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Foreword
Mark N. Swanson

Tim Vivian and Maged S.A. Mikhail introduce this extraordinary 
volume by telling us that “Saint Bishoi of Scetis (d. ca. 417) enjoys 
tremendous popularity throughout the Christian East.” For some 

readers, that may be news. The name Bishoi is not very well known among 
Western Christians. My own knowledge of the saint until not so many years 
ago was limited to the following: he was the Coptic St. Christopher (¶ν, 
appendix); there was a monastery named for him in Egypt’s Wadi al-Nat-
run (¶ι); and there was a place within the ancient church of the neighboring 
Monastery of the Syrians (Dayr al-Suryān) where he was said to have tied his 
hair to a hook or peg in the ceiling in order to help him keep vigil at night 
(¶20). For many readers, indeed for me, a volume like this present one is an 
introduction to a new world—or better, a number of intersecting worlds.

At the historical level there is the world of Eastern Christianity, a 
world of diverse but deeply interconnected communities. In that world, 
stories of saints like Bishoi readily jumped linguistic and confessional bar-
riers, “the same” story being refashioned in subtle (and not-so-subtle) 
ways so as to inspire awe, give hope, instill virtues, warn against demonic 
“thoughts,”1 defend the faith, or simply provide entertainment—in a wide 
variety of cultural and political settings. The general introduction traces 
the journey of the Life through four languages, three major families of 
manuscripts, and (by my count) sixteen recensions—a testimony to pains-
taking and determined historical detective work! The presentation of 
results may be a bit daunting at first read, but I found myself repeatedly 
returning to this general introduction, with increasing profit, as I became 
more familiar with the texts themselves and began to think of them syn-
optically: for every individual anecdote, we are given four “snapshots” of 
its evolution through time and space. 
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Another world to which the texts point us is an imaginative world, a 
world of wonders: the Egyptian desert conceived of as a place where earth 
and heaven meet. There, saintly individuals can fast from physical food 
because they are fed with heavenly food (¶17);2 Christ (e.g., ¶¶12–13, 
69) or the prophet Jeremiah (¶9) or the emperor Constantine (¶¶35–40) 
might drop in for a visit; a Syrian saint can ride home on a cloud (¶52); 
saints can defeat Satan (e.g., ¶¶14–16, 59–62); and angels protect those 
who sleep (¶53A). This world of wonders may already be familiar from 
other literature of the Egyptian desert; The Life of Bishoi is a witness to 
its importance in the imaginations of Eastern Christians, an element in 
the resilience of Christian cultures that, even in the bleakest historical 
moments, have sustained the confidence that heaven can touch earth and 
that Christ dwells with the saints.

But not all is perfect in that imaginative world. The Life of Bishoi also 
reminds us that this is a distant world, a strange one, not to be too easily 
romanticized or made into a kind of utopia. Scholars of this ancient lit-
erature of the desert ascetics may be used to pointing out (for example) 
examples of anti-Judaism or misogyny as unfortunately typical. Newcom-
ers to these texts,3 however, may react to them with deep offense, to the 
point of wondering why they should be invited to read a text that includes 
something like, say, the story of the monk Isaac and the Jewish woman 
(¶¶64–67)—a story that became more, not less, misogynistic over the pas-
sage of time. Perhaps Content Warnings are in order?4 As someone who 
loves the literature of the desert Christians and who has used it in teach-
ing “spiritual formation” courses, I find in such passages a call to some 
soul-searching (and syllabus revision): perhaps in my teaching I have 
implied the quasi-canonical status of texts that cannot and should not be 
expected to bear that weight.

In spite of the strangeness of these texts about the ancient desert Chris-
tians, and increasing awareness of the ways in which they participate in 
human fallenness, I and many others have regularly been surprised by their 
capacity, across barriers of time and space and culture, to capture mind and 
heart with questions about what is truly important in a human life. What 
sticks with me about the portrayal5 of St. Bishoi in the Life is not his feats 
of fasting or his mystical conversations, but rather his humility and care 
for others, some of whom have lost their way or “fallen into some kind of 
mental and spiritual depression.”6

There is some irony in this portrayal. Bishoi had a “longing desire” 
(eros in the Greek Life) for God, to be lived out in “contemplative solitude” 
(hēsychía). In his introduction,7 Tim Vivian has a fascinating discussion of 
the importance of this for a Christian reclamation of the category of the 
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erotic. However, the Life is not finally a story about a solitary figure whose 
“heart was on fire” (¶69) with love for God, but rather a story about a per-
son who, despite an intense desire for solitude, became a teacher, intercessor, 
guide, and head of a community (¶¶33–34, 48–49). It is not the solitary 
lover of God, but rather the one who “spiritually struggles and ministers to 
others,” whom Christ calls “my son and heir” (¶49, Greek, my emphasis).

The ancient request made to the desert teachers was for “a word” to live 
by.8 I heard “a word” to me in this call to teach and guide, in spite of desires 
to invest my time in “higher” (in my case, purely academic) things. Other 
readers of the literature of the desert ascetics have had similar experiences. 
So, I believe I can say: Read on, in the hope that, for all the text’s distance 
and strangeness, you will hear “a life-giving word” about “problems . . . 
and disciplines . . . [that] are directly and profoundly our business.”9 Even 
if not, you’ll gain insight into the faith that has sustained ancient Christian 
communities, from the time of the historical Bishoi down to our own day.

Notes
1 Note the treatment of anger (¶¶48, ζ) and vainglory (¶77). 
2 And note the account of a monastic “intervention” at ¶58.
3 I have in mind some of my own students, who have been formed by the 

Black Lives Matter and the Me Too movements, and who have known far 
too many instances of violence directed at faith communities.

4 This was the solution of one of my students in a report for my “Desert 
Discipleship” class during spring semester, 2019.

5 Or better, “portrayals.” I note the way that the descriptions of Anba 
Bishoi and his teachings become more down to earth, as we move from 
the Greek to the other versions; see, for example, ¶63. 

6 From the Introduction to the Ge‘ez Life, p. 200. 
7 The introduction to chapter one, “The Greek Life of Paΐsios in 

Translation.”
8 As in ¶63, Greek.
9 Rowan Williams quoted at the end of Tim Vivian’s introduction to chap-

ter one, p. 46.
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General Introduction
Saint Bishoi of Scetis
Maged S.A. Mikhail

Our Righteous Father, the perfect man, the beloved of our Good Savior
—Coptic Diptych 

Saint Bishoi of Scetis (d. ca. 417) enjoys tremendous popularity through-
out the Christian East, and particularly among the Copts. “Bishūy” is 
a common name within that community, busloads of pilgrims visit the 

saint’s monastery at Scetis (Shihēt/Wadi al-Natrun) every week, and his life 
has been made into a full-length movie. The saint and his monastery only 
increased in popularity since the 1980s as the late Coptic Patriarch, H.H. 
Pope Shenouda III (Patr. 1971–2012), established his patriarchal residence 
adjacent to the monastery, which rendered it the leading monastery in Egypt. 

The historical Bishoi lived during what may be easily regarded as the 
Golden Age of Scetis, a remarkable era in which a litany of larger-than-life 
monastics lived and interacted with one another.1 Even among such elite 
company, however, Bishoi stood out as the founder of one of the four great 
monasteries of Scetis: those of Macarius, John the Little, Bishoi, and the 
Roman Fathers (al-Barāmūs).2 In fact, Bishoi is the patron of two mon-
asteries at Scetis. As the Aphthartodocetic controversy ripped through 
anti-Chalcedonian ranks in Egypt during the first half of the sixth century,3 
pitting the followers of Severus of Antioch against those of Julian of Hali-
carnassus, monks from the Monastery of St. Bishoi likely founded the 
neighboring community, “the Monastery of the Mother of God of the Syr-
ians of Abba Bishoi,” which is best known as “the Monastery of the Syrians” 
(Dayr al-Suryān). Soon, as the Aphthartodocetic controversy faded into the 
footnotes of the history of Christology, both monasteries flourished as mon-
uments to the memory of the saint. Among other points of interest, ancient 
and modern visitors to the Monastery of the Syrians have always sought out 
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the cave where the saint tied his hair to the ceiling to force himself to stay 
awake praying (Life of Bishoi [LBsh] ¶20), and the Tree of Ephrem, which is 
associated with that saint’s visit to Bishoi (¶¶50–51).4 Moreover, several of 
the Syriac manuscripts of the LBsh discussed below came from the Monas-
tery of the Syrians, which still retains the oldest known manuscript.

Sometime in 407, Scetis was sacked by barbarians, prompting many 
monastics, including John the Little and Bishoi, to depart for other regions.5 
At that juncture, Bishoi fled to Middle Egypt, where his legacy became 
intertwined with that of Paul of Tamma. The two saints lived together per-
haps for as long as a decade (407–17) and their relics remain together until 
this day.6 Eventually, as detailed in greater length below, their relics were 
translated to what would become known as Dayr Anba Bishoi at al-Barsha 
in Antinoë/Ansina, and, subsequently, they were brought to Bishoi’s mon-
astery at Wadi al-Natrun in the ninth century. 

In spite of Bishoi’s prominence, his biography has received only spo-
radic, scattered attention. It survives in Greek, Syriac, Ethiopic, Arabic, and 
Garshuni7 recensions, though, oddly, no Coptic text survives. The goal of 
this study is to make the various recensions of his hagio-biography more 
accessible to both scholars and the general public,8 particularly those inter-
ested in early Christian and monastic spirituality or Egyptian (Coptic) 
Christianity. Another goal is to provide discussions and commentary on 
the literary and historical heritage of these texts, several aspects of which 
may be appreciated only by contrasting the various recensions. Finally, the 
volume presents new editions and translations for LBsh based on the oldest 
accessible manuscripts. The Greek text provided in chapter two, though 
not intended to be a critical edition as such, is based on four of the earliest 
accessible manuscripts, only one of which has been edited, by Pomialovskii 
in 1902, and none previously translated. Similarly, the English translation 
of the Syriac recension is based on an unpublished manuscript that pro-
vides a far more reliable textual witness than the sole edition published by 
Paul Bedjan in 1892. An edition of that manuscript is forthcoming. In a 
similar vein, the Arabic translation is based on the oldest accessible man-
uscript for that recension. The Ge‘ez (Ethiopic) version of the Life, the 
first translation into English, is based on the critical edition published by 
Gérard Colin in 2002. The remainder of this general introduction focuses 
on the meaning of the saint’s name and identity, the translation of his relics, 
a controversial pericope in the Life, and the textual history of LBsh.

Bishoi’s Name and Identity 
The saint is known by various names throughout history. Not only has his 
name changed somewhat as various scribes translated his hagio-biography 
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from one language into another but, at least in Syriac and Arabic, fluc-
tuations in orthography and the phonetic pronunciation of the name are 
well attested. Moreover, confusion as to the different figures who share 
the name “Bishoi” persists among the laity and within scholarly literature, 
along with uncertainty surrounding the meaning of his name.

Attempts at discerning the meaning of the saint’s name often beg a basic 
question: which of the dominant forms—Gr. Paΐsios, Cop. P[i]shōi, Syr. 
Bishoi [Byshwyhy], Eth. Bsoy, Ar. Bishūy, Bishiyyah, and Bishāy—should 
be considered original and which are derivatives? The etymology would be 
preserved in the original form of the name, but not necessarily within its 
variants. To that end, Evelyn-White forwarded a problematic etymology of 
Paΐsios that calls for reading this Greek form, which is not attested in any 
non-Greek manuscript, according to a mixed, Greek–Coptic, etymology: 
pa-Isis, “he who belongs to Isis.” Reading the name as Coptic, however, 
resolves this oddity. The original etymology is likely closer to “Pa-Shai,” 
i.e., “he who belongs to Shai”—the popular Egyptian god of fate. Uncon-
cerned with linguistic accuracy per se, LBsh provides an etymology of the 
name in ¶7 by way of a ubiquitous hagiographic trope that underscores 
the meaning of a saint’s name.9 The passage maintains that Abba Amoi (Gr. 
Pambo/Syr. Bemoi) called the saint “Sunrise,” or “the Shining Father.” 
Behind the gloss is a wordplay that understands shoi as a synonym for the 
verb shai, “to rise,” which also designates “dawn.”10 Confusion between shoi 
and shai is reflected in the common Arabic variant for the saint’s name, 
“Bishāy,” which is also attested in Syriac.11

Given that the wordplay is intelligible only in Coptic, the form “Pshōi” 
should be considered original. This passage (¶7) is attested in the Arabic, 
Syriac, Garshuni, and Ethiopic recensions, but the extant Greek manuscripts 
(see below), while retaining the structure and wording of the trope in part, 
fail to comprehend the wordplay and do not retain it. This, among other 
clues (discussed below), indicates that the accessible Greek recension, while 
preserving early readings and passages of LBsh, is not the oldest. Regard-
less of which language LBsh was originally drafted in, whoever penned the 
autograph must have understood the wordplay on the saint’s name in Coptic.

The popularity of the name and its cognates has led to a great deal of 
confusion within the historical record.12 Here, the first three figures dis-
cussed shared the same name in Greek (Paΐsios), Coptic (Pshoi), Ethiopic 
(Bsoy), Syriac and Arabic (Bishoi, Bishay; but also, Ibshāy, Bīshā), while the 
other four shared one or more variants of it. (1) The first and most famous 
bearer of the name is our saint, Paΐsios or Bishoi of Scetis (d. ca. 417), the 
focus of this study. Commemorated on 8 Abib (July 15), this saint was born 
in Egypt and never left the province. Moreover, there is no evidence that 
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he spoke a language other than Coptic, or was ordained to a clerical rank. 
Most likely, this saint also carried the designation “Bishoi of Jeremiah.”13 
LBsh records that the saint was particularly fond of the Book of Jeremiah; 
he memorized it, and the prophet would come and explain it to him (¶9). 
(2) A second figure is Paΐsios/Bishoi of Constantinople, the author of the 
Life of Maximus and Domitius. This Bishoi was a Greek-speaker and a citizen 
of Constantinople, who came under the guidance of Macarius the Great. In 
the manuscript record, he is identified as “the Archdeacon of Constantino-
ple, who became the first Archdeacon in the desert of Scetis.”14 (3) A third 
saint with an identical name is Bishoi of Akhmim (or Sohag), the founder 
of the famed Red Monastery, who was associated with Saint Shenoute of 
Atripe. He is commemorated on 5 Amshir (February 12). 

Other saints are more marginal, but have also been conflated with one 
or more of the above-named saints. (4) One figure is Bishoi Anub (Bishay 
Anub), a martyr commemorated on 19 Ba’ūna (June 26), though confusion 
here seems to be minimal, given that “Anub” is typically given as part of his 
name. (5) Another Bishoi (Bishay) was also a martyr; he is commemorated 
on 29 Ba’ūna (July 6). (6) The final Egyptian figure sharing this name is 
Saint Pshōi of Tud, a seventh-century monastic in Upper Egypt, who was 
the patron saint, or possibly the founder, of a monastery.15 He is commem-
orated on 25 Kiyahk (January 3). (7) Outside of Egypt, phonetic similarity 
led to confusion between Bishoi of Scetis and the late eighth-century East 
Syrian Saint Beh Isho‘, whose biography is a version of LBsh.16 Having 
distinguished the various saints who shared this name, the focus now shifts  
to the traditions surrounding the translation of the saint’s relics to Scetis/
Wadi al-Natrun.

Translation of Relics
It is essential to delineate the two translations of the relics of saints Bishoi 
and Paul of Tamma (¶79). The sequence of these events is hopelessly con-
fused in the Synaxarium and most modern studies,17 though they inform 
how we may read and date various recensions of LBsh. Two details are con-
sistent across all texts: the saints died at different times, and at different 
locations. Moreover, the pattern of translation is nearly identical across 
most manuscripts, though the proper names of the individuals involved and 
the location where the relics were deposited differ. The following descrip-
tion is based on Manuscript Family B [MS FamB] and Family C [MS FamC] 
(see below for the manuscript families and recensions); the account in MS 
FamA retains the same overall pattern parsed here, though it forwards a 
problematic reference addressed separately below in the context of LBsh’s 
textual history. Notably, the long recension of the Life of Paul of Tamma 
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places the death of Paul at Aswan rather than Antaiopolis/Qaw, as proposed 
below.18 In general, while the Lives of Bishoi and Paul maintain that the 
saints were buried together,19 the details in Paul’s Life are irreconcilable 
with those in LBsh. Moreover, while Bishoi appears in two passages in the 
Life of Paul, the close relationship between the two saints carefully culti-
vated in LBsh is lacking in that text.20

Bishoi passed away ca. 417, at what Recension WN2 Ar1 identifies as 
Minyat al-Saqr (or al-Saqar); it, along with the Ethiopic Mukyāduḥ and 
the Syrian Mounēya Duwany, remains unidentified. “Minya” is most likely 
a port district,21 perhaps that of Panopolis or Hierakonopolis.22 Regardless, 
the details of the account position that location south of Antaiopolis/Qaw.23 
After Bishoi’s death, Paul of Tamma relocated to the north and passed away 
a few months later. Hearing of Bishoi’s passing, an abbot from a monastery 
at Antinoë/Ansina traveled south on a boat to procure his relics.24 The Ara-
bic (Rec. WN2 Ar.1) identifies the abbot as “Athanasius” of Ansina, while the 
Syriac, Garshuni, and Ethiopic texts identify him as [S-y-r-w-s] “Siyrwūs” 
or “Siyrawes” of Ansina. (The Greek recensions’ identification of “Isido-
ros” is discussed below). Athanasius is otherwise unknown, but Siyrwūs 
is likely the “Sūrus” of Ansina and Asyut, referred to in the Life of Paul 
of Tamma,25 and is likely synonymous with the Apa Soures (or Sourous) 
attested in several Coptic inscriptions alongside Bishoi and Paul—though 
those inscriptions are farther north, at Saqqara.26

The abbot acquired Bishoi’s relics, but on the trip back north to Ansina 
the boat halted near the location of Paul’s burial. Two days later, an ancho-
rite Jeremiah—whose name is consistent across all recensions—informed 
the crew that the bodies of Bishoi and Paul must remain together. Jeremiah 
is likely the noted anchorite, and perhaps the founder of the Monastery 
of Jeremiah, that is, Dayr Anba Harmina, near Antaiopolis (Tkoou/Qaw 
al-Kabir).27 Once the crew brought Paul’s remains on board, the boat 
sailed, and the abbot proceeded to deposit the remains of both saints at his 
monastery, where they remained until the 840s. This monastery is almost 
certainly Dayr al-Barsha, near Antinoë/Ansina. This first translation of rel-
ics occurred within the fifth century, though the Synaxarium does not cite 
it. Still, it grafts the account of the immovable ship onto the narrative of the 
later translation from the second quarter of the ninth century.

The second translation proceeded during a unique historical juncture—
the late eighth to early ninth centuries—during which several monasteries 
were renovated and the relics of many saints were translated to Scetis/Wadi 
al-Natrun.28 These translations included the relics of saints who had left the 
wadi in the fifth century due to violent barbarian raids. Hence, at the end 
of the eighth century, the remains of John the Little were translated to his 
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monastery at Wadi al-Natrun,29 but Bishoi’s and Paul’s relics had to wait. The 
second and third decades of the ninth century were extremely turbulent. In 
817, the Fifth Sacking of Scetis devastated the monasteries of the region, and 
the Fourth Fitna (civil war) between al-Amīn and al-Ma’mūn for control of 
the caliphate, and its turbulent aftermath, along with the ensuing Bashmūric 
Revolt in the Delta, brought a great deal of chaos and violence to Lower 
Egypt.30 With great effort, the government restored order in the mid-830s, 
and by the 840s the History of the Patriarchs reports that the monasteries pros-
pered and an era of “grace and peace” commenced.31

Sometime in the 840s, Patriarch Yusāb I (Joseph: 830–49) called for 
the second translation of the relics of Bishoi and Paul.32 (One manuscript 
provides an exact date: 4 Kiyahk am 558/30 November ad 841.)33 Thus, 
the relics were translated from Ansina to the Monastery of St. Bishoi at 
Wadi al-Natrun; it is this translation that is recorded in the Synaxarium.34 
As demonstrated below, the drafting of the exemplar for LBsh MS FamB 
almost certainly occurred prior to this event, though the normative shape 
of the recension at the core of that family came about in the wadi. On the 
whole, the monastic centers at Ansina had been in decline since the late 
eighth century, and the Coptic patriarch instigated the translation of the 
relics. Moreover, beyond the fame and antiquity of the monasteries of Wadi 
al-Natrun, the wadi was quickly developing into one of the preeminent 
centers of ecclesiastical authority in the Coptic Church.35 The procure-
ment of relics bolstered that prestige. 

Later, by the early fourteenth century, the Monastery of Anba Bishoi 
had fallen into disrepair, and suffered from what appears to have been a 
major termite infestation. Patriarch Benjamin II, who visited the wadi in  
ad 1330, spearheaded the restoration efforts, which included the con-
secration of a church (though, perhaps, only an altar).36 The renovation 
proceeded so swiftly that we are told that “if not for human weakness, [the 
workers] would have seen angels aiding in the restoration.”37 Significantly, 
the earliest reference to the tradition of the incorruptibility of Bishoi’s body 
dates to the fourteenth century (see below), and at least one source directly 
links it to the patriarch’s visit.38

Purgation in the Desert 
Undoubtedly, the most sensitive account in LBsh is in ¶¶22–31. In that 
detailed narrative, Bishoi’s intercessions with Christ on behalf of a fallen 
monk result in the latter’s release from “Gehenna.” Previously, he was 
supposed to remain in punishment there until the “Lord returns upon a 
cloud.” Resoundingly, the pericope is disquieting in the East today, but it 
is imperative to note that the medieval audiences who heard the account, 
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and the scribes who copied the Greek, Arabic, Syriac (including two differ-
ent abbreviated recensions), Garshuni, and Ethiopic versions of LBsh, were 
clearly not as disturbed by it; hence, they retained it in all these recensions 
and manuscripts. Premodern audiences focused on the saint’s intercessory 
powers, not the purgation aspect per se. 

Nonetheless, though attested in all the Arabic manuscripts surveyed, 
the account is lacking in every modern Arabic publication39 save one, which 
appends a scolding footnote stating that the account is “contrary to divine 
justice, logic, and the Holy Bible.”40 We see a similar attitude in P. Bedjan’s 
edition of the Syriac LBsh,41 in which he transcribed the first three lines of 
BnF Syr. 236 fol. 25v, but then placed a series of ellipses and shifted the focus 
to an account based on another manuscript, and then commenced with fol. 
26v. He must have read, and decided to forgo, the remainder of fol. 25v and 
all of fol. 26r—which preserve the account in question. All indications are 
that he intentionally omitted this account. A more malicious approach may 
be observed in the unpublished BL.Or. (Syr.) 963 [Add. 14,732.8], where 
the pertinent folio (116r–v) was hastily torn out of the manuscript, leaving 
behind only a thin sliver of the torn folio still attached to the binding. 

Regrettably, the hypersensitivity around this issue, heightened in the 
modern era due to the East’s various encounters with the Roman Catholic 
Church, is largely misplaced. Purgation is not the same as Purgatory. The 
latter is a specific Roman Catholic doctrine that, by most accounts, devel-
oped in the later twelfth and early thirteenth centuries, gaining its dogmatic 
articulation at the Second Council of Lyon in 1274.42 Nonetheless, while 
the Christian East rejects the doctrine of Purgatory, the Orthodox, Roman 
Catholic, and Anglican communions are in agreement that prayers for the 
dead are efficacious (see Job 1:5; 2 Macc 12:42–44), and that on its journey 
to heaven a soul is prepared or conditioned for the heavenly realm and the 
encounter with God’s glory. In the East, as J. A. McGuckin notes, theo-
logical “speculation” on these matters, though common, never achieved the 
doctrinal status it gained in the West.43 Moreover, the East tends to conceive 
of purgation in terms of the purification of the soul in anticipation for the 
encounter with God as opposed to a notion of judicial punishment per se. 

On the whole, references to purgation (as opposed to Purgatory) are 
not rare in early Christian, patristic, or medieval writings.44 Such references 
are scattered throughout the literature of the East in general, and certainly 
within the writings of the Coptic Orthodox Church:45 from early refer-
ences in the writings of Clement of Alexandria, Origen, and Athanasius to 
the annual Kneeling Prayer (ṣalāt al-sajdah), which retained unambiguous 
references to purgation until 29 May 1999, when the Coptic Holy Synod 
removed the three most obvious references.46 In all, the Western doctrine 
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of Purgatory, which interjects specific concepts of time and space in the 
hereafter, is not accepted in the Christian East, but purgation is a differ-
ent matter. In the East, there is a long history of speculation on the soul’s 
journey to heaven and how it is purged of “sin that does not lead to death” 
(1 Jn 5:16–17). Here, the hagiographic account is not commenting on doc-
trine. Rather, its primary focus is the incredible intercessory power of Saint 
Bishoi (see also ¶21), God’s “chosen one,” as the LBsh reminds us on at least 
fifteen different occasions.

A Textual History of the Life of Bishoi
Largely unknown in the West until the modern era, the manuscript evi-
dence leaves no doubt as to Saint Bishoi’s renown among Christians in the 
East; pro-Chalcedonians (Greek Orthodox), anti-Chalcedonians (Coptic, 
Ethiopian, and Syriac Orthodox), and East Syrians (the Church of the East) 
celebrated his sanctity and reflected on the core of his biography. In Egypt, 
three monasteries and a host of churches and altars were named after the 
saint, while his Life circulated in several recensions. Among Syriac-speak-
ing Christians, Bishoi’s biography transcended the West/East Syrian divide, 
inspired religious poetry,47 and provided the textual basis for commemorat-
ing an East Syrian saint.48

With few exceptions, the extant manuscripts of the Life of Bishoi [LBsh] 
are far removed from the recensions they document, each text preserving 
a fossilized form of multi-tiered, evolving recensions that are not easily 
disentangled. Nonetheless, keeping in mind the above discussion of the 
two translations of the saint’s relics, the textual history of LBsh may now 
be written in broad strokes. This analysis clusters the available manuscripts 
and recensions into three text families, or types, and provides tentative 
dates for the emergence of each family. Notably, while two families are 
dominated by manuscripts in the same language, allegiance to a family 
is, nonetheless, based on textual similarities, not language per se. Hence, 
MS FamB is attested in Syriac, Garshuni, and Ethiopic manuscripts, and, 
doubtless, an Arabic version existed as well. 

The archetype [Ω]
As often noted, John the Little’s purported authorship of LBsh is an impos-
sibility given that he died before Bishoi, and that they separated later in 
life. At best, John would have been able to comment only on Bishoi’s stint 
at Shihēt/Scetis. For their part, medieval scribes accepted the traditional 
attribution, but also attempted to account for the narratives they penned 
(see ¶79). Be that as it may, the accessible manuscripts conceal Ω quite well: 
hence, the language of original composition remains obscure, and while the 
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complete absence of a Coptic Life for the saint remains enigmatic, and a 
Coptic original is not inconceivable, the evidence suggests a Greek exem-
plar. Demonstrably, all manuscripts postdate Ω by several generations and 
present longer versions of that autograph. 

Ω survives in recensions that adhere to three text families. Distinctive 
readings and pericopes establish the direct reliance of MS FamC on FamB; 
the link between MS FamA and FamB, however, and their relationship to 
Ω remain ambiguous. To be sure, the two manuscript families address the 
same figure and share a great deal with regard to structure and content. 
Nonetheless, a pericope from a FamB manuscript may forward an abridged 
or an embellished version of the parallel passage in a FamA text. Overall, 
while the exemplar for MS FamB, that is, Rec. β, developed before the ad 
840 translation of relics, the distinctive readings and features attested in 
the available manuscripts point to a ninth-century date and the immediate 
environment of Wadi al-Natrun (hence a date post-ad 840—see below). 
Here, the reconstruction presumes the primacy of the exemplar for MS 
FamA, Rec. α, and maintains that the exemplar for FamB, Rec. β, was most 
likely a heavily reworked manuscript from that family. Hitherto, the earliest 
manuscript witness for LBsh is a tenth-century Syriac manuscript belong-
ing to MS FamB (see below), though MS FamA recensions must have also 
been in circulation by that juncture. 

MS Family A
BHG 1402–3; CPG 2503 
(Rec. Gr α, Gr1, and Gr2)
MS FamA is hitherto exclusively attested in Greek manuscripts,49 and 
appears to present an early form of the Life, though the extant manuscripts 
are several generations removed from Ω and are not older than the exemplar 
for MS FamB (Rec. β). FamA manuscripts retain the normative structure of 
LBsh, and read: ¶¶1–80. Thus far, this recension is attested in thirty-three 
manuscripts,50 some of which retain the entirety of the biography, while 
others are incomplete or preserve only excerpts. The exemplar for this 
family, Rec. α, was likely drafted sometime between the seventh and early 
ninth centuries,51 though the earliest witness to the extant recension, Rec. 
Gr.1, is the incomplete BnF suppl. gr. 759, which dates to the late twelfth 
century. It is one of the manuscripts included in the critical apparatus for 
the Greek text and translation forwarded in this volume. 

The priority of MS FamA is likely, given that several pericopes lacking 
in this Family (that is, ¶¶α–ν) are better interpreted as later amendments 
rather than intentional omissions, and that its reading of ¶¶41 and 53B ff., 
discussed below, is likely earlier than that presented in the other families. 
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Another characteristic of Rec. Gr1 is that while various aspects position 
it squarely within the Egyptian hagiographic tradition,52 the recension 
is, nonetheless, loosely grounded in Egypt’s topography. By contrast, MS 
FamB (and, by extension, FamC) typically replace generic designations 
(e.g., “city”) with the names of specific Egyptian towns.53 Moreover, FamB 
appends references to well-known hagiographic accounts (e.g., the Tree 
of Obedience and Macarius’ encounter with Hieracas; ¶¶8, 41).54 What 
emerges in MS FamA is a saint whose association with Egypt is incidental, 
while in the other families Bishoi and his Life are thoroughly Egyptian.

Rec. Gr1 also retains a unique tradition that explicitly places the relics 
of Bishoi and Paul of Tamma outside Egypt,55 in Pisidia in Cappadocia 
(modern Antalya, on the southern coast of Turkey).56 It is unlikely that 
Rec. α forwarded this problematic reading. No other source maintains 
that the saints’ relics were housed at, or translated to or from, that region. 
Moreover, it is not readily apparent why the otherwise unattested Isidore 
of Pisidia would travel to Middle Egypt (Antinoë/Ansina) to recover the 
relics of two Egyptian saints who, at that point, were relatively unknown 
beyond the province or to the Greek tradition.57 A variant tradition, Rec. 
Gr2, cited by some secondary sources, but hitherto not directly read in 
the manuscripts, attempts to resolve this tension by identifying “Isidore” 
as Isidore of Pelusium (d. ca. 450)—a saint recognized by pro- and anti-
Chalcedonians. Nonetheless, that tradition faces similar challenges: Isidore 
appears suddenly in the narrative, and there is no tradition for the transla-
tion of the saints’ relics to or from Pelusium. 

It is possible that ¶79 in Rec. Gr1 is primarily concerned with position-
ing the saint (and his divine patronage) within a pro-Chalcedonian context, 
rather than with historicity per se.58 Another possibility is that the recension 
conflates Paΐsios (Bishoi) of Scetis (clearly the subject of this biography) 
with Paΐsios (Bishoi) of Constantinople, the author of the Life of Maxi-
mus and Domitios, discussed above.59 The confusion is common enough. 
Notably, other than who procured the remains of Bishoi and Paul, and 
where they were deposited, all the miraculous details associated with the 
translation of the relics—attested in the three manuscript families—follow 
a well-established Egyptian topos: the divinely guided ship.60

MS Family B 
BHO 181–182
(Rec. β, WN1 γ, SA δ, SA Syr1, SA Syr1–Short1, SA Syr1–Short2, 
SA Syr2, SA Eth, SA Gar) 
This is the most linguistically diverse manuscript family. It constitutes the 
“Semitic” recensions of LBsh; that is, the Arabic, Syriac, Garshuni, and 
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Ethiopic versions of LBsh that circulated among Christians living under 
Islamic rule. Many surviving Greek manuscripts doubtless circulated 
under Islamic rule as well, but MS FamB appended new traditions to LBsh, 
redrafted existing pericopes to address Islamic polemics (¶¶41 and 53B–
56), and introduced two declarative passages focused on intracommunal 
tensions at Wadi al-Natrun (¶¶ι and κ). 

Structurally, while retaining the same order of accounts as MS FamA, 
FamB exhibits several distinctive features:

A) It interjects new pericopes, ¶¶α–μ, in the following order: ¶¶1–29, 
31–37, 39–67, α–ε, 68–75, ζ–μ, 76, [77A, 78A, 77B, 78B], 79–80. Later, 
some FamC manuscripts also appended ¶ν. Several of the new additions 
present autonomous pericopes, though a few are carefully intercon-
nected to other parts of the Life, especially ¶μ and the details of the 
translations of the saints’ relics in ¶79. The additions are: 

α. A Lesson about Theft 
β. Instructions to Monks on Attending Festivals and Visiting Shrines 
γ. Bishoi and John Flee Scetis after a Barbarian Invasion 
δ. Bishoi Instructs on Dogma, Sacrament, and Love
ε. Bishoi Tests the Brothers; Isaac Answers Correctly
ζ. Bishoi Teaches about Anger
η. Bishoi as an Abbot 
θ. Bishoi Teaches a Disgruntled Monk about Work
ι. The Hierarchy of the Four Great Monasteries 
κ. On the Position of Bishoi’s Monastery in Wadi al-Natrun
λ. The Healing Well at Bishoi’s Monastery
μ. Bishoi and Paul Accept a Disciple 
ν. Bishoi Carries the Lord (see appendix) 

B) Paragraphs 77 and 78 are rearranged in the following manner, ¶¶77A, 
78A, 77B, 78B.

C) It lacks ¶¶30 and 38, which are likely later additions to Rec. G1.
D) ¶79 clearly positions the relics of Bishoi and Paul of Tamma in Egypt, 

in anti-Chalcedonian hands, and forwards an extended narrative 
focused on the translation of their remains to what may be identified 
as Dayr al-Barsha, near Antinoë/Ansina.

E) Several passages were redrafted to better resonate within a post-
Umayyad (ad 661–750) socioreligious setting (¶¶41, 53B ff., 65).61

F) Saint Macarius and his monastery are repeatedly cited. 
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This final aspect is striking. References to Saint Macarius and his mon-
astery are entirely lacking in MS FamA, yet high praise and extended 
passages focused on both are scattered throughout MS FamB (¶¶12, 41, 
51, ι), and an additional reference is appended to the concluding para-
graph in FamC manuscripts. 

MS FamB originated prior to the mid-ninth century; that much is cer-
tain. In a crucial passage near the end of ¶79, the author states that the bodies 
of Saints Bishoi and Paul continue to perform miracles up to his day, and 
that he is assured of this from “faithful, trustworthy people who came from 
the city of Ansina.”62 Unambiguously, this passage places the saints’ relics in 
Antinoë/Ansina rather than at Wadi al-Natrun; hence, MS FamB Rec. β must 
predate the translation of the saints’ relics to the wadi in the 840s. 

Other features of MS FamB also point to a ninth-century provenance. 
Thematically, while the LBsh consistently associates Bishoi with John the 
Little, Bishoi is entirely lacking in the eighth-century Life of John the Little 
by Zacharias of Sakhā. His omission from the lengthy list of monastic saints 
at the conclusion of the first paragraph of that Life is particularly glaring. 
On the whole, Zacharias appears to have been unaware of LBsh, though 
the authors of Rec. α and, with more certainty, Rec. β were acquainted with 
the Life of John the Little.63 Another clue is the above-mentioned redraft-
ing of pericopes to function as implicit Christian apologetic. Rec. Gr1 ¶41 
forwards a brief defense of the doctrine of the Trinity, which was routinely 
attacked by Jewish and, later, Muslim polemicists. In MS FamB, Bishoi’s 
terse response morphs into a lengthy, scripturally based defense.

Even more revealing, where in Rec. Gr1 ¶53B a Jewish merchant 
argues that Jesus was not the awaited messiah, in MS FamB his comment is 
replaced with the prevalent Islamic assertion, based on Qur’ān 4:157, that 
Jesus was not crucified but rather someone who resembled him.64 (Placing 
Islamic critiques and polemics on Jewish lips is a common literary strategy 
in Christian Arabic literature.) The account then proceeds to detail the 
dire spiritual consequences for accepting such a claim (¶¶54–57). Docu-
menting the polemic and couching a response in a hagiographic text, which 
would have been read by—and, more importantly, to—the laity rather than 
theologians, mutakallimūn, points to an era of increased contact between 
Christians and Muslims in Egypt. Such a dynamic hardly existed under 
the Umayyads, but is easily reconciled with the socioreligious environment 
that prevailed under early Abbasid rule (post-750).65 Finally, one finds Ara-
bic toponyms (e.g., Fustat, ¶64) and terminology (‘āmil, ¶14) across all 
recensions of this family. Consistently, the ninth century emerges as the 
most likely period for the genesis of the extant recensions of MS FamB.
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Leaving aside the question of “when” and turning to the question of 
“where” Rec. β was drafted brings us back to the authorial gloss in ¶79: 
“I have learned [these things] from faithful, trustworthy people who 
came from the city of Ansina. They came to the Monastery of Saint Abba 
Shenoute, prayed in it, and informed us concerning all things.” This posi-
tions the drafting of Rec. β at a “Monastery of St. Shenoute.” This gloss is 
crucial in delineating the two major branches of this family (WN1 and SA), 
and in tracking the circulation of LBsh in Egypt. Now, this specific Shenou-
tian reading is from MS FamC, which likely emerged in the 1300s, when 
the saint’s relics had long been deposited at Wadi al-Natrun; hence, the 
assumption that the gloss is a carryover from the much earlier MS FamB 
Rec. β. (Less likely, though still possible, is that this is the location in which 
the exemplar for MS FamC emerged.) Here, we proceed with the most 
likely scenario: namely, that MS FamB Rec. β was drafted at a “Monastery 
of Saint Shenoute.” But which one? The monastery in question may have 
been the famed White Monastery near Sohag, which had a steady stream of 
pilgrims throughout the Middle Ages, or, less likely, the saint’s monastery 
in Ansina.66 Still, the little-known Monastery of St. Shenoute in al-Fayyum 
provides another alternative.67 Al-Fayyum had several manuscript-copying 
centers, including the famous Touton, which provided manuscripts to the 
monasteries of Wadi al-Natrun.68

The contents of the lost archetype, Rec. β, drafted before the transla-
tion of relics ca. 840, remain hypothetical. It certainly retained the tradition 
of the translation of relics to Dayr al-Barsha (Ansina) and likely appended 
¶¶α–ε, and perhaps ¶¶ζ, η, and θ as well. As that text made its way to Wadi al-
Natrun, perhaps alongside or shortly after the translation of the saints’ relics, 
the normative recension that lies at the core of MS FamB, that is, Rec. WN1, 
emerged. It is possible that Rec. β and WN1 γ are one and the same, though 
that seems unlikely. Whether drafted in al-Fayyum, Ansina, or Atripe, it is 
doubtful that Rec. β would have: 1) repeatedly interjected Saint Macarius and 
his monastery at such great length and detail into the biography (¶¶12, 41, 
51, ι); 2) weighed in so decisively on the contentious issue of the hierarchy 
among the monasteries of Wadi al-Natrun, as in ¶¶ι and κ69 (pre-ninth cen-
tury hagiography lacks this aspect altogether);70 or 3) included a tradition 
that is exclusive to Bishoi’s monastery at Wadi al-Natrun (¶λ). These same 
reasons also argue against the priority of the Saint Antony recensions (SA), 
below, as opposed to that of WN1. A Rec. WN1 must have existed, though, 
hitherto, it remains unattested among the manuscripts surveyed. 

At some point prior to the late tenth century (the date of Syr. Monast. 
30D), a manuscript belonging to Rec. WN1 made its way to the Monastery 
of Saint Antony, where the second major recension—Rec. SA δ—developed. 
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Rec. SA δ is primarily distinguished by the crucial scribal gloss at ¶79, which 
was altered to read: “as we were told by faithful, trustworthy people who 
came from the city of Ansina to the Monastery of Saint Abba Antony.”

Rec. SA δ retained this distinctive Antonite reading and served as the 
basis for six closely related recensions. One is an Ethiopic translation: Rec. 
SA Eth. Gérard Colin edited and translated two fifteenth-century Ethi-
opic manuscripts of this recension into French; he believed that the texts 
reflected two different Arabic manuscripts.71 Robert Kitchen has translated 
Colin’s Ethiopic text into English in chapter three, below. In general, monks 
at St. Antony’s Monastery translated a long list of Christian Arabic litera-
ture into Ethiopic from the early 1200s until the monastery’s destruction 
in 1484, and again after its restoration in 1540. These translation projects 
included the Synaxarium, Kitāb al-bustān, and al-Ṣafī ibn al-‘Assāl’s Nomo-
canon (al-Majmū‘), to name but the most prominent texts.72 Given the date 
of the manuscripts Colin utilized, Rec. SA Eth must have been completed 
during the first phase, prior to 1484. Notably, among several unique read-
ings, the recension retains a tradition at the conclusion of ¶ε that identifies 
Bishoi’s successor as the monk Isaac (the subject of ¶¶ε and 64–66).

Rec. SA δ is also attested in Syriac:73 Rec. SA Syr1. The earliest surviving 
version of this recension is also the earliest known manuscript within the 
whole dossier: the tenth-century Monastery of the Syrians Syr. MS D.30, 
fols.139r–166r. Caution is required here, since only the first and last folios 
(139r and 165v–166r) are accessible.74 Nonetheless, this manuscript retains 
the Antonite reading and a comparison with BL.Or. (Syr.) 971 (see below) 
yielded only a few, insignificant variants. Hence, at the moment, the earliest 
surviving manuscript for LBsh is a Syriac manuscript based on an Antonite 
recension preserved at the Syrian Monastery in Wadi al-Natrun. 

In itself, this is significant. The history of the Monastery of St. Antony 
is not well documented from the eighth to the twelfth centuries, though 
the meager evidence suggests that the monastery had a strong Syrian pres-
ence—if it was not entirely under Syrian leadership for much of that period.75 
This manuscript reflects the existence of a channel of communication and 
exchange between the Syrian monks at St. Antony’s by the Red Sea and those 
at the Syrian Monastery in Wadi al-Natrun. Notably, the manuscript resists 
identifying the “Syrian elder” who visited Bishoi as St. Ephrem (¶¶50–51), 
though he is noted on the margin.76 In fact, only the Salomon Manuscript, 
below, identifies the elder as Ephrem in the main text of LBsh, and only one 
recension of the Life of Ephrem mentions the encounter.77

The complete Rec. SA Syr1 is attested in an unpublished thirteenth-
century manuscript, BL.Or. (Syr.) 971 [Add. 14,735], fols. 24v–50v, in what 
W. Wright described as a “rather inelegant hand.”78 It is translated here 
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into English (chapter four), and an edition of the Syriac text is forthcom-
ing. It reads: ¶¶1–29, 31–37, 39–67, α–ε, 68–75, ζ–μ, 67–76, [77A, 78A, 
77B, 78B], 79–80. SA Syr1 is also attested in a Garshuni manuscript (Rec. 
SA Gar) at the Syriac Orthodox Monastery of Saint Mark in Jerusalem: MS 
199A, fols. 66r–a – 80r–b. In ad 1733–34, Bishāra of Aleppo had completed 
this translation at Dayr al-Za‘farān. Its colophon (fol. 750v) maintains that 
the translation is of a Syriac manuscript dated ad 1178/9 (ag 1490).79 Of 
the two SA recensions discussed thus far,80 Rec. Gar consistently agrees with 
the structure and wording of SA Syr1 more than any other manuscript or 
recension surveyed here, with SA Eth constituting the next-closest relative.

MS FamB, Rec. SA Syr1 served as the basis for three subsequent recen-
sions. The first, Rec. SA Syr1–Short1, is represented by BnF Syr. 236, fols. 
21r–33r (ad 1193–94).81 P. Bedjan used this manuscript as the basis for his 
1892 edition of the Syriac LBsh, but, regrettably, he fundamentally misin-
terpreted this manuscript and poorly represented it in his edition. Bedjan 
read Syr. 236 as a text filled with lacunae, which he supplied from a private 
manuscript placed at his disposal by his friend M. Salomon. Nonetheless, 
Syr. 236 is a complete manuscript that retains an intentionally abridged 
recension of LBsh (see the introduction to the Syriac LBsh, below). It reads: 
¶¶1–29, 31,82 35–37, 39–40, 47–48,83 53A–57, 64–67, 69A–74, η–short, 78B, 
80. A second dependent recension is also “short”: MS University of Cam-
bridge Add. 2016 (SA Syr1–Short2). Similar to Syr. 236, while the accounts 
appear whole, passages of various lengths, from words to whole pericopes, 
are excised. Nonetheless, it is undoubtedly a work independent of Syr. 236. 
The manuscript reads: ¶¶1–13, 17–29, 31–37, 39–40, 44–48, 50–57, 59–67, 
α–ε, 68–75, η–μ, 76, [77A, 78A, 77B, 78B], 79–80. Neither of the short 
recensions retains ¶ζ, but SA Syr1–Short2 does retain versions of all the 
other distinctive pericopes of MS FamB. 

A third recension dependent on SA Syr1 is SA Syr2, which is attested 
in another thirteenth-century manuscript, BL.Or. Syr. 963 [Add. 14,732.8], 
fols. 113r–129v (written in a meticulous west-Syrian hand), and the “Salo-
mon Manuscript” used by P. Bedjan. Both texts follow the same structure 
as SA Syr1, but their contiguous text unknowingly jumps over a large gap 
from the end of ¶52 to the middle of ¶60; hence, this recension reads ¶¶1–
29, 31–37, 39–52 || 60–67, α–ε, 68–75, ζ–μ, 67–76, [77A, 78A, 77B, 78B], 
79–80. In his edition of the Syriac LBsh, Bedjan made a serendipitous error. 
On page 595, which purports to transcribe BnF Syr. 236, which lacks this 
textual anomaly, Bedjan quietly switched to the Salomon Manuscript, the 
contiguous text of which jumps from ¶52 to mid-¶60, thus permitting the 
classification of the Salomon Manuscript as a second witness to SA Syr2. 
Still, if Bedjan’s transcription is accurate, the Salomon Manuscript likely 
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represents a later generation of that recension. It is the only text that iden-
tifies the Syrian elder in ¶¶50–51 as Saint Ephrem in the main text.

MS Family C 
GCAL I: 539
(Rec. ε, WN2 Ar1, WN2 Ar2)
None of the extant Arabic manuscripts surveyed conforms to MS FamB, 
though such a text surely existed, and likely served as the basis for the Saint 
Antony recensions (cf. SA Eth). Rather, all Arabic manuscripts identified 
thus far belong to MS FamC, which is easily recognized due to its radi-
cal reshuffling of pericopes: ¶¶1–19, 35–37, 39–44, 50–57, 20–29, 31–34, 
45–46, 68, 58, η–θ, 59–65, 67, α–γ, 69–75, ζ, ι–μ, 76, [77A, 78A, 77B, 78B], 
79–80. All Arabic manuscripts read lack ¶¶30, 38, 47–49, 66, δ, and ε (this 
is the only manuscript family lacking ¶66). Moreover, ¶¶ζ and η are pre-
sented in rather short recensions, and there are sentences in ¶¶34, μ, and 
78B that reflect a misreading of the Arabic (perhaps Syriac) exemplar for 
this family. The enigmatic reshuffling might have resulted from the quires 
of the exemplar manuscript falling out of order and being reassembled with 
only the introductory and concluding quires as guides. Whatever the case 
may have been, the exemplar for this family most likely emerged in the 
fourteenth century at Wadi al-Natrun: Rec. WN2 ε. 

One of the distinctive readings in this recension is an enigmatic clause 
(in italics here) introduced in ¶11: “But if you desire to surpass Moses, let 
us keep vigil this whole night.” Significantly, the odd phrase is rendered 
intelligible in the context of a stanza from a fourteenth-century ode from 
Wadi al-Natrun: “I will liken the face of a man unto our Father Abba 
Bishoi: for he spoke with Christ, like Moses the Lawgiver.”84 The theme 
of the saint’s ability to speak with God in person and at will is ubiquitous 
in LBsh. Another aspect denoting a later period is the manner in which this 
recension refers to geographic designations. Earlier readings favor Greek 
toponyms, but as time went on and Arabic nomenclature became more 
common, it became necessary to gloss certain terms. Hence, beginning in 
tenth-century manuscripts, “Antinoë” is often qualified as “Antinoë, that is, 
Ansina” (see Syriac text ¶¶γ, 71, 79; and Syr. Monastery 30D). Yet, by the 
time MS FamC emerged, “Ansina” altogether replaced “Antinoë.”

The oldest identifiable manuscript for this recension is dated ad 1363 
(am 1079). In 1957, Fr. Mīṣā’īl Baḥr published a five-page summary of that 
manuscript in his study of the Life of John the Little.85 Regrettably, he did 
not clearly identify the manuscript, though it unambiguously reflects Rec. 
WN2 Ar1, save for a single discrepancy: the placement of ¶β. Still, it is not 
clear if this is due to an oddity in the manuscript or, more likely, if it was a 
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mistake introduced by Fr. Mīṣā’īl; ¶γ and all other pericopes cited by him 
adhere to that recension’s peculiar structure. 

When Rec. WN2 emerged and how it came to displace the earlier Rec. 
WN1 are not altogether clear. Perhaps this resulted from the reintroduction 
of the Life to the libraries of Wadi al-Natrun after the various devastations 
of the first half of the fourteenth century. At two junctures (without par-
allel in any other family or earlier manuscript), this recension notes the 
public recitation of LBsh during the saint’s annual commemoration (¶¶1 
and ι). Most likely, this was a mid-fourteenth-century phenomenon. The 
monastery was restored at that juncture, and the traditions surrounding 
the incorruptibility of Saint Bishoi’s body gained popularity and—we may 
presume—attracted a greater number of pilgrims at that point. The incor-
ruptibility tradition found its way into the Ethiopic Synaxarium ca. ad 
1400, though, significantly, it is lacking in the Coptic Arabic Synaxarium, 
which achieved its normative wording and structure by 1300. As noted in 
the above discussion of the translation of the saint’s relics, the discovery of 
the saint’s incorruptibility is associated with Benjamin II’s patriarchal visit 
to the monastery in 1330.

A slightly expanded version of WN2 Ar1 also emerged, Rec. WN2 
Ar2, which introduced a new account (¶ν) in which the saint unknowingly 
carried his Lord (see the appendix). This incredibly popular tradition 
serves as the inspiration for much of the saint’s modern iconography in 
the Coptic tradition,86 though it is unattested in any of the recensions 
or manuscripts surveyed here. Nonetheless, this pericope is attested in 
some of the later manuscripts read by the late Fr. Ṣamū’īl al-Suryānī (the 
later Bishop Ṣamū’īl of Shibīn al-Qanāṭir), a manuscript published by Fr. 
Ibrahīm from the monastery of al-Anbā Bishūy,87 and yet another which 
the late Fr. Bishūy Kāmil of Sporting, Alexandria, used as the basis for 
his booklet on LBsh.88 Regrettably, none of these manuscripts is clearly 
identified. Notably, however, although habitually overlooked, the incor-
ruptibility tradition is foundational to the newly introduced ¶ν—Rec. 
WN2 Ar2. A more thorough discussion of the manuscripts and partial 
editions for Rec. WN2 is provided in the introduction to the English 
translation of the Arabic text.

Finally, a note on the public performance or recitation of LBsh.89 While 
all the available Arabic manuscripts reference this practice (¶¶1 and ι), BnF 
Ar. 4796 goes on to append a lengthy prayer at the conclusion of the text 
for the blessing of the congregation. A manuscript from the Church of Our 
Lady Mary in the village of Kafr al-Sa‘idi, read by B. Pirone (identified as 
Codex S in his study), has a similar, though shorter, ending.90 Here, the reci-
tation and hearing of hagiography is transformed into liturgy.
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A Note on Transliterations
Greek transliterations in this volume adhere to the guidelines in the SBL 
Handbook of Style, which have been supplemented with acute and grave 
accents as well as umlauts to better reflect the Greek original. Syriac 
transliterations follow the guidelines of Hugoye: Journal for Syriac Studies. 
Transliterations from Ethiopic adhere to Thomas Lambdin’s Introduction 
to Classical Ethiopic (Ge‘ez); the Arabic conforms to the guidelines of the 
International Journal of Middle East Studies. 
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