Levi ben Yefet and his Kitab al-Ni‘ma
Selected Texts

Dauvid Sklare

The Firkovitch collections of manuscripts, housed in the Russian National Li-
brary in St. Petersburg,! have preserved many surprises for the student of medie-
val Judeo-Arabic culture.? Numerous previously unknown works in a wide vari-
ety of fields have been found and often identified in the process of cataloguing
the collection.? One such surprise was the Kitab al-Ni‘ma, a systematic work of
Mu‘tazilite kalam, by the Karaite Levi ben Yefet (Abu Sa‘id Lawi b. Hasan al-
Basri). Levi has been known to scholarship for his works on law and biblical exe-
gesis, but not as a mutakallim. Kitab al-Ni‘ma, however, turns out to be the earli-
est known Karaite compendium of Mu‘tazilite thought.*

Not much is known of Levi’s biography. He was the son of the important le-
gal and biblical scholar, Yefet ben “Eli (Abu “Ali Hasan b. “Ali al-Basri). Yefet was
active during the second half of the tenth century CE and wrote commentaries
on all books of the Bible as well as a legal code, Sefer ha-Mizvot. As indicated by
his nisba, Yefet hailed from Basra. At some point, perhaps early in his life, he
joined the flourishing and culturally-vital Karaite community in Jerusalem where
he played a central role in its religious and intellectual life.>

I would like to thank the authorities of the Russian National Library for their gracious help
during my visits to St. Petersburg over the years. I was kindly given access to the treasures of
the library and enjoyed the pleasant atmosphere of the Manuscripts Reading Room. I
would also like to thank deeply Prof. Wilferd Madelung for his important help in improv-
ing the Arabic texts and his sage suggestions for reconstructing lacunae in the manuscripts.
The large majority of the manuscripts in the Firkovitch Judeo-Arabic and Arabic collec-
tions came from the manuscript storeroom of the ancient Karaite synagogue in Cairo.
Abraham Firkovitch removed most of these manuscripts in 1864 and they were subse-
quently sold to the Imperial Library in St. Petersburg. A description of the collections can
be found in David Sklare, “A Guide to Collections of Karaite Manuscripts,” in Karaite Ju-
daism. A Guide to its History and Literary Sources, ed. Meira Polliack, Leiden 2003, pp. 893-
924 (pp. 895, 905-9 in particular). On Abraham Firkovitch and his activities, see Tapani
Harviainen, “Abraham Firkovitch,” in Karaite Judaism. A Guide to its History and Literary
Sources, pp. 875-92, and the literature cited there.

The Yevreskii-Arabskii I and II collections as well as the Arabskii-Yevreskii collection are
being catalogued by the Center for the Study of Judeo-Arabic Culture and Literature of
the Ben-Zvi Institute, Jerusalem.

4 This work was first described in David Sklare, “Unknown Karaite Works in the Firkovitch
Collection,” [Hebrew] in D. Sklare and H. Ben-Shammai, Judaco-Arabic Manuscripts in the
Firkovitch Collections. The Works of Yusuf al-Basir. A Sample Catalogue. Texts and Studies, Jerusa-
lem 1997.

The Karaite community in Jerusalem had been established (or strengthened and enlarged)
by the Mourners of Zion movement. This movement called for Karaites in the diaspora to
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It may be assumed that Levi was born in Jerusalem where he also became one
of the important scholars of the community.® At some point in his early years he
did travel, possibly for the purpose of acquiring knowledge as was common at
this time.” Levi was most likely active during the last years of the tenth century
and the early decades of the eleventh century. In any case, he lived long enough
to be known as a teacher of Yeshu‘ah b. Yehudah who flourished c. 1040-1060.8
Levi may thus be considered to be an older contemporary of Yusuf al-Basir (d.
circa 1040), the Karaite scholar whose kalam works became almost canonical
among the Karaites.’

Levi’s most important work was his book on law, also entitled Sefer Mitzvot
(Book on the Commandments), written in Arabic. This book soon acquired
an authoritative place in Karaite legal literature and was translated early on
into Hebrew by the Byzantine Karaites.l® Another book in this field, clearly

return to the Land of Israel in order to build a society based on the Karaite scripturalist
ideology and free of “foreign” religious influences. Daniel al-Qumisi (lived in the latter
part of the ninth century and still active around the year 900) was one of the main leaders
and ideologues of this movement. - Information on the Karaite community in Jerusalem
may be found in: Jacob Mann, Texts and Studies in Jewish History and Literature 1-2, Phila-
delphia 1935, vol. 2, pp. 3-283 [The Karaite Settlement in Palestine (till the First Cru-
sade)]; Haggai Ben-Shammai, “The Karaites,” [Hebrew| in The History of Jerusalem. The
Early Muslim Period 638-1099, eds. Joshua Prawer and Haggai Ben-Shammai, Jerusalem
1996, pp. 163-78; Moshe Gil, A History of Palestine, 634-1099, New York 1992, chap. 9;
Yoram Erder, “The Mourners of Zion. The Karaites in Jerusalem of the Tenth and Eleventh
Centuries,” in Karaite Judaism. A Guide to its History and Literary Sources, ed. Meira Polliack,
Leiden 2003, pp. 213-35.

6 He also donated manuscripts of his father’s commentaries to the Karaite community in Je-
rusalem. See the dedications (in Levi’s hand?) found in British Library MSS cat. # 279,
301, 303 which have X7pn 72 nTY SR Y™ N91 N’ 12 NN N WITPN or similar phrases.

7

He seems, however, to have had rather negative impressions of the social and moral quali-
ties of the lands he visited, as he relates in Kitab al-Ni‘ma (MS RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:3051,
f. 8b):

el ol @l gl Bl b el 1 Gls ol 2o

8  See G. Margoliouth, “Ibn al-Hiti’s Arabic Chronicle of Karaite Doctors,” Jewish Quarterly
Review 9 (1897), p. 434.

?  On al-Basir and his works, see ALKitah al-Mubtawi de Yisuf al-Basir, Texte, Traduction et
Commentaire par Georges Vajda, édité par David R. Blumenthal, Leiden 1985; David
Sklare, “Yusuf al-Basir. Theological Aspects of His Halakhic Works,” in The Jews of Medieval
Islam — Community, Society, and Identity. Proceedings of an International Conference held by the In-
stitute of Jewish Studies, University College London 1992, ed. Daniel Frank, Leiden 1995, pp.
249-70; idem, “Responses to Islamic Polemics by Jewish Mutakalliman in the Tenth Cen-
tury,” in The Majlis. Interreligious Encounters in Medieval Islam, eds. Hava Lazarus-Yafeh,
Mark R. Cohen, Sasson Somekh, and Sidney H. Griffith, Wiesbaden 1999, pp. 137-61 (on
his polemics with Islam); D. Sklare and Haggai Ben-Shammai, Judaeo-Arabic Manuscripts in
the Firkovitch Collections. The Works of Yusuf al-Basir. A Sample Catalogue. Texts and Studies
[Hebrew], Jerusalem 1997.

A calendrical reference to the year 1006-7 found in the Hebrew translation led many histo-
rians to believe that the Sefer Miizvot (or at least the section on the calendar) was written in
that year. Haggai Ben-Shammai has pointed out, however, that the text (and the calcula-
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modeled on the Muslim khilaf literature, details the disagreements on legal
matters between two legal scholars of the preceeding generation, namely his fa-
ther, Yefet, and Sahl b. Mazliah.!! He also wrote a book (more of a list actually)
on the differences of opinion between the well-known tenth-century mas-
soretes Ben Asher and Ben Naphtali, perhaps on the model of gira’a litera-
ture.l? Levi also wrote a series of biblical commentaries called Nukat, com-
posed of short comments on specific problems, although it is not known
whether they covered the entire Bible or not.!3 These are quite unlike his fa-
ther’s commentaries which are often rather expansive.!* Levi was evidently also

tions which result from it) are somewhat problematic and the matter needs to be re-
examined carefully. See his “Sefer Ha-Miizvoth of the Karaite Levi ben Yefet,” [Hebrew]
Shenaton Ha-Mishpat Ha-Tvri 11-12 (1984-86), p. 2 n. 3. The issue may be settled when a
manuscript of the Arabic original containing this passage is found. Ben-Shammai has
identified a large manuscript fragment of the Arabic text written in Arabic characters cop-
ied in the year 1024 (MS British Library Or. 2577 [cat. # 592]). He suggests that this copy
may have even been made by Levi b. Yefet himself (“Sefer Ha-Mitzvoth,” pp. 102-103).
Many manuscript fragments of the Judeo-Arabic text are to be found in the Firkovitch col-
lections. — Four manuscripts of the Hebrew translation containing large parts of the book
are known (see Ben-Shammai, “Sefer Ha-Mitzvoth,” for details). Various sections of the
translation have been published and discussed. See Samuel Poznanski, The Karaite Literary
Opponents of Saadiah Gaon, London 1908 (found also in Philip Birnbaum (ed.), Karaite
Studies, New York 1971, pp. 172-76 in particular); Georges Vajda, “La Lex Orandi de la
communauté Karaite d’aprés Lévi ben Yefet,” Revue des études juives 134 (1975), pp. 3-45;
Haim Hillel Ben-Sasson, “Tenth and Eleventh Century Karaite Attitudes to Gentiles,”
[Hebrew], in Salo Wittmayer Baron Jubilee Volume, ed. S. Lieberman, Jerusalem 1974, vol. 3,
pp- 71-90. See also Zvi Ankori, Karaites in Byzantium. The formative years, 970-1100, New
York / Jerusalem 1959, according to the index. The entire preserved text has recently been
published by Yosef al-Gamil, Ashdod 2002.

Three large manuscripts of this work have been identified: BL Or. 2573 (cat. # 589) and
Or. 2574 (cat. # 590.1) containing 61 folios and 36 folios respectively in Arabic characters,
and RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:671 containing 233 folios. Two small fragments are found in RNL
Yevr.-Arab. 1:1194 (6 folios) and RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:881, ff. 73-74. See also RNL Yevr.-
Arab. 1:1113 which seems to be an adaptation of the book as (part of?) a biblical commen-
tary (in Arabic characters). It is interesting to note that in ms. 1:671 of this text Levi does
not relate to Yefet as his father, but refers to him simply as al-Shaykh. (In other manu-
scripts, Yefet is referred to as al-mu‘allim Abi ‘Ali, perhaps a change made by copyists.)

A genizah fragment is found in CUL T-S Box 27. See Mann, Téxts and Studies, vol. 2, pp.
32-33.

British Library MS cat. # 308.1 has the title Nukat Sefer Yehoshua“ ve-Sefer Shoftim ve-Sefer
Shemuel ve-Sefer Melakhim tartib al-mu‘allim al-fadil Abi Sa‘id Lawi bin al-Hasan bin “Ali -Basri
rabimabu llah wa-radiya ‘anbu and contains fragments of the commentary to Joshua, Judges,
Samuel and Kings. G. Margoliouth has suggested in his Catalogue of the Hebrew and Samari-
tan Manuscripts of the British Musewm 1-3, London 1899-15 [repr. 1965-77], that MS #
330.13, which contains fragments of similar commentaries to Isaiah and MS # 336.1-2 on
Psalms, may also be by Levi.

Ibn al-Hiti reports that Levi also abridged the biblical commentary of Sahl ben Mazliah al-
though the text of his report seems to be corrupted here and the matter is not entirely
clear. (Margoliouth, “Ibn al-Hiti’s Arabic Chronicle of Karaite Doctors,” Jewish Quarterly
Review 9 (1897), p. 435.13)
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interested in Hebrew lexicography and grammar and made an abridgement of
David al-Fasi’s Jami© al-Alfaz. ">

His first work, however, was evidently Kitah al-Ni‘ma. At the very end of the
book, Levi explains, “I have chosen to call it Kitab al-Ni‘ma for it is the first of
God’s blessings (ni‘am) to me.”16 He stated that he wrote the book at the request
of some eminent person he refers to as sayyidi I-shaykh.\” At the end of his book,
Levi requests this person to check the book for mistakes, particularly in grammar.
He appears to have written the book under great pressure, working day and
night, and upon completing it, he did not have the patience to go over it again
to correct it himself.!8 Taking into account the fact that this was Levi’s first book
and that he was probably older than Yusuf al-Basir, it is therefore likely that Ki-
tab al-Ni‘ma was the first systematic presentation of Mu‘tazilite thought by a
Karaite author.!?

The book has survived only in relatively small and disordered manuscript
fragments. While a significant part of it can be reconstructed, it is not possible to
know the full extent of the book. The original arrangement of its chapters can be

15 The existence of this book is known only from the beginning of the further abridge-
ment of Levi’s abridgement made by “Ali b. Sulayman found in MS RNL Yevr. 605.
The beginning of the manuscript was published by Simhah Pinsker, [Lickute Kadmoniot]
Zur Gesc/ﬂchle des Karaismus und der kardischen Literatur, Vienna 1860, p. 183 [Hebrew].

16 ke & o sl 52 3l aad) O 4l gl il 3. See the end of the text samples. The text in a
parallel manuscript is quite damaged here, but it appears to have the word kitab in the
middle of this sentence. Perhaps another version of the text stated explicitly that this
was his first book.
The fact that Levi wrote his book at the request of someone may indicate that at a rela-
tively early age he had already attained a reputation for scholarship within the Karaite
community, perhaps due to being Yefet’s son. Or, this may be the literary conceit of a
young scholar who thinks greatly of himself. — Prof. W. Madelung (in private corre-
spondence) suggested the interesting possibility that the shaykb referred to here by Levi
was actually his father. It would appear that Levi also referred to his father in this way
in his work on the legal differences between Yefet and Sahl b. Mazliah. (See note 11
above.) While it would seem to be unusual for Yefet, the renowned scholar, to request
his son to prepare a précis of Mu'tazilite doctrine, the possibility must be taken into
account. Yefet seems to have disapproved of reading Muslim books and the kalim
ideas found in his biblical commentaries most likely came from Jewish sources. (See
notes 27, 30 below.)

45 58 3 Al )65 ol By 3 b1l Fortl g a8l Lyl Lo 3 sl 38 58T gty 18
o 31 3 Ll M S [T oot s U 3 08 31 STy g i el 3 e 348 3ol 3 ot
e e dsb  omds VLTI U] e
Yasuf al-Basir evidently also wrote his first kalam work, Kitab al-Tamyiz, at someone’s
request. Al-Basir often refers to this book as al-Mansiri, probably naming it after
Mangsur Judah ben Daniel for whom al-Basir also wrote theological or legal responsa.
(He mentions these responsa a number of times in his legal work Kitab al-Istibsar. See
RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:1793, ff. 8b, 26a-b, 32b.) His later, expanded work, Kitab al-

Mubtawi, also begins with a reference to someone who had requested the composition
of the book. This, however, appears more like the usual literary trope.
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only surmised, based on the usual ordering of topics in contemporary Muslim
kalam books. There is no indication of the author’s name in the book itself and,
needless to say, no title page has survived. The final folio of the book, however,
has been preserved from two different manuscripts. In one of these, there is a
note in the margin (seemingly not in the hand of the copyist) which gives us the
author’s name quite clearly: “tamma Kitab al-Ni‘ma fi Fusil tasnif ... Levi ha-Levi
ben ... Yefet ba-Levi wa-huwa Fmu‘allim Abi Sa‘id bin al-mu‘allim Abi || ‘Al al-...” 20
This identification of the author is strengthened by a stylistic detail. Almost all
of the book’s chapters end with the phrase “wa-llahu a‘lamu.” The consistent use
of this phrase at the end of chapters is rather unusual for Karaite works of this
period, but we find the same phenomenon in Levi ben Yefet’s Sefer Mitzvot.

The book was quite clearly intended for a general, although educated, audience
and not for the professional theologian. It is divided into a number of rather
short chapters. At one point, Levi stresses that he intended the book to be a very
brief summary of the topic.?! Indeed, the presentation of the material is usually
quite straightforward with none of the convoluted investigations and proofs often
found in kalam writing. He makes no mention of other authorities, referring only
occasionally to “the scholars”?? or simply to “the people”?3. The terminology and
ideas are those of the Basran school of the Mu‘tazila and it would seem that he
was familiar with the literature of that school and perhaps the works of his con-
temporary, ‘Abd al-Jabbar (d. 415/1025). Levi makes frequent use of biblical cita-
tions to illustrate and back up his points, which gives the book a strong Jewish
character.

The relatively wide use of biblical verses in Kitah al-Ni‘ma is quite striking
when compared to the works of Levi’s younger contemporary, Yusuf al-Basir.
While al-Basir cites biblical verses in both his Kitab al-Tamyiz and Kitab al-
Mubtawi, their use is much more restricted and large parts of these books would
be indistinguishable from their Muslim counterparts. Nevertheless, al-Basir’s
books pushed Levi’s book out of the marketplace of Karaite works on kalam. Ki-
tab al-Ni‘ma seems to have been forgotten after about a century while al-Basir was
seen as a theological authority whose works were soon translated into Hebrew.24

20 RNL Yevr.-Arab. I1:3153: / 99Wn7 /1 0 /P/¥3 / 9380 98R9R 79 / ANYIYR ARND 0N
M /NN M50 N/ RYAMNN ONA N/ 9PWNN N N PIYI /12 o0 Y v an
IR 9P 1R / DYYNIR 12 TYD /1aR DHYNYR
21 RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996, ff. 23a-b: <55 L e ol e (9) 3k 8y ey N L ;g@,
bW s 35 gl eyl GV OOyl

22 Wee find only once or twice Lkl (s or +L) s or Lilde o A6 iy
23 Occasionally there are phrases such as ldl (Y or ) o DS
24

Based on paleographic grounds, the latest manuscript of Kitab al-Ni‘ma would seem to be
an early twelfth-century copy. See below on the manuscripts of the book.
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One might surmise that Levi decided at an early stage in his career to concentrate
on law and biblical commentary and to leave theology to his younger colleague.??

The books on Mu‘tazilite thought by Levi ben Yefet and Yusuf al-Basir repre-
sent a major change in Karaite theological writing and also in the Karaites’ atti-
tudes towards Muslim Mu‘tazilite literature. Theological statements and termi-
nology manifesting knowledge of kalam can be found already in the ninth cen-
tury in the writings of Daniel al-Qumisi.?® During the tenth century, theological
discussions reflecting Mu‘tazilite kalim are found within biblical commentaries
and legal works. Some of these are quite elaborate and some are mere passing
statements made to explain a biblical passage.?’ There are no systematic Karaite
theological works, however, which have survived from this period.?8

The Karaite authors of the ninth and tenth centuries (most of whom belonged
to the Mourners of Zion movement) did not acknowledge the Muslim back-
ground of their theological ideas and terms.?’ In fact, they express a great antipa-
thy to “foreign” books and ideas.3? Moreover, there were some authors who saw
the names “al-Jubba’’” and “Abt Hashim” as symbols of a dangerous, foreign ra-
tionalizing tendency, even when these authors’ own writings demonstrate

25 Tt is interesting to note that the Hebrew translation of al-Basir’s al-Kitah al-Mubtawi was
given the title Sefer Ne‘imot. The similarity between this name and Kitab al-Ni‘ma leads one
to speculate that there may have been some confusion between the two books, perhaps
due to the relative anonymity of Kitab al-Ni‘ma.

Haggai Ben-Shammai, “Major Trends in Karaite Philosophy and Polemics in the Tenth and

Eleventh Centuries,” in Karaite Judaism. A Guide to its History and Literary Sources, ed. Meira

Polliack, Leiden 2003, pp. 341-44. See also idem, “Kalam in Medieval Jewish Philosophy,”

in History of Jewish Philosophy, eds. Daniel H. Frank and Oliver Leaman, London / New York

1997, pp. 126-27.

For a systematic survey of these materials, see Haggai Ben-Shammai, The Doctrines of Reli-

gious Thought of Abu Yiisuf al-Qirqisani and Yefet Ben ‘Eli, [Hebrew] Ph.D. dissertation, He-

brew University of Jerusalem, 1977.

Some theological books are said to have been written during this period, but we have very

little information about them. Ya‘qub al-Qirgisani (d. 930) reports in his legal code, Kitab

al-Anwar wa-l-maraqib, that he wrote a Kitab al-Tawhid. David b. Boaz (active in the latter
part of the tenth century in Jerusalem) is said to have written a Kitab al-Usal (G. Mar-
goliouth, “Ibn al-Hiti,” p. 432). Moshe Zucker published two genizah fragments of a Kitab

Tafsir al-Tawhid which is attributed to Daniel al-Qumisi and which shows kalam tendencies.

(Rav Saadya Gaon’s translation of the Torah. Exegesis, Halakha and Polemics in R. Saadya’s Trans-

lation of the Pentatench. Text and Studies, [Hebrew] New York 1959, pp. 176-82, 481-85).

While questions could be raised concerning the attribution, the work does not appear to

be a systematic one in any case.

The exception being the more cosmopolitan al-Qirqisani who was active in Iraq during

the first half of the tenth century.

30 Recurring phrases are D?21¥N D180, 2RI M7, 2RII9R ANIHR or DNMYR and. For al-
Qumisi, see his Pitron Shneym ‘Asar (Commentary to the Minor Prophets), ed. D. Markon,
Jerusalem 1957, p. 4 n. 23 (and parallels); and Jacob Mann, “A Tract by an Early Karaite
Settler in Jerusalem,” Jewish Quarterly Review NS 12 (1922), pp. 273-74. For Salmon b.
Yeruhim (active middle of tenth century in Jerusalem), see Georges Vajda, Deux Commen-
taires Karaites sur UEcclésiaste, Leiden 1971, pp. 78-84. For Yefet b. “Eli, see Ben-Shammai,
Doctrines, pp. 105-8.

26

27

28

29
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Mu‘tazilite tendencies.?! The Karaites of this time saw their theological doctrines
and terminology as coming from authentic Jewish tradition. This kalim material
may have indeed entered into Jewish discourse at an early stage, perhaps in the
middle of the ninth century, during the time when the first-known Jewish muta-
kallim, Da>ud al-Muqammas was active.’? Sa‘adya Gaon (882-942) made kalam
thought part and parcel of Jewish culture through his biblical commentaries, his
Commentary on Sefer Yezirah, and his theological summa, Kitab al-Amanat wa-I-
‘tigadar.> However Mu‘tazilite materials may have become absorbed and inte-
grated into Jewish culture, the fact that Levi ben Yefet made extensive use of bib-
lical verses to illustrate theological doctrines points to a long period of assimila-
tion of kalam ideas and their use in biblical egexesis.

Kitab al-Ni‘ma, however, clearly demonstrates familiarity with the literature of
the Basran school of the Mu‘tazila and hence, a willingness on the part of Levi
b. Yefet to read Muslim books. Yuasuf al-Basir took this openness much further.
Not only did he read and refer to the works of “Abd al-Jabbar, he also kept up-to-
date with the latest Mu‘tazilite literature being produced by ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s stu-
dents such as the Qadi al-Labbad and Abu I-Husayn al-Basri (d. 436/1044), and
reacted to them.3* It is possible that this change in attitude among the Karaites
towards Muslim Mu‘tazilite literature was inspired by the example set by Samuel
b. Hofni Gaon (d. 1013), one the most important intellectual leaders and legal
authorities of the Rabbanite community. Samuel b. Hofni had fully adopted the
doctrines of the Basran Mu‘tazilite school and is known to have studied the

works of Ibn Khallad and Abu ‘Abd Allah al-Basri (d. 369/979). He wrote a

31 One anonymous Karaite author (without Mu‘tazilite tendencies) writes:
o (DI9R) ol e o5 WY Lo Bt 0l b o o) Yol o gl Ll 5 O 8ol e
e e Gl e STl e ) ST U gy 2 e S g1 al,

(From a genizah fragment, CUL T-S Ar. 27.9, f. 2. On this, see David Sklare, Samuuel ben

Hofni Gaon and His Cultural World, Leiden 1996, p. 129 n. 92). An anonymous Rabbanite

author, writing in Hebrew and showing Mu‘tazilite influence himself, takes to task a group

he calls “Jewish Mu‘tazilis” who “because of their great folly and stupidity have aban-
doned the ways of the righteous in order to keep the ways of the world trod by evil men

... Abt Hashim, Jubba’i and their colleagues who do not know reason and whose words

make no sense.” On this text, see Sklare, Samuel ben Hofni, pp. 130-38.

On al-Muqammas, see Sarah Stroumsa, Dawiid ibn Marwan al-Mugammis’s Twenty Chapters

(‘Ishritn Magala), Leiden 1989.

Sa‘adya, while clearly a mutakallim, cannot be identified with any particular school of

thought. Moreover, seeing that he was the Karaites’” strongest and most vocal opponent

among the Rabbanites, one wonders how much positive influence Sa‘adya’s works had on
them.

34 Al-Basir mentions his Sharh Usil al-Labbad in his Kitab al-Mubtawi (Vajda (ed.), Mubtaws,
p. 741). A fragment of his critique of al-Basri has been published by Wilferd Madelung
and Sabine Schmidtke, Rational Theology in Interfaith Communication. Abu I-Husayn al-Basri’s
Mu‘tazili Theology among the Karaites in the Fatimid Age, Leiden 2006. See also their contri-
bution to this volume.

32

33
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number of kalam works including Kitab al-Hidaya, a summary of Mu‘tazilite doc-
trine in one hundred chapters.

The moderating influence of time was probably also a significant factor in the
Karaite opening up to Muslim literature. By the end of the tenth century, the Je-
rusalem Karaite community had produced extensive and sophisticated biblical
exegesis and was building a structure of law based for the most part on their
scripturalist ideology. Methodical examination of the Hebrew language had been
undertaken. The passionate ideology of the founders of the Mourners of Zion
movement needed to be replaced by a well-developed and subtle theology to-
gether with a legal theory which could sustain the community over time.

okt

Following this introduction, some selections from Kitab al-Ni‘ma are provided
which will give the student of Mu‘tazilite literature the opportunity to gain some
solid impressions of this first systematic Karaite work of theology. As stated
above, the text has been preserved in a fragmentary way. In some instances the
folios are torn or the writing has been rubbed off. Included here are all of the
surviving fragments from the fawpid section of the book. Following these, some
chapters on human will, action and capability are given. The next section has
some chapters on revelation, prophetology and abrogation which illustrate the
Jewish nature of the book. The final section is from the very end of the book
with the author’s statements about it. This fragment also contains the end of the
last chapter which cites verses proving that the Davidic dynasty is eternal. This
would seem to indicate that the final chapters of the book dealt with the topic of
imama as does ‘Abd al-Jabbar’s Kitab al-Mughni.

A list of chapter headings is provided before the text selections themselves in
order to provide some sense of the content of all of the surviving sections of the
book. These are given as they appear in the manuscripts and no attempt has
been made to re-arrange them in any logical way.

Fragments stemming from six different manuscripts of the book have been
identified, all of them in Hebrew characters. A large number of fragments belong
to one manuscript, labeled here Manuscript A. The colophon of this manuscript
has survived and records that the manuscript was copied in the year 1020 in the
city of Basra.3¢ This manuscript was thus copied relatively soon after the compo-

35 Information on Samuel b. Hofni, his works and doctrines can be found in Sklare, Samuel
ben Hofni.
36 This final folio with its colophon has the shelfmark RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3020 and is de-
scribed in detail in Malachi Beit-Arié, Colette Sirat, and Mordechai Glatzer, Codices Hebra-
icis litteris exarati quo tempore scripti fuerint exhibentes, Paris / Jerusalem 1997, vol. 1, pp. 132-
33 (accompanied with photograph of the manuscript). The colophon reads:
130 071 90W ORI / MNRYNYR DY JONOR Ap9IM ‘YN 1HYHR 1IY ARNIYR / RTN 01 DN
17001 /9l JoRY Y'Y RN NWIN [12] NY.... / NI [MI]PTNL YR 'Y 9HR
JPRY DR D9 | 1/ 730N [R] NRL....Jy T 1/ nownn [
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sition of the book. The fact that it was copied in Basra shows that the Jerusalem
Karaites maintained contacts with the communities from where they had origi-
nated.3” Unfortunately, the copyist of Manuscript A was somewhat careless and
there are numerous mistakes and skipped passages. Some of these mistakes were
corrected by the copyist himself and others are in a second (and perhaps third)
hand which are also quite early. It is not always possible, however, to discern be-
tween the copyist’s corrections and later ones. There are no diacritic marks as is
common in early Judeo-Arabic manuscripts. The manuscript is in an oriental
semi-square script and has 19-22 lines per page. There are also a number of mis-
takes which indicate that Manuscript A was copied from a unpointed, Arabic-
character manuscript.3® For example, on folio 12b of RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996 the
copyist wrote M’ (wss) which he then corrected to 211 ( ©s). This may indicate
that the book was written originally in Arabic characters.3

The known surviving manuscripts of the book are as follows:

Manuscript A:40

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996 (36 folios).

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:2759 (one folio).

RNL Yevr.-Arab. I1:881, f. 23.

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:1005, ff. 7-8.

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:1903 (3 folios).

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:2542 (one folio).

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:922 (one folio).

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3020 (one folio, with colophon). There are some inscrip-
tions following the colophon in Hebrew and Arabic characters which are
rather illegible.

© N oUW N

37 Very few early dated manuscripts from Iraq have survived. This manuscript thus has con-

siderable importance for Hebrew paleography and codicology.

It is also possible that the copyist of Manuscript A copied from a Hebrew-character text

and that there was an Arabic-character manuscript earlier in the transmission of the text.

The chronological proximity of the copy to the actual composition of the book, however,

would tend to indicate that the copyist had an Arabic-character text in front of him.

The early Karaites used both Arabic and Hebrew characters for writing. They sometimes

even transcribed Hebrew texts such as the Bible into Arabic characters. On the phenome-

non, see Geoffrey Khan, “The Medieval Karaite Transcriptions of Hebrew into Arabic

Script,” Israel Oriental Studies 12 (1992), pp. 157-76; idem, “On the Question of Script in

Medieval Karaite Manuscripts. New Evidence from the Genizah,” Bulletin of the John Ry-

lands University Library of Manchester 75 (1993), pp. 132-41.

40 Manuscript fragments RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:1082, ff. 22-25 and RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:821, f.
193 are written in a hand very similar to that of Manuscript A, but at this point in time
they cannot be identified with certainty as being part of Kitah al-Ni‘ma. RNL Yevr.-Arab.
11:974, f. 75-76 may also belong to this work, but it is in a different script.

38
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Manuscript B:

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:3051 (15 folios). Written in oriental square script of the 11th-
12th centuries. 21 lines per page. A number of the folios are torn or stained.*!
This manuscript also has scribal errors which indicate that it was copied from
an unpointed Arabic-character manuscript (or that there was such a manu-
script in the transmission of the text). For example, on f. 11b the copyist
wrote '99Ra9 (_Jeldy) which was correctly changed in a second hand to Rz
%y (Js Uly). On the same line, the copyist also wrote am> (;55 which was
corrected to M3 (=.5).

Manuscript C:

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:4177 (6 folios). Written in oriental square script of the 11t
century. 15 lines per page. One of the folios is torn.

Manuscript D:

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:1045 (5 folios). Written in oriental square script of the 11t
century. 22 lines per page.

Manuscript E:

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:3052 (6 folios). Written in oriental square script of the 11t
century. 21 lines per page.

Manuscript F:

RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3153 (one folio). Written in oriental semi-cursive script of the

12t century. Contains colophon. Recto has only a few lines and the verso is
blank.

As mentioned above, all of the surviving manuscripts of Kitab al-Ni‘ma were
copied in Hebrew characters. For the convenience of readers, however, the selec-
tions of the text given below have been transcribed into Arabic characters. The
orthography of words has been changed to standard Arabic. Grammatical and
syntactical phenomena typical of Middle Arabic, however, have been left as they
are in the manuscripts. The reader may thus encounter some linguistic features
which appear to be mistaken or strange.*?

41 In recent years, this manuscript was conserved in an industrial fashion and is now almost
illegible. My transcription made from an older microfilm could therefore not be collated
with the original.

The reader seeking guidance in Judeo-Arabic and Middle Arabic may wish to consult the
following works by Joshua Blau: A Handbook of Early Middle Arabic, Jerusalem 2002; The
Emergence and Linguistic Background of Judaeo-Arabic. A Study of the Origins of Neo-Arabic and
él/fiddle Arabic, Jerusalem 31999; A Grammer of Mediaeval Judaeo-Arabic [Hebrew], Jerusalem

1980.

42
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The following sigla have been used in the transcription:

[] = a tear, hole or rubbed place in the manuscript. The space between the
brackets roughly indicates the size of the missing text.
(?) = indicates that the reading of one of more of the letters in the preceeding

words is uncertain.

Folio numbers are given in parentheses. Translation of biblical quotations into
English are according to the Tanakh translation of the Jewish Publication Society.
The biblical quotations are frequently given in the manuscripts only by the ini-
tial letters of words. This was common practice in Karaite manuscripts. Such
quotations have been completed in the transcription.

Kitab al-Ni‘ma - Chapter Headings
RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996
Sl e ¥ U ) 3 b
SRt Teavati
L Jed ey 3 0L
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P 2 s3n 3 SIS s b 3 b
el gl 525,04l 31 3 ol
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Il e i 9873 0531 o\
GFabam b ol e oyl ol 3
dso! Jo it i3y lpall 3 Ob
slal¥ly Gl e 3 OV
N g Clab gl s Y 11 Sl o
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Kitab al-Ni‘ma — Text Selections
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1 RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:3051.
Nehemiah 9:6: “You alone are the Lord. You made the heavens, the highest heavens,
and all their host ...”

OIS L

4 Isaiah 40:26: “Lift high your eyes and see: Who created these? He who sends out their
host by count, Who calls them each by name ...”
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Genesis 1:1: “In the beginning God created the heaven and the earth”

11" The intention is evidently to I Kings 18:39: “The Lord alone is God.”

Nehemiah 9:6: “You alone are the Lord. You made the heavens, the highest heavens, and
all their host, . . .”

13 Deuteronomy 32:4: “The Rock! — His deeds are perfect ...”

14" Deuteronomy 32:4: “...A faithful God ...”

15 Job 37:23. This verse can be understood to read literally, “Shaddai - we did not find Him
to be great in power . . .” Levi then points out that this should be understood as if the text
read, “Shaddai — we but found him to be great in power . . .”

Isaiah 40:29: “He gives strength to the weary ...”
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JeVannay 7
18 Psalms 8:4: “When I behold Your heavens, the work of Your fingers ...”
19" Psalms 104:24: “How many are the things You have made, O Lord ...”
20 Psalms 95:1: “Come, let us sing joyously to the Lord ...”
21 Psalms 95:4: “In His hand are the depths of the earth ...”
22 Deuteronomy 8:5: Levi did not quote the verse accurately. Translation: “Bear in mind
that the Lord your God disciplines you just as a man disciplines his son.”
23 Job 9:4: “Wise of heart and mighty in power ...”
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Exodus 9:15: “I could have stretched forth My hand and stricken you and your people
with pestilence, and you would have been effaced from the earth.”
Exodus 9:16: “Nevertheless I have spared you for this purpose: in order to show you
My power, and in order that My fame may resound throughout the world.”
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41 Numbers 16:8-9: “Moses said further to Korah, ‘Hear me, sons of Levi. Is it not
enough for you that the God of Israel has set you apart ...”

e b fols) 42
43 Numbers 16:12: “Moses sent for Dathan and Abiram ...”
4 Ezekiel 33:11: “ ... As I live — declares the Lord God - it is not My desire that the
wicked shall die, but that the wicked turn from [evil] ways and live ...”
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106 Psalms 89:27-28: “He shall say to Me, ‘You are my father, my God, the rock of my de-
liverance.” I wil appoint him firstborn ...”
FYI 3 RIPIR bl 3 sy 107
oY1 3 Arnana 108
109 1t is not clear to which verse he is referring here. He may have misquoted from mem-
ory. It is possibly Deuteronomy 8:11, 11:22, or 26:17 or a similar verse.

110 Nehemiah 9:14: “ ... You ordained for them laws, commandments and Teaching,
through Moses Your servant. ”
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143 Psalms 79:6: “Pour out Your fury on the nations that do not know You ...”

144 Deuteronomy 10:12: “And now,O Israel, what is it that the Lord your God demands
of you? It is to rever the Lord our God ...”

135 Deuteronomy 30:11: “Surely, this Instruction which I enjoin upon you this day is not
too baffling for you, nor is it beyond reach. ”
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159 Malachi 1:14: “A curse on the cheat who has [an unblemished] male in his flock, but
for his vow sacrificies a blemished animal. ”
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168 Tyrtle-doves and pigeons used for sacrifices.

et day 169

170 Deuteronomy 32:4: “The Rock! - His deeds are perfect, Yea, all His ways are just ...”

171 Psalms 109:9: “May his children be orphans, his wife a widow.”

172 These are two pericopes of the Torah which contain warnings of divine retribution for
failing to heed the divine commandments. The first begins with Leviticus 26:3 and the
second with Deuteronomy 26:1

173 A righteous person.

174 A wicked person.

175 job

176 Jeremiah.
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190 See Exodus 20:1-16.

N 3 myy 191
29 facll B s e ¥l 3008 192

TR & ladl O ol pe (0¥l 3 MIR 193
194 Exodus 20:16: “You speak to us,” they said to Moses, ‘and we will obey; but let not
God speak to us, lest we die.”
195 Deuteronomy 5:23: “For what mortal ever heard the voice of the living God speak out
of the fire, as we did, and lived? ” The author was evidently quoting from memory, for
his quotation varies from the massoretic version. According to his quote, the verse
reads “ ... out of the fire as you have heard, and lived?”

ol B iy Lo 3 nooRION 196
197 Deuteronomy 5:24: “You (Moses) go closer and hear ...”
198 May God be blessed forever. Amen and Amen.
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201 Daniel.
202 Daniel 10:6: ... and the sound of his speech was like the noise of a multitude.”
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213 Eljjah.
214 “yith the worshippers of Ba‘al, his prophets and his priests”
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216 T Kings 18:27: “When noon came, Elijah mocked them, saying, 'Shout louder! After all
he is a god. But he may be in conversation, he may be detained, or he may be on a
journey, or perhaps he is asleep and will wake up.”

U sy ey LN T 217
218 David.
219 RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996
220 Bxodus 18:21: ... capable men who fear God, trustworthy men who spurn ill-gotten
gain ...
221 Tsaiah 8:2: “and call reliable witnesses ...”
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230 Exodus 4:1: “What if they do not believe me and do not listen to me, but say: The
Lord did not appear to you? ”

231 Joshua.

232 Elijah.

Sacll 5 pmley b1 3 PO 233
234 Joshua 10:12: “... Joshua addressed the Lord; he said in the presence of the Israelites:
'Stand still, O sun, at Gibeon, O moon, in the Valley of Aijalon!””
235 Joshua 10:13: “And the sun stood still and the moon halted ...”
236 Tsaiah 38:7: “And this is the sign for you from the Lord ...”
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237 Isaiah 38:8: “I am going to make the shadow on the steps, which has descended on the
dial of Ahaz because of the sun, recede ten steps.”
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246 Ezekiel.
247 Ezekiel 12:3: “... get yourself gear for exile, and go into exile by day before their
eyes ...”
Sl 3 L] 248
249 Ezekiel 12:5: “Before their eyes, break through the wall and carry [the gear] out
through it”

el 5y doLs) 250

251 Ezekiel 12:6: “before their eyes, carry it on your shoulder”

252 Ezekiel 12:11: “Say: ‘I am a portent for you™”

253 Ezekiel 24:16-17: “ ... but you shall not lament or weep or let your tears flow. Moan
softly; observe no mourning for the dead: Put on your turban and put your sandals on
your feet; do not cover over your upper lip, and do not eat the bread of comforters.”

254 Bzekiel 24:24: “And Ezekiel shall become a portent for you”
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256 T Samuel 21:14: “... and let his saliva run down his beard. ”
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258 Ezekiel and David.
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273 Bxodus 11:10: “Moses and Aaron had performed all these marvels before Pharaoh”
274 Marvels.
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279 Exodus 20:3: “You shall have no other gods beside Me.”
280 Deuteronomy 1:17: “You shall not be partial in judgement ...” Literally: “You shall not
recognize faces in judgement”

(osklis) N DD+ U 281
282 T eviticus 19:15: “... do not favor the poor or show deference to the rich ...”
) I ;b s e Y 3 PR 283
284 Leviticus 19:15: (continuation of previous quote) “ . . judge your neighbor fairly.”

285 T Samuel 14:45: ... As the Lord lives, not a hair of his head shall fall to the ground ...”
286 Tsaiah 42:3: “He shall not break even a bruised reed ..."
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288 Exodus 20:13 and Deuteronomy 5:17: “You shall not murder.”
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el 5 iolo| 287
290 Tt is not clear to which verse(s) the author is referring. The last three words appear to
be taken from Psalms 99:5: “ . .. and bow down to His footstool . . .”
291 Deuteronomy 5:12: “Observe the sabbath day and keep it holy”
292 Exodus 20:10 and Deuteronomy 5:14: ... you shall not do any work ...”
293 Jeremiah 17:24: “ ... but hallow the sabbath day and do no work on it. »
294 Exodus 12:16: “... no work at all shall be done on them; only what every person is to
eat ...
295 Leviticus 6:2: “This is the ritual of the burnt offering. ”
296 These are all types of sacrifices.

bl B w\o) 297
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298 Exodus 4:30: “Aaron repeated all the words that the Lord had spoken to Moses, and
he performed the signs in the sight of the people ...

Sl B BLSLRAYIN L. 0T 2P
oV 3 DRy 300

301 Exodus 7:10: “Aaron cast down his rod in the presence of Pharaoh and his courtiers,
and it turned into a serpent.”
302 Exodus 7:12: “But Aaron's rod swallowed their rods. *

oYl 3 RNTY 303

laldl B Lo IR + 1 U5, 304
M 2oV 3 ol 5 pomass 309

DN 5l 5y bV 3 DND NOOR 306
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oV 3 DTy 390
310 These are pericopes of the Torah.
311 RNL Yevr.-Arab. 1:996

SN R 312

313 Turtle-doves and pigeons
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326 For [all] your generations.
327 Always, forever.

oY 3 jy'n 328

329 “It is a law for all time, throughout your generations.” This phrase occurs in many
places. See for example Lev. 10:9; 23:14; 23:31.

JV 3 390
331 Psalms 19:10: “The fear of the Lord is pure, abiding forever ...
RYOOR 2L 3 fandl B gl 332
333 Deuteronomy 11:13 ff.: “If, then, you obey the commandments that I enjoin upon
you this day ...”

Jo¥ 3 Tan 334
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335 Deuteronomy 11:21: “To the end that you and your children may endure, in the land
that the Lord swore to your fathers to give to them, as long as there is a heaven over
the earth.”

336 Commandments.

337 Menstruating woman
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356 The letter “shin” is written above the word indicating a correction, but it is not clear
what correction was intended.
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357 RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3020. The very end of the text also exists in RNL Yevr.-Arab.
I1:3153 which was used to fill in some missing words.

358 T Chronicles 22:9: “ ... Solomon will be his name and I shall confer peace and quiet
on Israel in his time.”

359 Jeremiah 33:17: “There shall never be an end to men of David’s line who sit upon the
throne of the House of Israel.”

360 Psalms 89:4: “I have made a covenant with my chosen one: I have sworn to My ser-
vant David.”

361 Psalms 89:30: “I will establish his line forever, his throne, as long as the heavens last. *
362 David.

oY 3 RAnRany 363
N 31y 364
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RNL Yevr.-Arab. I1:3153: by monr 1p 365
366 According to RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3153. RNL Yevr.-Arab. 11:3020 has: axn3
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