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THUS SPOKE THE VATICAN

[The Governance of the Sacred]

Fa-salli li-rabbika wa-nhar




Hüseyin Doğan






PREFACE

This book was not set down to position itself against any person, any institution, any system, or any creed. And yet neither will it grant that any thought, or any system, may declare itself beyond question.

The aim is not to tear down. The aim is to recall, once more, a truth Heraclitus pointed to thousands of years ago: that life is flux. One does not step into the same river twice — for the river changes; the man changes, and time changes with him. Every attempt to fix something atop the current does not preserve the truth but diminishes it: it turns the living thing into a formula, and presses motion into a mold.

The human mind does not much care to remain alone with uncertainty for long. Flux can come as a fright; change can unsettle. And so the wish to freeze a moving truth surfaces like a familiar reflex. We lay down definitions, we draw frames, we mark out borders, and in the end we suppose we have taken the thing into our keeping. Yet is what we have shielded the truth itself — or only the sense of safety its likeness affords us?

To carve an idol of stone and say “behold, my god” might be read not merely as a metaphysical choice but, perhaps, as a psychological refuge. To pin an idea in place and say “behold, my truth” offers a comfort of the same kind. The concrete appears governable. The fixed is less menacing. The frozen asks no questions. Might this zone of comfort be another name for quietly surrendering the courage to seek?

But truth comes to light not in safe ground — rather in thoughts where a risk is run. To stay within the current is wearying. Doubt discomforts. Yet everything alive is in motion. What freezes seems to live; what flows truly lives.

Even so, every current meets the stones set in its path. Thought is no different. Settled assumptions, accustomed readings, and sanctified borders may rise before this text. Collision is inevitable. Misunderstanding is possible. Objection is natural. But the worth of a current lies not in gliding smoothly forward — it lies in the way it recovers its direction the moment it touches an obstacle.

This book was written not to topple what is fixed, but to thaw what has frozen. For truth stays alive not by being guarded, but by joining the flow.




FIRST MOVE: BESIEGING THE SOURCE


I.

When he first came to Rome, Sinan Arslan sensed that the city wished to tell him something. The feeling was not of a kind he had never known across his fifty-five years; every great city offers a whisper to whoever listens with care. But Rome’s whisper was different. As though, beneath the stones, in the foundations of the basilicas, in the turbid waters of the Tiber, a secret lay hidden — and that secret, as if it had been waiting for precisely Sinan’s arrival, had begun to stir.

It was the last week of October, and the doors of the Vatican Apostolic Archive opened, even to the world’s most distinguished researchers, only by special leave. Sinan had labored three full years to obtain it: prising a year’s leave from his chair in the History Department at Istanbul University, corresponding with the Vatican bureaucracy, gathering letters of reference — wearying processes, every one. In the course of it his wife had filed for divorce; Sinan had signed the papers a week before coming to Rome. A marriage of thirty years had ended at a lawyer’s desk. Perhaps it had ended long before; the signatures were merely the official part. But now, at last, he was walking the labyrinth behind those heavy oak doors.

In the hall of the Vatican Archive there is no such thing as a clock. Time is kept within the walls; not measured, but hidden away.

Sinan noticed this not on the first day but on the third — for the first two days are the span in which a man deceives himself. On the third day, the place begins to speak. On the fourth, it falls silent. On the fifth, it weighs you.

The notebook surfaced on the fifth day.

That morning, when he descended to the lower floor of the archive, the smell of the air had changed. It was not damp; certainly not moisture. It was something older. Dried ink, animal hide, stone dust, and the scent of fires that had been suppressed. In the Vatican Archive, fires were never entered in any record. But Sinan knew: there is no archive that has not burned — there are only fires that go untold.

On the box left at his table there was an unfamiliar seal. No catalogue number, no marking of period. Only a faded trace of wax. As though it had once been sealed, and then its very sealing had been denied.

He opened the box.

The first documents were ordinary. Post-conciliar correspondence. Instruments transferring authority. The routine reports of papal secretaries. This was Rome’s language: to rule through the mundane. Power is built not with thrilling documents but with tedious ones.

Then a notebook came out of it.

It was on no list, on no request form. It was slender. The leather cover had cracked but was not torn. Notebooks are usually torn; this one had worn away. As though someone had never quite dared to tear it.

Sinan opened the cover.

The script was not Latin. Nor Greek. The letters were familiar but the arrangement foreign. He had worked for years with Syriac texts; he could pick out certain roots, recognize certain patterns. But this text was something else — an older, more obstinate dialect. To unravel the whole of it lay outside his field. He knew this. Even so, he read on.

It was Aramaic; that much he could make out. But not classical. And not church Aramaic at all. As though it had been produced not to be forgotten but to be concealed. There were marks set down in the margins; there were no page numbers. No chronology. The text did not advance; it circled. It fled from a center, and turned, again and again, around it.

And one word — the same word — was on every page.

Sometimes at the start. Sometimes in the middle. Sometimes where the sentence did not end.

Anhar.

Sinan stopped. He had to stop.

What he felt as he looked at this word was not an academic discovery. It was a sense of recognition. There are certain words a man does not learn; he remembers them.

He closed the notebook. He opened it again. With a careful eye, he read it once more.

The text told of no event. It gave no date. It offered no doctrine. The text gave direction to whoever knew how to read it. It kept returning to the same thing: flux, purification, not-swerving, the refusal of stone, the denial of the center. It was a cycle that did not know how to end.

One sentence caught his eye. Short. Hard. Unexplained: “Stone is the thing that stays. Water accepts no rule.”

Sinan set the notebook on the table. His fingers froze at the edge of the page. A long, a very long silence…

This was not a theological sentence. This was a political one.

Rome loved the thing that stays still. The temple. The throne. The law. The seal. The fixed. What is fixed could be governed. It could be sealed. It could be made holy.

Water could not be made holy. Water only flows. Only its direction can be altered.

He closed the notebook slowly. He set it at the edge of his table. He looked about him calmly. The archive was silent. Here, silence was a deliberate choice.

He took a photograph in secret. From the excitement he could hear the pulse of his arteries in his ears. He knew he was breaking the archive’s rules; phones were forbidden, taking images a crime. But some moments will not fit inside rules. One frame. Two frames. On the third frame his hand suddenly trembled; the image came out blurred. The most crucial page, illegible. He shot it again.

He did not shoot a fourth time. Because by now he understood that this was not a document but a turning point.

He had four photographs in hand. Two sharp, one blurred, one half-caught. It was not enough. But it was better than nothing. And if he were caught, his career would end. Perhaps something worse.

Was it a misfiling, or a deliberate placement?

He began to turn the pages with care. The text was like a kind of journal, or record. Dates, names, places. All of them uncertain, all of them veiled. But that word recurred on most of the pages:

Anhar.

He knew this word. But from where? From where? Deeply, finely, he probed his mind. Then his memory opened all at once.

The Qur’an. The Sura of al-Kawthar. One of the shortest of the Qur’an’s suras — and one of the densest.

“Innā aʿṭaynāka l-kawthar. Fa-ṣalli li-rabbika wa-nhar.”

The traditional rendering: “We have given you al-Kawthar. So pray to your Lord and sacrifice.”

But Sinan knew. This rendering tore the kernel out of the word and left behind only an empty husk.

The root n–h–r did not mean only “to slaughter.” This root belonged to one of the oldest veins of the Semitic tongues.

He had to descend to the root of the word. Deeper… deeper still. To the very bottom.

In Aramaic, nahrā: river. In Syriac, nuhrā: light, a flowing brightness. In Arabic, nahr: water that cleaves as it flows. In the Mandaean texts, Anhar: the name of the sacred current. The same root. The same vein. The same metaphysic. Not to cut — but to cleave. To open. To set flowing. The offering was not a slaughtering; it was the restarting of the flow.

The text, it seemed, fell silent on purpose.

Had the Qur’an meant to say “sacrifice,” it would not have hidden it. Its language was equal to the task; it had at hand words that were open, hard, beyond dispute: uḍḥiyya, dhabḥ — words that speak of cutting, that summon blood. But the text did not summon them. Instead it said wa-nhar. And this word, despite the centuries poured over it, held firm. It did not bend. For its root clung to another place; its meaning looked toward the flow.

The word was not alone. The writing itself was also silent. The earliest codices were without dots, without vowel-marks; words were not parted from one another as they are today. The letters stood side by side, yet did not surrender their meanings.

Sinan resolved to descend to the skeleton of the word… He was determined… That same skeleton permitted more than one voicing. It could be read wa-nhar; like a command ordering the cut. But the same letters could be wa-anhār too, or wa-nahr. A current flowing in silence, advancing as it cleaves.

Perhaps that was what had happened. The text slowly began to disclose its secret… In the beginning the text was flowing… It said “and the river”; it summoned the water, the direction, the continuation. Then somewhere, in some reading, on the threshold of some tradition, the words adhered to one another. The flow stopped, the command began. Blood mingled with the river.

The letters were in their place. The ink had not changed. But the reading had changed direction. And from that day on, the same word remained suspended between two meanings: one calling to cut, the other to flow. The text was still there. Its meaning, in the past.

A reading pointing to a particular orientation, a particular tradition, had afterward been fixed in place. And the thing that is fixed is always the reading that serves power.

There was also ṣallā.

For centuries it had been nailed to a single meaning: “perform the ritual prayer.” But in the word’s first context there lay something plainer, something not merely bodily: to turn toward. To incline toward a direction not with the frame alone but with the gaze, the spirit, the intention bound to it. This was not yet ritual; the motion had not frozen. It was a call, a moment of turning.

In the Sura of al-Qiyāma, verses 31–32, ṣallā is set out through its contrast with tawallā. Where tawallā speaks of turning one’s direction elsewhere, of severing the flow, of fleeing from attachment, ṣallā expresses the very opposite: to turn one’s direction toward one’s Lord, to incline, to open one’s spirit and body to an invitation.

The verse’s words still trembled: “That one did not affirm the truth. He did not turn his face toward the truth. But, denying it, he turned the other way.”

If ṣallā spoke not of an act of worship but of a choice of orientation — if wa-nhar pointed not to a command to cut but to a flow — then the sura could be read, from beginning to end, in another key. It would become, then, not a harsh decree but a silent invitation: “Turn toward your Lord, and join that flow.”

And al-Kawthar…

Al-Kawthar was not a place. It was certainly not an object to be held, to be possessed. Nor a thing parceled out like a prize. Even the traditions told of it as a river: a stream flowing in paradise. But what if al-Kawthar were not a place? What if it were less a “where” than a state? What if, like Anhar, it told how the sacred comes to be not by standing still but by flowing?

Al-Kawthar was the thing that is not cut off. It was the continuity of a flow that does not stop even when it changes course — unending, inexhaustible.

Here the Qur’an spoke not with words but with water.

And Rome trusted nothing that spoke with water.

For water knew no border. And an empire had no love for what knew no border.

Rome’s gods were of stone. Its temples were of stone. Its laws were of stone. Its power was of stone. Hard, heavy, immovable. It could be controlled.

But the Qur’an’s metaphysic was built not of stone but of motion. Paradise was the place beneath which rivers flow. Hell, the place that stands still, that locks shut, whose flow is cut.

And perhaps that had been the question from the very first: was the sacred the thing that had been fixed — or the thing that goes on flowing? This was why, in the Qur’an, salvation meant to flow.

And this text said the thing that unsettled certain people:

What is fixed is a lie. The flow is the truth.

Life was identical not with the static but with the flux.

Sinan looked once more at the notebook, with a fine eye and a deep attention.

This was not a sectarian text. Not the text of an order. And certainly not a commentary.

This was another ontology.

And Rome did not war with ontologies. Rome buried them.

That night, walking through Rome’s narrow streets, Sinan could not get the notebook out of his mind. On the cobbled rises of Trastevere, beneath the window-lights glinting in the darkness of the night, he put questions to himself. Across an academic career of more than thirty years he had met with many an unexpected document. But this was different. This notebook seemed to be calling to him.

At a street corner he saw a tobacconist’s shop. He looked carefully at the window. For seven months he had not smoked. He did not stop; he went on walking. But his steps had slowed a little.

The phone in his pocket was silent. There was no longer anyone to call him. The divorce papers he had signed months before were the official confirmation of this silence. Perhaps that was why he had come to Rome: to legitimize his solitude.

That night the only thing turning in his mind was that root: N–H–R. And a single question: what if the wa-nhar of the Sura of al-Kawthar had been misread for centuries?

When he returned to the archive the next morning, the notebook was not in the box.

In these corridors, where the sound of a human voice — even a breath — is counted as excess, knowledge is not hidden; it is denied. Sinan understood this when the notebook vanished from his hands.

The notebook had been on the table. It had been there the day before. At his fingertips, the cold of its hide could still be felt. The smell of ink. Damp. That mold-and-acid blend peculiar to the archive. The chemical traces of time. When the archive closed for the evening he had been obliged to leave the notebook on the table, under the attendant’s watch. That was the rule. And now the notebook was not there.

Sinan did not rise from his chair. Movements of panic give information. He did not stir. The order on the table had not been disturbed: gloves, magnifier, catalogue slip. Only the notebook was gone. Which is to say, it was as though the notebook had never been. This was the oldest reflex of the Vatican Archive: to erase not an object, but its existence.

When the archive attendant came, there was no expression on his face. This too was a kind of expression.

Some questions are not asked at once. For a question asked too early betrays the intent more than it does the answer.

He sat at his table. The same box from the day before was before him. The same number. The same label. But its inside was missing. As though the box had lost a limb and was keeping silent so as not to remember it.

He looked at the attendant. The attendant did not avert his eyes; rather, he never looked at Sinan at all. This was not an avoidance. It was a decision given in advance.

Sinan made as if to sort through the documents. In truth he was listening to time. Within the archive, time made a sound. Footsteps, the rustle of pages, a far door opening and closing. But today, among these sounds, there was a void. That deep and long void the notebook had left behind…

Sinan’s intuitions were strong.

In that moment Sinan understood: someone did not want him concerning himself with that notebook.



II.

Lira Nassari had come to Rome three years before. Eighteen full years had passed since her flight from Basra. In that hellish summer of 2006, her family had been forced to leave their home in the dead of night. The reason was simple: someone had learned that they were Mandaeans.

Nassari was her mother’s surname. Lira used it in Rome. Al-Ḥakīm would draw notice; Nassari was merely a surname, telling nothing. In Mandaean communities such things were calculated.

Mandaeism was one of the oldest monotheistic traditions in the world. They held John the Baptist — the prophet whom Christianity calls “John the Baptist” — to be the last and greatest of the prophets. But they recognized Jesus not as a divine son, not as a Messenger, but as a teacher. For this reason they were neither Christian, nor Muslim, nor Jew. In Islamic law they were reckoned among the “People of the Book.” In theory. In practice they had always been marginal, always suspect, always potential targets.

When the state collapsed in Iraq after 2003, the Mandaeans were left unprotected. Radical groups declared them “infidels” too. Goldsmithing — the trade in which Mandaeans had traditionally concentrated — was singled out in particular. Within a year, half of Baghdad’s Mandaean population had either been killed or forced to flee.

Lira was then only fourteen. She remembered the manuscripts her father, Tarık al-Ḥakīm, had gathered with trembling hands. Her mother’s silent, secret weeping… Her siblings’ eyes, grown up in fear… And most of all, the Masbuta, that baptismal rite they had performed for the last time on the bank of the Tigris…

— “When will we ever again be purified in running water?” she had asked her father. Tarık al-Ḥakīm had swallowed, moved within himself, stirred, and could not answer.

Now Lira was pursuing a doctorate in the Aramaic language at La Sapienza University. Her thesis was on the linguistic analysis of Mandaean ritual texts. But her real motivation was not academic. She was searching for her identity. She was resolute and stubborn. She was trying to piece together the fragments of a past she had been cut from.

Her meeting with Sinan Arslan took place at a symposium organized by Roma Tre University, titled “Religious Pluralism in the Ancient Near East.” Sinan had given a presentation on heterodox Christian groups in the Byzantine period. In the question-and-answer section, Lira had taken the floor:

— “Professor Arslan, is there any reference to the Mandaeans, or the Sabians, in the Byzantine sources?”

Sinan had been quite startled. He had not at all expected so specific a question from a doctoral student.

— “Direct references are few,” he had said. “But there are indirect traces. Especially in sixth- and seventh-century texts, there is mention of ’baptizing sects’ in Mesopotamia. Their connection to the Mandaeans is disputed, but the likelihood is rather high.”

After the conference they had met for coffee. Lira had told Sinan her family’s story with candor. Each had sensed, deep within, that the person across from them carried a piece — a missing piece.

Three weeks had passed since then. In that span Sinan had seen Lira several more times. In libraries, in cafés. Each time the conversation had deepened a little further.

Now he took out his phone. He found Lira’s number. The phone rang three times.

— “Yes?” said the woman’s voice on the other end. A clear voice, cautious, in no hurry.

— “Ms. Lira, this is Sinan Arslan. From the symposium.” There was a brief silence.

— “I remember you. But your call is unexpected.”

— “I know, Ms. Lira. But we need to speak of unexpected things.”

— “About what, Mr. Sinan?”

Sinan paused for a moment. There were words not to be spoken over the phone. This was one of them.

— “A word… Anhar…”

This time the silence was heavy. Lira did not breathe. Or if she did, Sinan did not hear it. There was a deep silence.

— “Where did you hear this?” she said, with excitement.

— “I saw it,” said Sinan. “In the Vatican Archive!”

The phone hung up, suddenly and unexpectedly. Sinan looked at the screen. To hang up was a rude gesture. But this was not rudeness. It was the reflex of one who recognizes danger.

Five minutes later the phone rang again.

— “Tomorrow,” said Lira. “In the morning. At La Sapienza.”

In the old building of La Sapienza the walls did not speak. They listened in silence.

Lira received Sinan in a narrow room. The room was small but orderly. On the table lay manuscripts. Most of them Aramaic. Their edges worn. Some had been placed in plastic folders. Some were still bare. As though they had been left between being hidden and not being hidden.

— “Anhar…” said Lira, before Sinan had even sat down. “Where did you see this word, Mr. Sinan?”

Sinan took his notes from his bag. He had deliberately chosen not to show the photographs. The notebook might be gone, but a few frames remained in his hands. The quality was poor, some pages were missing, the crucial parts were blurred. But certain texts grow weak in another’s eyes. First he had to trust the spoken word.

— “A notebook…” he said. “Undated. Ownerless. But insistent.”

Lira’s face tightened. This was not surprise. It was recognition.

— “This word,” she said slowly, “is not a symbol in our tradition. It is certainly not a sacred object.”

— “Then what is it, Ms. Lira?”

— “A way of remembering. The foundation of the sacred…” Sinan fell silent.

— “We,” Lira went on, “carry the sacred not with writing but with flow. With flowing water. That is why our notebooks are rare. Because to write is to fix in place. And to fix in place puts the sacred at risk.”

— “Then why was this notebook written?” Lira did not draw her eyes from the texts on the table.

— “Because someone knew it would be forgotten.”

She took a note from the table. A thin leaf, yellowed, its edges curled with mold. On it were a few Aramaic letters.

— “N–H–R,” she said. “This root means ’river’ in Aramaic. In Syriac it is kin to light. And with us, it is direction. Purification is not an act; it is an orientation.”

Sinan remembered the lines in the notebook. The text that did not speak of God… The language that refused those temples of stone.

— “This is not a belief system,” he said.

— “No. And that is why it could not survive. Everything alive becomes systematized. What does not become systematized is crushed.”

— “Or it seeps through, by flowing,” Lira completed. “Into the inside of a word… into the deepest place… among the prayers…”

Sinan raised his head.

— “What do you mean?”

For the first time, Lira looked at him directly. In her eyes there was neither reaction nor calm. Only a weary uncertainty.

— “Some words survive by losing their original meanings. But they do not lose their roots.”

Sinan held his breath. He was deep in thought. For now he saw where this was going.

In that moment Sinan understood: this matter was not merely a matter of a notebook. This was the matter of how words transform across the centuries.

Three weeks passed.

In that time they met again and again; in libraries, in cafés, sometimes in the back garden of the campus. Each time the conversation deepened a little further. Lira was helping to decipher the contents of the notebook in the Vatican. Sinan was combing the Byzantine sources. Both were asking, and pondering, the same question: how had the Anhar tradition survived so long? And why was it now on the verge of vanishing?

At every meeting Lira shared small pieces of her family’s story. Of her grandfather Aziz’s silver workshop in Basra. Of the memory of her father’s
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