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Abstrak 

Studi ini membahas perjumpaan antara Bahira, seorang rahib Kristen Suriah, dan Nabi 
Muhammad semasa remaja dalam konteks sejarah sosial keagamaan Arabia pada abad 
ke-6 M. Tujuan penelitian yaitu menganalisis konteks sejarah sosial keagamaan pada 
masa itu dan signifikansinya terhadap hubungan antaragama dalam era kontemporer. 
Metode yang digunakan adalah metode sejarah dengan pendekatan sosiohistoris. 
Penelitian menghasilkan deskripsi mengenai perjumpaan antara kedua tokoh yang 
terjadi di kota Busrà, Suriah, pada saat nabi yang masih berusia belia turut dalam 
rombongan saudagar yang dipimpin pamannya Abu Talib. Dalam perjumpaan itu, Bahira 
berdialog dengan nabi dan menemukan sebuah tanda kenabian di bahunya. Meskipun 
terdapat perdebatan di kalangan para ahli Kristen dan Islam mengenai historisitasnya, 
namun narasi perjumpaan dimaksud memberikan dampak positif untuk membangun 
perspektif baru mengenai sejarah hubungan Muslim-Kristen. Perjumpaan Bahira dengan 
Nabi Muhammad muda merupakan model bagi diskursus kontemporer tentang 
koeksistensi agama, dengan menekankan aspek-aspek dasar bersama, hospitalitas, 
saling menghormati, dialog pluralistik, dan saling mengakui. Melalui aspek-aspek 
dimaksud, perjumpaan dimaksud memperlihatkan adanya dialog, dan toleransi para 
pemeluk agama yang berbeda. Penelitian ini berkontribusi pada wacana historis 
mengenai dinamika antaragama dan pentingnya eksplorasi narasi sejarah keagamaan 
dalam membangun kerja sama lintas iman. 

Kata kunci: nabi Muhammad, rahib bahira, sejarah hubungan muslim-kristen. 

 

Abstract 

This study examines the encounter between Bahira, a Syrian Christian monk, and the 
young Prophet Muhammad within the socio-religious historical context of 6th-century 
Arabia. The aim of this research is to analyze the historical, social, and religious 
context of the time and its significance for interfaith relations in the contemporary 
era. The study employs a historical method with a socio-historical approach. The 
research provides a description of the encounter between the two figures, which took 
place in the city of Busrā, Syria, when the young prophet accompanied a caravan led 
by his uncle, Abu Talib. During this meeting, Bahira engaged in dialogue with the 
prophet and identified a sign of prophethood on his shoulder. Although there is 
ongoing debate among Christian and Islamic scholars regarding the historicity of this 
event, the narrative of the encounter offers a positive contribution to shaping a new 
perspective on the history of Muslim-Christian relations. The meeting between Bahira 
and the young Prophet Muhammad serves as a model for contemporary discourse on 
religious coexistence, emphasizing common ground, hospitality and mutual respect, 
pluralistic dialogue, and reciprocal recognition. Through these aspects, the encounter 
illustrates dialogue and tolerance among adherents of different faiths. This study 
contributes to historical discourse on interfaith dynamics and highlights the 
importance of exploring religious historical narratives to foster interfaith cooperation. 

Keywords: prophet muhammad, monk bahira, history of muslim-christian relation. 

 

INTRODUCTION  

This research investigates the interfaith 

dynamics of the Arabian Peninsula during 

the 6th century. It portrays this dynamic as 

a multifaceted process that shapes 

interactions among individuals or groups 
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from different religious traditions. These 

interactions encompass elements such as 

dialogue, mutual respect, equality, 

inclusiveness, and exchanges, occurring 

within various communities or traditions. 

Interfaith dynamics are instrumental in 

shaping the cultural, social, and religious 

fabric of societies by examining how 

different religious groups engage with one 

another, address shared concerns, and 

navigate differences. Studying interfaith 

dynamics provides insights into the 

complexities of religious coexistence, 

cooperation, engagement, and the 

challenges associated with navigating 

diverse belief systems. This concept 

closely aligns with the term ‗interreligious 

dynamics,‘ emphasizing dialogue, 

engagement, encounter, and cooperation 

(Cheetham et al., 2013). 

Understanding historical interfaith 

dynamics is essential for comprehending 

the evolution of human civilizations. It 

involves scrutinising historical 

interactions, exchanges, and conflicts 

among diverse religious traditions, 

illuminating the influential role of 

religious beliefs in shaping cultural, 

political, and social developments. 

Emphasising Swidler‘s concept of 

relationality—understanding something in 

relation to its historical context—this 

exploration provides insights into how 

different religious communities coexisted, 

collided, or influenced each other, 

contributing to an understanding of the 

interconnected mosaic of religious history 

(Swidler, 2020). 

Such study underscores societies‘ 

adaptability in navigating religious 

diversity, offering insights for 

contemporary challenges and promoting 

tolerance, coexistence, and cultural 

enrichment (Howard, 2021).  It unveils the 

complexities of human civilization, 

revealing threads weaving together shared 

experiences, collaborative efforts, and 

conflicts throughout history. Interfaith 

interactions, as channels for cultural 

exchange, contribute to a mosaic 

reflecting the richness of human 

civilization. 

In the convergence of diverse 

religious traditions, a dynamic process of 

cultural fusion unfolds, shaping landscapes 

and distinct identities within societies 

(Wentz, 1998).  The unity and diversity 

cultivated through these interactions are 

integral to cultural identities, illustrating 

the transformative power of interfaith 

dynamics in shaping societies that 

celebrate both the uniqueness of 

individual traditions and the harmonious 

coexistence of diverse elements. 

Investigating historical interfaith 

dynamics unveils valuable lessons that 

resonate with contemporary challenges 

surrounding religious diversity (Kaufman, 

1987). By examining interfaith relations 

across different eras, societies, and 

regions, we gain insight into the complex 

relationships between various religious 
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traditions. Through comparative historical 

analysis and drawing inspiration from 

Wuthnow‘s concept of ‗communities of 

discourse,‘ this historical lens can guide us 

in navigating the complex landscape of 

religious pluralism today, offering a 

repository of knowledge to inform 

strategies for fostering inclusivity, 

understanding, and coexistence 

(Wuthnow, 1989). 

By studying the successes and 

challenges encountered by past 

civilizations, contemporary societies can 

glean valuable approaches to managing 

religious diversity (Collste, 2005). 

Historical case studies can serve as 

blueprints for modern pluralism 

initiatives, offering insights into the 

mechanisms that facilitated peaceful 

coexistence among different religious 

groups (Barkey, 2005; Howard, 2021; 

Rofiq, 2022; Rosidi et al., 2019; Schmidt, 

2018; Sharma, 2019; Weitz, 2018; Zagorin, 

2003). These lessons empower present-day 

societies to cultivate interfaith dialogues 

grounded in the wisdom of historical 

experience, aiming to foster environments 

where diverse religious beliefs can flourish 

harmoniously (Howard, 2021; Daffa & 

Anggara, 2023). 

Understanding this concept is 

illustrated by the historical figure of 

Bahira. In pre-Islamic Arabia, Bahira 

emerges as an enigmatic figure—a 

Christian monk whose influence 

intersected with the early life of the 

young Prophet Muhammad (Roggema, 

2009). Despite the uncertainty surrounding 

his identity, Bahira‘s presence highlights 

the interplay of religious communities in a 

culturally diverse landscape. 

Bahira‘s importance in interfaith 

dynamics lies in his role as a bridge 

between Christian and early Islamic 

traditions during a pivotal period in 

history. As a Christian monk residing in 

pre-Islamic Arabia, Bahira not only 

epitomized the diversity of religious 

thought but also served as a nexus 

between two prominent Abrahamic faiths. 

His encounter with the young Prophet 

Muhammad holds implications for 

comprehending religious dialogue and 

exchange. In sociological terms, the 

encounter signifies a moment of interfaith 

interaction that may have shaped the 

perspectives of both Islam and Christianity 

(Lindsay, 2020; Lattu, 2016). 

Bahira‘s significance extends 

beyond the individual encounter, as his 

presence reflects the interconnectedness 

of religious communities in a culturally 

diverse landscape. His role adds to a 

legacy that underscores the importance of 

dialogue and understanding between 

different faith traditions—an aspect 

referred to as ‗sharing wisdom‘ by 

Goshen-Gottstein (Goshen-Gottstein, 

2018). Bahira‘s historical role serves as an 

indication of the complexity of interfaith 

dynamics, offering valuable insights into 

the ways in which religious communities 
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have historically navigated their 

interactions in the pursuit of coexistence 

and shared understanding. 

Bahira‘s encounter with the young 

Prophet Muhammad could be seen as an 

exemplar of religious moderation, defined 

as a balanced attitude towards others of 

different faiths. This encounter showcases 

a model where individuals from diverse 

religious backgrounds interacted 

harmoniously. During this exchange, a 

Christian monk discerned qualities in the 

young Muhammad that hinted at his future 

prophethood. Instead of succumbing to 

religious bias, Bahira demonstrated open-

mindedness and respect for diverse 

beliefs. The young Prophet Muhammad's 

openness to such interfaith encounters 

further illustrates religious moderation, as 

he embraced the insights from various 

perspectives without compromising his 

own faith. This historical event highlights 

the potential for interfaith engagement to 

positively contribute to religious dialogue 

and foster tolerance among diverse 

communities. 

Bahira‘s presence in pre-Islamic 

Arabian history introduces a Christian 

dimension to a landscape dominated by 

pagan beliefs, Judaism, and Iranian 

religions. The Arabian Peninsula, with its 

bustling trade routes and cultural 

interchange, served as a stage for the 

convergence of religions, paving the way 

for the emergence of Islam (Grasso, 2023). 

Amidst this cultural mosaic, Bahira‘s role 

as a Christian figure adds layers of 

complexity to the religious milieu, 

highlighting the dynamic interplay and 

coexistence of diverse beliefs. His 

influence symbolizes the broader 

transformative processes that played a 

part in shaping the religious landscape of 

the region during the 6th  century. 

The examination of Bahira and the 

young Prophet Muhammad has garnered 

considerable interest from both Christian 

and Islamic scholars. However, the 

majority of research in this field is 

dominated by historical-critical studies, 

which predominantly concentrate on 

ancient texts recounting the encounters 

between these two figures (Abjar Bahkou, 

2015; Bailey, 2011; Freidenreich, 2022; 

Gottheil, 1899; Szilágyi, 2008; Boušek, 

2018; Ekberg, 2019; Griffith, 2010; 

Tieszen, 2022). There is a dearth of 

research exploring the contemporary 

relevance of these encounters for our 

comprehension of interreligious dynamics. 

Therefore, this research aims to 

explore Bahira‘s historical role, 

commencing with an examination of the 

religious landscape of pre-Islamic Arabia 

to delineate the coexistence among 

various religious traditions. Subsequently, 

it scrutinises Bahira‘s background within 

the Christian community and analyses 

narratives and historical accounts of the 

encounter between him and the young 

Prophet Muhammad. Finally, the study 

evaluates the broader significance of the 
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encounter for interfaith dynamics, 

assessing how these historical dynamics 

shape future Muslim-Christian 

interactions. 

This research holds significance in 

revealing religious relations that 

illuminate a pivotal chapter in the 

interaction between Christianity and early 

Islamic history. It also provides insight into 

how figures like Bahira and the young 

Prophet Muhammad navigated the diverse 

religious environments of their time. Thus, 

this research is not merely an exploration 

of figures from the past; it could serve as 

an introduction to contemporary 

discussions regarding interfaith dialogue, 

tolerance, and coexistence in an 

interconnected world. 

 

METHODS 

This is a socio-historical study that 

combines the objectives, philosophies, 

and methodologies of historical science 

with those of the social and cultural 

sciences, including anthropology, 

sociology, psychology, and religious 

history (Slade, 2020). It seeks to 

contextualize Bahira‘s historical influence 

on interfaith dynamics in pre-Islamic 

Arabia within broader socio-cultural 

frameworks. Nevertheless, to comprehend 

Bahira‘s historical influence on interfaith 

dynamics in pre-Islamic Arabia, it heavily 

relies on secondary sources. Subsequently, 

the exploration of the socio-religious 

landscape of pre-Islamic Arabia and the 

assessment of its broader implications for 

interfaith relations contribute to a 

comprehensive understanding of the 

historical context. Despite its limitations, 

the historical method employed in this 

research proves valuable for uncovering 

the historical significance of Bahira in the 

religious landscape of the Arabian 

Peninsula in his time. Through an 

interdisciplinary approach, this study aims 

to shed light on the interplay between 

religious beliefs, social structures, and 

cultural norms that shaped interfaith 

dynamics during the 6th century. 

 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

Historical Perspective on the the 

Religious Landscape of the 6th Century  

Pre-Islamic Arabia   

In the time of Bahira, Arabian Peninsula 

was characterized by a diverse of religions 

and cultures. Paganism was widespread, 

coexisting with Judaism, Christianity, and 

Zoroastrianism. While Zoroastrianism and 

Manicheism found adherence primarily in 

the eastern regions, it did not resonate 

with the Arab tribes. Christianity had 

established significant communities, 

particularly among the Northern Arab 

tribes of the Levant and Mesopotamia, as 

well as among certain tribes in Yemen, 

Oman, and Najran to the south of Mecca. 

Additionally, Jewish tribes settled in 

Yathrib (Medina), as well as in Yemen and 

Oman (Nahyan, 2008). 
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The Arabian Peninsula Christianity 

began in the 4th century during the reign 

of Bizantine‘s Emperor Constantius II, 

following an alliance with the Himyarites 

to encourage the establishment of a 

church in Yemen. Initially influenced by 

trade routes and cultural exchanges, 

Christian communities, representing 

various traditions, established themselves 

in regions. Christianity took root in Hira 

and Kufa around 380 AD. A trader named 

Hayyan or Hannan from Hira converted to 

Christianity, spreading his new faith to 

Najran. By the end of the 4th century, the 

Christian Church had established in 

several trade centers in southern Arabia. 

Najran emerged as a significant Christian 

hub, strategically located on the trade 

route from South Arabia to Syria via 

Mecca. Concurrently, Christians also 

established communities in Qatar during 

the same period (Gillman & Klimkeit, 

1999). Meanwhile, the number of 

Christians in the Hijaz region of Mecca was 

not significant. However, several 

prominent Arab tribes, including the 

Tanukhid, Salihid, Lakhmid, Kinda, and 

Ghassanid, had collectively converted to 

Christianity during the period from the 3rd 

to the 6th century and became allies of 

Byzantium or Persia (Grafton, 2014).  

Arabian Christians were further 

divided into three major groups: Jacobites 

or Miaphysites, Monophysites, and 

Nestorians (Slade, 2014). The Jacobite 

miaphysites tradition, originating in 

Najran, emphasizes the unity of Christ‘s 

nature, affirming that the divine and 

human aspects are inseparable within the 

person of Jesus Christ. This belief 

highlights the intimate union of the divine 

and human in Christ, rejecting any notion 

of division or separation between the two. 

The term ―miaphysites‖ derives from the 

Greek word ―mia,‖ meaning ―one,‖ 

emphasizing the singular nature of Christ's 

essence. According to this tradition, 

Christ‘s divine and human natures coexist 

harmoniously, forming a unified and 

indivisible whole. This theological stance 

reflects a deep reverence for the profound 

mystery of Christ‘s nature and serves as a 

cornerstone of the Jacobite tradition, 

shaping its theological identity and 

spiritual practices (Wood, 2014). 

The Monophysitism tradition, which 

posits that Christ had a single divine 

nature rather than a dual nature (both 

divine and human) as defined by the 

Council of Chalcedon in 451 AD, found 

adherents in the Yemeni region. Seeking 

support from the Coptic Christian kingdom 

in Ethiopia across the Red Sea, they 

bolstered the Christian presence in Arabia. 

Additionally, northern Arabs generally 

aligned with Monophysitism, indicating 

closer ties to the Roman Empire. The 

spread of Monophysitism in the Yemeni 

region and its alignment with the Coptic 

Christian kingdom in Ethiopia contributed 

to the establishment of a network of 

Christian communities and alliances across 



HISTORIA: Jurnal Program Studi Pendidikan Sejarah Volume 13 (2) 2025 
ISSN 2337-4713 (E-ISSN 2442-8728) 

 

DOI: 10.24127/hj.v13i2.12144 783 

 

the Arabian Peninsula. These connections 

not only strengthened the position of 

Monophysite Christians in the region but 

also facilitated cultural and religious 

exchanges between different Christian 

communities in Arabia (Gillman & 

Klimkeit, 1999). 

In contrast, Christianity in the 

Persian Gulf and southeastern Arabia 

came under Nestorian influence. During 

Bahira‘s time, the Nestorian Church 

emerged as the predominant Christian 

denomination in the Arabian Peninsula. 

Associated with the teachings of 

Nestorius, it emphasized a distinct duality 

in the nature of Christ, separating his 

divine and human attributes into two 

distinct persons. This theological 

perspective gained influence in the 

Eastern Christian world and found a 

foothold in the Arabian Peninsula. The 

Nestorians gained prominence in the late 

5th century, asserting dominance over the 

Christian Church in Persia. Initially 

focusing their efforts along the bordering 

areas on the western coast of the Persian 

Gulf, including Bahrain, they subsequently 

expanded into Yemen after it became a 

Persian province in 597 AD (Gillman & 

Klimkeit, 1999).   

In the 6th century, the Nestorian 

community witnessed the development of 

a monastic tradition, drawing inspiration 

from the ascetic practices of prominent 

figures such as Anthony of Egypt and 

Jacob of Nisibis from the 3rd century 

(Gillman & Klimkeit, 1999). The Nestorian 

monks embraced a monastic lifestyle 

characterized by asceticism, solitude, and 

dedicated spiritual practices. The 

teachings of Anthony and Jacob served as 

guiding principles for these Nestorian 

monastics, fostering a deep commitment 

to contemplation and religious devotion. 

Monasticism provided a structured and 

disciplined way of life, allowing monks to 

devote themselves wholly to religious 

pursuits, prayer, and meditation (Grasso, 

2023). This cultural and religious shift laid 

the groundwork for the integration of 

monastic practices into the lives of Arab 

Christians during the time of Bahira. 

Dating back to ancient times, well 

before the emergence of Christianity, 

Jewish communities migrated into various 

regions of Arabia, significantly shaping the 

diverse socio-religious landscape of the 

Arabian Peninsula. These Jewish 

settlements played integral roles in 

Arabian commerce, engaging in trade, 

agriculture, and various economic 

activities, while also bringing with them 

their rich religious traditions. Synagogues, 

serving as places of worship for the Jewish 

community, were established in these 

cities, becoming focal points for religious 

gatherings, study, and communal prayer. 

The Jews, renowned for their religious 

practices, added a distinctive dimension 

to the cultural mosaic of Arabian cities 

(Mazuz, 2014). 
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The development of Arab Jewish 

tribes was a dynamic process that 

unfolded over centuries, intertwining 

Jewish communities with the broader 

fabric of Arab society. Jewish tribes, such 

as the Banu Nadir, Banu Qaynuqa, and 

Banu Qurayza, established themselves in 

and around Yathrib, bringing their 

religious traditions into the Arab milieu. 

These tribes played multifaceted roles 

within Arab society, engaging in trade, 

agriculture, and forming alliances with 

various Arab clans (Mazuz, 2014).   

The religious life of the Jewish 

tribes added a layer of diversity to Arab 

society, fostering interactions and 

exchanges between different religious 

traditions. The coexistence of Jewish and 

Arab communities included shared spaces 

for religious practices and cultural 

expressions. The relationships between 

Jewish-Arab were shaped not only by 

economic and political considerations but 

also by religious interactions, contributing 

to the overall cultural and religious 

dynamics of pre-Islamic Arabia 

(Kościelniak, 2011). 

Alongside Christianity and Judaism, 

pre-Islamic Arabian Peninsula hosted 

adherents of Zoroastrianism and 

Manicheism. The existence of Iranian 

religions was influenced by the military 

presence of the Sassanids along the 

Persian Gulf and South Arabia, as well as 

the trade routes connecting the Hijaz and 

Iraq.  Zoroastrianism  rooted in ancient 

Persian teachings adding another layer to 

the religious landscape of pre-Islamic 

Arabia. Manicheism, a syncretic religion 

founded by the prophet Mani, also left its 

imprint in the Arabian Peninsula during 

this period. Blending elements from 

Zoroastrianism, Christianity, and 

Buddhism, Manicheism reflected the 

synthesis of varied influences in the 

religious thought of the time (Berkey, 

2003).    

In pre-Islamic times, Arabian 

paganism was characterized by a diverse 

pantheon of deities, each associated with 

specific natural elements, celestial 

bodies, or tribal affiliations. The practice 

involved the veneration of numerous gods 

and goddesses, with each tribe often 

having its own set of revered deities. 

Worshipers believed in the presence of 

spirits inhabiting various natural entities, 

such as mountains, trees, and springs. 

Sacrificial rituals, ceremonies, and 

offerings were common forms of devotion, 

seeking favor and protection from these 

divine entities. Litholatry, the worship of 

stones or the attribution of divine 

qualities to stones, was prevalent among 

the Arabs, notably seen in the worship of 

the three daughters of the god: Manat, 

Allat, and al-Uzza. These practices often 

included sacrifices and pilgrimages to holy 

places (Berkey, 2003).   

The rites of pre-Islamic Arabs 

included various rituals and practices, 

among which animal sacrifice was 
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prominent. Another significant ritual was 

the erection of the nṣb stone. Ritual 

shelters were constructed, often 

containing statues. Pilgrimage was also an 

essential aspect, with specific pilgrimage 

sites being revered. Ritual purity was 

maintained through various practices, and 

offerings were made, including 

unspecified offerings, burnt offerings, 

libations, and the use of images. Vows and 

oaths held sacred significance, and the 

use of sacred water was also part of their 

religious ceremonies (Al-Jallad, 2022). 

This dynamic of beliefs and 

practices contributed to a complex socio-

religious environment. The interactions 

among these diverse religious traditions 

fostered cultural exchange, shaping the 

multifaceted identity of Arab society. 

Then the 7th century witnessed a 

transformative moment with the 

emergence of Islam, which engaged with 

elements from this religious milieu. The 

cultural interplay between these religious 

traditions laid the groundwork for the 

early Islam, marking a significant shift in 

the religious dynamics of the Arabian 

Peninsula. 

 

The Bahira Narrative in Christianity and 

Islam 

Nestorian monastic communities 

flourished in remote areas, such as 

mountains or deserts, during the time of 

Bahira. Monks, driven by a commitment to 

asceticism, embraced a life of simplicity, 

celibacy, and poverty, dedicating 

themselves to a higher spiritual calling 

(Grafton, 2014). These monasteries served 

as not only places of spiritual retreat but 

also centers of religious life, education, 

and cultural exchange. Within these 

monastic centers, monks engaged in the 

copying of manuscripts, the preservation 

of sacred texts, and the development of 

theological discourse. As repositories of 

knowledge, Nestorian monasteries played 

a crucial role in the transmission and 

preservation of Christian teachings 

(Olderr, 2020). 

Bahira emerges from the backdrop 

of these evolving monastic traditions. 

Little is known about his early years, but 

the records illuminate his later life as a 

monk and ascetic. Nevertheless, he is 

well-known in Islamic and Christian 

traditions. Despite some historians calling 

the encounter between him and the young 

Prophet a legend, the narrative actually 

renders Bahira‘s influence very significant 

for both Christianity and Islam. 

As Murad argues, the most 

significant interaction between Christians 

and the young Prophet Muhammad was his 

encounter with Bahira (Mourad et al., 

2009). Within Christian communities, the 

narrative about the encounter circulated 

among diverse manuscript traditions, 

including the East Syrian (Nestorian), West 

Syrian (Jacobite or Miaphysite), Melkite 

(Chalcedonian or Greek Orthodox), Coptic, 

and Maronite Christian communities. 
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However, the responses to the story of 

Bahira‘s encounter vary among Christians. 

Some apologetical views stand to reject 

the entire legend, perceiving it as a 

fabrication devised by early Muslims to 

support their claim of Muhammad‘s 

prophethood. They point to historical 

inconsistencies and lack of evidence to 

substantiate the encounter. For these 

skeptics, the Bahira narrative is viewed as 

a strategic element in the formation of 

Islamic tradition than a genuine historical 

event (Abjar Bahkou, 2015). Even in a 

Syrian Christian text, Muhammad is 

depicted as a compliant child under 

Bahira‘s guidance rather than as a prophet 

(Szilágyi, 2008). 

Within Islam, on the contrary, the 

narrative of Bahira generally receives 

positive responses, reflecting widespread 

acceptance. The encounter between the 

young Prophet Muhammad and Bahira is 

regarded as a significant historical event, 

serving to validate his prophethood. 

Bahira‘s miraculous recognition of the 

young Muhammad is often cited as 

evidence of prophethood and is featured 

in literature discussing proofs of 

prophethood, as well as in polemical 

writings directed towards Jews and 

Christians. The most renowned traditions 

about the young Prophet Muhammad and 

Bahira are documented in sira literature 

(Roggema, 2009). 

While many accept the Bahira 

narrative positively, some Muslim scholars 

are cautious. They prioritize the Quran as 

the ultimate proof of Muhammad‘s 

prophethood, seeing the Bahira story as a 

supportive rather than foundational 

element of faith. These scholars 

contextualize the encounter within 

Prophet Muhammad‘s early life, 

highlighting interactions with various 

religious figures. Though they accept the 

basic narrative, they caution against 

attributing extravagant religious 

knowledge to Bahira, affirming that 

Muhammad‘s revelations come directly 

from Allah. This approach recognizes the 

Bahira legend‘s positive role while 

stressing the Quran‘s central importance 

in confirming Muhammad‘s divine mission 

(Roggema, 2009). 

 
The Encounter Between Bahira and the 

Young Prophet Muhammad 

While the Islamic accounts may vary across 

sources, they all underscore a significant 

encounter between a Christian monk and 

the future Prophet of Islam. There is an 

opinion that Prophet was either 8 or 12 

years old when he met Bahira (Erşahin, 

2021).  The narrative, quoted in this 

research from Ibn Ishaq‘s Sīratu Rasūli l-

Lāh (Guillaume, 2004)  set the story when 

Abu Talib went with a trade caravan to 

Syria, and on this trip, his nephew, the 

young Prophet accompanied him. When 

the caravan arrived at Busrà in Syria, they 

met a famous Christian monk named 

Bahira. He had a deep knowledge of 
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Christianity, which he acquired from books 

passed down through generations. 

Although Abu Talib‘s caravans had 

passed by Bahira many times before, the 

monk had never noticed them until that 

day. When they stopped near Bahira‘s 

place, he invited them to eat. This 

happened because Bahira saw something 

unusual in his room: he perceived the 

presence of the young Prophet in a 

caravan, protected by a cloud among the 

people. When they reached Bahira‘s place, 

the branches of a nearby tree bent and 

drooped over the young Prophet, creating 

a protective shadow over him. Upon seeing 

this, Bahira came out of his cell and 

invited the caravan to eat with him. 

However, the young Prophet was left 

under a tree with his belongings because 

he was still very young.   

Bahira then ordered all the 

Quraysh, including the youngest, to attend 

the banquet. One of the Quraysh 

subsequently brought the young Prophet 

into Bahira‘s place to dine with the others. 

After the meal, Bahira posed a question to 

the young Prophet in the name of the gods 

al-Lat and al-’Uzza. However, the young 

Prophet emphasized his allegiance to 

Allah, expressing his disapproval of these 

gods. Bahira then proceeded to question 

the young Prophet, receiving answers 

aligned with his own knowledge from his 

books. As Bahira examined the young 

Prophet‘s back, he noticed the seal of 

prophethood between his shoulders, 

exactly where he had expected it to be 

based on his readings. 

At the end of the meeting, Bahira 

advised Abu Talib to take the young 

Prophet home to Mecca carefully because 

a bright future awaited him and he had to 

be protected from the Jews. Apart from 

Bahira, three Christians or Jews named 

Zurair, Tammaim, and Daris also saw in 

the young Prophet what Bahira had seen. 

They tried to attack him, but Bahira 

warned them and reminded them of the 

descriptions of the young Prophet that 

they had found in the holy books, and that 

if they tried to harm him, they would not 

succeed. 

The narrative illuminates the 

potential for mutual understanding and 

respect transcending religious diversity. 

Bahira‘s profound comprehension of 

Christianity, gathered from ancient texts, 

acts as a catalyst for following events. His 

invitation to dine with the caravan reflects 

his willingness to engage with individuals 

from diverse religious and cultural 

backgrounds. His recognition of the young 

Prophet signifies a spiritual insight 

surpassing mere observation. Symbolically, 

the protective cloud and bending branches 

surrounding the young Prophet emphasize 

Bahira‘s perception of divine presence. 

Bahira‘s friendliness to invite all 

Quraysh tribe members to the banquet 

regardless of age, embodies hospitality 

and inclusivity. Subsequent dialogue 

between him and the young Prophet 
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revolves around religious beliefs, 

illustrating a respectful exchange of ideas. 

The young Prophet‘s emphasis on 

monotheism later aligns with Islamic 

principles, while Bahira‘s inquiries draw 

from Christian scriptures, showcasing 

mutual understanding. 

Bahira‘s encounter with the young 

Prophet, serves as a key moment in the 

narrative, highlighting the 

interconnectedness of their spiritual 

journeys and the significance of cross-

religious interactions. Bahira‘s recognition 

of Prophet Muhammad‘s divine calling, 

despite his young age and the prevailing 

polytheistic beliefs of the Quraysh tribe, 

underscores the universality of prophetic 

insight. Moreover, Bahira‘s foresight 

regarding the challenges that the young 

Muhammad may face from opposing 

factions, particularly the Jews, reflects 

the socio-political landscape and the 

consequences of his prophetic mission.    

It is evident that the narratives 

recounting the encounter between Bahira 

and the young Prophet Muhammad provide 

insight into the interfaith exchanges that 

may have occurred during this period. 

Whether historical or symbolic, the 

encounter emphasizes the 

interconnectedness of religious traditions 

in the 6th CE Arabian Peninsula. These 

interactions, characterized by hospitality, 

prophecy, and theological dialogue, 

contribute to a deeper understanding of 

the cultural and religious environment of 

the time. The significance of this 

encounter is reflected in its impact on the 

early life of the Prophet. It symbolizes the 

potential of dialogue and understanding 

across religious boundaries, highlighting 

the capacity for shared respect and 

recognition within diverse religious 

landscapes. 

 
The Encounter Significances for 

Interfaith Dynamics 

The historical context surrounding the 

encounter between Bahira and the young 

Prophet Muhammad  is rooted in the rich 

religious landscape of pre-Islamic Arabia 

during the 6th century. This era  saw a 

diverse of religious traditions coexisting, 

including indigenous Arab pagan beliefs, 

Judaism, Christianity, and Iranian 

religions. Amidst this multifaceted 

religious context, the encounter 

symbolizes a moment of interfaith 

dialogue and understanding, reflecting an 

instance of cross-cultural engagement. 

At its core, the narrative suggests a 

recognition of commonalities between 

Christian and Islam. Bahira‘s recognition 

of prophetic signs on the young Prophet 

Muhammad‘s body bridged Christian 

teachings and the prophecies within the 

Islamic tradition. This recognition holds 

implications for the perception of shared 

spiritual heritage and the 

interconnectedness of Abrahamic faiths, 

contributing to the ongoing dialogue 

between different religious traditions 

(Patmawati, 2016). The encounter serves 
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as a historical model for interfaith 

relations, providing insight into the 

formative period of Islam. It suggests a 

precedent for open-mindedness, 

intellectual exchange, recognition of 

shared values, fostering understanding and 

cooperation among diverse religious 

communities. 

The significance of this narrative 

lies in its ability to bridge the past and 

present, fostering dialogue and 

understanding among diverse religious 

communities. It serves as a historical 

cornerstone for nurturing mutual respect 

and understanding, echoing contemporary 

endeavors to promote religious 

moderation in pluralistic societies. In 

today‘s world, characterized by religious 

diversity and occasional divisive tensions, 

the principles embodied in the encounter 

between Bahira and the young Prophet 

Muhammad offer a constructive path 

toward fostering mutual understanding 

and promoting peaceful coexistence 

among diverse religious groups. By 

advocating for principles such as common 

ground, hospitality, mutual respect, 

dialogue, and mutual recognition, the 

encounter inspires contemporary 

initiatives aimed at cultivating interfaith 

harmony and understanding. 

 

Common Ground 

In the socio-religious context of the 

Arabian Peninsula in the 6th century, the 

encounter between Bahira and the young 

Prophet Muhammad takes on significance. 

During this time, the Arabian Peninsula 

was characterized by a diverse religious 

landscape, with polytheistic beliefs 

dominating the region, alongside of Jewish 

and Christian communities. Furthermore, 

in such context, where tribal affiliations 

and religious identities often intersected, 

finding common ground between different 

faiths would have been particularly crucial 

for fostering social cohesion and peaceful 

coexistence. By recognizing socio-cultural 

shared values and ethics Bahira and the 

young Prophet laid the groundwork for 

mutual understanding which could help 

bridge divides and promote harmony 

within the diverse religious landscape of 

the Arabian Peninsula. 

Bahira‘s encounter with the young 

Prophet Muhammad and their subsequent 

conversation exemplifies the potential for 

finding common ground amidst religious 

diversity. Despite being from different 

faith backgrounds they were able to 

identify shared spiritual beliefs and 

values. This recognition of common 

ground likely stemmed from the 

monotheistic core of both Christianity and 

the early teachings of Islam, which 

emphasized the existence of a single, all-

powerful deity (Heck, 2009). By engaging 

in dialogue about their shared spiritual 

beliefs, Bahira and the young Prophet 

Muhammad demonstrated that theological 

differences need not be barriers to 

understanding and cooperation. 
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The encounter serves as a powerful 

example of how individuals from different 

religious backgrounds can come together 

to find common ground, despite 

theological differences. In the socio-

religious context of 6th century Arabia, 

this recognition of shared values and 

beliefs would have been essential for 

fostering peaceful coexistence amidst 

religious diversity. However, common 

ground transcends mere shared 

experiences within a social context. It 

should be rooted in a deeper philosophical 

understanding of humans as inherently 

religious beings who share relationships 

with one another (Barborich, 2019). 

Common ground is instrumental in 

facilitating a deeper comprehension of 

one‘s own religion, expanding knowledge 

of neighboring religions, and fostering 

meaningful cross-cultural and 

interreligious dialogue. 

 

Hospitality and Mutual Respect 

As states previously, the Arabian Peninsula 

in the 6th century characterized by 

diversity of religious beliefs and practices. 

Bahira‘s hospitality towards the young 

Prophet serves as an example of how 

openness and generosity can transcend 

religious differences. Hospitality emerges 

as a religious virtue (Moyaert, 2011). 

Despite their different backgrounds, 

Bahira‘s decision to welcome Abu Talib‘s 

caravan into his home reflects an 

understanding that hospitality is a 

universal principle that bridges religious 

boundaries, fostering inclusivity and 

acceptance essential for positive 

interfaith dynamics. 

This notion of inclusivity is 

underscored by Ramadan on ‗necessary 

diversity‘ in interfaith dialogue (Ramadan, 

2004). He emphasizes the importance of 

managing the diverse perspectives, 

beliefs, and traditions present within 

religious communities. This diversity 

enriches dialogue, allowing individuals to 

broaden their understanding and 

appreciation of religious pluralism. Bahira 

and the young Prophet Muhammad‘s 

encounter exemplifies this principle. Their 

willingness to engage in dialogue 

demonstrates a recognition of the 

inherent dignity regardless of their 

religious affiliation. By initiating 

conversation and acknowledging each 

other‘s spiritual experiences, they laid the 

foundation for meaningful exchange and 

cooperation between different faith 

traditions. 

Furthermore, the mutual respect 

demonstrated between Bahira and the 

young Prophet Muhammad illustrates that 

religious differences do not have to 

obstruct human connection and 

cooperation. The young Prophet 

Muhammad‘s response of gratitude 

towards Bahira reflects the Islamic value 

of honoring others, showcasing a mutual 

expression of hospitality and respect that 

transcends religious divides. This example 
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serves as a compelling model for building 

harmonious relations based on empathy, 

understanding, and respect for all 

individuals, regardless of their religious 

beliefs. In a world marked by religious 

pluralism and occasional tensions, Bahira 

and the young Prophet Muhammad offer 

an example of how mutual respect can 

bridge religious divides and foster 

solidarity among diverse communities 

(Ramadan, 2004; Mitias, 2021). 

 

Pluralistic Dialogue 

The meeting between Bahira and the 

young  Prophet Muhammad exemplifies a 

positive interfaith interaction and 

dialogue. Despite their different religious 

backgrounds, they engaged in a respectful 

exchange, with Bahira imparting his 

knowledge and insights to the young 

Muhammad. Eck asserts that pluralism is 

more than simply listing differences and is 

not merely the celebration of diversity in 

a spirit of goodwill (Eck, 2007b). This 

perspective resonates with the encounter 

between Bahira and the young Prophet. 

Bahira‘s approach exemplifies the notion 

that understanding pluralism requires 

more than passive recognition or 

superficial appreciation of differences.  

Bahira actively engages with the 

young Prophet, demonstrating a 

commitment to promoting dialogue across 

religious boundaries. Their conversation 

presents what Eck refers to as a ‗dialogue 

of life,‘ characterized by inclusive and 

unstructured interaction between people 

from different traditions (Eck, 1986). This 

interaction goes beyond mere 

acknowledgment of their differing beliefs 

but involves meaningful interaction and a 

genuine effort to bridge divides and 

respect. The encounter highlights the 

significance of active engagement and 

empathy in embodying pluralistic ideals. 

Bahira serves as an example of the 

proactive approach required to celebrate 

diversity for inclusive and harmonious 

coexistence, viewing it as a dynamic 

process through which individuals engage 

with one another (Eck, 2007a).  

Pluralism necessitates more than 

just acknowledging diversity; it requires 

active participation in the complex 

dynamics of relationships between 

different religions (Hutabarat, 2023). This 

concept is exemplified in the narrative of 

the encounter. Bahira‘s approach to the 

young Prophet demonstrates a paradigm 

of respectful dialogue marked by respect 

and openness. By withholding assumptions 

and demonstrating a genuine curiosity 

about then Prophet‘s beliefs, Bahira 

presents the importance of dialog with 

others in a spirit of understanding.   

Encounters such as between Bahira 

and the young Muhammad serve as 

reminders of our shared humanity, 

transcending differences in belief and 

practice (Eck, 1994; Hutabarat, 2023). 

Such moments of recognition and 

affirmation across religious boundaries 
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challenge exclusivism, inviting individuals 

to embrace the diversity and richness of 

the human spiritual experience. The 

encounter highlighting the significance of 

recognizing and affirming spiritual truths 

present in other religious traditions. 

Bahira‘s acknowledgment of the prophetic 

calling of the young Muhammad 

exemplifies a willingness to transcend the 

boundaries of his own faith and embrace 

divine manifestations in different religious 

contexts. 

 

Mutual Recognition 

Bahira‘s recognition of Muhammad as a 

prophet carries profound implications for 

the relations between Islam and 

Christianity, as well as within the broader 

Abrahamic tradition. It not only affirms 

Bahira‘s acknowledgment of Muhammad‘s 

prophethood but also underscores the 

shared monotheistic belief across 

Abrahamic religions. Through his 

knowledge of the holy scriptures, Bahira 

discerned signs of prophethood in 

Muhammad, suggesting a continuity 

between Islam and preceding Abrahamic 

religions. 

Moreover, Bahira‘s acceptance of 

the young Muhammad‘s prophethood 

highlights the historical and spiritual 

connections between Islam and other 

Abrahamic faiths, emphasizing the 

uninterrupted nature of God‘s revelation 

to humankind. This concept aligns with 

what Schuon and Nasr refer to as the 

‗transcendental unity of religions‘ (Nasr, 

2007). Bahira‘s recognition of 

Muhammad‘s prophethood exemplifies the 

idea that Islam aims not to negate 

previous faiths but to continue guiding 

individuals towards righteousness and 

happiness in both this world and the 

hereafter. 

The mutual recognition between 

Bahira and the young Prophet Muhammad 

emphasizes the interconnectedness and 

mutual respect within the broader 

Abrahamic tradition. From Nasr‘s 

philosophia perennis perspective (Nasr, 

2007) this exchange illustrates how 

recognizing each other‘s existence and 

significance can foster positive interfaith 

relations and dialogue, promoting unity 

and mutual respect among diverse 

religious communities. 

While differences in rituals and 

theology may exist, recognizing the unity 

of religious origins can foster tolerance 

and mutual understanding among 

believers. Mutual recognition between 

Bahira and the young Prophet Muhammad 

demonstrates how the concept of shared 

religious roots can be translated into real-

life practice, fostering constructive 

dialogue and collaboration for the greater 

good. Such mutual recognition serves as a 

reminder of the potential for peaceful 

coexistence among all religions, 

contributing to the creation of a more just 

and prosperous world through a spirit of 

brotherhood and tolerance. 
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CONCLUSION 

The encounter between Bahira and the 

young Prophet Muhammad holds deep 

significance in the religious landscape of 

6th  century Arabia. Whether seen as 

historical fact or symbolic representation, 

it reflects a moment of potential 

interfaith understanding between a 

Christian monk and the future Prophet of 

Islam, leaving a lasting impact on both 

religious and cultural histories. This 

encounter is often cited as a pivotal event 

in the development of Islamic tradition, 

showcasing the early recognition of the 

young Prophet Muhammad‘s prophetic 

potential by individuals outside his 

immediate community. Bahira‘s foresight 

and recognition of prophetic signs in the 

young Muhammad‘s shoulder underscore 

the interconnectedness of Abrahamic 

faiths and the potential for mutual 

understanding and respect among diverse 

religious communities. 

This narrative carries weighty 

implications for ongoing religious 

coexistence between Islam and 

Christianity, fostering mutual respect and 

dialogue. It inspires future generations to 

engage in interfaith dialogue, promoting 

cooperation and peaceful coexistence. 

Additionally, it prompts a revaluation of 

historical encounters between 

representatives of different faith 

traditions, encouraging a deeper 

understanding of the complexities of 

interfaith dynamics throughout history. 

Viewing the encounter through pluralistic 

dialogue and common ground offers 

insights into interfaith relations and 

religious pluralism, highlighting the 

importance of understanding across 

religious divides and the potential for 

fruitful dialogue. 

Embracing values such as common 

ground, hospitality and mutual respect, 

pluralistic dialogue, and mutual 

recognition, as demonstrated in the Bahira 

and the young Prophet Muhammad 

encounter, can lead to a more inclusive 

and harmonious world. Their encounter 

underscore the significance of religious 

moderation, fostering empathy and 

acceptance of differing viewpoints. 

Furthermore, the narrative serves as a 

catalyst for introspection within both 

Islamic and Christian communities, 

encouraging individuals to examine their 

own beliefs and practices in light of the 

principles of mutual recognition and 

understanding exemplified by Bahira and 

the young Prophet Muhammad. By 

following their example, we can strive 

towards a world where diverse faith 

traditions peacefully coexist, grounded in 

shared humanity, where the richness of 

religious diversity is celebrated rather 

than feared. 
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