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Abstract: Elias Bar Shinaya is regarded as one of the most prominent Syriac figures of the first half of the eleventh 

century CE and among the most distinguished Syriac men of letters. This raises several important questions: Who 

was Elias Bar Shinaya? What was his place in Christian history? And what were his most significant works? In 

answering these questions, it can be said that he was one of the most outstanding Syriac scholars of his age, 

distinguished as a linguist, historian, theologian, philosopher, and accomplished jurist. He exerted a profound 

influence on the Church of the East, where he defended Christian doctrine through his writings. Within the 

ecclesiastical hierarchy, he advanced steadily through the ranks, and through his learning, dedication, and faith, 

he became one of the most influential figures in the Eastern Syriac Church. This study presents a concise yet focused 

account of the life and legacy of Elias Bar Shinaya, following the theory of (historical exposition) through a 

chronological presentation of his biography. Employing (the descriptive-analytical method) and drawing upon 

major historical sources that document his life, the study seeks to address the (research problem) concerning his 

historical significance. It also aims to fulfill the (objective of the study) by examining and highlighting the 

biography of this remarkable figure. 
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First: His Name 

The overwhelming majority of historical sources agree that his name was Elias (i), the son of al-Sinn. 

The al-Sinn appellation refers to the city of al-Sinn, situated on the bank of the Tigris River. It was renowned 

for its prosperity, located near one of the surrounding mountains, and distinguished by its fortified walls 

and bustling marketplace. The city also lay at the confluence of the Lesser Zab River and was 

administratively associated with al-Jazīra and Diyār Muḍar. It was also known by the name Qard Yalābād 

(ii). Other historical accounts record his name as al-Yās (iii) and Elias ibn ʿĪsā (iv). Meanwhile, the editor of 

The History of Elias Bar Shinaya refers to him as Elias Bar Shinaya and Elias of Nisibis (v). 

Second: His Titles 

Elias was known by several titles, the most prominent of which was Bar Shinaya (vi). This title consists 

of two Syriac elements: the first, Bar, meaning "son" (vii), and the second, Shina, referring to Sinn, the city in 

which Elias was born. The suffix -ya at the end of the title denotes affiliation or origin in Syriac. Accordingly, 

the title Bar Shinaya literally means "the son of the city of al-Sinn." He was also known as Ibn al-Sinnī or 

Ibn al-Sinn (viii), emphasizing his close association with his birthplace. Another of his well-known titles was 

al-Nisibīnī (ix), derived from the city of Nisibis, where Elias served as metropolitan bishop. This title reflected 

his distinguished ecclesiastical position within both the Church and the city (x).  

Third: His Birth and Early Life 

Elias was born on the night of Thursday, the eleventh of February (xi), in the city of al-Sinn. However, 

historians and specialists differ regarding the year of his birth. The predominant view maintains that he was 

born in 1286 A.G. / 975 CE / 364 AH (xii). Other scholars have proposed 1288 A.G. / 977 CE / 367 AH (xiii), 

while another opinion places his birth in 1305 A.G. / 994 CE / 384 AH (xiv). 

The authors consider it necessary to evaluate these differing views, considering the available evidence. 

The first opinion (1286 A.G. / 975 CE / 364 AH) is consistently cited by those who rely on the distinguished 

scholar Yousif Habbi, the editor of The History of Elias Bar Shinaya. The second opinion (1288 A.G. / 977 CE / 

367 AH), advanced by Fr. Sako, is presented without any cited source, raising questions regarding the 

reliability of this date. As for the third opinion (1305 A.G. / 994 CE / 384 AH), proposed by al-Qazzanji, it is 

claimed to be based on The History of Elias Bar Shinaya. However, a review of the original text reveals that the 

date cited by al-Qazzanji does not correspond to the information contained in the source. Accordingly, the 

most probable date of Elias's birth is 1286 A.G. / 975 CE / 364 AH, a conclusion supported by historical 

accounts stating that he was seventy-two years old at the time of his death (xv). 
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Elias's Upbringing 

Elias was born in the city of al-Sinn and, upon reaching adolescence, pursued his education at the 

Monastery of Simon (xvi), which was renowned for its therapeutic properties owing to the water drawn from 

its well (xvii). At the age of nineteen, he was ordained to the priesthood at the same monastery (xviii). Historical 

accounts of the life of Elias Bar Shinaya indicate that he advanced through several ecclesiastical ranks, 

serving successively as a priest, bishop, and metropolitan. To clarify the proper hierarchical progression 

within the Eastern Church, the following discussion outlines these ecclesiastical ranks in the context of the 

events of his life, thereby illustrating the path that ultimately led Elias Bar Shinaya to the highest levels of 

ecclesiastical office. 

Elias was ordained as a priest (xix) on 15 September 1305 A.G. / 994 CE / 384 AH by Nathaniel (1314–

1326 A.G. / 1001–1012 CE / 392–403 AH) (xx). According to the available historical evidence, he was appointed 

Head Priest of the Monastery of Simon (the Monastery of Anba Simon, located opposite al-Sinn) in 1305 

A.G. / 994 CE / 384 AH. Two years later, he moved to the Monastery of Mar Michael (xxi), specifically during 

the period 1307–1312 A.G. / 996–1001 CE / 386–392 AH, where he continued his theological studies. 

In the Fourth Session of his Majālis (xxii), Elias recounts his stay at the Monastery of Mar Michael, 

where he studied under an elderly ascetic monk of distinguished learning named John ibn ʿ Īsā, better known 

as Ibn al-Aʿraj. However, the author of The History of the Eastern Syriac Church identifies this figure as John 

ibn Marta, also known as Ibn Abjar or Ibn al-Aʿraj, a renowned scholar celebrated for his piety and learning, 

who was born and lived in Baghdad (xxiii), specifically in the Christian Quarter (xxiv). 

At the age of twenty-seven, Elias was elected bishop of the Diocese (xxv) of Beth Nuhadra (xxvi) on 15 

February 1313 A.G. / 1002 CE / 392 AH, coinciding with the beginning of Lent (xxvii). He was consecrated by 

the Catholicos (xxviii), Patriarch John V ibn ʿĪsā, who has been mentioned previously. Elias remained Bishop 

of Beth Nuhadra until 1318 A.G. / 1007 CE / 398 AH. 

On Wednesday, 3 December of that same year, Mar Abalaha (xxix) died, leaving the metropolitan see 

vacant for approximately one year and three weeks, as no suitable successor could immediately be found 

owing to the great importance of the office. Consequently, Elias Bar Shinaya was summoned to transfer from 

Beth Nuhadra to the city of Nisibis (xxx). Nisibis was one of the most important dioceses of the Church of 

the East, serving not only as a major ecclesiastical center but also as a prominent intellectual center of 

Christian thought. Geographically, it was situated in the region of al-Jazīra, near Sinjar (xxxi). 

Regarding the date of his appointment as Metropolitan (Archbishop) of Nisibis, however, historical 

sources present differing opinions. 

The first opinion dates his appointment to approximately (Sunday, 26 December 1318 A.G. / 1007 CE 

/ 398 AH) (xxxii); the second place it around (1319 A.G. / 1008 CE / 399 AH) (xxxiii); and the third assigns it to 

(1320 A.G. / 1009 CE / 400 AH) (xxxiv). Unfortunately, the sources do not explain the reason for this 

discrepancy. The researcher believes that the difference most likely stems from variations in the calculation 

of the year, as evidenced by the fact that specialists have not commented on this issue. Elias succeeded Mar 

Abalaha as Metropolitan of the See of Nisibis, and he became widely known by the epithet al-Nisibīnī, 

derived from the city of Nisibis. This title became closely associated with the place where he carried out his 

religious ministry, thereby contributing to his widespread fame (xxxv). 

Fourth: His Works 

Elias Bar Shinaya is regarded as one of the most prominent Syriac figures of the first half of the 

eleventh century CE and one of the most distinguished men of Syriac letters. He was a linguist, historian, 

theologian, philosopher, and accomplished jurist. He exerted considerable influence on the Church of the 

East, defending the Christian faith through his writings. Elias Bar Shinaya is also considered one of the 

greatest authors of his age, leaving behind a substantial intellectual legacy of Syriac and Arabic works 

spanning numerous fields, including science, linguistics, history, theology, biblical studies (the Holy Bible), 

devotional and liturgical literature, ethics, and canon law. Among his most important works are: 

1. The Syriac Grammar (xxxvi).  

2. A Syriac–Arabic Dictionary, entitled al-Tarjumān (The Interpreter) (xxxvii).  

3. The Book of the Chronography (Kitāb Tārīkh al-Azmina) (xxxviii).  

4. Consolation for the Dispelling of Anxiety, followed by The Book of the Tales of Luqmān (entitled The 

Proverbs and Sayings of Luqmān the Wise) (xxxix).  

5. The Book of Demonstration on the Correctness of the Faith (xl).  
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6. A Treatise on Oneness of the Creator and the Trinity of His Hypostases (xli).  

7. The Practical Calendar for Feasts, New Year Celebrations, and the Months (xlii).  

8. A Treatise on the Virtue of Chastity (xliii).  

9. A Treatise on the Meaning of the Terms "Substance" and "God" (xliv).  

1. A Treatise on the Differences between the Greek Version of the Torah and the Version Used by the Jews (xlv).  

Fifth: His Death 

Elias continued his scholarly and cultural activities throughout his service to the Church and was 

regarded as one of the most distinguished philosophers of his age. He died during the day on Friday, the 

tenth of Muḥarram, corresponding to the eighteenth of July. However, the year of his death remains a 

matter of disagreement among specialists. Some accounts state that he died in (1358 A.G. / 1046 CE / 438 AH) 

(xlvi), while others give the date as (1368 A.G. / 1056 CE / 448 AH) (xlvii). 

The researcher considers it necessary to examine these differing opinions in light of the available 

evidence. The first view (1358 A.G. / 1046 CE / 438 AH) is reported in several historical sources derived from 

multiple authorities. Among them are those who relied on The History of the Patriarchs of the See of the East and 

The Conditions of the Christians, in addition to the account presented by Fr. Yousif Habbi. The second view 

(1368 A.G. / 1056 CE / 448 AH) appears in an academic dissertation. However, upon examining the 

corresponding footnote, it becomes evident that the researcher based this date on The Literature of the Aramaic 

Language. A review of that work reveals that its author identifies the year of Elias's death as (1358 A.G. / 1046 

CE / 438 AH) and explicitly considers (1368 A.G. / 1056 CE / 448 AH) to be incorrect. Nevertheless, the author 

of the dissertation adopted the inaccurate date, contrary to the information provided by the very source on 

which the study relied. 

The researcher considers it most probable that Elias Bar Shinaya died in (1358 A.G. / 1046 CE / 438 

AH), based on historical accounts stating that he was seventy-two years old at the time of his death (xlviii). He 

was buried beside his brother, Abū Saʿīd Manṣūr ibn ʿĪsā, in the church of Mayyāfāriqīn (xlix), one of the 

most renowned cities of Diyār Bakr. The city is situated to the east of the Tigris River, midway between the 

regions of al-Jazīra and Armenia, a location that has led historians to differ regarding its territorial affiliation. 

It is also reported that the city's name is derived from a woman known as Miyā bint, who is believed 

to have been its first founder, while the word Fāriqīn means "division" or "separation." In Persian, the city 

was known as Bārjīn, owing to its strong fortifications and well-constructed defensive moat. Part of the city 

was built of stone, while another part was constructed of brick (l). 

Mayyāfāriqīn was distinguished by the fertility of its land and the abundance of its resources, despite 

occasionally experiencing natural fluctuations, like other cities. Economically, it was renowned for its vibrant 

commercial activity and the diversity of its products, including pack animals, sheep, textiles, carpets, and 

garments. Historically, it was regarded as one of the cities of the Byzantines (Romans) because of the 

presence of ancient Christian monuments dating back to the time of Jesus Christ (peace be upon him). 

Today, Mayyāfāriqīn is known as Silvan, located in present-day Turkey (li). 
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