 and 260, that a large influx of Christians into these regions took 

place.339 As previously recounted, Mar Mari evangelized as late as 110 in the river valley in 

regions around Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Tertullian in 220 attested to the presence of bishops 

throughout Persia, tombs were found in Bahrain dating to the third century, and monks were 

documented in the Gulf in the mid-fourth century. This all evidences a Christian presence during 

the time period when Malk ibn Fahm and his people moved northward. 
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 The Tanukh. Continuing the story of Azdi Malik ibn Fahm, late in the second century 

the Azd migrated to Al-Hasa where the Tanukhids were found. According to Irfan Shahid, the 

Tanukhids were Christians even while they were still in the Land of the Two Rivers and battling 

Shapur in the third century.340 Thus, when the Azd and Malik ibn Fahm, who originated in  

Himyar, became the first Arabian who defeated the Persians,341 passed up through Bahrain to the 

land of the Tanukh, formed a federation with the Tanukh sheiks of Al-Ahsa, they were joining 

themselves with a Christian tribe. These Tanukh sheiks of Al-Ahsa yielded their leadership to 

Malik ibn Fahm (196-231), who later was succeeded by his brother Jadhima ibn Malik (233-

268). Jadhima had no sons, so his sister's son 'Amr ibn Adi, who was of the Lakhmid tribe, 

succeed him, and thus initiated the Lakhmid Dynasty.  Centuries later, at the end of the trail of 

migration and mingling of Christian and non-Christian tribes, Christianity to 'Uman, and then 

northward again back to the Tanukh of the Tigris-Euphrates river valley, a local inscription 

reveals that in 780, the Christian Arab tribe of Tanukh was given the choice between conversion 

and death: "In the year 1091 [780] the commander of the faithful came . . . and ordered that the 

churches be torn down and that the Tanukh become Muslims."342  This was during the time of 

caliph Mahdi (775-85). The span of time between the formation of the Azd-Tanukh federation, in 

about 196, until 780, the year of the inscription mandating "the commander of the faithful" to 

tear down Christian churches, and for the Tanukh to become Muslims, was about 584 years. 
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  Shahid suggested several evidences of their Christianity.  First, when fighting Shapur in 

the third century, the Tanukh battle cry was, "ya la 'ibad Allah,"343 [sic] in doing so identifying 

themselves as the slaves, people, servants of God, which at that time would have been Jesus 

Christ. Second, a Tanukhid figure, 'Abd al-Jinn, has two verses attributed to him which mention 

Christian monks and Jesus. Third, one of the monasteries of Hira, Dayr Hanna, belonged to a 

group of Tanukhids. And, finally, "Their fanatic zeal for Christianity in the fourth century" 

suggested that their Christianity was "long standing and consequently profound."344 Shahid 

further suggests, "The chances, then, are that they were converted to Christianity while they were 

in the eastern half of the Fertile Crescent, in much the same way that a part of Lakhm with its 

king, Imur' al-Qays, had adopted Christianity in Hira."345 Shahid goes one step further to suggest 

that, al-Nu'man, the first in the list of the Tanukhid kings, could even be Imru' al-Qays himself, 

al-Nu'man being a nickname for Imru al-Qays.346 This then may be a link between the Tanukh 

and the Lakhm with the missionary work of Mar Mari, as described earlier, or another early 

missionary. Shahid continued, “It is perfectly possible that after his death, Imru' al-Qays was 

referred to as al-Nu'man, perhaps in order to reflect his association with Christianity and present 

him as a Christian Ruler . . . according to Hisham, he was the first Lakhmid king to adopt 

Christianity."347 
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 The Lakhmids. In about 270, 'Amr ibn 'Adi (268-295), Malik b. Fahm's nephew (his 

sister's son), established al-Hira as the capital of the powerful Lakhmid Dynasty, which lasted 

until about 601.  Borge wrote, "the evidence of Christianity in its capital is overwhelming;" it 

was "known for building churches and monasteries."348 Hellyer agrees, saying there were many 

Christians in the Bani Lahkm tribe, and widespread influence of their tribe may have been a key 

factor in the early spread of Christianity.349  

 The first Lakhmid king 'Amr I ibn Adi attempted to extend his power westward, even 

clashing with Queen Zenobia of Palmyra.350 He was succeeded by his son Imru' al-Qays I ibn 

'Amr (295-328), who was described as the governor for the Persians "over the frontier lands of 

the Arabs of Rabi'a, Mudar, and the rest of the tribes in the deserts of Iraq, Hijaz, and 

Mesopotamia."351 While he was the second Lakhmid king, he was the first king to become a 

Christian. His tomb was located in Byzantine territory southeast of Damascus, perhaps because 

he had become a Christian352 or perhaps because he happened to die in enemy country.353 From 
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about 350 - c. 530, the Lakhmids were supplanted in much of eastern Arabia by the Kinda, allies 

of the Himyaritic rulers of Yemen, but the Bani Lakhm later recovered their power, in 

approximately 530. But even during this time, the church of al-Hira seem to have remained 

strong, for in 410, when the Church of the East was established, their bishop Hosea was present 

at, and a signator to, the Synod of Mar Isaac in Seleucia.354 

 This would seem to demonstrate a concrete link between the Christians of al-Hira, and 

Christians of the Azd tribe of Mazun. It was during this period that Mazun came under the 

jurisdiction of the Lakhmids.355 Sasanian emperor Khusraw I Anosirwan (531-579 CE) named 

Lakhmid king al-Mundhir III b. Nu'man (505-554 CE), as "king of the area of Oman, al-Bahrain, 

Al-Yamama as far as Taif and the rest of the Hijaz."356 He reigned from 505-554 CE, and his 

death is recorded in various sources.357 Many monasteries and churches were built during this 

period. In the Monastery of Hind (Dayr Hind) in al-Hira, an inscription was found reading: 

Hind, daughter of al-Harith son of 'Amr son of Hujr, the queen, daughter of kings, mother 
of the king 'Amr son of al-Mundhir, handmaiden of Christ, mother of His servant and 
handmaiden of His servant, built this church in the time of the King of Kings Khosrow 
Anushirvan and the bishop Ephrem.358  
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 In discussing tribes and al-Hira, one very distinct group needs to be examined: the 

"'Ibad," servants (of Christ). Information regarding this group comes from Hisham ibn al-Kalbi, 

Kufan historian and geologist who "explicitly claims that he consulted books and church 

archives from al-Hira".359 His work is the main source used by Tabari in his history of al-Hira.360 

Toral-Niehoff reflects, 

" . . . stories transmitted by him are doubtlessly legendary . . . he tends to exaggerate the 
importance of the city and of the Lakhmid dynasty in international politics. Yet on the 
whole, he passes on the local store of history and legends and thus conveys an idea of 
how the people of al-Hira saw themselves. Oral tradition on al-Hira was alive in the 
region for a long time; according to Abu l-Baq (twelfth century), local children were 
taught the history of the Lakhmid kings at school, which was thus considered an 
important part of the collective memory still into the Islamic period.361 
 

 According to al-Kalbi, the inhabitants of al-Hira consisted of one-third Tanukh, one-third 

'Ibad, and one-third people who were not in either group but were allowed to live there by 

covenant, such as having surrendered in the past. At this time the 'Ibad were sedentary and the 

Tanukh were Bedouin.362 The designation 'Ibad referred only to: (1) the city's Christians; (2) who 

originated from different tribes but were united by something beyond tribe, including in their 

group "northern Arabs, such as the Tamim, to which the prominent 'Ibadi family of 'Adi b. Qayd 

belonged, and southern Arabs such as the Azd/Mazun . . . and the Lakhm, which included the 

Banu Marina, a branch of the royal family and the main opponents of 'Adi b. Qayd;" (3) did not 

                                                 
 359. , Isabel Toral-Niehoff, "The 'Ibad of al-Hira: An Arab Christian Community of Late 
Antique Iraq," 2013. https://www.academia.edu/1961404/The-'Ibad_of_al-
Hira_An_Arab_Christian_ , April 2017. 2. 

 

 360. Isabel Toral-Niehoff, 'Ibad of al-Hira, 2, n.5. 

 

 361. Isabel Toral-Niehoff, 'Ibad of al-Hira, 2; citing Abu al-Baqa Hibat Allah al-Hilli. 

Al-Manaqib al-mazdiyya. Edited by M. al-Qadir. Al-'Ayn, 2000, 91. 

 

 362. Isabel Toral-Niehoff, 'Ibad of al-Hira, 3. 

 



 105

include neighboring nomadic Christian tribes; (4) established families, the good families, most 

noble people of al-Hira;363 (5) foreign origin lost its relevance over time and their social standing 

improved, Abu l-Baqa writing that, "He (king 'Amr b. Imri' al-Qays) introduced the great 

families of the Rabia, the Mudar and the Iyad into the tribe of the 'Ibad, to which they had not 

belong before;364 (6) spoke Arabic; (7) appeared as strangers when conquerors from the Arabian 

Peninsula arrived and found them there - they had to prove their identity;365 and (8) they were 

descendants from Arabs who had earlier emigrated from the peninsula, especially from Yamama 

and eastern Arabia in successive ways, such as the Christians from the Tamimi clan.366 In short, 

they were a sedentary Christian tribe with roots on the Arabian Peninsula, especially eastern 

Arabia that was prominent in public life in al-Hira. One 'Ibadi, Zayd of the Banu Ayyub, became 

the main counselor of al-Mundhir IV and his son 'Adi, a famous poet, tutored an-Nu'man III and 

helped bring him to power. 'Adi was also involved in a romantic story in which he was in love 

with Hind b. Nu'man and, finally, married her.367 P. Henri Charles, in Le Christianisme des 

Arabes Nomades Sur Le Limes et Dans Le Desert Syro-Mesopotamien aux alentours de l'hegire. 

affirmed,  

Deux groupements ethniques surtout en composaient la population:  des tanwkites, 
nomades or semi-nomades, plus ou moins agriculteurs, d'origine qozaite, habitants des 
tentes de poil ou de claies,  dans la region situee entry Hyrat et Anbar; des Ibad, chretiens 
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sedentarises, originaires de Tamym, Lakhm ou 'Azd. [Two ethnic groups . . . . Ibad, 
sedentary Christians from Tamim, Lahkm or 'Azd.]368 
 

 The name 'Ibad seemed to express an awareness of being the only true worshippers of 

God - Christians. The architecture of al-Hira and the churches of the Gulf area "suggests a close 

communal tie between the Christians of Babylonia and of the Gulf, a relationship that is 

confirmed by tribal history, and which "may indicated the particularly old age of these regions' 

Christian communities, which apparently developed outside the sphere of Western influence."369  

More of this will be discussed in regard to the disappearance of Christians in 'Uman. 

 The last of the Bani Lakhm Kings was Nu'man IV bin Mundhir (583 - c.602), who was 

raised by a Christian family of the Tamim and himself became a Christian in 593.370 Hoyland, 

wrote the Lakhmids were pagans until 593, when King Nu'man IV was converted.  Then, “God 

wished in his bounty and generosity to save the pagans of  'Ayn al-Namir and turn them from 

error, the son of the chief's sister fell ill and drew near death, thus giving the Nestorian monk 

Mar'Abda the chance to assert the supremacy of, and win round the chief's followers to, the true 

faith."371 

 He is also sometimes referred to as "Abu Qabus,"372 It is after this Qabus that Sultan 

Qaboos was named centuries later. Around 602 CE, Nu'man, somehow incurred the wrath of 
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Khusraw. The two possible reasons that Nu'man's denied Khusraw possession of a horse, or 

perhaps refused to give him the hand of a daughter in marriage.373 One source said he was 

poisoned, another that he was trampled by elephants. However it came about, his brutal death at 

the hands of Khusraw may have created or added to resentment that motivated vengeance on the 

part of the Lakhmids when they later opened the doors to the invading Persian army.374 375   

 Less than 30 years after the death of Mundhir, Muhammad sent a letter inviting 'Uman to 

accept Islam, which it is said to have done willingly, thus officially ending the pre-Islamic era of 

Christianity in 'Uman, though its history continues on for another few years after that in Beth 

Qatraye and other areas of the Gulf, into perhaps the 9th or 10th century.  

Where Did They Go? 

 John C. Wilkinson, widely regarded as one of the world's foremost Western expert on 

Oman's tribes,376 Oxford graduate and reader, and author of Ibadism: Origins and Early 

Development in Oman,377 records that: 
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It is clear that Christianity was well implanted in Oman as well as the Bahrayn region. 
We know for a fact of two early prominent Omani Arabs who were Christians, Ka'b b. 
Barsha al-Tahi, and Ka'b b. Sur of the Laqit Harith Malik b. Fahm, who  was appointed 
the first qadi in Basra. The history of  Khirrit al-Naji's uprising in 38/658-9 also indicates 
that a great number of his B. Sama followers had been Christians. And in the Ridda wars 
it was one of the important leaders of the 'Abd al-Qays, a former Christian, who defended 
the Muslim cause in Bahrayn.378   

 
So, what happened? Where did this "well implanted" Christian presence go? Several factors 

appear to have combined to dissolve the Christian community in Mazun, the first being the 

arrival of Islam itself.  

 Historical Context: The Powers. A quick summary of surrounding world events will aid 

in understanding what next happens in 'Uman. In 602 Khosrow II initiated the final Byzantine-

Sasanian War by invading Byzantium. He conquered Damascus in Syria, Egypt, Antioch, and, in 

614, sacked Jerusalem, damaging the Church of the Holy Sepulcher and carrying the True Cross 

off to Ctesiphon. In 622, Heraclius mounted a counter offensive against the Sasanians, defeating 

them near Nineveh in 627 in a crushing victory, and took back the True Cross. In 628, Kavadh II 

replaced his father Khosrow II and made peace with the Byzantines. By this time, after centuries 

of recurring war, both empires were both exhausted and insolvent. In 602, when Khosrow II had 

his falling out with Nu'man IV bin Mundhir (583 - c.602), the results were catastrophic: in the 

absence of Lakhmid loyalty, Persia was invade by the Arabs and the empire fell.379 

 Meanwhile in western Arabian Peninsula, Muhammad was born in 570. In 610 he 

experienced a life-changing event in a cave on Mount Hira - his first vision - and took on the role 

of Prophet of God with the mission of returning the world to a belief in the one true God. In 622, 

he and his band of persecuted believers migrated from Mecca, whose people had never accepted 
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him as a prophet and were often openly hostile.  Traveling at night and in small groups to avoid 

detection, they covered 260 miles,  northward to the city of Medina, where they founded the first 

Islamic community, complete with social and economic reforms.   

 Between 624 and 628, Muhammad and his armies engaged in a series of military 

campaigns in its battle for survival, culminating in 630, with a march into Mecca, where images 

of the local gods were destroyed, and control of the pilgrimage site was taken with few 

casualties. In 624, when neighboring Jews failed to recognize him as a prophet and adopt Islam, 

Muhammad broke with them, changed the direction of Muslim prayers from Jerusalem to 

Mecca, and banished or executed many Jews. Also in 624 at the Battle of Badr, Muhammad 

defeated the Meccan army and executed the army's leader; this being a major turning point for 

Islam. In 627, Muhammad was successful in defending Medina from Meccan armies during the 

battle of the Trench, but he suspected the Banu Quraiza Jews of assisting the enemy, so he killed 

all their men.  

  At this point, those who were prescient and proactive, possessing foresight, may already 

have moved away from the troubled areas. Since the two super powers had battled themselves 

into poverty, Persians along the Omani coast may already have made cutbacks to survive with 

fewer resources. The next bishop of Mazun attending a synod was in 576, six years after the 

Persians conquered Yemen and the Ma'rib Dam had finally collapsed for the last time. During 

the first part of the reign of Hormozd IV (579-590), Zoroastrian priests had persecuted 

Christians, whose number had been growing, but Hormozd IV came to realize that success 

against the Byzantines would require every person working together in a united kingdom. He, 

therefore, wrote a letter to Zoroastrian priests in which he asked the priest to stop persecuting 
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them, but it was too late for Persia. In 'Uman, some of the local Persians may have anticipated 

trouble to come and futilely fled to Persia, which would also soon be conquered by the Arabs. 

 Māzin bin Ghaḍūbah. In 628 or 629 a refugee, identified by Arab historian al-Nawawi 

as Abu Bashir bin 'Asid or 'Utbah, was the first Muslim known to have arrived in Oman, but he 

and his followers failed to make much of an impact.380 The first Omani acknowledged and, 

thereafter, revered as having accepted Islam was Mazin ibn Ghadhuba, from the town of 

Samail.381 Mazin Bin Ghadhuba Mosque is today a historic mosque and the oldest in Oman, 

which is located in Samail in Ad-Dakhiliyah Governate and is said to have been build by Mazin 

Bin Ghadouba in 627 AD. As the story goes, as he was sitting and guarding a locally-worshipped 

idol called Najir, when a voice coming from the idol saying:  

 O, Mazin listen and cheer up; 
 The good has come and the evil has disappeared. 
 The Prophet has been sent among the Arabs, 
 To (proclaim) the religion of Allah, the most powerful.382 
 
At this, he crushed his idol and got on a horse and rode to search for the Prophet. According to 

al-'Awtabi, Mazin asked the Prophet to pray for God's blessings for the people of 'Uman, and the 

Prophet responded: "O God, guide them and reward them . . . grant them continence, sufficiency, 

add contentment, as much as You will to them." At that, Mazin prompted him saying that the 

"sea splashes beside us" and asked for a prayer for their food, camels, and cattle.  The Prophet 

then continues, "O God, grant them abundance to live in an abundance of good, and increase 
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their wealth from the sea . . . Do not let any foreign enemy overcome them."383 Upon his return 

to 'Uman, the country "became fertile in that year and in the years that followed."384 And Mazin 

devoted the rest of his life to converting his countrymen to Islam.385 Mazin's grave and a 

mosque, located at the site where he is said to first have heard a voice urging him to Islam, are 

found just off the freeway near the town of Samail in Oman. 

 Ka'b b. Barsha al-Tahi (Azd). Mohammad called on Khosrow II to accept Islam, but he 

did not accept. After Khosrow II's death in February 628, his son, Shiyruya Sheroy (Kavadh II), 

ordered the Marzaban of 'Uman, to identify someone in whom he had confidence and who spoke 

both Arabic and Persian, to travel to the Hijaz to learn more about this Prophet. The man selected 

was a Christian named Ka'b b. Barsha al-Tahi (Azd).386 Persuaded as to the sincerity of the 

Prophet, 387 he returned to 'Uman and reported his findings.388 Soon after a letter came from 

Muhammad to the Kings of 'Uman, Jaifar and Abd al-Julanda. 
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 Jaifar and 'Abd Al-Julanda, Kings of 'Uman. Muhammad's reputation and influence 

spread across the Arabian Peninsula to 'Uman. During the last two years of his life, Muhammad 

concentrated on expanding his influence among the Arab tribes.389 When possible, he did this 

through diplomatic means, such as sending messengers and letters to the eastern tribal leaders or, 

as seen above, receiving delegations dispatched from the tribes to Muhammad.390 

  The main tribes in 'Uman at that time were the Al-Azd and the Adnan, which were under 

the leadership of al-Julanda and his two sons, Jaifer and Abd. This arrangement was a result of a 

treaty between the Julandas and the Sasanians, in which the Sasanians were allowed to keep a 

garrison of about 4000 people along the coast in a settlement at Damsetsjer near the town of 

Suhar.391 In exchange, al-Julanda's authority over the interior and desert regions was honored.392  

Sasanians may have had no more interest in its presence in 'Uman other than commerce, and the 

'Umanis themselves may well have wanted to free themselves from the Persians.393 Regarding 

Christians, in the opinion of al-Maamiry, who wrote about the early history of 'Uman and 

Ibadhism, there may have been a few Jews and Christians living there, but that the majority of 

other inhabitants would have been "worshippers of idols and images."394  
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 Al-Izkawi, in Kashf al-ghummah is regarded by most scholars as one of the most 

important histories of the early eleventh century and chronicles more than one thousand years of 

'Umani history.  He records that on the eve of the arrival of Islam, the Persian military presence 

had evolved into a commercial presence also, extending Persian authority down the Batinah 

coast.395 There were trade fairs held at Suhar in 'Uman: 

It [the fair] was usually held on the first day of Rajab and lasted for five nights.  Al-
Julanda b. al-Mustakbir used to levy the tithe from the merchants there. Another fair was 
that of Dabba.  Dabba is one of the two ports of the Arabs; merchants from Sind, India, 
China, people of the East and the West, came to it.  This fair was held on the last day of 
Rajab.  Merchants traded here by bargaining.  Al-Julanda b. al-Mustakbir levied the tithe 
in this fair as in Suhar.  He used to behave in it like other kinds elsewhere.396 

 
 Due to its expensive and ongoing war with the Byzantines, the Persians had a great 

interest in the trade fairs along the eastern coast of Arabia. In order to effectively control trade, 

the Persians appointed local chiefs as their agents responsible for collecting custom duties from 

merchants trading at the fairs. The al-Julandas may have acted in that role. When during the war 

of 622-628 Persia lost its capability even to support its agents, the agents were left high and dry 

and rival local chiefs challenged their authority in 'Uman and also in Bahrayn to the north.397 It 

would be unreasonable to assume that these Persians were Zoroastrian only since a substantial  

portion of Persians population was Christian, especially in the last days of the Empire.   

 Perhaps an interest in the revenues from the 'Umani fairs was at least in part influential in 

the Prophet's sending his messenger, Amr ibn al-'As, to the Kings of 'Uman in the year 630, 
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asking them and their people to accept Islam.398 We find a hint of the diplomatic strategy behind 

these letters in Sahih al-Bukhari 2977: "Allah's Messenger said, 'I have been sent with the 

shortest expressions bearing the widest meanings, and I have been made victorious with terror 

(cast in the hearts of the enemy), and while I was sleeping, the keys of the treasures of the world 

were brought to me and put in my hand.' "399 

 »عِ اْلَكِلِن، ونُِصْرُت بالٌرْعِب، َفبَْيَنا أنا نَائٌم اُِتيُت بَِمَفاتِيح َجَزائِن األْرِض، َفُوِضعَْت ِفي يَِديبًِعثُْت ِبَجَوامِ «       

The letters were intended to instill fear that would lead to a voluntary surrender and avoid war. 

Mohammad's 629 letter was personally delivered to the two kings of 'Uman in Suhar.400 It was 

stamped with Muhammad's seal, which read, "There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the 

Messenger of Allah." It has been preserved over the centuries: 

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful . . . from Mohammed bin Abdullah to 

Jaifar and Abd, sons of al-Julanda, peace is upon him who follows the way, now and 

thereafter . . . I am calling both of you, in the name of Islam.  You will be safe if you 

submit to Islam.  I am the Messenger of Allah to all of the people.  I bring news of Islam 

to all the people, and will fight the infidels.  I hope you will accept Islam, but if you do 

not, then you will lose your country, and my horsemen will invade your territory, and my 

prophecy will overtake your country."401 
 
An Arabic version reads:402 

بسم هللا الرحمن الرحيم من  «:لقد احتفظ لنا التاريخ برسالة النبي صلى هللا عليه وسلم إلى حاكمي عمان آنذاك
 يةبدعا أدعوكما فإني بعد أما. الهدى اتبع من على وسالم الجلندي ايني وعبد محمد رسول هللا إلى حيفر
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 إنكماف الكافرين على القول ويحق حيا كان من ألنذر كافة الناس إلى هللا رسول فإني تسلما أسلما اإلسالم

 لىع نبوتي وتظهر بساحتكما تحل وخيلي زائل ملككما فإن أبيتما وإن وليتكما باإلسالم أقررتما إن

 .»ملككما
  

 According the 'Umani Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, Islam was 

accepted peacefully in 'Uman in 629, without coercion, during the Prophet's lifetime. 

"Delegations were exchanged to study and consider this, and Abd and Jaifar became believers 

and converted freely."403 Sirhan in Kashf al-ghummah expands on the narrative, saying that, "the 

Apostle of God" wrote a letter to the people of 'Uman inviting them to adopt the religion of 

Islam. His personal messenger gave it to 'Abd first who insisted his brother Jaifer be the first 

read the letter: 

He then assembled a council of the el-Azd, and sent to Ka'b-bin Barshah el-'Udi. [Ka'b b. 
Barsha al-Tahi (Azd)]  They all became converts to el-Islam and sent to all their kinsmen 
who vowed obedience to the Prophet, and agreed to offer the proper religious alms.  
Jaifar sent messengers to Maheyreh, and Shihr in the south, and to Daba and the furthest 
limits of 'Oman to the north; and at his invitation all the people accepted el-Islam, save 
the Persians who dwelt in 'Oman. 404 
 

 When Muhammad's letter arrived, the Christian Ka'b met with the council of al-Azd, 

presumably to attest to his impression of authenticity and sincerely when he had visited.  Their 

conversion involved obedience to the Prophet and the paying of alms.  Everyone accepted Islam, 

except for the Persians. The alliance between the 'Uman is and the Muslims of Medina may have 

strengthened al-Julanda's political power enabling them to force the Persians to withdraw from 

the Batinah.405  
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 The story of the conversion of the 'Umanis to 'Uman is then concluded in Sirhan's Kashf 

al-ghummah: 

When the Persians rejected el-Islam, the el-Azd assembled round Jaifar, and all agreed to 
expel the Persian deputy Maskan and his followers from the country.  As the Persians 
refused either to join el-Islam or to leave the country quietly, the el-Azd attacked them, 
killed their leader Maskan and many more, and drove the remainder into their town of 
Damsetjerd, when they besieged them rigorously, until they sued for terms.406 
 

'Awtabi in his Ansab indicates they were allowed to leave with their families, while abandoning 

all their property.407 'Amr continued living with the Azd until the Prophet died, and after the 

Julanda and may of the al-Azd visited "Abu-Bekr the Just, who praised the conduct of the people 

of 'Uman in accepting the message of the Prophet willingly and spontaneously."408 

 The Julanda brothers continued to rule 'Uman, merely exchanging their Persian overlords 

for the Arabs of Medina. It was the year 630 that Muhammad delegated 'Amr. b. al-'As to call the 

Azd to Islam. They accepted his message, and 'Amr then remained there to collect the tax.409 It 

seems likely that Muhammad's letter confirmed what they already knew, that "the new powerful 

Arab government at Medina could not be opposed lightly and with impunity, but also that it 

might be their best ally if the 'Umani tribes were to rise to expel the Persians from their 

coasts."410 

                                                 
 406. Sirhan, Kashf/Annals, 9-10. 
 
 407. Wilkinson, Ibadism, 72. 
 

 408. Sirhan, Kashf/Annals, 9-10. 
 
 409. Shoufani, Al-Riddah, 36. 
 

 410. "Frauke Heard-Bey" Retrieved from http://www.fraukeheardbey.com on December 
12, 2019. 
 



 117

 So, when in 629 Muhammad sent his letter to the Julanda brothers, Kings of 'Uman, they 

voluntarily accepted his terms, following a discussion among the nation's leaders to determine 

which choice would be in the best interest of 'Uman. With this decision, 'Uman became a 

Muslim country.  Christians and Jews now became dhimmis, protected minorities but second-

class citizens, and all now had to learn how to live with this new reality.  

  Initially, 'Uman 's transformation to a Muslim state would likely have had minimal 

impact on ordinary people. Requirements for their conversion had been few, "What the letter of 

the Prophet to the Omanis called for was to bear witness that there was no God but God, that he 

was His Apostle, to pay the zakat/sadaqa, to construct mosques, and to fight."411 Their taxes were 

even collected by the same men. 'Amr. b. al-'As stayed in 'Uman to instruct men only in Islam, so 

for the women and children, life probably changed little. Jaifer and Abd accepted Islam 

themselves and urged other tribes to do so also, but it must have taken time for all to truly 

convert and their old traditions to die out. In 632 Muhammad fell ill and died at age 62. After 

that rebellions broke out all over the Arabian Peninsula. 

 Ridda War. Traditional sources do not paint a positive picture of the political situation in 

Medina following the death of Muhammad. Elias Shoufani, Ph.D. in Oriental Studies from 

Princeton University, in his 2010 book on Al-Ridda wrote: "At this point the Arabs had 

apostatized, tribes as a whole or in part, hypocrisy sprouted, Jews and Christians rose up their 

heads. The Muslims were like sheep on a rainy night because they had lost their prophet and 

because of their sparsity and the multitude of their enemy."412 Many soon learned that, while it 

was easy to join the Muslim community, it was very hard to leave it.  
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 Christian C. Sahner, Associate Professor of Islamic history at the University of Oxford, 

Ph.D. from Princeton University, author of Christian Martyrs under Islam, wrote that the Qur'an 

does not approve of apostasy, but that al-Baqara 2:109, "urges forgiveness of individuals who 

depart the Muslim community without any clear expectation of their returning."413 Sahner 

continued, however, to draw accounts of the use of force from the literature, saying that some in 

Medina were unsure how to respond to the rebellions that broke out all over the Arabian 

Peninsula, but Abu Bakr did not hesitate to use force. Records of unimaginable violence exist.  

For example, George the Black, a slave, was cut in half after he was caught practicing his 

Christian beliefs in secret.414 Abd-al-Masih, a former Muslim who had become a monk, was 

betrayed by old friends when they learned of his conversion to Christianity, bringing him before 

the authorities where he was executed after his refusal to repent.415 A father was forced to watch 

while his two sons were tortured and killed, then his own throat was slit and his body burned."416 

In 701 the Muslim authorities locked a group of Armenian noblemen inside churches before 

setting them ablaze.  This final incident is found in Armenian, Arabic, Greek, and Syriac 

chronicles and "stands out as a singularly violent moment in the early Muslim-Christian 

encounter in the Caucasus."417 
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 'Uman seems to have been spared this violence because the Julanda brothers and other 

leaders seriously considered the implications of the carrot-stick invitation, "You will be safe if 

you submit to Islam . . . I hope you will accept Islam, but if you do not, then you will lose your 

country, and my horsemen will invade your territory, and my prophecy will overtake your 

country." In consultation with other of 'Uman's tribal leaders, they pledged themselves to the One 

True God, acknowledging Muhammad as Prophet, paying taxes, building mosques, and being 

willing to fight with him. Embracing Islam spared their nation, their personal status and Julanda 

power. As a reward for their decision to follow Islam without being forced to do so, Muhammed 

himself made a special case out of 'Uman and personally ordered that any zakat collected in 

'Uman was to be kept there and distributed among its own poor.418  

 After the rebellion at Dibba, this special agreement was revoked. Violence soon followed 

when rebellion broke out in 'Uman and Muhammad's empire was threatening to fall apart. Azdite 

Sheikh Laqit b. Malik al-Azdi, who had been a rival of al-Julanda in the days before Islam, led 

an insurrection against the Julanda' princes forcing them and their supporters to find safety in the 

sea and in the mountains. Al-Tabari dates the war at 633 or 634 (it has also been estimated as late 

as the year 635).419  

 From his hide away in the mountains, Jayfar sent to Abu Bakr for help.  Abu Bakr 

responded by sending generals and their armies tasked to combine and fight against Laqit. Their 

orders were to "crush whoever has apostatized between 'Uman and the Yemen."420 They fell 

                                                 
 418. Frauke Heard-Bey, From Trucial States to United Arab Emirates (Dubai: Motivated 

Publishing, 2004), 447. 
 
 419. Al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: The Conquest of Arabia (Vol. X), Trans. by 
Fred M. Donner. New York: University of New York Press, 151. 
  
 420. Al-Tabari, History: The Conquest, Vol X, 153. 



 120

upon Laqit at Dibba, the main town and most important marketplace, where Laqit had separated 

out the families and women to keep them safe during battle. 

Laqit was prevailing over the army; but while they were in that situation, the Muslims 
having experienced disorder and the polytheists anticipating victory, there came to the 
Muslims their great reinforcements . . . and scattered individuals of 'Uman . . . Thus God 
strengthened the people of Islam through them, and weakened through them the 
polytheisits; so the polytheists turned their backs in flight, so that 10,000 of them were 
killed in the battle. The Muslims pursued them so that they made great slaughter among 
them and took the offspring prisoner and divided the flocks amount the Muslims.  They 
sent the fifth [of booty] amounted to 800 heads; and they plundered the marketplace 
completely. So 'Arfajah marched to Abu Bakr with the fifth of the captives and the 
plunder421 
 

Some challenge the stated magnitude of the killing, but even today, in accord with local tradition,  

residents point to a plain where lay the scattered bones of 10,000 apostates. El-Beladzory's 

Futah-el-Buldan also states that 10,000 rebels perished at Dibba and that the inhabitants  - eight 

hundred captives,  men, women, and children. and the wealth - were captured and taken by the 

armies from Mecca. Hudhaifa ibn Mihsan al-Bariq, who was a companion of Muhammad was 

the governor of Oman at the time. The combined forces of Hudhafah and two generals defeated 

Laqit who was also called Dhu'l-Taj, The Crowned One.  We are told that Hudhayfah was left 

behind to extinguish any remaining traces of rebellion in Oman.422 After this great slaughter, 

there were no more uprisings and no more resistance in 'Uman against Islam.  

 Some doubt the magnitude of the numbers and even that there was an apostasy in Oman, 

but it is hard to imagine what would have motivated Tabari to inflate the numbers cited in his 

history of the battle. He was Iranian and the battle had no effecte on this reputation or the 
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reputation of his homeland. Its effectiveness in quelling opposite seems good support for its 

magnitude and brutality. 

 For an alternative perspective, however, Isam Al-Rawas, in Oman in Early Islamic 

History, records several versions of the Ridda War at Dibba,423 including an Omani version, 

which is not mentioned in any of the classical Arab sources. In the Omani version, tax collectors 

were having no problem collecting the Zakat until they assessed one woman with the tax of a 

one-year-old sheep. She did not want to part with her lamb. She refused to give it up, offering 

instead the choice between a drinking bowl or a kid. When the tax collectors took the sheep 

against her will, she cried out, calling on tribesmen to rescue her sheep resulting in all that 

followed. No apostasy was intended.  A battle then took place in which the Muslim tax collectors 

defeated the people of Dibba. The authorities captured many people of Dibba and sent them to 

Medina.424 Whatever the immediate cause, the goal of the Ridda campaign in 'Uman and the rest 

of Arabia was to ensure that all Arab tribes accepted Medina's authority and Muslim 

leadership.425  

 While previously death was not the punishment for apostasy, after the Ridda Wars, a 

consensus emerged that apostasy was not acceptable and should be punished with death.426 But 

even so, outside of the Ridda War and Arab Conquests, very few Christians were martyred 

anywhere during the seventh century because, once the Muslims were in control, relations 
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between them and their non-Muslim subjects was relatively peaceful. "This is because for most 

of the seventh century, the Muslim elite was preoccupied with prosecuting civil wars against 

itself, as well as wars of conquest against foreign neighbors," allowing for "the subject 

population to live as it wished, provided it paid tribute in the form of taxes and recognized the 

general authority of the Muslim regime."427  

 Conversion. As mentioned previously, we know that the Persians in 'Uman who did not 

accept Islam either left voluntarily or, if they refused, were forcibly evicted. The Persians would 

have included both Zoroastrians and some Christians, as in Persia itself. Wilkinson relates that 

classical sources do no recount what happened next in 'Uman, but 'Umani sources do.  As 

previously recounted, the Azd, newly converted to Islam, joined in "a mighty battle (at Rustaq?) 

in which Maskan was killed.  They then fiercely besieged those that had taken refuge in the 

Dastajirt fort [Persian military compound outside Suhar], who finally sued for peace.  This was 

granted on conditions they left, along with their families, and abandoned all their property.428 

 Effective immediately, after the Julanda brothers' agreement with Muhammad, 'Uman 

was a Muslim nation; any remaining Christians were subject to different rules than their Muslim 

neighbors by virtue of their dhimmi status. Perhaps some emigrated to safer climes or were killed 

alongside the Persians who resisted being expulsed from their homes, some fought in the Ridda 

War at Dibba, and others chose to keep their faith and paid their jizya. According to Isho'yahb 

III's letter to Simeon of Rev Ardashir, as early as the mid-seventh century the Christian 

community of Mazun was dissolving through conversion, in order to avoid paying their jizya,429 
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even though, by special contract with Muhammad, their jizya was returned to the community to 

help their own the poor. From ninth-century Arab historian, Ahmed bin Yahya al-Baladhuri, we 

know that the Prophet instructed Abu-Zaid, his missionary to Oman, that the Persians, who 

evidently were not completely eradicated or perhaps had returned, should pay poll (jizya) tax and 

the Muslims should pay alms (sadak) tax. They were being treated as people of the book. 

 At this point, we have seen that Persians, which would include Persians Christians, who 

did not convert were expulsed from the country along with their Zoroastrian and polytheistic 

countrymen, forced to leave with only their lives.  We have seen lives of fathers, sons, and 

brothers lost at Dibba. These same forces continued up through Bahrain and into Persia 

conquering and crushing "crush whoever has apostatized between 'Uman and the Yemen," as 

commanded by Abu Bakr. Those left behind would have been in difficult circumstances. Poverty 

and a stuggle to find subsistance would have been hard for the families left behaind after the 

Ridda War. Some may have regretted the decision of their loved ones to join Laqit's rebellion in 

Dibba, where many lives were lost, leaving them behind to survive in whatever way they could. 

Polytheists who were still attached to their local idols and Christians, may have continued 

practicing their beliefs but secretly. Others may have sincerely and willingly believed 

Muhammad to be a true prophet, in the same way they believed Adam (Aadam), Noah (Nuh), 

Abraham (Ibrahim), Job (Ayyub), Moses (Musa), David (Dawud) and others before to also be. 

 Although orthodox Christians believed Christ to be the Son of God, fully God and fully 

man, there were other Christians, some deemed heretics by the orthodox church, who were not as 

firmly committed to these core beliefs. These might be able to accept the viewpoint that Christ 

was a prophet only, and that another new prophet had been born to bring an age-old message to a 
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different population. It would be perhaps a small step for someone not schooled in and 

committed to orthodox beliefs to believe that God had again intervened in history, in the manner 

described in the book of Hebrews, "In the past God spoke to our forefathers through the prophets 

at many times and in various ways, but in these last days he has spoken to us by his Son . . . ."430 

It may not have felt like such a big step to believe that the creator of the universe had again 

intervened in history. Certainly the upheaval in their world might have been sign that something 

important was happening or was about to happen. Also the simplicity of Islam may have been 

attractive, too - there was nothing complex about the formula to become and remain a Muslim.  

 Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, records translations of early Syriac writings that 

document their reactions to Islam, being the first ones to do so. In Catholicos Isho'yahb's letter 

14C to Simeon, Bishop of Ardashir, under whose authority the bishop of Mazun fell, he wrote, 

"As for the Arabs, to whom God has at this time given rule over the world, you know well how 

they act towards us. Not only do they not oppose Christianity, but they praise our faith, honor the 

priests and saints of our Lord, and give aid to the churches and monasteries. Why then do your 

Mrwanaye reject their faith . . . the Arabs have not compelled them to abandon their faith, but 

only asked them to give up half of their possessions."431 So at the beginning anyway, the 

Christians who remained were not treated poorly. 

  Converted Christians are found in leadership positions, but are not found elsewhere in 

Arab accounts.  If there had been no Christians in Oman, there could have been no former 

Christians in Oman. The history of the Omani Azd in Basra, where Ibadhism was born, includes 
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the story of Ka'b b. Sur al-Laqiti, a former Christian, who was made Qadi of Basra, where he had 

settled as part of a group of eighteen Omanis.  He was from the B. al-Harith clan, which had 

apostatized in Dibba, and he may also have been part of a delegation that went to 'Umar 

afterward to negotiate the release of prisoners. During the Battle of the Camel in 656, Ka'b was 

killed while trying to mediate between the two sides.432 Fearing terrible bloodshed, he was 

accused of being affected by his peace-loving Christian morality. "He himself met his death 

when trying to hold a Qur’an between the belligerents at 'Aisha's request."433 So, it is clear that 

Christians existed in Oman because they converted and then made their way into trusted 

leadership positions. as committed members of Islam. Members of the Bakr b. Wa'il and 'Abd al-

Qays, tribes which had been at least partially Christianized appear now as Muslims.  

 But there is a difference between adhesion and conversion. Conversion is an "outward 

manifestation of changing emotional, spiritual, or intellectual reality"434 but adhesion involves an 

array of factors that may be detached from theology. Conversion is a complete change of the 

heart, while adhesion is a kind of religious fence-sitting, more cultural than creedal.435 To 

become a Muslim required only adhesion: pay the jizya, which was going to be returned to the 

poor of the community. They did not even have to change their poll-tax collector.436 And given 

the shared history and culture, as well as overlapping beliefs, it was not always clear where 
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Christianity ended and Islam began.437 Furthermore, it is not really possible, looking back into 

history with so little firm information, to determine to what kind of Islam these converts were 

moving to, and from what kind of Christianity they were disengaging.438 In the case of mass 

conversions, for instance when a whole tribe converts as happened in Oman, any of a number of 

factors are involved, which may or may not include a change of heart that we can call 

conversion.439 

  Conversion of the heart to Islam would have been a slow process. Initially, people would 

have maintained their old beliefs and practices in the privacy or their homes. Except for the 

Ridda War, which seemed more economic than religious, there is no record of a Christian effort 

to unite against Islam early on.440 Samuel Barrett Miles (1838-1914), a British Army officer 

served in Oman, which he came to know better than any other westerner at the time.  After his 

death notes he had kept were published under the title The Countries and Tribes of the Persian 

Gulf.  In this book we experience his vision of the events that followed: 

We hear of no religious persecutions or tumults in Oman.  No martyr suffered in the 
cause of heathenism.  The people simply ceased to adore idols openly and to frequent the 
temples to worship the graven images . . . Probably the people long maintained the 
existing order of things and offered an inert resistance to the encroachments, while 
nominally accepting the change; but their feelings and interest were not much affected, 
and it was only as time went on that the . . . invasion of Islam swept away that old 
system.  It was by degrees that the people acquired pride and enthusiasm about Islam and 
its founder and stamped out paganism as an accursed thing.441 
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 The reign of Abd and Jaifar can be described as a reign of peace, prosperity and religious 

fervor and the beginning of the cultivation of literary achievements"442 It is not known when Abd 

died, but Jaifer is believed to have died in 634. It was much later, under the 'Abbasids, that 

religious leaders began to take issue with the resemblances between Christians and Muslims in 

their practices. For instance, Muhammad b. 'Ali, the father of the first 'Abbasid caliph criticized 

the Kharijites in Jazira (who at one point were associated with the Ibadhis of Oman, a viewpoint 

that the Ibadhis will deny vehemently), as "Muslims who behave like Christians."443  

 After the Battle at Dibba, some 'Umani forces joined in as the Muslim forces marched up 

into Persia.  The trade center at Dibba had been destroyed, never to fully recover again. 

Previously, it had been the seat of one of the great emporiums on the Persian Gulf.  Being cut off 

from their families or tribes increased the likelihood that they would seek out new friendships 

and alliances, and they were, therefore, more likely to become Arabized and Islamized.444  

 At the time of this great battle, probably Laqit also attracted his reinforcements from 

many miles around in the last stand against Islam in 'Uman, and thousands of families, thus 

would have been left behind. Trade routes and communication may have been cut off also, 

leaving them to support themselves, convert, or die. The Christian communities would have 

needed to depend on whatever agriculture they might have, fishing, pearling and textiles in order 

to live. 
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 In the absence of options, perhaps Christians and Muslims blended together, accepted 

each other, married each other and eventually became one. Robert A. Carter, Professor of 

Arabian and Middle Eastern Archaeology and Heritage at the University College London in 

Qatar, Ph.D. in Archaeology from the Institute of Archaeology of the University College London 

(1998) (UCL) writes, "it appears that the Christians of Bet Mazunaye soon switched faiths. The 

bishops of Bet Qatraye ceased to attend synods after 676, but textual indications show that 

Christianity in the region persisted until at least the late ninth century."445 

 Church Conflict. In the preceding years, there was a conflict of some sort between the 

churches in the Gulf, which were led by local bishops whose authority came from the 

Metropolitan of Ardahir, and the Catholicos [Head of the Eastern Church] in Seleucia-Ctesiphon.  

This is not central to the current study because if would have consumed the study with nuanced 

examination of theological differences, dogma, and disputes over the locus of authority. The 

annalist Mari wrote that from its inception early in the fifth century until just before 659, the 

Metropolitan of Fars had never recognized the supremacy of the Catholicos in Seleucia-

Ctesiphon.446 This rebellion spread also across the Gulf through the Metropolitan of Rev Ardasir 

under whose authority Bet Mazunaye and its neighboring ecclesiastical province to the north Bet 

Qatraye fell. Simeon, the Metropolitan of Rev Ardasir had improperly installed at least twenty 

bishops over several years. When letters of admonishment were sent from the Catholicos, they 

were ignored. Two envoys were sent who were also ignored, then two more were sent, only to 

return home with stories of scorn and shame. In order to address existing issues, Giwargis held a 
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synod at Darin in Beth Qatraye in 676, in the hope of reconciling the bishops of Beth Qatraye 

with the metropolitan of Fars.  

 This synod was the last attended by a bishop of Mazun.447 Whether the rebellion ceased 

or the churches sought out other associations is not known. Bet Qatraye to the north, which 

roughly corresponded with the area of al-Bahrain and included but associated islands and much 

of the territory inland, continued on as a center of Christian scholarship long after Bet Mazunaye 

disappeared from the records, and into at least the ninth century.448 A letter from Isho'yahb III to 

Simeon of Rev Ardashir indicated that Christians in Mazunaye were converting to Islam to avoid 

paying jizya, even though the Arabs there were treating them well and were even helping them 

rebuild their churches, which had evidently fallen into repair.449 Since the church of Mazun then 

fell off the grid while the Bet Qatraye lingered on, it is altogether possible that some of the 

remaining Christians, who did not convert to Islam, migrated to Bet Qatraye or merged with 

some other branch of Christianity the may have been found there. 

 Because of its isolated geographic location, Bet Mazunaye may have found itself cut off 

from the rest of the Christian world, gotten discouraged, given up, and yielded to social pressures 

and changes and laws governing their behavior. It would not be unlikely that Muslim males 

would ask for the hand of female Christians in marriage, the children then being raised as 

Muslims. In one generation, Christianity would have disappeared. It is possible the church 

blended in or faded away from attrition. Since conflict reinforces social boundaries, it may 
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actually have been its lack that provided ideal conditions for the church that was already 

experiencing some internal conflict to simply blend with their neighbors in the growing Muslim 

community. But this may have not been a satisfactory choice for some. 

 Sir Bani Yas. A geographically interesting area is found in the northwest corner of the 

'Umani Peninsula. According to a navigational manual Persian Gulf Pilot, published by the US 

Navy's Hydrographic Office in 1920, the coast from Abu Dhabi to Jazirat, about 93 miles 

westward: 

. . . is seldom approached and is very little known. Reefs lie from 10 to 30 miles off it, 
with many low islands on them, some of considerable size and overgrown with 
mangroves. There are numerous creeks and backwaters in the eastern part, and channels 
through and between the reefs, which are only partially explored. The land is a stony 
desert, with small detached groups of volcanic hills and low cliffs on the coast.450  
 

 Another entry in Persian Gulf Pilot describes an island by the name of Sir Bani Yas, 

which is about six miles north to south, and four miles east to west and "rises in the middle to 

volcanic hills, and the two highest peaks are 430-feet high and close together.  The coast of the 

island is low, except near a small hill, about 70 feet high, on the eastern side. Bad water can be 

obtained by digging on the northeastern side, near a ruined village close to the shore."451 This set 

of overgrown islands, reefs, and waterways, along with Sir Bani Yas, may have been considered 

either as a part of Bet(h) Mazunaye, the ecclesiastical province of Mazun, or Bet(h) Qatraye, its 

neighbor to the north. Both were under the Metropolitan of Rev Ardashir (modern Bushehr, 
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Iran), who answered directly to the Catholicos in Seleucia-Ctesiphon452 where Christianity seems 

to have continued after it had faded away in Mazun/'Uman. 

 This area is important because in 1992 an archaeological treasure was excavated on Sir 

Bani Yas island in the form of a church and monastery dating back to the late seventh and early 

eighth centuries.  This island church and monastery is located only 380 miles from Suhar, 

'Uman, making it the only and closest Christian site to Suhar, capital of 'Uman. The coastal site 

is today located in the United Arab Emirates. Curious is its late date, which postdates the last 

known reference to Christianity in 'Uman. What might this mean? And, what exactly was the 

function of this island?  

 The Sir Bani Yas is considered a Nestorian complex and "was well integrated into the 

region's networks of trade and communication."453 Beginning in the year following its discovery, 

excavations took place from 1993 and 1996, uncovering a complex consisting of a monastery, 

church and courtyard houses. In addition to the buildings, Christian crosses were unearthed.  

Support for this date comes from coinage dates, which indicate that the island was probably 

occupied between 640 and 670, perhaps as late as 780. Indications are that the monastic 

community, facing outwards to the sea, invited contact with the outside world.454 A recent news 

article summarizes current knowledge about the site:  

The floorplan of the house of prayer revealed dormitories, a kitchen, cells and burial 
sites. Decades later, a 2014 excavation team revealed further structures in the west, 
southwest, and northern area of the site.  Architects also found items which implied that 
monks living in the monastery kept cattle and made good use of the sea for food, while 
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other objects suggested they traded with their Muslim neighbors in the Arabian Gulf in 
the 7th and 8th century.455 
 

Perhaps this became a waypoint refuge for Christians relocating to other Christian communities, 

such as Bet Qatraye, Bet Mazunaye's neighbor to the north, or to Basrah or al-Hirah.  It is 

possible that there could have been an earlier, less organized settlement built with more fragile 

materials.  Some have attempted to identify it as the 'black island', where the monk Jonah is 

supposed to have founded a monastery in the mid-fourth century, and which is thought to lie 

somewhere between Qatar and Oman, but there are many islands, many look black from the sea, 

and nothing has been found to make an identification.456     

 It seems more than a coincidence that this island between Bet Mazunaye and Bet 

Qatraye, developed around the time the Ridda Wars swept through al-Bahrain [Bet Qatraye] and 

northern Mazun/'Uman [Bet Mazunaye]. On land, between these two ecclesiastical areas is the 

Sabkhat Matti, a treacherous salt flats discouraging travel in even the best of weather and the 

likely geographic division between the two regions.  It is a natural barrier of considerable size. In 

2016, Michael Quentin Morton provided a vivid description of the area, which is subject to 

periodic flooding and high tides and is "as flat as a pancake, like quick sand when wet and 

inhospitable when dry." He continued, "Even those who might regard all deserts as much the 

same would admit that Sabkhat Matti is unmistakably different from the surrounding terrain . . . 

a geographical boundary. . . the wide sabkhat  . . . would have left travelers in no doubt that they 

were crossing the frontier to another land." For Christians wishing to flee north to Bet Qatraye, it 
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would have seemed an insurmountable barrier, giving them reason to look for a more accessible 

safe spot, such as the big island offshore to the north, Sir Bani Yas. 

 Carter explains, "Although there is evidence of migration and travel to and from the two 

regions, the overland route was difficult and at times impassable, being covered with thick sand 

and frequented by warring tribes." This forced travelers going between the two regions to take 

either a long trip around the salt flats or to take in islands such as Sir Bani Yas to get to Tuwwam 

(also "Tu'um;" the area of Al Ain/Buraimi today) or Dibba on the Gulf coast of Oman." Trying 

to navigate around the Strait of Hormuz was a treacherous business, with terrors such as Al 

Dardur (the whirlpool) awaiting the hapless mariner, hence the overland route to and from Julfar 

was preferred one, when it was available."457 It then would. therefore, have been a strategic 

location for a Christian community seeking trade with the outside world, less complex travel 

from eastern and western Christian communities, yet safety from surprise attack.458 

 Could it then have been a refuge to which a portion of the remaining Omani Christians 

fled? In the same general timeframe when this community was established, Bet Qatraye was 

breaking away from Seleucia-Ctesiphon. Did this ecclesiastical independence also correspond to 

a need for economic independence, which could be established on this island situated in the sea 

lanes along the coast?   
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Islamic Decrees 

 What ever the other factors may have been that combined to shrink the Christian 

community in 'Uman, Islamic policy and practice certainly affected its fate. The Christian 

complex at Sir Bani Yas survived about 150 years after the coming of Islam.  It showed no 

evidence of being destroyed by pirates or burned, but rather seems to have just faded away, the 

time of its final habitation corresponded with the rise of the 'Abbasids. Even before the Abbasids, 

events unfolded that made lives of Christians uncomfortable. Caliphs 'Abd al-Malik  

(r. 685-705) and his son al-Walid (r. 705-15) promoted Arabic and Islam and concurrently 

curbed Christianity's influence in the Islamic empire. One telling exchange recorded has Caliph 

Walid (705-15)) lecturing Sham'allah, a chief of the Christian Arab tribe of Taghlib, saying, 

"while you are a chief of the Arabs, you shame them all by worshipping the cross."459 Sham'allah 

was not killed and was allowed to live. 

 Umayyad Caliph Yazid II (r. 720-4) issued a decree that not only forbad the public 

display of crosses and religious art but also called for their destruction.460 This would explain the 

dearth of Christian archaeological remains and artefacts. Compliant 'Umanis may well have done 

their job enthusiastically and with precision, wiping out all traces of Christianity, not only from 

the earth but from later writings. Regarded as an apocryphal treaty by some, The Pact of 'Umar II 

(717-720) was preserved by the historian Tabari. It outlines a series of demeaning regulations 

restricting Christians' behavior.461 Would these have motivated flight or surrender to the 
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pressures surrounding them? Perhaps the rise of the Christian community on Sir Bani Yas, with 

its strong ties to international trade, was a response to increasing pressure on the mainland. 

Nobel and Treiger summarize the regulations: 

Christians were obligated to abide [by these restrictions] in order to maintain their 
'protected' status as dhimmis . . . the 'Pact" forbade Christians from building new 
churches or repairing old ones.  Christians were not allowed to proselytize Muslims or 
even to attempt to dissuade family members - including spouses and next-of-kin - from 
converting to Islam.  They could not teach their children the Qur'an or imitate the 
Muslims' clothing, speech, or behavior. They were forbidden from riding horses or 
carrying swords and were required to wear distinctive dress, including a special belt. 
Even if not consistently enforced by the Muslim authorities, these restrictions delineated 
the behavior expected of Christians in the minds of many Muslim jurists, as well as the 
populace . . . ."462 
 

The constraints were tightened further under the caliph Mahdi (775-85), and the question of 

being both Arab and Christian was no longer up for debate.463 

 The Tanukh were the tribe who were Christians when the Azd Oman under Malik ibn 

Fahm moved northward, made an alliance with them under his leadership, and subsequently 

formed the great Lakhmid Dynasty, according to the Omani sources used in this study. A local 

inscription records an order given during the caliphate of  Mahdi (775-85). According to this 

local inscription, in the year 780, the Christian Arab tribe of Tanukh was ordered to convert to 

Islam, and their churches were torn down: "In the year 1091 [780] the commander of the faithful 

came . . . and ordered that the churches be torn down and that the Tanukh become Muslims."464 

According to Salil ibn Razak, History of the Imams and Seyyids (661-1856), the first migration 
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of the Azd form Ma'rib was in about 120.  Seventy years later was a second migration that settled 

in Bahrain.  In about 190 under Malik ibn Fahm, Malik settled near al-Hirah where he allied with 

the Tanukh.465 The Tanukh, according to Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth 

Century466 had been Christians since they were still living in the "land of two rivers." Now, the 

Tanukh again enter the picture. During the time of Mahdi, violence against Christians increased 

and martyrdom accounts of Arab Christians, such as Mu'adh the Taghlibite, 'Abd al-Masih, and 

Layth b. Mahatta ot the Tanukh, demonstrated that it was no longer acceptable to remain both 

Arab and Christian - they must convert.467 And their churches must be torn down.  About six 

hundred years separates the formation of the Azd Tanukh alliance and the silencing of 

Christianity and leveling of their churches. And just a reminder, the early accounts are semi-

legendary while the latter inscription documents a mandate directed at the Tanukh Arab 

Christians. 

 After the defeat of the Umayyads, the headquarters of the Church of the East in Seleucia-

Ctesiphon moved to Baghdad to join the Abbasids in the capital of their new caliphate, where 

they seem to have formed some sort of relationship with the powers there. Their role as part of 

the new Caliphate, however, does not seem to be related to the subsequent demise of the church 

of Mazun, which quietly disappeared from ecclesiastical history in 676. Writings of the Syriac 

writers of Qatar during the seventh century are translated and available today in English, but 
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they, too, seem far removed from Bet Qatraye's sister ecclesiastical province of Bet Mazunaye. 

Descendants of the Christians of Mazun were seen in war alongside the Muslims, and in Basra as 

converted to Islam. 
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SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

 The purpose of this project was to examine the expansion of Christianity into the pre-

Islamic Middle East from Edessa to 'Uman. The study took a qualitative and descriptive 

approach to recreating and analyzing unfolding history. It explored theories appearing in the 

literature regarding the dispersion of Christianity to Mazun/'Uman, where it was introduced 

sometime before the year 424, the year in which it first appeared in ecclesiastical records. Scarce 

primary sources were used when available, but in most cases secondary only existed, and these 

were far removed from the date of the events they record. These documents included historical 

reports, literature, letters, sacred scriptures, hagiographies, legends, and traditions. The study did 

not delve into theological issues nor the sects and sub-sects roving the Arabian Peninsula at that 

time, as this would have involved a nuanced, complex, multi-level study of its own. 

 In addition to library research, interviews and/or correspondence with subject matter 

experts (SMEs) was sought out, and on-site visits were made in Oman and the UAE in order to 

better understand the important role of geography. Because of the dearth of evidence of any kind 

generated in 'Uman proper, the research drew largely on external sources, literary and 

archaeological sources, artefactual evidence, and available history of analogous sites, applying 

logic and inference in making assessments, interpretations, and conclusions regarding 

Christianity in 'Uman/Mazun. Two Omani sources, Kashf al Ghumma and Kitaab al-Ansab 

provided narratives of the founding of 'Uman. 

 The literature and professional opinion suggested that Christianity came to Oman from 

both the north and south and followed three trails: (1) the trail of ministry and missions, in which 

included converts or descendants of converts that were made by early missionaries; (2) the trail 

of persecution and prisoner relocation, in which refugees, fled persecution, first by their fellow 
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Jews, then by the Roman/Byzantine Empire, and then by the Persians, and subsequently migrated 

into the Gulf, and also in which prisoners of war taken by the Persians were relocated into the 

southern regions of the Gulf; and (3) the trail of migration and mingling, in which tribes or 

members of tribes were converted to Christianity through their mingling with Christianized 

tribes.  While trade or commerce was suggested as another factor, it was not in the scope of this 

study but is examined in depth elsewhere.468 

 Also assumed in the literature was the likely identification of the church of Mazun with 

Nestorianism; this must be considered anachronistic in regard to any Christians arriving or any 

church forming in Oman prior to 431, when Nestorius, Archbishop of Constantinople from 428-

431, was condemned for his views by the Council of Ephesus.  The first bishop of Mazun 

identified was in 424, the second in 544. For the purposes of this study, the assertion was not 

examined, since doing so would have required in-depth, tangential discussion of the  religious 

dogma the various competing sects of the time. 

 Uncertainty was inherent in the study. As stated previously, Arthur Jeffrey (1892 - 1959), 

who spent his professional life conducting historical studies of Middle Eastern manuscripts said, 

the task of writing the history of Christianity in the Arabian Peninsula was, "that of weaving 

together a great number of strands gathered from one source or another, never quite certain that 

some strands are really going to hold, and very conscious that there are great gaps where we have 

no strands at all to help fill out the picture."469 Ayman Ibrahim continued this thought adding, 

"The question is not whether contradictions and discrepancies exist in the Arabic sources under 
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study, but rather how they will be handled."470 I chose to set the parameters for inclusion of 

sources in this study very wide in order to maximize data available for the purpose of allowing 

the emergence of potentially productive ideas for future research. The intent was to avoid the 

premature elimination of ideas solely on the basis of a dearth of evidence to date. A goal was to 

increase the heuristic value of the study. Available sources were to be equally respected and 

utilized, when possible, and the resulting narratives observed.  

 The Trail of Ministry and Missions. The starting point of this trail was Edessa. This 

northern city was identified as a starting point for my study through backtracking. Reviewing 

this trail in reverse order, first came the bishops of Mazun whose names were recorded in 

official ecclesiastical records of the Church of the East. In reverse order, the bishops of Mazun 

were, last to first, Stephanus, Bishop of Mazunaye, who attended the Synod in 676 in Darin; 

Samuel, Bishop of Mazun, who signed off on the Synod of Mar Ezechiel, in 576; Mar David, 

Bishop of Bet Mazun, who appeared at the Synod of Mar Aba I, in 544; and then Yohanna 

(John), Bishop of Mazun, who attended the Synod in Dadiso, in 424. The relationship of the 

bishoprics to others in the hierarchy of the Church of the East was specified in the records of the 

first synod of the Church of the East in 410. The bishops of Mazun and those of Bet Qatraye, its 

sister province to the northwest, fell under the authority of the Metropolitan of Rev Ardashir, 

who in turn was under the authority of the Catholicos of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, head of the Church 

of the East. The synod of 410, in which the Church of the East was codified, was made possible 

by permission granted by Yazdigird I of Sasanian Persia, in 399, for the much-persecuted 

Christians to hold a synod. He did this after years of sporadic and geographically dispersed 

persecution of Christians in both Arsacid and Sasanian times, and which still continued afterward 
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until Hormizd IV, Sasanian King of Kings of Iran (579-590). The 410 synod was held fourteen 

years before Yohanna (John), Bishop of Mazun was recorded as a synod signator. 

 Again continuing backward in time, the first reference to Christians in Seleucia-

Ctesiphon, future headquarters of the Church of the East, occurred in the Acts of Mar Mari. Mar 

Mari was forced to rent his own house because there were no Christians to meet him there and to 

take him in. Furthermore, he observed and complained that the inhabitants of the city were 

perpetual drunks. Even though he sent a letter to church elders protesting his assignement and 

requesting permission to come home or go elsewhere, Mar Mari eventually succeeded in 

evangelizing Seleucia-Ctesiphon in addition to both northern and southern Babylonia. Chaining 

backward again, Mar Mari's ministry had been anointed by the Apostle Thaddaeus, also known 

as Addai, who had ministered in Edessa for more than five years. According to Church historian 

Eusebius of Caesarea, The Acts of the Holy Apostle Thaddaeus, the Doctrine of Addai and the 

Acts of Mar Mari, Thaddaeus had come to Edessa, as a result of letters exchanged between Jesus 

and King Abgar of Edessa. Jesus had declined an invitation by King Abgar to come, visit, stay 

there in safety, and heal him of a disease, but promised to send someone in his place. Eusebius, 

father of  the history of the church, asserted that he personally had seen the letters exchanged 

between Christ and King Abgar of Edessa, having found them preserved in the official archives 

of Edessa. This then, completes a plausible path Christianity may have taken to Mazun/'Uman. 

 Now reversing this again, and putting it back in chronological order, sources say that 

Abgar wrote Christ who promised to send someone to Edessa in his stead because he was soon to 

enter the Holy Week and would not be available for the long trip to Edessa. The person sent to 

Edessa was Thaddaeus, who healed the sick and converted King Abgar, his people, and many 

others in the region.  Before his death, Thaddaeus  appointed Mar Mari as his successor, who 
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converted people, established churches and monasteries and trained all levels of church leaders, 

then died, but not until he had chosen Mar Mari to continue his work. Mar Mari had converted 

the very first Christians of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, where the Church of the East was established in 

410. Fourteen years later, in 424, a synod of the Church of the East was attended by a bishop of 

Mazun/'Uman. Three other bishops of Mazun later were signators to synods, one each in 544, 

576, and 676, which was the last mention of the bishopric of Mazun in history. 

 Support from history comes from several directions. We know that the area around 

Edessa did not become a Roman province until about 115, making it a safe spot for fearful 

Christians to flee persecution. It is logical that word of Christ's kindness and healing ministry 

would have reached the ears of Abgar. A church is documented to have existed there at the time 

of a flood in 201, which was recorded in Chronicle of Edessa. A solar eclipse that occurred in 

218 is mentioned in the Chronicle of Arbela, lending support to the authenticity of the work, 

which documents bishoprics in Persia at the end of the Parthia period in 224. Some regard the 

Chronicle of Arbela as a forgery; others attest to its authority based on its account of the of 

eclipse and other factors. The Book of Laws and the Countries by Bardaisan of Edessa (154-

222), courtier of King Abgar VIII of Edessa, reports that Christians were found all over Persia. It 

would not have been impossible for Christianity to travel to Mazun/'Uman even as early as the 

Christian period; the lowest level of excavations at the port of Suhar in 'Uman dates back to the 

Parthian era, sherds of Indian Red Polish Ware found there date back to the early Christian era, 

and gold coins found there were minted by Tiberius Caesar (14-37). A document called "Periplus 

of the Red Sea," a manual for Roman merchants written in the middle of the first century, 

verifies the physical capability of traveling there. Most importantly, in 424, we have an official 

church document that mentions the bishop of Mazun. 
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 The presence of Christians was verified in Edessa, its route down through Babylonia to 

Seleucia-Ctesiphon, Rev Ardashir, and Mazun/'Uman was plausibly reconstructed, and known 

historical markers tend to support the narrative. This first theory of Christianities expandsion to 

Mazun/'Uman seems plausible and supported. 

 The Trail of Persecution and Prisoners.  The trail of persecution and prisoners 

documented the persecution of early Christians and the relocation of Christian prisoners captured 

by the Persians. A brief summary follows. Brutality that would have motivated anyone with the 

means to flee is vividly described in martyrologies, which according to Josef Wiesehofer, in 

Ancient Persia: from 550 BC to 650 AD, displayed astonishingly accurate chronology and 

reliability as sources. Christians were persecuted first by their non-Christian Jewish brothers, 

then by the Rome/Byzantine Empire, and, finally, by the Arsacid/Sasanian Persian Empires. The 

nature and extent of the persecution varied by date, ruler and location, some being regional and 

others empire wide. Multiple periods of brutality or prisoner relocation were found in the 

literature. The study identified these for the purpose of (1) documenting that motivators for fear 

and flight existed; and (2) suggesting time periods in when a researcher might fruitfully focus a 

search for evidence of this flight and/or prisoner relocation in an effort to document the extent, 

direction, or destination of any migration to the Gulf that may have occurred. 

 The first period of persecution was that of fraternal strife, between Jews themselves, 

those who maintained traditional beliefs and practices against the newcomers who followed 

Christ. Fraternal persecution of Jew on Christian Jew begins immediately with the death of 

Christ, scattering Jews throughout Judea and Samaria, Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Syrian Antioch, 

which was about 210 miles from Edessa. James wrote to the 12 tribes that were scattered abroad; 

while this no doubt refers into a general Jewish dispersion, it would also have included Christian 
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Jews scattered by the persecution of his time. Comments in Mar Mari regarding the absence of 

Christians in Seleucia-Cteisphon would seem to imply that he had succeeded in finding fellow 

Christians in other regions; many of these would likely have fled fraternal persecution, and later 

Roman persecution, finding refuge outside the Roman Empire in the regions surrounding Edessa, 

and northern and southern Babylonia. 

 The second period of persecution began as Christians Jews increasingly developed an 

identity distinct from other Jews, and they thereby lost the immunity granted Jews by the 

Romans. Richard Foltz, Harvard educated specialist in Iranian history, suggested that embracing 

Christianity was easier in Persia than in the Roman Empire at this time since in Rome they "were 

seen as a deviant off-shoot of Judaism, lacking official status and legal protection.  The 

persecutions of early Christians throughout the Mediterranean basin are well known."471 

 The literature identiied ten Roman Emperors who were considered responsible for 

inflicting periods of persecution of Christians: Nero (64-68); Domitian (81-96); Trajan (98-117); 

(H)adrian (117-138); Marcus Aurelius Antoninus (162-180); Lucius Septimus Severus (193-

211); Marcus Clodius Pupienus Maximus (164-238); Decius (249-251); Valerian (253-260); 

Lucius Domitius Aurelianus ( 270-275); and Diocletian (284-305), known as the Great 

Persecution.  Constantine issued the Edict of Milan in 313, in order to stop persecution and 

protect Christians, adopted Christianity as the official religion of Rome, and also portrayed 

himself a protector of Christians worldwide.  

 This actually worsened the position of Christianity in Persia. Already somewhat suspect 

in Persian, they were now even more to be equated with the hated Roman Empire, and Sasanian 
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suspicion that they may be tools of the Romans increased.472 In general, Christian persecution in 

Persia in the following years coincided with periods of open conflict with Rome,473 more 

because of a suspicion that they were a fifth column for Rome, than because of Zoroastrian 

hostility toward their beliefs and practices.474  

 The Arsacids had maintained a tolerance concerning the beliefs of non-Iranians, but later, 

the Sasanian Zoroastrians began to defend themselves against conversions.  It was during this 

time that Mazun first came under Persian control under Ardashir I (224-42), whose inauguration 

inscriptions reads, "I rule over the following countries:  Persia, Parthis . . . Arabia . . . and, on the 

other side of the sea Mazun ['Uman].475 Thus, the road to Mazun was controlled by Persia and 

the sea and land trade routes were open, as equally for commerce in pearls or frankincense as for 

refugees fleeing persecution, should they choose.  

 Shapur I (240-270) led campaigns into Roman territory taking prisoners of war from 

Syria, Armenia, and Cappadocia. He deported many of these; according to Potts, it was after this 

that "a sizeable influx of Christians into the region first occurred." 476 Then, Shapur I did Roman 

Christians a great service by capturing Valerian in 259, humbling and killing him, bringing 

relative peace to Roman Christians from 260-303. Both before the death of Valerian, in 256 and 
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260, Shapur I deported Christians captives in to other parts of the Empire. Later in the third 

century, Zoroastrians targeted Christian sects in an attempt to suppress them. 

 Bahram I (271-274) perscuted Manicheans, an heretical sect of Christians, and Bahram II 

(274-293) persecuted both Christians and Manicheans, not understanding the differences. An 

example from this period comes in the sad story of the persecution, torture, and death of 

Candida, which is preserved in the Chronicle of Seert:  "[Vahran II] . . . gave orders to kill . . . 

his wife Qandira, who was of Roman origin, because she was a believer in the Christian 

religion."477 

 The story of King Bahram II and his wife took place "during the first persecution in 

Persia."478 Candida had been taken as one of the Roman prisoners of war.479 Being refined and of 

high status, she was a favored concubine in the court480 which caused other women to be jealous 

of her. They conspired to turn the king against her by telling him she served a different god. The 

king tried to persuade her to convert but she refused to abandon her faith. He then imprisoned 

her, tortured and humiliated here in multiple ways, finally killing her, though the end of the story 

is missing so the manner of death is unknown. 

 Later Shapur II (309-79) led a response to a previous incursions of indigent Arabs from 

eastern Arabia into southern Iran. While not aimed against their Christianity per se, these were 
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Christianized tribes, as discussed in the section on trail of migration and mingling. Tabari 

recorded: 

 " He crossed the sea at the head of his troops and reached Khatt [in the present-
day Emirates]. He marched through the land of Bahrain, killing its people, not letting 
himself be bought off by any kind of payment and not turning aside to take plunder. He 
went back on his tracks and reached Hajar, where there were nomads from the tribes of 
Tamim, Bakr ibn Wa'il and 'Abd al-Qays. He spread general slaughter among them and 
shed so much of their blood that it flowed like a torrent swollen by a rainstorm.  Those 
who were able to flee realized that no cave in a mountain nor any island in the sea was 
going to save them. After this he turned aside to the lands of 'Abd al-Qays and destroyed 
all the people there except for those who fled into the desert sands.  He passed on to 
Yamama where he made general slaughter like that of the previous occasion. He did not 
pass by any of the local Arabs' springs of water without blocking them up, nor any of 
their cisterns without filling them in."481 
 

So here we have Persians crossing the sea, in retribution for a raid made on them, and killing 

Christians. 

 Emperor Constantine's decision to make Christianity the state religion and his subsequent 

untimely death, led to Sapur II's persecution of Christians in Mesopotamia and Iran in 339. Potts 

suggested that this wave of persecution prompted migration of Christians into the Gulf. The 

presence of Christians in the Gulf is known from the late 4th Century."482  

 Zoroastrians, as members of the State religion, still had it in its power to persecute 

Christians, but this eventually ended with Hormozd IV, who had married a Christian woman. 

Because of his affinities, Hormozd IV was suspected of having converted to Christianity.483
 

Faced with a weakening Empire and recurring war with the Byzantines, Hormizd wrote a letter 
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to the Zoroastrian priests asking them to cease the persecution of Christians in the interest of the 

empire, referring to Christians as the "hind legs" of the empire. Persecution would have provided 

motivation for Christians to migrate to the safer areas; the southern Gulf, far away from the seats 

of power yet controlled by Persia, may have been an attractive option. This is documented in the 

history of the church, with Christians found as far away as China.  Everett Ferguson in his 

Church History wrote about this time period:  

Meanwhile the Church of the East was living up to its name by carrying the Christian 
message even to the Far East.  From their home base in Persian these Christians were 
prepared to follow the trade routes that lay open to the East. . . . It is estimated that in the 
Middle Ages more Christians gave allegiance to the Catholicos of Seleucia-Ctesiphon 
than to either the patriarch in Constantinople or the pope in Rome.484 
 

 While no one refugee fleeing for his life from either the Roman or Persian Empire can be 

documented in Mazun/'Uman, nor can one relocated prisoner of war be named there, it would 

seem unlikely that neither would have ended up there. Nestorian Christians were documented 

elsewhere along the trade route, would Mazun have been the only location left out? Would 

refugees have passed up the opportunity to settle far away from the seats of power in the capital 

of a great trading center of 'Uman? And would Persia relocate prisoners of war to the far parts of 

its empire yet omit Mazun, prime real estate along the western shores of the Gulf, as a place to 

relocate its surplus prisoners?  History and logic support this theory, but concrete evidence still 

needs to be sought. 

 The Trail of Migration and Mingling. The final theory examined regarding the 

expansion of Christianity held that polytheistic tribes were converted to Christianity as they 

mingled with partially-Christianized Arab tribes. Research for this section found especially 
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interesting relationships documenting how very intertwined the Christian tribes were with the 

Azd 'Uman from Mazun. 

 This narrative began with the Azd tribe, which lived in a region of Himyar near the 

famous Ma'rib Dam, in the southwestern corner of the Arabian Peninsula.  This dam finally 

collapsed in 570 after threatening to do so for years. According to the account of the Azd 

migration, the journey was undertaken because of the dam's weakness and a threat of flooding, as 

envisioned in the dream of the sister-in-law of the protagonist Malk ibn Fahm. According to an 

account taken from the Kashf al-ghumma and Kitaab el-Ansab, the Azd led by Malik ibn Fahm 

left their home and migrated to 'Uman, also called Mazun. They fought the Persians, who were 

already living there, and seized control of 'Uman, and after that Bahrain (eastern Arabian 

Peninsula), and, finally, moved northward where they formed a confederation with the Tanukh 

tribe. From this union, the great Lakhmid Empire was founded; the importance of this link in 

Omani history may be illustrated by the fact that the last King of the Lakhmids was sometimes 

called abu-Qabus, and it was Qabus, a brave (but unsuccessful) warrior, after whom Sultan 

Qaboos bin Said al Said, was named. 

 The first migration of the Azd occurred in c.180. Since Christianity is not thought to have 

been introduced in the Azd homeland in Himyar before 354, when Theophilos the Indian 

converted the King of Himyar and his people, this first migration would have preceded 

Christianity there and would have been composed of polytheists. The Ma'rib dam fell into 

disrepair over the years and was reinforced several times before its final collapse in 570. Amaldi 

described the gradual migration process of the Azd, "Migratory waves followed one another in 

periods of political instability and weakness . . . in successive phases, starting from the first 
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century and ending with the diffusion of Islam.485 By 570, several waves of Azd had found their 

way to 'Uman, and these later travelers may have been Christianized. One writer suggested that 

perhaps they migrated to 'Uman, not because of the dam, but in order to flee religious 

persecution under a Jewish ruler in Himyar. 

 The Azd mingled with various Christian or partially Christianized tribes including the 

Tamim, Bakr b. Wa'il, Kinda, Taghlib, Abd al-Qais, Hanifa ibn Lujaim of Yamama, and most 

importantly, the Lakhmids of al-Hira, the capital city whose population was described by al-

Kalbi as being one third Tanukh and one third Ibad (and one third a mixture of others), both of 

which were predominantly Christian. Trimingham wrote of the inhabitants of 'Uman, 

"Mazunaye, had a considerable population of Christians, at least on the coast. This appears to be 

related to the capital Suhar being an important textile and trading center . . . Suhar was the 

metropolitan see [church headquarters] of the Province of 'Uman.486 

 Additionally, Francois Nau, Syriac, scholar who co-founded Patrologia Orientalis, and 

whose publications contain translations of previously unknown texts, quite a number of which he 

discovered himself,487 stated that the Azd tribe of 'Uman was itself composed of Christians at the 

end of the pre-Islamic period.  Translated from one of his articles, here translated from the 

French, "Toward the mouth of the Euphrates there was a population of Arabs from Oman, 

doubtless Christians, since all the Arabs of Oman were . . . these men, whose number was 
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considerable, all embraced Islam."488 His important assumption here was, "since all the Arabs of 

Oman" were Christian.  While not all agree with his assessment, he is a credible voice in the 

field and assumes that all Omani's, based on his scholarly understanding, were Christian.  

 Malik ibn Fahm became "king because he obtained power over 'Uman and Iraq, and over 

its provinces and all that surrounded it.  He stopped between the coastal area of 'Uman up to 

Yamen, then he headed to another place."489 This other place was al-Hasa where the Tanukh 

were found. According to Irfan Shahid, the Tanukh were Christians even while they were still in 

the Land of the Two Rivers and battling Shapur in the third Century.490 After Shapur I's 

deportation of large numbers of Roman Christian prisoners from Antioch to Mesopotamia and 

Iran in 256 and 260, that a large influx of Christians into the Gulf took place.491 As previously 

recounted, Mar Mari evangelized this area as late as 110. This provides a link between the Azd 

'Uman and the Tanukh, Lakhmids, and Tamim of these northern regions, which were associated 

with Christianity existing in the very areas earlier evangelized by Mar Mari.   

 When the tribes formed an alliance, the Tanukh sheiks of Al-Ahsa yielded their 

leadership to Malik ibn Fahm (196-231), who was later succeeded by his brother Jadhima ibn 

Malik (233-268). Jadhima had no sons, so his sister's son 'Amr ibn Adi, who was of the Lakhmid 

tribe, succeeded him, and thus initiated the Lakhmid Dynasty. Shahid gave evidence of the 

Christianity of the Tanukh as: first, when fighting Shapur in the third century, the Tanukh battle 
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cry was, "ya la 'ibad Allah,"492 [sic] in doing so identifying themselves as the slaves, people, or 

servants of God, which at that time would have been Jesus Christ; second, a Tanukhid figure, 

'Abd al-Jinn, had two verses attributed to him which mention Christian monks and Jesus; third, 

one of the monasteries of Hira, Dayr Hanna, belonged to a group of Tanukhids; and, finally, 

"Their fanatic zeal for Christianity in the fourth century" suggested that their Christianity was 

"long standing and consequently profound."493 Shahid further suggests, "The chances, then, are 

that they were converted to Christianity while they were in the eastern half of the Fertile 

Crescent, in much the same way that a part of Lakhm with its king, Imur' al-Qays, had adopted 

Christianity in Hira."494 Persecution of the descendants of the Azd, Tanukh and Taghlib is 

recorded at a later date, when the destruction of churches and religious symbols was ordered and 

the Taghlib were forced to choose between converting to Islam or death. 

 Shahid goes on to suggest that perhaps al-Nu'man, the first in the list of the Tanukhid 

kings, might even be Imru' al-Qays himself, al-Nu'man being a nickname for Imru al-Qays.495 

Thus we have a link between the Tanukh and Lakhmids as well as a link between them and the 

missionary work of Mar Mari, as described earlier, or others that followed, and also the Azd tribe 

of Malik ibd Fahm. Shahid continued, “It is perfectly possible that after his death, Imru' al-Qays 

was referred to as al-Nu'man, perhaps in order to reflect his association with Christianity and 

present him as a Christian Ruler . . . according to Hisham, he was the first Lakhmid king to adopt 
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Christianity."496  The second king of the Lakhmids was Imru' al-Qays I ibn 'Amr (295-328); he is 

also thought to have become a Christian. One reason for thinking this is that his tomb was 

located in Byzantine territory southeast of Damascus, perhaps because he had become a 

Christian497 or perhaps, just because he happened to die in enemy country.498 The church of al-

Hira seems to have remained strong, for it had many churches, and among these is found a 

church of Beni Mazen - the church of the tribe of Mazen/l'Uman. Boulos Ayad Ayad provided 

information regarding a church of Beni Mazen in Al-Hira: 

Before Moslem authorities took over, most of the rulers of al-Hira were faithful to their 
new religion (Christianity) and began to build churches and monasteries in al-Hira. In the 
books of classical Arab writers, they describe the religious buildings, especially after al-
Hira became a Bishopric, calling attention to the monasteries and churches built by the 
rulers and those built by the nobles of al-Hira. 
 
Among the churches of al-Hira were: one related to members of the tribe of Azd named 
the church of Beni Mazen; the church of Beni 'Adi; the church of al-Baghwtah which was 
considered by the classical Arab writer al-Hamadani to be one of the several centers for 
Arab worship; and the church of the monastery of al-Log, which was related to al-Hira; in 
addition to a good number of churches and Monasteries.499 
  

P. Henri Charles, in Le Christianisme des Arabes Nomades Sur Le Limes et Dans Le Desert 

Syro-Mesopotamien aux alentours de l'hegire. affirmed,  

Deux groupements ethniques surtout en composaient la population:  des tanwkites, 
nomades or semi-nomades, plus ou moins agriculteurs, d'origine qozaite, habitants des 
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tentes de poil ou de claies,  dans la region situee entry Hyrat et Anbar; des Ibad, chretiens 
sedentarises, originaires de Tamym, Lakhm ou 'Azd. [Two ethnic groups . . . . Ibad, 
sedentary Christians from Tamim, Lahkm or 'Azd.]500 
 

 Further linkage between al-Hira and 'Uman comes thirteen years after Khusraw I came to 

power in about 531, when, according to Tabari, he appointed Lakhmid al-Mundhir II as "king of 

the area of Oman, al-Bahrain, al-Yamama as afar as Taif and the rest of the Hejaz."501 Potts 

suggested that the conversion of tribal members was "at least in part attributable to their contacts 

with al-Hira, Lakhmid capital, where a significant proportion of the population was Christian."502 

 In al-Hira, both the Tanukh and a group called the Ibad were Christian, and al-Kalbi 

reveals, as stated earlier, that the inhabitants of al-Hira were one third Tanukh, one-third 'Ibad, 

and one-third people who had been granted permission to live there.  P. Henri Charles then stated 

that the Ibad were composed of sedentary Christians who originated with the Tamim, Lakhm or 

'Azd, and that the Tanukh were nomads or semi-nomads who lived in tents of skins. He wrote, of 

the Ibad of al-Hira that there was a close "communal tie between the Christians of Babylonia and 

the Gulf, a relationship that is confirmed by tribal history," which may "indicate the particularly 

old age of these regions' Christian communities, which apparently developed outside the sphere 

of Western influence."503 

 Then in 780, as revealed in an inscription, the Christian Arab tribe of Tanukh, the allies 

of the early Azd, and who were Christians, even back in the days when they lived in the last of 
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the two rivers, was given the choice between conversion and death, and orders were given also 

by "the commander of the faithful" to tear down their churches. 

 This third theory regarding the mingling and migration of tribes, Christian with poly-

theistic, is richly supported.  Not only is there a possibility that Christianity came north from 

Himyar, perhaps via Theophilus in the fourth century and/or the migrating Azd, but also even 

more likely that it came as a result of Mar Mari through the Tanukh to the Lakhmids and Azd.504  

 Where Did They Go? To emphasize the extent of Christianity among the tribes in 

Mazun/'Uman before Islam, it might be worth repeating the professional judgment of John C. 

Wilkinson, one of the foremost Western experts on Oman's tribes,505 Oxford graduate, and 

author of Ibadism: Origins and Early Development in Oman:506  

It is clear that Christianity was well implanted in Oman as well as the Bahrayn region. 
We know for a fact of two early prominent Omani Arabs who were Christians, Ka'b b. 
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I could not find a credible source in English. It concerns the founder of the great Tamim 
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author of many books of the New Testament of the Bible, missionary to the gentiles of the west, 
who died as a martyr in Rome.  He is recorded as having spent three years in Arabia immediately 
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through the years. After a life-changing experience on the road to Damascus, where he was en 
route to Damascus to persecute Christians, he was himself converted and immediately went to 
Arabia. There were three areas called Arabia by the Romans, but it is generally thought that he 
spent his time in the desert east of Damascus. The banu Tamim in its early days was found in 
central and eastern Arabia. It is conceivable that these two men could have met and spoke, or 
spent more time together. If true, it would mean that the Apostle Paul presented the Gospel first 
to the Arabs, and only thereafter went on to evangelize Greeks and Romans to the west. 
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Barsha al-Tahi, and Ka'b b. Sur of the Laqit Harith Malik b. Fahm, who  was appointed 
the first qadi in Basra. The history of  Khirrit al-Naji's uprising in 38/658-9 [sic] also 
indicates that a great number of his B. Sama followers had been Christians. And in the 
Ridda wars it was one of the important leaders of the 'Abd al-Qays, a former Christian, 
who defended the Muslim cause in Bahrayn.507   

 
So, what happened? Where did this "well implanted" Christian presence go? Several factors  

were explained to account for the disappearance of the Christian community in Oman.  First, 

were the discouraging events in the world outside 'Uman at the time. Lakhmid Nu'man IV bin 

Mundhir was kileed in 602, Jerusalem was sacked in 614, 628 Kavadh II of Persian made peace 

with the Byzantines, but the Arabs invaded and by 651 had conquered Persia. No matter where 

their loyalties may have been, with the Byzantines or Lakhmids, or Persia, old connections were 

broken, trade networks disrupted. Christians in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, al-Hira, and al-Bahrain were 

suddenly very far away.  

 Second, was the coming of Islam to 'Uman. In the western Arabian Peninsula, 

Muhammad was born in 570. In 610 he experienced a life-changing event in a cave on Mount 

Hira and took on the role of Prophet of God. In 622, he and his band of persecuted believers 

migrated from Mecca to the city of Medina, where they founded the first Islamic community. At 

this point, those who were prescient and proactive, possessing foresight, may already have 

moved away from the troubled areas. Since the two super powers had battled themselves into 

poverty, Persians along the Omani coast may already have made cutbacks to survive with fewer 

resources. After Khosrow II's death in February 628, his son, Shiyruya Sheroy (Kavadh II), 

ordered the Marzaban of 'Uman, to identify someone in whom he had confidence and who spoke 

both Arabic and Persian, to travel to the Hijaz to learn more about this Prophet. The man selected 
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was a Christian named Ka'b b. Barsha al-Tahi (Azd).508 509 Persuaded as to the sincerity of the 

Prophet, he returned to 'Uman and reported his findings.510 

 Then, in 629/30, less than 30 years after the death of Mundhir King of the Christian 

Lakhmids, Muhammad sent a letter with his messenger, Amr ibn al-'As, to the Kings of 'Uman in 

in Suhar,511 inviting 'Uman to accept Islam.512 It was stamped with Muhammad's seal, which 

read, "There is no God but Allah, and Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah." It has been 

preserved over the centuries: 

In the name of Allah, the Beneficent, the Merciful . . . from Mohammed bin Abdullah to 

Jaifar and Abd, sons of al-Julanda, peace is upon him who follows the way, now and 

thereafter . . . I am calling both of you, in the name of Islam.  You will be safe if you 

submit to Islam.  I am the Messenger of Allah to all of the people.  I bring news of Islam 

to all the people, and will fight the infidels.  I hope you will accept Islam, but if you do 

not, then you will lose your country, and my horsemen will invade your territory, and my 

prophecy will overtake your country."513 
 

  According the 'Umani Ministry of Endowments and Religious Affairs, Islam was 

accepted peacefully in 'Uman in 629, without coercion, during the Prophet's lifetime. 
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"Delegations were exchanged to study and consider this, and Abd and Jaifar became believers 

and converted freely."514 Sirhan in Kashf al-ghummah expands on the narrative, saying that, "the 

Apostle of God" wrote a letter to the people of 'Uman inviting them to adopt the religion of 

Islam. His personal messenger gave it to 'Abd first who insisted his brother Jaifer be the first 

read the letter: 

He [Jaifar] then assembled a council of the el-Azd, and sent to Ka'b-bin Barshah el-'Udi. 
[Ka'b b. Barsha al-Tahi (Azd)]  They all became converts to el-Islam and sent to all their 
kinsmen who vowed obedience to the Prophet, and agreed to offer the proper religious 
alms.  Jaifar sent messengers to Maheyreh, and Shihr in the south, and to Daba and the 
furthest limits of 'Oman to the north; and at his invitation all the people accepted el-
Islam, save the Persians who dwelt in 'Oman. 515 
 

 Christian Ka'b accompanied Jaifar and Abd when they met with the council of al-Azd, 

presumably to attest to his impression of authenticity and sincerely when he had visited. 

Everyone accepted Islam, except for the Persians.  Persian was then composed of , not only 

Zoroastrians, but also of Persian Christians. The story of the conversion of the 'Umanis to Islam 

is then concluded in Sirhan's Kashf al-ghummah: 

When the Persians rejected el-Islam, the el-Azd assembled round Jaifar, and all agreed to 
expel the Persian deputy Maskan and his followers from the country.  As the Persians 
refused either to join el-Islam or to leave the country quietly, the el-Azd attacked them, 
killed their leader Maskan and many more, and drove the remainder into their town of 
Damsetjerd, when they besieged them rigorously, until they sued for terms.516 
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'Awtabi in his Ansab indicates they were allowed to leave with their families, while abandoning 

all their property. 517 Some, perhaps many of these, would then have been the first Christians 

killed by the Arabs in 'Uman. While they were called Persians, they could well have lived in 

'Uman for generations, as early as 224 when Persian first achieved domination. Abu-Bekr 

praised the people of 'Uman for "accepting the message of the Prophet willingly and 

spontaneously."518 With this decision, 'Uman became a Muslim country, and Christians and Jews 

now became dhimmis, protected minorities but second-class citizens, and they now had to learn 

how to live with this new identity. 'Amr. b. al-'As stayed in 'Uman to instruct men only in Islam, 

but in 632 Muhammad fell ill and died at age 62, and after, that rebellions broke out all over the 

Arabian Peninsula. This demonstrated the lack of commitment these converts had felt to Islam; 

as soon as the possibility arose, they attempted to revolt. 

 The third factor contributing to the demise of Christianity in Oman was the Ridda Wars, 

the wars of apostasy. Many soon learned that, while it was easy to join the Muslim community, it 

was very hard to leave it. Christian C. Sahner, Associate Professor of Islamic history at the 

University of Oxford, Ph.D. from Princeton University, author of Christian Martyrs under Islam, 

wrote that the Qur'an does not approve of apostasy, but that al-Baqara 2:109, "urges forgiveness 

of individuals who depart the Muslim community without any clear expectation of their 

returning,"519 yet, Abu Bakr did not hesitate to use force. Records of unimaginable violence 

exist, which Sahner documented. 
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 Previously, 'Uman seems to have been spared this violence because the Julanda brothers 

and other leaders had seriously considered the implications of the carrot-stick invitation, "You 

will be safe if you submit to Islam . . . I hope you will accept Islam, but if you do not, then you 

will lose your country, and my horsemen will invade your territory, and my prophecy will 

overtake your country." In consultation with other of 'Uman's tribal leaders, they pledged 

themselves to the One True God, acknowledged Muhammad as Prophet, paid taxes, built 

mosques, and agreed to fight for him. Muhammed himself made a special case out of 'Uman and 

personally ordered that any zakat collected in 'Uman was to be kept there and distributed among 

its own poor,520 but after the rebellion at Dibba, this special agreement would be revoked.   

 Azdite Sheikh Laqit b. Malik al-Azdi, led an insurrection against the Julanda' princes, 

forcing them and their supporters to retreat to the safety of the seas and mountains. Al-Tabari 

dated the war at 633 or 634, but it has also been estimated as late as the year 635.521  From his 

hide away in the mountains, Jayfar sent to Abu Bakr for help.  Abu Bakr sent generals and 

armies with orders to "crush whoever has apostatized between 'Uman and the Yemen."522 They 

fell upon Laqit at Dibba, the main town and most important marketplace, where Laqit had 

separated out the families and women to keep them safe during battle. 

Laqit was prevailing over the army; but while they were in that situation, the Muslims 
having experienced disorder and the polytheists anticipating victory, there came to the 
Muslims their great reinforcements . . . and scattered individuals of 'Uman . . . Thus God 
strengthened the people of Islam through them, and weakened through them the 
polytheisits; so the polytheists turned their backs in flight, so that 10,000 of them were 

                                                 
 520. Frauke Heard-Bey, From Trucial States to United Arab Emirates (Dubai: Motivated 
Publishing, 2004), 447. 
 
 521. Al-Tabari, The History of al-Tabari: The Conquest of Arabia (Vol. X), Trans. by 
Fred M. Donner. New York: University of New York Press, 151. 
  

 522. Al-Tabari, History: The Conquest, Vol X, 153. 
 



 161

killed in the battle. The Muslims pursued them so that they made great slaughter among 
them and took the offspring prisoner and divided the flocks amount the Muslims.  They 
sent the fifth [of booty] amounted to 800 heads; and they plundered the marketplace 
completely. So 'Arfajah marched to Abu Bakr with the fifth of the captives and the 
plunder523 
 

Some challenge the stated magnitude of the killing, but even today, in accord with local tradition,  

residents point to a plain where lay the scattered bones of 10,000 apostates. El-Beladzory's 

Futah-el-Buldan also states that 10,000 rebels perished at Dibba and that the inhabitants  - eight 

hundred captives,  men, women, and children. and the wealth - were captured and taken by the 

armies from Mecca. This sad event would have included Christians.  The reference to polytheists 

should not be misleading - Christians were accused of worship three Gods, making them 

polytheists in the eyes of some Muslims. It was written that all but the Persians had accepted 

Islam. Where are the Christians if not included among the polytheists or the apostates?  

 Hudhaifa ibn Mihsan al-Bariq was a companion of Muhammad and the governor of 

Oman at the time. The combined forces of Hudhafah and two generals defeated Laqit. 

Hudhayfah was left behind to extinguish any remaining traces of rebellion in Oman.524 After this 

great slaughter, there were no more uprisings and no more resistance in 'Uman against Islam.  

 The fourth factor affecting the Christian community was voluntary conversion to Islam. 

As previously recounted, the Azd, newly converted to Islam, joined in "a mighty battle in which 

Maskan was killed.  They then fiercely besieged those that had taken refuge in the Dastajirt fort 

[Persian military compound outside Suhar], who finally sued for peace.  This was granted on 

conditions they left, along with their families, and abandoned all their property.525 So the 
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Persians and any Christians among them were gone, and whatever portion of the 10,000 

apostates killed were Christian were also gone, leaving sorrow and extreme poverty behind as 

their families attempted to survive after. According to a letter by the head of the Church of the 

EastIsho'yahb III's, many Christians were converting to avoid paying their jizya, perhaps this 

reflected their impoverished state after the Ridda War  and the deaths of fathers, brothers, and 

sons. These same forces who laid wase of Dibba continued up through Bahrain and into Persia 

conquering and crushing "whoever has apostatized between 'Uman and the Yemen," as 

commanded by Abu Bakr. Those left behind would have been in difficult circumstances. Poverty 

and a stuggle to find subsistance would have been hard for the families left behind after the 

Ridda War.  

 Some may have continued practicing their beliefs but secretly. Others may have sincerely 

and willingly believed Muhammad to be a true prophet. Certainly the upheaval in their world 

might have been seen as a sign that something important was about to happen. Also the 

simplicity of Islam may have been attractive, too - there was nothing complex about the formula 

to become and remain a Muslim. And in 'Uman in these early days, Christians seem to have been 

treated well. Hoyland, Seeing Islam as Others Saw It, records translations of early Syriac 

writings that document the nature of the relationship between these Christians, the first to live 

under Islam. In Catholicos Isho'yahb's letter 14C to Simeon, Bishop of Ardashir, under whose 

authority the bishop of Mazun fell, he wrote, "As for the Arabs, to whom God has at this time 

given rule over the world, you know well how they act towards us. Not only do they not oppose 

Christianity, but they praise our faith, honor the priests and saints of our Lord, and give aid to the  
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churches and monasteries. Why then do your Mrwanaye [Mazun]526 reject their faith . . . the 

Arabs have not compelled them to abandon their faith, but only asked them to give up half of 

their possessions."527 To those who were struggling for survival and unable even to keep their 

churches in good repair, this cost might have seemed a very high and prohibitive price to pay. 

  Evidence of Christianity is found in the existance of references to Muslims who used to 

be Christians. Had there been no Christians in Oman, there could have been no former Christians 

there. The history of the Omani Azd in Basra, where Ibadhism was born, includes the story of 

Ka'b b. Sur al-Laqiti, a former Christian, who was made Qadi of Basra, where he had settled as 

part of a group of eighteen Omanis.  He was from the bin al-Harith clan, which had apostatized 

in Dibba, and he may also have been part of a delegation that went to 'Umar afterward to 

negotiate the release of prisoners taken. Later, during the Battle of the Camel in 656, Ka'b was 

found fighting alongside the Muslims. He was killed while trying to mediate between the two 

sides.528 Fearing terrible bloodshed, he was accused of being affected by his peace-loving 

Christian morality. "He himself met his death when trying to hold a Qur’an between the 

belligerents at 'Aisha's request."529 So, it is clear that Christians existed in Oman, converted, and 

then worked their way into trusted leadership positions, as committed members of Islam. 

Members of the Bakr b. Wa'il and 'Abd al-Qays, tribes which had been at least partially 

Christianized, appear now as Muslims.  
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 But, was this conversion or adhesion? Also, to what kind of Islam were these converts 

moving to, and from what kind of Christianity were they disengaging?530 Conversion of the heart 

to Islam would have been a slow process. Initially, people would have maintained their old 

beliefs and practices in the privacy or their homes. Samuel Barrett Miles (1838-1914), a British 

Army officer who served in Oman wrote, "We hear of no religious persecutions or tumults in 

Oman.  No martyr suffered in the cause of heathenism . . .it was only as time went on that the . . . 

invasion of Islam swept away that old system."531 In the absence of options, perhaps Christians 

and Muslims blended together, accepted each other, married each other and eventually became 

one, at least until years later, when 'Uman, and also the larger Muslim world, began experiencing 

internal political unrest.  

 The fifth factor contributing to the decline of the church of Mazun may have been long-

existing church conflict. In the preceding years, conflict of some sort kept recurring between the 

churches in the Gulf, which were led by local bishops whose authority came from the 

Metropolitan of Ardahir, and the Catholicos [Head of the Eastern Church] in Seleucia-Ctesiphon.  

This is not central to the current study because it would have consumed the study with nuanced 

examination of theological differences, dogma, and disputes over the locus of authority. But 

perhaps one thing could be stated: the annalist Mari wrote that, from its inception early in the 

fifth century until just before 659, the Metropolitan of Fars had never recognized the supremacy 

of the Catholicos in Seleucia-Ctesiphon.532 His rebellion spread also across the Gulf through the 
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Metropolitan of Rev Ardasir under whose authority Bet Mazunaye and its neighboring 

ecclesiastical province to the north Bet Qatraye fell. Simeon, the Metropolitan of Rev Ardasir 

had improperly installed at least twenty bishops over several years. In order to address existing 

issues, Giwargis held a synod at Darin in Beth Qatraye in 676, in the hope of reconciling the 

bishops of Beth Qatraye with the metropolitan of Fars. This synod, however, was the last 

attended by a bishop of Mazun. 533 Whether the rebellion ceased, or the churches sought out 

other associations, is not known. Bet Qatraye to the north, which roughly corresponded with the 

area of al-Bahrain and included but associated islands and much of the territory inland, continued 

on as a center of Christian scholarship long after Bet Mazunaye disappeared from the records, 

and into at least the ninth century.534 Since the church of Mazun then fell off the grid while the 

Bet Qatraye lingered on, it is altogether possible that some of the remaining Christians, who did 

not convert to Islam, migrated to Bet Qatraye or merged with some other branch of Christianity 

they may have been found there. But this may have not been a satisfactory choice for some. 

 As a sixth factor, perhaps the availability of better options elsewhere enabled departure 

from the troubled and harried Christian community in 'Uman. Related to this, a geographically 

interesting area is found in the northwestern corner of the 'Umani Peninsula. This area is 

important because in 1992 an archaeological treasure was excavated on Sir Bani Yas island in 

the form of a church and monastery complex dating back to the mid-seventh to mid-eighth 

centuries.535  This island church and monastery is located only 380 miles from Suhar, 'Uman, 
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making it the only and closest Christian site to Suhar, capital of 'Uman. Its date, however, is 

curious because postdates the last known reference to Christianity in 'Uman. What might this 

mean? And, what exactly was the function of this island? The Sir Bani Yas is considered a 

Nestorian complex and "was well integrated into the region's networks of trade and 

communication."536 Beginning in the year following its discovery, excavations took place from 

1993 to 1996, uncovering a complex consisting of a monastery, church and courtyard houses. In 

addition to the buildings, Christian crosses were unearthed.  The island was probably occupied 

between 640 and 670, perhaps as late as 780, which is the same year that the Tanukh to the north 

received notice they must convert to Islam and see their churches demolished. Was that a 

coincidence, or was something going on in the regionwide at that time? Indications are that the 

monastic community, facing outwards to the sea, invited contact with the outside world537 in 

which "monks living in the monastery kept cattle and made good use of the sea for food, while 

other objects suggested they traded with their Muslim neighbors in the Arabian Gulf in the 7th 

and 8th century."538 Perhaps this became a waypoint refuge for Christians relocating to other 

Christian communities, such as Bet Qatraye, Bet Mazunaye's neighbor to the north, or to Basrah 

or al-Hirah.  It is  also possible that there could have been an earlier, less organized settlement 

built with more fragile materials. Could it then have been a refuge to which a portion of the 

remaining Omani Christians fled as a destination or waypoint? 
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 The seventh factor, and the most important, was the effect of islamic decrees on 

Christians. In whatever ways the other factors combined to eliminate the Christian community in 

'Uman, Islamic policy and practice effected its final demise. First, there was the statement made 

by Muhammad on his death bed, which was recorded in  Al-Muwatta of Imam Malik in the 

eighth century, "Umar ibn al-Khattab searched for information . . . until he was absolutely 

convinced that the Messenger of Allah . . . had said, 'Two deens shall not co-exist in the Arabian 

Peninsula,"; that is, no two religions should remain in the peninsula/land of the Arabs.539 It is not 

clear to what extent this may have been implemented anywhere. Umayyad Caliphs 'Abd al-Malik 

(r. 685-705) and his son al-Walid (r. 705-15) promoted Arabic and Islam and concurrently 

curbed Christianity's influence in the Islamic empire. Caliph Walid (705-15) is recorded 

lecturing Sham'allah, a chief of the Christian Arab tribe of Taghlib, saying, "while you are a 

chief of the Arabs, you shame them all by worshipping the cross."540 At this time, Sham'allah 

was not killed but was rather allowed to live. 

 Later, Umayyad Caliph Yazid II (r. 720-4) issued a decree that not only forbad the public 

display of crosses and religious art but also called for their destruction.541 This would explain the 

dearth of Christian archaeological remains and artefacts. Compliant 'Umanis may well have 

complied to this decree with precision, thus wiping out all traces of Christianity, not only from 

the earth but from later writings. Then came the Pact of Umar II (717-720), which was preserved 
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by the historian Tabari. Although regarded as an apocryphal treaty by some, it outlines a series of 

demeaning regulations restricting Christians' behavior.542 Would these have motivated flight or 

surrender? Perhaps the rise of the Christian community on Sir Bani Yas, with its strong ties to 

international trade, was a response to increasing pressure on Christians living on the mainland. 

Nobel and Treiger summarize the regulations: if they wanted to maintain their protected status 

they could not build nor repair churches, they could not attempt to persuade Muslims to become 

Christians nor interfere with their own family members if they wanted to convert to Islam, they 

could not dress, speak or behave like Muslims and were not allowed to ride a horse, carry a 

sword or wear anything but a distinctive dress, including a special belt.543 And then, under the 

'Abbasids, religious leaders increasingly took issue with any similarity between a Muslim and 

Christian, mocking the Kharijites [related to Ibadhis] in Jazira, sometime around the years 750-

754, as "Muslims who behave like Christians."544  

 The Christian complex at Sir Bani Yas survived until this time period, about 150 years 

after the coming of Islam.  It showed no evidence of being deliberately destroyed or burned, but 

rather seems to have just faded away, the time of its final habitation corresponded with the rise of 

the 'Abbasids.  The constraints were tightened still further under the caliph Mahdi (775-85), 

although this same Caliph seemed to respect and maintain a friendly relationship with Timothy I, 

who also had a good relationship with the court of Harun al-Rashid (786-809).545 However, 
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under Mahdi, the question of being both Arab and Christian was no longer up for debate in the 

land of the Tanukh. 546 A local inscription in the year 780 records an mandate issued during the 

caliphate of  Mahdi (775-85), in which the Christian Arab tribe of Tanukh was ordered to 

convert to Islam, and their churches were torn down: "In the year 1091 [780] the commander of 

the faithful came . . . and ordered that the churches be torn down and that the Tanukh become 

Muslims."547 As mentioned earlier, the Tanukh were Christians when the Azd 'Uman under 

Malik ibn Fahm moved northward; they made an alliance with the Azd under his leadership and 

subsequently formed the great Lakhmid Dynasty, according to the Omani sources used in this 

study.  

 According to Salil ibn Razak, History of the Imams and Seyyids (661-1856), the first 

migration of the Azd form Ma'rib was in about 120, and in about 190 the Azd 'Uman and their 

leader Malik ibn Fahm, settled near al-Hirah where he allied with the Tanukh.548 These Tanukh, 

who according to Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Fourth Century549 had been 

Christians since they were still living in the "land of two rivers," now again entered the picture. 

During the time of Mahdi, although by some accounts some Christians were well received, 

violence against Christians increased and martyrdom accounts of Arab Christians, such as 
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Mu'adh the Taghlibite, 'Abd al-Masih, and Layth b. Mahatta ot the Tanukh, demonstrated vividly 

that it was no longer acceptable to remain both Arab and Christian - they must convert.550 And 

their churches must be torn down.  About six hundred years separates the formation of the Azd 

Tanukh alliance at the end of the second century and this silencing of Christian and the leveling 

of their churches.  

 After the defeat of the Umayyads, the headquarters of the Church of the East in Seleucia-

Ctesiphon moved to Baghdad to join the Abbasids in the capital of their new caliphate, where 

they seem to have had a mutually beneficial relationship with the Abbasid hierarchy. The 

Abbasid rulers depended on Christians to translate Greek authors and medical authors into 

Arabic.551There is no evidence, however, that their role as part of the new Caliphate, did 

anything to prevent the  subsequent demise of the church of Mazun, which quietly disappeared 

from ecclesiastical history in 676. Writings of the Syriac writers of Qatar during the seventh 

century are translated and available today in English, but they, too, seem far removed from Bet 

Qatraye's sister ecclesiastical province of Bet Mazunaye. Descendants of the Christians of 

Mazun were seen in war alongside the Muslims, and in Basra as converts to Islam. Robert A. 

Carter, Professor of Arabian and Middle Eastern Archaeology and Heritage at the University 

College London in Qatar, Ph.D. in Archaeology from the Institute of Archaeology of the 

University College London (1998) (UCL) writes, "it appears that the Christians of Bet Mazunaye 

soon switched faiths. The bishops of Bet Qatraye ceased to attend synods after 676, but textual 

indications show that Christianity in the region persisted until at least the late ninth century."552 

                                                 
 550. Sahner, Christian Martyrs, 246. 
 

 551. Carter, Christianity in the Gulf, 106. 

 
 552. Carter, "Christianity in the Gulf," 71. 
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A final factor, the eighth, which appeared in the eighth century, was the Qarmatian disruption of 

the region, in particular trade.  They were Shia rebels who ferociously attacked other Muslims in 

the region and are portrayed "as heretics and savages who were devoid of religion." They 

disrupted trade and may have cut the bishoprics in Bahrain and Mazun off economically, 

resulting in their demise."553  

 And so, the message that began with Christ, traveled to the great city of Edessa and its 

King Abgar, when down through Babylonia to Seleucia-Ctesiphon, where the drunken 

forefathers of the Church of the East were converted to Christianity, down along the shores of 

the Persian Gulf to 'Uman, was extinguished in that country, while surviving elsewhere.  The 

descendents of Christians and of refugees prisoners of war, disappeared from history as the 

church that history had first identified in 424, and was last mentioned in 676. The Christian 

tribes of eastern Arabia, who had migrated and intermingled, somehow sharing and spreading 

the Good News that Christ had come, had been humiliated as dhimmis, sometimes forced to 

convert or face death in spite of  the principle in Qur'an 2:256, "There is no compulsion in 

religion,"554 and were swept over the the tsunami of a new religon. As we said, Umayyad Caliph 

Yazid II (r. 720-4) issued a decree that not only forbad the public display of crosses and religious 

art, but also called for their destruction.  This provides an explanation for the absence of the 

artifacts and ruins of churches and monasteries in 'Uman and elsewhere. Christianity was erased 

almost entirely from 'Umani history, with Ka'b b. Barsha al-Tahi (Azd) being one of the few 

Christians whose name survived in the annals of 'Uman, this in spite of extensive evidence that 

                                                 
 

 553. Thompson, Christianity in Oman, 46-48. 

 
 554. The Qu'ran, tr. M. A. S. Abdel Haleem. (Oxford, 2010),  29. 
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Christian tribes roamed 'Uman.  Converted Christians are documented to have worked with 

Muslims at high levels of their administration.  Yet, were it not for four small entries in the 

obsure church records of the synods of the Church of the East, records preserved by an unknown 

bookkeeper and preserved now in the archives at the Vatican in Rome,555 we would know 

nothing about the bishopric in Mazun and the Christans that lived and died hundreds of years ago 

in Oman. How fragile is evidence of any kind - what more was lost or destroyed? 

 Finally, there is evidence that Christian activity in the region continued after Mazun's 

church disappeared. Timothy I (780-823) wrote a letter to the Maronites in which he referred to 

his jurisdiction as being, "'Babel, Pars and Athur' as well as among the Indians, Chinese Tibetans 

and Turks"556  In 781 a stele or monument was erected at Sigan-Fu (Xi'an, or Hsi-an-Fu) in 

China that was stylistically similar to those from Kharg, another church and monastery complex 

found along the northeastern shore of the Gulf.  Since monks engaged in these areas would have 

passed by 'Uman, it is unlikely they would have done so without visiting and engaging with any 

Christian community that may have remained in 'Uman.  Perhaps some of the 'Uman Christians 

were even inspired to join them in their missionary journeys. This stele bore an enscription 

documenting recognition of Christianity by the Tang emperor in 635.557 

  

 

                                                 
 555. The textual transmission i based on a single manuscript Alqosh Syr. 169, which is 
presently kept in the Monastery of Chaldeans in Baghdad, according to online sources; I could 
not verify whether this is true after after the ravages of ISIS that destroyed so many antiquities.  
But in 1869, Mgr Joseph David brought a 19th Century copy to Rome where it resides in the 
Vatican Museum.  gedsh.bethmardutho.org/Synodicon.Orientale, Gorgias Encyclopedic 

Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage. 

 

 556. Carter, Christianity in the Gulf, 105. 
 

 557. Ibid. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

 From the literature and available evidence, it was possible to recreate plausible narratives 

for all three hypotheses examined regarding the expansion of Christianity to Mazun/'Uman from 

available evidence. While there is a dearth of evidence in general for this place and time, 

connections were drawn from the ministry of Christ to Thaddaeus and Mar Mari to the Church of 

Seleucia-Cteisphon to Mazun, then from the Azd 'Uman under Malik ibn Fahm to other Christian 

tribes, especially Lakhmid and the Tanukh.   

 The motivation for Christians to flee persecution was documented, as well as the means 

to do it through the sea route from Rome to 'Uman, where the port of Suhar was occupied back 

to the times of Christ, or down the Persian-protected waters of the Gulf. Though no actual 

refugee or POW "feet on ground" were documented, prisoner relocations were indeed 

documented and logic would suggest that refugees would have considered the trading centers of 

'Uman, far from the centers of power, where pearl fishing, textiles, and trade of all sort would 

have provided a living would have been an attractive destination.   

 Thanks to four documents found in the synod records of the Church of the East, 

Christianity is known to have arrived no later than 424, though scholarly concensus is that it 

arrived much earlier and continued until shortly after 676 in 'Uman, and a couple of centuries 

longer in some areas of the Gulf. A small minority of voices have suggested the presence was 

only intermittent. Suhar was occupied in the earliest Christian period and sea vessels traveled 

between Rome and Suhar so Christians had the means to migrate there if they had the means and 

motivation. Persecution from fellow Jews, Romans, and then Persians would have provided the 

motivation to flee danger and move to regions that were safer, where their skills would be of use 

and would provide a means to live. At the coming of Islam, Christianity had a strong following 
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in Mazun, but the church at Mazun does not seem to survived long after 676, for any 

combination of reasons, which include the arrival of Islam.   

 Regarding future research, first a general statement: new source material is needed. 

Currently, the same limited set of facts are recycled in new ways, but little new substance is 

added. While viewing these facts from a variety of new perspectives yields increased 

understanding, new life from new discoveries is needed. The last exciting moment concerning 

the expansion of Christianity toward Oman was the discovery of the church monastery complex 

in Sir Bani Yas in 1992. While archaeological findings come when they come, proactive 

translation of ancient texts could uncover much needed new material. The translations of Kasha 

al-Ghumma and Kitaab al-Ansab yielded rich information to historians. Therefore, a valuable 

contribution to the field could be new translations of important material completed by scholars 

motivated to master Aramaic, Syriac and/or Pahlavi, as well as Arabic.  

 Several areas of research or research questions were suggested by this study. First, what 

was the nature of the conflict between the east-arabian churches and the Church of the East? 

What was its root, are there instances of similar conflict represented in accounts in other parts of 

the Arabian Peninsula, perhaps in Palmyra or Himyar? How would the advent of Islam have 

aggrivated/assuaged this conflict? Second, during periods of the most extreme persecution, can 

indications be found of refugee migration? Or, evidence of the prisoners relocated at least twice 

by the Sasanians? Third, what events in early 'Umani and/or Islamic Political History would have 

affected Christians, and in what ways? Fourth, could Christians have been misidentified as 

polytheists or Persians or Jews in 'Umani history and, thereby, lost in the history of the region? 

Fifth, Loosely and Thompson mention the Qarmatian role in disrupting trade; Thompson 
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suggests this may have been the "main reason why Christianity disappeared from the region."558 

To what extent did the Qarmatians affect the Christian community of 'Uman? What would have 

been the economic affect on the Christian community?559 Sixth, most literature assumes that 

Suhar was the center of the Christian community in 'Uman; what other candidates exist for the 

location of the church of Mazun, and what is the weight evidence supporting each of these? 

Sixth, why was so little evidence left behind? What building materials were used for churches of 

the area and local? Where was worship taking place - churches only? homes? open air? Some 

evidence was presented that orders were given to destroy Christian churches and religious art, is 

there evidence that this actually happened, and did the order/action extend to writings of the 

time? Were Nestorian and other Christian written material systematically altered or destroyed? 

Seventh, and finally, a recent study by Christoph Grutzner, Institute of Geological Science at 

Jena University, "Quaternary Sea-Level Change along the coastline of Oman,"suggested a great 

tsunami hit the coast of Oman about a thousand years ago. Scientists found evidence that this 

tsunami would have been extremely powerful, with waves of up to 15 meters in height.560 

Evidence has been presented that the Christian presence in Oman was greater along the coast. 

What would have been the affect of this tsunami on the destruction of evidence of the Christian 

community? Are there indications in Omani history that such a tsunami occurred?  

 Recommended then is language mastery to encourage translation of new resources, and 

additional research regarding the points above. 

                                                 
 558. Thompson, Christianity in Oman, 46-48 

 

 559. Ibid. 

 

 560. Christoph Grutzner, "Quaternary sea level change along the coastline of oman," 
2019. http://paleoseismicity.org/quaternary-sea-level-change-along-the-coastline-of-oman/. 
Information also appears in Times of Oman, November 26, 2019. 
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