

[image: ]





ACCLAIM FOR Kanan Makiya’s

THE ROCK


“Beautifully crafted.… Important.… The Rock is a compendium of the monotheistic myths, the ultimate guide to the city of Jerusalem and a narrative history of the Muslim conquest as factually correct … as any we might expect. But it is also a profoundly sensitive proposal for the basis of a new Islamic theology.”

—The Nation




“A perfect vehicle for exploring the origins of Arab-Jewish-Christian hostility.”

—New York, A Best Book of 2001




“Absorbing.”

—The New Republic




“An adventure of historical inquiry informed by the eye of a professional architect and the worldliness of a contemporary writer who has seen through more than one doctrine claiming total truth.… Makiya’s original work of fiction … imagines a founding moment of history [and] draw[s] on a wealth of visual and textual sources.”

—The Boston Globe




“Fascinating.… The Rock provides illumination.”

—Noah Richler, National Post




“Makiya triumphs in this inspired and lyrical book that is equal parts history and novel.… Pure magic.”

—Publishers Weekly, starred review




“At this time—when so much blood is again shed over the famous, or infamous, Rock in the heart of Jerusalem, and ‘History’ and ‘Religion’ are relentlessly and superstitiously evoked there, and the wars of religion go on under a different name—Kanan Makiya’s historical novel is an important contribution. Let us hope its message does not remain encapsulated in a work of fiction.”

—Amos Elon, author of Jerusalem: City of Mirrors




“A fictionalized narrative solidly rooted in Muslim, Jewish and Christian sources.… Illuminates a world in which Muslim and Jewish traditions were deeply intertwined.”

—The Jerusalem Report




“This is historical fiction at its most ambitious and successful. It fully immerses the reader in the world of seventh-century Jerusalem, exploring historical relationships and events with a sensitivity that nonfiction couldn’t hope to conjure. Anyone seeking an engaging introduction to early Islamic history would be hard-pressed to make a more compelling and accurate choice.”

—Booklist, starred review




“Illuminating.… Fascinating.… Makiya meticulously deploys a range of historical detail, scholarly sources, photographs, and art.”

—The New Leader





[image: ]
(photo credit 1.1)





[image: ]

FIRST VINTAGE INTERNATIONAL EDITION, SEPTEMBER 2002

Copyright © 2001 by Kanan Makiya

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. Published in the United States by Vintage Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, and simultaneously in Canada by Random House of Canada Limited, Toronto. Originally published in hardcover in the United States by Pantheon Books, a division of Random House, Inc., New York, in 2001.

Vintage is a registered trademark and Vintage International and colophon are trademarks of Random House, Inc.

The Library of Congress has cataloged the Pantheon edition as follows:
Makiya, Kanan.
The rock : a tale of seventh-century Jerusalem / Kanan Makiya.
p. cm.
eISBN: 978-0-307-77280-0
1. Qubbat al òakhrah (Mosque : Jerusalem)—Fiction. 2. Islam—Relations—Christianity—Fiction. 3. Islam—Relations—Judaism—Fiction.
4. Jerusalem—Fiction. I. Title.
PR6113.A58R64 2001     823′.92—dc21     2001031400

Author photograph © Paula Hajar

www.vintagebooks.com

v3.1





for Sara, Naseem, and Bushra






[image: ]

(photo credit 1.2)

Now this religion happens to prevail

Until by that one it is overthrown,

Because men dare not live with men alone

But always with another fairy tale.

Abu al-’Alaa al-Ma’arri

Born in Syria. Died 1057
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In the Name of God the Merciful
the Compassionate

Praise be to Him, before Whom bow all who are in the heavens and the earth, willingly or unwillingly, as do their shadows in the mornings and the evenings. There is no God but He whose subtle proofs triumph in disputes created by anxious minds, whose work, which is creation in all its splendor, reduces to nothing the justifications put forward by the tongues of Unbelievers.

In the Book whose every word bears witness to Him, the story is told of the creation of the waters and the mountains, the heavens and the earth, truth and falsehood. Things sensible and insensible were created out of nothing to look and sound the way they do for no other reason than to serve as proof of Him. Their every shade of color was painted with a single hair. The nymphs and satyrs of the desert were created from smokeless fire; man, from a single drop of sperm. Every separate thing, heartless or otherwise, found its place in the scheme of God.

Surely in that are signs for a people who consider.
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The Rock was the first sign. From its surface, God issued the first ray of light. The ray pierced the darkness to fill His chosen land. Then the light spread, to cover the rest of the world without discrimination.

On the third hour of the sixth day of creation, the Lord of Creation gathered dry black clay with which to make the body of the first man. He gathered it from the Rock for the head, from the site of the Ka’ba for the breast and back, and from the land of the Yemen for the limbs. He worked and kneaded the clay with water until it became sticky and slimy.

By the fourth hour of the sixth day of creation, a body had been formed. It was hairy, as tall as a palm tree, and was given the name Adam, because, like Allah, the Arabic name for God, it begins with the first letter of the alphabet.

In the seventh hour, the angel Iblis was ordered to enter Adam’s mouth and emerge from his anus, following which he was obliged to retrace his steps and emerge from his mouth. Then God blew a spirit into the body of His Prince. It entered Adam’s brain through his mouth, from which it went to his eyes and nose and further through the whole body, whereafter the body turned into flesh, blood, bone, veins, and sinews. And the first man was clothed in a fiery Garment of Light.

The dimensions and splendor of our angel ancestor awed and frightened the other angels.

“Bow yourselves to Adam,” God said to the angels.

And they fell down, bowing all together, save Iblis. He was not among the bowing, which angered God.

“Go forth! Thou art henceforth the Accursed One,” God said to Iblis.
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While Adam was in the Garden, the life of the Creator pulsated within him. God and His Creation were as One.

Adam’s Fall changed everything.

He enjoyed the splendors of the Garden for less than two hours before being tempted to eat of the forbidden fruit.

And so in the twelfth hour of the sixth day of creation, he was stripped of his Garment of Light and clothed instead in a layer of skin. He was cast out of the Garden, and set down upon the Rock of Foundation, thenceforth known also as the Rock of Atonement.

“Thou shalt be the prototype of thy children” were the last words of God before placing His foot on the Rock to ascend back to Heaven.

Banished from the Garden, the father of mankind descended on a stone, the first station of a new world, an exile’s world—bleak and brooding, with harsh sunlight and deep shadows, desolate rocky peaks and steep ravines, dry burning heat and cold luminous nights. Adam, whom God had appointed His deputy on Earth, had landed in the elemental landscape of his Creator’s imagination.

On a mountain that happened to be the closest to Heaven of all the mountains of the Earth, he landed—so close that, when Adam’s feet were planted on its summit, his head poked into the Garden out of which he had been cast.

The sight terrified the angels. They had not wanted Adam in their presence in the first place. “Wilt Thou place upon the Earth one who will corrupt it and shed blood, while we proclaim Thy praise and call Thee Holy?” they asked the Lord. Unable to stand the sight of the fallen man any longer, they begged God to do something about him. And so it came to pass that Adam was cut down to sixty cubits.

The first man whined and complained at his fate.

“My Lord! I was Your protégé in Your house, having no Lord but You and no one to watch over me except You. There, I had much to eat and could dwell wherever I wanted. I used to hear the voices of the angels and see them crowd around Your Throne, and I enjoyed the sweet smell of Paradise. But then you cast me out and cut me down.”

Like Iblis, the rest of God’s creatures now refused to pay him their respect.

The Eagle was the first to see Adam on the mountain. He flew down to the sea and said to the Fish: “I have seen a creature walking on its hind feet. It has two hands to attack with, and on each hand are five fingers.”

“I think,” the Fish replied, “that you describe a creature that will neither leave you alone in the height of the air nor leave me alone in the depth of the sea.”
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And Adam ruled the Earth and all its creatures, which he named according to what God had taught him in the Garden. While he slept, God rubbed his back, making all Adam’s future offspring appear before him. When Adam learned that David would live only a short time, he gave him fifty of the thousand years that were allotted to himself. And the number of Adam’s offspring was forty thousand as his nine-hundred-and-fiftieth year approached, and Iblis and the angels gathered round him for the last time.

“Why did you not bow down before me, Iblis, when God commanded it?” asked Adam.

“Because I believe that only One is to be adored. And of all the dwellers in the Garden, there was no stricter champion of His Unity than I.”

“You disregard God’s Command?” asked Adam.

“That was trial,” said Iblis, “not Command.”

“Do you still remember what He looked like?”

“O Adam,” Iblis said, “pure thought needs no memory, and thought is His memorial with me. I serve Him now with a purer purpose, in a present emptiness of self-purpose. In the Garden I served Him for my own well-being, but now I serve for the sake of His.”

When she who had been made from Adam’s shortest and most crooked rib heard the words of Iblis, she feared the worst, and tried to go in to see her husband alone. He had become an irritable and angry old man, and said to her, “Go away from me and these messengers of my Lord. I would not have encountered what I did except for you, and what happened to me would not have happened except for you.”

And Adam died, and the angels washed his body with the leaves of the lote soaked in water. They wrapped the corpse in a single garment, dug a grave, and buried it. Then they said, “This is the precedent for all Adam’s children after him.” And the first man was buried under the Rock of Zion, the same Rock from which he was made, that hulk of craggy limestone that stood for a hardness of resolve and clarity of purpose that our angel ancestor always lacked.
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Prologue

I, Ishaq son of Ka’b, a bookbinder by training, shall record in this seventy-second year of the Prophet’s Exodus from Mecca, in the City of the Temple, all that is worthy of being known about the summit of the mountain known to the Jews as Zion, or Moriah. My account is based on stories passed down to me by my father, Ka’b al-Ahbar, and on my own experience as an advisor to Abd al-Malik, the ninth Caliph of Islam.

Ka’b was born Jacob of the ancient tribe of Judah. Prompted by Jeremiah’s prophecy of doom, his distant ancestors left the Holy City forty-two years before the destruction of Solomon’s Temple and crossed the Jordan River in the hope of reaching the land where their father Abraham was born. They lost their way in the desert. After years of wandering, seventy thousand men, women, and children, priests and slaves, settled in the Yemen. In the course of time, they became both the most Jewish and the most Arab of all Jews.

My father, the grandson of a widely respected rabbi, advisor to the last Jewish king of the Yemen, was trained in the Law and Hebrew scripture. Ka’b al-Ahbar is the name he adopted after his migration to Medina and his acknowledgment of Muhammad as the Messenger of God.

I was born at the moment of that acknowledgment in Medina. But I grew up in Jerusalem, in a house located on the eastern offshoot of the main street known to the Christians as the Cardo. The Christians favor the western offshoot because it is wider and colonnaded on both sides. Both streets run due south from the Gate of the Column, Jerusalem’s main entrance from the north. Thus is Mount Golgotha to the west separated from Mount Zion to the east. The eastern branch of the Cardo follows the low road into the valley separating the Christian and Jewish holy mountains until it reaches the large esplanade built by the Jews in ancient times.

In the first weeks after the Muslim conquest of the city, Ka’b found the time to buy a house. “I was the first!” he would say to anyone who cared to listen, meaning that he had been the first follower of Muhammad to buy property on a Jewish mountain near the site of the old Temple where the prophet David fell down, bowing, and sought forgiveness of his Lord. It mattered little to him that the house and its immediate surrounds were filthy when we moved in. My Arab stepmother soon cleaned them up, turning the place into a home. I was brought up a Muslim in this house by this good woman, to whom I became deeply attached and because of whom I have no memory of any Jewishness in my upbringing.

Our two-story abode sat between a tiny paved courtyard bordering the street and the huge flat expanse of the platform built by Solomon, which rests like a giant tabletop on Mount Zion. Emerging from that tabletop, eighty-six paces from the boundary wall between it and our house, rose the gently suppurating mass of the mountain’s summit.

Ka’b’s stories knitted around that extension of stone were like pieces of unused furniture in our house. I lived constantly with them, rarely noticing they were there. From the day that Jerusalem entered the Muslim fold, they held together the scattered remembrances of my father’s life. The most interesting had changed ownership more than once, like the holy mountain that shaped their content.

Those who live on such a mountain are unable to see it, even as they are unable to form a single thought of which it is not a part. Its shape and colors, the sounds of children scrambling over it, sparrows in the springtime, the howling wind—these are the mountain, a place that bears down on its residents, gradually appropriating their memories. Thus did the mountain’s hold upon me grow tighter and tighter with the passage of time. And yet fifty-five years passed before I picked up the pen to tell all that I know about it, which is all that my father knew, which is more than any other man has ever known about the most sacred spot in the cosmos.

[image: ]

Only the tip of the original Rock that I grew up with remains visible today. By far the greater bulk lies dormant and unseen, tucked away beneath new flagstones. This is all that is left of a mountain whose slopes have been hacked, tunnelled, and terraced since the beginning of time, a landscape beaten into its present shape through endless cycles of construction and destruction—a dozen in all, beginning with Solomon’s great Temple. And this is to say nothing of ruinous sieges, intervals of total desolation, bloody transitions from one religion to another.

The last bit of the Rock that can be seen today, having weathered all these storms, exudes the aura of an ancient face. A face that does not talk about what it has seen, a face that does not even know it has seen anything.

Nothing competed with that face’s impassive presence after all the rubble and refuse that had accumulated upon the sanctuary was cleared away. As children, we used to scramble and play on it. That stopped after a little girl fell down from its highest point and cracked open her skull.

Surface and texture gave no sign that the Rock had been levelled to create a usable surface, or cut into and chipped away at by builders, pilgrims, men who wished it ill. The natural slopes and furrows, I recall, were well preserved. Traces of yellow earth could be found tucked away inside cracks and crevices; they must have sat there undisturbed for centuries, resistant even to the regular washing down to which the Rock has been subjected from the time of the conquest. The ring of stone hidden beneath the polished marble floor is naturally flat, until the point at which the outer walls supporting the new building begin. Here, the stone’s profile takes a sharp dip, sloping downward. The mountain, key to the Rock’s secrets, has begun its descent.

Before the Christians and the Romans, before even King Solomon and his miracle of engineering, when the Earth was without form and void, and darkness was upon the face of the deep, the Rock and the mountain were one. Or so my father used to say. Zion would then have looked no different from the other mountains upon which this city is built; it was not distinguished from its neighbors by size or height. In fact, Zion is not a mountain at all; it is more of a hill, a bump in the landscape. Neighboring Golgotha is higher.

Today, the mountain and its summit look separate, and people say that the Rock is suspended by an invisible force between Heaven and Earth. But that is an illusion created by the fact that the Rock is attached to the mountain in only one place. Below the Rock, underneath its highest point, is a low-ceilinged cave. The cave is small, less than five paces square, and barely a man’s height. Eleven crudely carved steps lead to the cave from the summit. Why eleven? I remember asking my father. Because, he said, eleven is the first act of transgression over ten, the number of God’s Commandments.

The cave is pierced by two holes. The first bores through solid stone for the length of a man and is round and smooth, just large enough for a child on a rope to slither through and drop down on the floor below. Not even my father knew who cut this hole or why.

The smaller second hole pierces the floor of the cave below. For as long as I can remember, it has been covered with a large, round slab that has a hoop set into it, which I was never able to shift. Ka’b said that on the slab’s underside there is another hoop protruding downward with a chain attached onto which Solomon used to hang the keys of his Temple. The slab conceals an underground cavern that drops like a giant waterskin into the belly of the mountain. People call it the Well of Souls. They say that, if you listen very carefully at certain times of the year, you will hear muffled mumblings emanating from deep within the mountain.
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We shall show them Our signs
in the horizons and in themselves. (photo credit 1.4)
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Those who know what a great seducer the desert is understand how the faith of its sons gets tested daily simply by their being condemned to live in it. Amid sands and dunes that shift and undulate like loose women, rocks stand out, omnipotent and steadfast, commanders of presence, demarcators of boundaries, bearers of witness—visible presences in place of invisible ones, the known in place of the unknown and the unknowable. And when such signs of God’s work cannot be found because the terrain is too flat, too muddy, too monotonous, and unresistant, they have to be made up. A building then takes the place of a mountain.

In the Holy Land, such signs did not have to be invented as they were in Babylon and Egypt with their sacred assemblages of brick and stone aping the kind of permanence that nature itself had eschewed. They were already there. But they had to be identified and their relation to God interpreted correctly. Sinai, Horeb, Zaphon, Carmel, Hermon, Tabor, all pointed to the attributes of Him who created them—the Fixed and the Unalterable, the Great and the Illimitable. These are among His names. Not that mountains are God. They are merely signs of Him from whom revelation and knowledge pour into the mind like water into a valley.

Only He whom the eye cannot attain knows why Zion was chosen above all other mountains, and why its summit was blessed with a share in His majesty.

Is a stone thus singled out still a stone? The Rock will always be itself, a plain and humble piece of limestone no different from the other stones upon which this Holy City is built, but in what ways does it partake in the nature and mystery of God? Rediscovering those ways, which began long before they could be told, and which sprang from the source from which all religion springs, was Ka’b al-Ahbar’s most important contribution to the religion of Muhammad.


The Rock of Foundation

A name, my father used to say, “is the thing it names. Did not God teach Adam the names of all things so that he might know them?” Ka’b refused to call the Rock by anything other than its oldest name, the Rock of Foundation.

“You are like a superstitious midwife,” my stepmother would joke, “who blesses the child she has just delivered with a name at exactly the moment she cuts its umbilical cord, and is then afraid to call him by any other name.”

Precious Stone. Rock of Atonement. Adam’s Sepulchre. Navel of the Universe. Stone of Stumbling. Rock of Sacrifice. David’s Rock. Holy Rock. Rock of the Holy of Holies. Zion’s Rock. Rock of Calvary. Rock of the Ages. Jacob’s Rock. Peter’s Rock. Rock of the Church. Rock of Salvation. Stone of Consolation. Rock of Fear and Trembling. Rock of Judgment. The Rock has many names.

So many names. So many carriers of blessing. So many proofs of excellence. Are they a sign of confusion? Perhaps the Rock has been delivered too many times into the world. Perhaps a thing encumbered with this many names has turned into a kind of fetish.

The names troubled Ka’b.

“Is the Rock one thing, or is it many things at once?” he asked me one day by way of a challenge.

“I have no idea, Father.”

“God, who makes the tongues of the eloquent fall short of praising His beauty unless they use the means by which He praises Himself, has at least ninety-nine names. Does that mean God is ninety-nine different things, because He has ninety-nine names?”

“I suppose not.”

“You suppose! You don’t know! What is that worthless Shaikh teaching you every day?” he exclaimed, referring to the old man who had come with Umar’s army and now held classes for the children of settlers in a room on the sanctuary.

Ka’b meant to say that, even if a name is the thing it names, it is not that thing’s whole essence. Each name reveals an aspect of essence, one meaning among many. The elucidation of meaning requires a story, the stuff of religion, a story that lies at the origin of a particular name.

How much is unquestionably authentic about these stories? Justifications of conquests, apologias of defeats, tales of victory and of woe, rituals of worship, all mixtures of lies and truths have become wondrous stories accumulating around Moriah’s weatherbeaten face since men first fixed their eyes upon it. Women weep for themselves beside the Rock, suffering infinitely, only to leave it transformed in heart and soul, light shining from their faces; brash young men lift their faces to Heaven, guffawing, only to leave the Rock they have seated themselves upon terrified, their bodies twisted and trembling. Sifting through all the debris in search of the Rock’s essence is an unreliable exercise at the best of times.

But not so for the Rock’s first name, Ka’b said, its most important name, following which all the other names came, in the order of the prophets and the strange and wondrous things that happened to them on or near the Rock.
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Father, I asked Shaikh Abdallah at school today where God was during creation.”

“And what did he say?”

“He said that God was in a watery mist without shape or form. There was no Heaven, no Earth, no height, no depth, no name. Just a milky-white mist the pallor of a dead man’s face. He created the sky and the waters out of that mist. He sat his throne upon the water. Still, there were no separate things with or around Him. Then, the Shaikh said, God dried up the original water upon which His throne sat, thus forming the Earth. Mountains were pushed into place by the froth left on the surface of the water as it was drying up.”

“Something troubles you about what the Shaikh said?”

“The fact that water comes first, before mountains and rocks. He didn’t mention rocks.” I needed to know how Ka’b accounted for the holiness of the Rock, if Shaikh Abdallah was right.

Instead of answering the question, Ka’b began solemnly to recite words handed down by Solomon:


The Lord made me the beginning of his work,
the first of his acts of old.
Ages ago I was formed, before the establishment of the Earth.
When He made the Heavens, I was already there,
when He drew a circle on the face of the deep.



“Father, who is speaking?” I said, interrupting him before it was too late.

“Wisdom.”

“Are you saying wisdom came first in the order of creation, before water?”

“Yes,” he replied, “according to the great Solomon himself.”

“But the Holy Book opens with: In the beginning God created the Heavens and the Earth. Wisdom is not even mentioned.”

“The beginning is not necessarily the very beginning. In the very beginning, God did not create things like the Heavens or the Earth, and certainly not men or demons. He created wisdom, by which He founded the Earth.”

“What is this wisdom?”

“It is the great underlying plan according to which the Heavens and the Earth and all that lies in between are laid out.”

“What does that have to do with the Rock?”

“Everything.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Does not the idea of a circle precede its drawing?”

“It does.”

“And to execute that idea on the face of the deep, does one not need a point upon which to stand?”

“You mean like the stone tied to the end of Shaikh Abdallah’s piece of string when he is drawing a circle for us in class?”

“Exactly. The Rock was that fixed point in relation to which the Lord laid out the rest of creation. Just as Shaikh Abdallah’s circle would not have appeared without the fixed end of his compass, so wisdom would not have become manifested in the world without the Rock.”

“But I see his circle. I cannot see wisdom.”

“Can you see good or evil? The Rock is to wisdom what the body is to knowledge of good and evil.”

“What did God make the Rock from?”

“He plucked a jewel from underneath his throne and plunged it into the abyss. One end of it remained fastened there, while the other stood out above. Upon this end He stood while He went about the rest of creation, spreading the earth to the right and to the left and into all directions until it became as you see it today.”

“I don’t see a jewel,” I said, pointing in the direction of the esplanade. “What happened to the jewel?”

“It was tarnished by our sins until it metamorphosed into the thing you see before you. The People of the Torah call it the Rock of Foundation, because this was where God began his work on the first day of creation. We call it simply the Rock. But the two are one and the same.”

“Jerusalem is littered with rocks. How can you tell which one of them is the Rock?”

“Just as the navel is the center of the human body, so the land of Palestine is the center of the world. Jerusalem is the center of Palestine. The Mountain is the center of Jerusalem. Upon its summit, Solomon built the Temple. The innermost precinct of that Temple, the Holy of Holies, is the center of the Temple, and at the center of the Holy of Holies is the Rock of Foundation.”
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Locusts and Christians

Until he reached puberty, my father once told me, he thought Jerusalem was a place in Heaven, not on Earth. “Rabbi Salih taught me otherwise.”

Rabbi Salih taught my father that Mount Zion was a real place that had not been destroyed by the Romans. He taught him that the Rock of Foundation was the last remaining vestige of Solomon’s Temple, that it was the highest point of the mountain, and that it used to project three fingerbreadths above the floor of the Holy of Holies in Solomon’s Temple. He taught him that the Ark was situated at the center of the Rock, facing east toward the Mount of Olives.

These teachings instilled in my father the desire to see that which Rabbi Salih had described.

Every young Yemeni Jew with aspirations to scholarship yearned to go to the Holy City and see the capstone of creation. But the city was in Christian hands. And Ka’b had to feed and clothe his newly acquired wife, who was but twelve years old and had been betrothed to him since childhood. Under such circumstances, yearnings were not enough.

It was fear that eventually drove my father out of the Yemen.

Attacking in swarms like flies on the Day of Resurrection, locusts ate up the fruits and vegetables, and then made their way into unshuttered houses and shops. They left carcasses of men lying scattered in the streets like dung on an open field. My mother, nevertheless, thought of them as a source of food, even a delicacy. She could count eight kinds of kosher locust, and whenever she was in one of her nostalgic moods, I am told, she would say, “A locust in my mouth is better than a fattened lamb. And it is kosher!”

She ate her fear, but my father never could because he said locusts caused epilepsy. As soon as anyone but mentioned “locust,” he would begin a painstaking description of what the body of a man consumed by famine looked like, his skin shrivelled upon the bones, or swollen and transparent like glass. His words left the impression that he had run away from the Yemen, not because there was nothing to eat, but because of his horror of locusts.

Ka’b was by then already an old man, and the star of the Yemen had long since been on the wane. The land was tired, its spirit broken; agriculture was in ruins, the population beset by famine. Christian ships sailed the Red Sea. Why had my father waited for the knife to cut through to the bone before tearing up his roots and dragging my unwilling mother along, going to Medina?

First, there were the locusts. And then there was the fear that, once he left and was far away from the land he knew well, he might become so filled with anxiety about what lay ahead as to want to go back. Travelling was a test that he imposed upon himself—an ordeal not all that different from the one pilgrims undergo as they travel further and further away from all they know in order to get closer to God.

By contrast with the Yemen, Arabia’s star was on the rise. Mecca had become the religious center of the Hijaz, and people increasingly travelled there for trade. And there was news of a desert prophet who lingered in the surrounding mountains, who heard voices coming forth from the rocks. His name was Muhammad.
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Ka’b began taking an active interest in the Prophet, God’s Blessings Be Upon Him, after he heard that he had sent an envoy to the people of the nearby town of Najran, inviting them to accept Islam and guaranteeing their safety if they did so.

The pork-eating people of Najran had heard this before when, thirty years prior to the birth of Muhammad, Dhu Nuwas, the last Jewish king to rule the Yemen, sought to convert them. Ka’b’s father and uncles had believed that Dhu Nuwas was the Messiah, and had fought by his side like wild lions. But the Christians of Najran would have nothing to do with Dhu Nuwas. They said that it was Jesus who raised the dead. It was Jesus who healed the sick. It was Jesus who declared the unseen. It was Jesus who was the Son of God. Therefore it had to be Jesus who was the Messiah. This reply angered the Jewish king. He put a choice before the people of Najran: convert or die. The town chose death.

After the fighting, Dhu Nuwas had his men dig pits and threw all the survivors into them; some he slew with the sword before tossing their bodies into the fire; others he burnt alive in pits, as the Holy Book bears witness.


Slain were the Men of the Pit,
the fire abounding in fuel,
when they were seated over it
and were themselves witnesses of what they did with the believers.
They took revenge on them only because they believed in God
the All-mighty, the All-laudable,
to whom belongs the Kingdom of the Heavens and the Earth.
God is Witness over everything.



They say the king killed twenty thousand Christians that day. Two of Ka’b’s uncles died in the fighting. But later the Byzantines got their revenge. Dhu Nuwas was last seen fleeing an army of Christians come from Abyssinia. As the enemy approached, he drove his horse into the sea, spurring it on through the shallow waters into the deep, where horse and rider vanished.
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But after Muhammad’s envoy had spoken, the town, convinced that great benefits would accrue to it, accepted Muhammad’s offer, whereupon they were taught how and in which direction to pray to the Lord of Creation.

What drove Ka’b to visit Najran? After all, he hated the People of the Cross even more than he feared locusts. “If you fatten your dog, will he not eat you?” he would say about their converts. Was it curiosity about the Prophet, whose followers used to pray in the direction of Solomon’s Temple and fast on the Jewish Day of Atonement? Perhaps Ka’b’s visit was an act of defiance, or a family pilgrimage—his way of paying respect to the memory of his dead uncles.

I don’t know what happened in Najran on the day of his visit. But afterward, he began to believe that the distance between Judaism and Islam was not very great.

My father despised the state of weakness that the Jews had fallen into after the vanishing of Dhu Nuwas. “Like goats they take to the rocks for fear of the wolves,” he would say of his own kin. He spoke wistfully of the succession of hopeless rebellions against Byzantine overlords, always followed by unrelenting repression. It was a time when false Messiahs declared themselves all over southern Arabia, and Ka’b’s tale of the madman who proclaimed himself a second Moses left a deep impression on me as a boy.

The tale was brief. The would-be savior promised his disciples a miraculous journey to the Promised Land. He told them that redemption was imminent, and then he walked them over a cliff to a horrible death on the rocks below.

“At least he ventured forth,” Ka’b said.

But my father ached to leave a land whose self-esteem had sunk so low, and nothing angered him as much as hearing a fellow Jew justify his downtrodden position by reference to the curse of Ezra. Travelling all the way from Palestine to the Yemen, Ezra the Scribe had come to plead with his brethren to return to Jerusalem and help in the rebuilding of the Temple.

“Why should we suffer afflictions once again?” Ka’b’s ancestors had said in response. “It is better for us to stay where we are and worship God.” An angry exchange had taken place, after which Ezra had put a curse on all Jewish heads in the Yemen, forever depriving them of peace.
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Ka’b yearned for a savior in the warrior tradition of his uncles, someone like Jabbar, the noble Jewish opponent of the Arab hero Antar. Jabbar is said to have foretold that a Savior would appear to the Jews of Arabia from across a river of sand. He would come riding a white ass followed by a sea of warriors seated on camels and lions. Every fortress besieged by them would collapse; every army would be annihilated. He would make all other religions disappear and renew the Law that God gave to Moses on Mount Sinai. Thus would the glory of the Sons of Israel become more dazzling than ever before.

Hope is a medicine that needs continual administration. God, in His infinite wisdom, presses down on us when we breathe. Then He expands and fills our chests by releasing us from pressure. His mystery is present in both motions.

“A prophet has appeared among the Arabs,” Ka’b said, testing the waters with an old friend. “They say that he is proclaiming the coming of the anointed one. What say you, dear Abraham?”

“That he is an impostor,” Abraham replied, groaning at the prospect of the conversation he knew was about to transpire. “Do the prophets come with sword and chariot? There is no truth to be found in this so-called prophet, only bloodshed. It is written of his ancestor, Ishmael, that his hand will be against every man, and every man’s hand against him. Mark my words, Ka’b: Should those sons of locusts become a swarm covering the surface of the earth, their only purpose will be plunder.”

“What if the Holy One is raising them up in order to save us from the Kingdom of the Cross? Have you thought of that, Abraham? God puts a prophet in their midst to bring them to greatness, following which a great terror will be unleashed between this prophet’s followers and the Christians.”

“How can we know that these happenings in Arabia are our salvation and not harbingers of even greater hardship?” replied Abraham. “You are talking about a people who give the large and oddly shaped rocks they see around them names! They are rock-worshippers, my friend!”

“Hardship,” said Ka’b, “is the nurse of salvation. Did not Isaiah hear in a vision, come to him while his loins were racked with pain, that the deliverance of Israel would come from a man mounted on a camel followed by a man mounted on an ass?”

“He did.”

“And was it not the habit of the prophet Elijah to appear in the guise of a desert Arab?”

“It was.”

“The rider on the camel is a prophet whose coming heralds that of the rider on the ass, the Messiah. Did not Isaiah hear our Lord Yahweh say,


Now I shall lay a stone in Zion,
a granite-stone, a precious corner-stone,
a firm foundation-stone:
No one who relies on this will stumble.
And I will make fair judgment the measure,
and uprightness the plumb-line.



“Enough, Ka’b! My patience is at an end. You will bring a terrible retribution on all our heads. Do not force me to repudiate you. I will hear no more of this talk.” And with that, Abraham turned his back on my father and stalked out of the room.


Medina

On a night that had dropped over the Yemen like a stone, my father, with my unhappy mother in tow, left for the city of Medina. They arrived shortly after the unification of Arabia, in what became known as the Year of the Delegations, a momentous year in the annals of Believers. As tribes from all over Arabia were streaming in to swear allegiance to Muhammad, an air of excitement and unfulfilled promise hung over the dusty streets. It had taken Ka’b a long time to overcome his fears and leave; time had crawled like a worm. In Medina, it began to fly like a flushed bird.

The beardless, fiery Syrians who live on my street and grew up under Caliphs from Abd al-Malik’s House think they know everything about those early years in Medina. They are like experts on the desert who have never seen a valley bare as an ass’s belly, much less lived in one. They cannot imagine that a man might bear witness to Muhammad’s prophecy and remain a Jew at the same time. But that was the practice in Medina when Ka’b, then known as Jacob, first arrived. He remained a Jew in that he prayed, observed the Sabbath, dressed, and in all other respects behaved and looked like a Jew. His friends thought him one. And even the rabbis I have consulted, however much they disapprove of calling Muhammad a prophet, say there is nothing un-Jewish about thinking it.

The Prophet himself looked for Jewish recruits after the Exodus. He needed them. Disappointment showed on his face when so few of them believed in the revelation that descended upon him. In the end, Muhammad understood their unbelief as God’s will:


When there has come to them a Messenger from God
confirming what was with them, a party of them
that was given the Book of God rejects it.



The Jews of Medina said Muhammad didn’t know enough to be a prophet. Since when has knowledge of scripture become a precondition for knowing God? Why, Ka’b may even have been attracted to the Arabs of the Hijaz because they knew nothing. These rough warriors of the desert were everything Ka’b’s downtrodden compatriots in the Yemen were not. Perhaps they leapt too fast to their swords. But the tumult and messiness of their lives was compensated by the openness of their hearts and the directness of their ways. The poetic impulse ran deep in their veins. And Ka’b, too, was a certain kind of poet, but his poetic streak, unlike that of the Arabs, derived from an anguish he was unwilling to talk about during his sojourn in Medina.
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Ka’b made a living teaching stories about the Creation and the Prophets. My mother would complain there was no one to talk to her. “Death is better than this,” she would say to her husband, complaining also of the harshness of the sun and the smells in the streets.

“Seek the welfare of the city to which God has exiled you, and pray to Him on its behalf, for in its prosperity you shall prosper,” he would reply before going out to other people’s houses, where he would tell the same stories over and over again.

At the time of Ka’b’s arrival in Medina, Muhammad was too weak to climb the pulpit or even stand upright. Yet even in sickness, he was handsome. He had beautiful curly hair, neither short nor woolly; and his white face radiated sweetness and was as luminous as the moon. Ka’b was present at his last sermon, which Muhammad delivered seated; it was the closest he ever got to the person of the Prophet.
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Muhammad began with greetings to all the prophets who had gone before him. Then he said:

“There is after death a Day of Doom and Reparation, and there will be no more favor shown of me on that Day than of any man. Therefore, if I have struck any man among you an unrequited blow, let him strike me now. If I have offended any man, let him do as much now to me. If I have taken any man’s goods, let him now receive them again. Make me clean of guilt, so that I may come before God guiltless to man.”

“No, God’s Apostle!” the crowd cried out, weeping and tearing their hair in grief, “your wrongs are wiped clean. We are the guilty ones before you!”

One man, Ka’b recalled, stood up and reminded Muhammad of a trifling sum he had given to some beggar at his bidding.

“Better to blush in this world than the Other!” the Prophet said, and paid him what he owed. Then he got up on his feet, shuffled to his favorite wife’s hut, and lay down on his pallet, where he died with the heat of noon on the following day.

Anxiety oppressed Ka’b in the weeks that followed Muhammad’s death. He had left everything behind and travelled far. Was it to no avail? Joy shriveled up in him like drought-stricken grass. He moved around, I am told, like a drunken man, overpowered by the desire to sleep, afflicted by a listlessness that the monks of the desert call “the noonday demon.”

All Medina had become afflicted with the same.

Certain clans of the city reacted to the Prophet’s death by pulling away from the faith, confusing it with its Messenger. To the collectors of the poor-tax, they said: “Pray we will, but pay this tax we will not.”

The congregation had sworn allegiance to Abu Bakr, Muhammad’s closest Companion, as Muhammad’s successor, he of the deep-set eyes and fleshless hands who dyed his hair with henna.

Abu Bakr would not court the renegades, and said: “God’s Apostle is dead, and Revelation comes down no more. But while I can grip a sword in my fist, I’ll fight them, as long as they deny me even so little as the price of a camel halter. He who makes a distinction between prayer and the poor-tax, him will I surely fight, for the poor-tax is a duty of faith.”

Ka’b blamed himself for coming, for subjecting my mother to the indignities of being uprooted from home and children. He had, after all, been trained to seek in every setback reasons for his own guilt.

“Better than holy war is war against self,” he said to her by way of expressing his remorse and how deeply he had been summoned into the consequences of his own confusion. The words were a saying of the Prophet, but he did not tell her that; it would not have helped. She searched his face eagerly to see if he were remorseful enough. Not that anything my father could have said would have softened my mother toward him. She would not forgive him for dragging her along on a journey that she never wanted to make.

My father came out of his inwardness after Abu Bakr prevailed against the renegades and returned the Holy Cities of Arabia to Muhammad’s religion. Medina had begun to recover from the news of the Prophet’s death. It was a miraculous recovery, a new beginning that showed how far Ka’b had already travelled from the ways of his ancestors. He started to read holy scripture as it had not been read before. Dimly recalled passages were culled from the less-penetrable recesses of his great storehouse of memories. Jumbled images were magically teased up to the surface; they were coming at Ka’b like waves, just as God wanted them to, fresh from the depths.

“What inspired you?” I asked my father in later years.

“The words of the Prophet: Believe in the Torah, in the Psalms and the Gospel, even though the Quran should suffice you.”

Inspiration descends upon a prophet from the angels, my father would tell an audience; it is communicated easily, as from one man to another. But to Muhammad inspiration had arrived ringing like a bell, penetrating his very heart and stilling every other sound. My father’s listeners would raptly nod their heads and rock their bodies slowly in assent. Then Ka’b would startle them by saying that the coming of Muhammad had been foretold.

“By whom?” his astounded audience would want to know.

“By the prophet Isaiah,” Ka’b would reply, citing this passage of the Torah:


Behold My servant whom I shall uphold;
My chosen one, whom My soul desired;
I have placed My spirit upon him
So he can bring forth justice to the nations.
He will not shout nor raise his voice,
Nor make his voice heard in the street.
He will not break even a bruised reed,
Nor extinguish even flickering flax;
But he will administer justice in truth.
He will not slacken nor tire until he sets justice in the land,
And islands will long for his teaching.



God’s messenger to the Arabs possessed these qualities prophesied by Isaiah, Ka’b would say. After all, did not everyone who had known Muhammad personally—which was, of course, the whole town—attest to his gentleness and self-control? Had he ever raised his voice or been rude or interrupted anyone in mid-speech? Yes, he was critical of his followers if necessary, but he was always careful not to push them too far, or to expose a man’s faults in public. When a Companion started to beat a man for letting a camel stray from the road during the pilgrimage, what did Muhammad do? Did he berate or stop him? No. He just smiled and said, “Look at what this pilgrim is doing.”

Only a prophet knows how to shame a man by appealing to the best, not the worst, in his nature.

Ka’b was everything the Arabs were not—a scholar; an expert in Scripture and Oral Law; a quiet, apparently moderate man in whom the spirit of blind obedience to authority had been carefully inculcated. By temperament and family history, however, Ka’b was drawn to fiercely opinionated men who unsheathed their swords first and asked questions later. Was it the memory of his uncles who had served a fighting king that made the Arabs attractive to him? Or was it Ka’b’s inspired vision of how things ought to be, nourished by the impulse of all great teachers to project their past upon the future?

My father’s knowledge and mesmeric delivery became the talk of Medina. His command of the Arabic language, the first speaker of which was King Ya’rub of the Yemen, was greatly admired. Young men desirous to learn thronged around him. Many became his disciples and students. Prominent among these was Abdallah, the fourteen-year-old son of the Prophet’s uncle, Abbas, destined to become the most distinguished scholar of his generation.

“Abdallah was forever writing notes while I was talking,” my father would say of the boy who rose to preeminence because of the blood ties that he had renounced. “He wanted to know if the angels who praise God by day and by night ever got bored.”

The son of Abbas would be the first to understand the importance of gathering accurate information about the Prophet. He began the task of questioning Muhammad’s closest Companions, a task made easier by the fact that he was the Prophet’s cousin. By the time I came of age in Jerusalem, Abdallah had grown into the most important teacher and interpreter of scripture among Muhammad’s People. His glittering career he owed entirely to Ka’b and those first years in Medina.

Soon, my father was moving in influential circles. Abdallah’s family connections helped. In the eyes of the Prophet’s closest Companions, he began to look less like a Jew and more like a Muslim. Or at least the men around him didn’t seem to care one way or the other, with one exception: Umar the son of Khattab, he whom the Prophet himself had once called the Separator of Right from Wrong.

Umar was a tall and impulsive man with fiery red hair. Out of zeal for Mecca’s stone idols, he had in his youth set out to kill the very Prophet whom he now revered. On his way to do the terrible deed, he heard his sister reciting to herself from the Holy Book. Awestruck by the beauty of the words, this hard and unbending man changed his religion on the spot. Umar became as zealous a Muslim as he had been an unbeliever. That same passionate intensity led him to criticize Muhammad on occasion. No one else among the Prophet’s Companions would do so, not in public at any rate. Umar’s uprightness and strictness in matters of faith were never in doubt; they were of a piece with the angularity and hardness of his features, with the long, gaunt body that carried not an iota of extra flesh. This was a man who would not soften, not even when he was lying comfortably on the ground, one leg under the other, a habit he took up after the Prophet, who knew how to enjoy himself. No one could remember when they had last seen Umar smile. Levity and lightness, which were tolerated in the Prophet’s own presence, had to be suppressed
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