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Bahīra’s meeting with Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him), 

during his childhood journey to Syria, has remained a hot-button 

debate not only in Orientalist scholarship but among Muslim Sīrah 

writers also. There is a deep-sighted division of opinions between the 

traditional Muslim Sīrah writers, who stick to the roots of this 

incident and modern Muslim Sīrah writers, who, seemingly being 

under the influence of modern scientific and rationalistic approaches, 

present an outward new trend in Sīrah writing which they deem 

acceptable to both the orientalists and rationalistic Muslims. If 

Orientalists have manipulated this incident according to their own 

bias, some Muslim Sīrah writers, besides refuting the erroneous 

claims of orientalists, have themselves doubted in the authenticity of 

this incident. Keeping all this scholarly provocative and engaging 

incident to the fore, the present paper attempts to inquire into the 

incident with reference to the primary sources, highlighting the 

modern Muslim scholars’ approach. A critical investigation will be 

attempted, within the parameters of the sciences of Sīrah and 

Maghāzi, to explore the authenticity of this Incident. The study 

methodology will be of a qualitative type based on a thorough 

comparative content-analysis of the concerned works of Muslim 

scholarship to draw an argumentative and all-inclusive conclusion. 
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Introduction 

The incident of the meeting of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) with a 

Christian Monk Bahīra in 581 CE, has remained contested not only between Muslims 

and Orientalists, 1 who have been using it against the Prophet Muhammad (peace be 

upon him), but within the Muslim Scholarship as well.  Some of the classical and 

modern Muslim scholars have strongly criticised the narration regarding the very 

incident narrated in Jāmi’ Tirmidhī by Muhammad bin Īsā al-Tirmidhī (d. 892 CE).   

The Egyptian writer Muhammad Husayn Haykal (d.1956 CE) writes:  

‘It was in al-Shām (Syria) that he (Prophet Muhammad) came to know of 

Byzantine and Christian history and heard of the Christians’ scriptures. … 

[This] enabled him at an early age to listen perceptively and to observe 

details. Later on, he would review in memory all that he had seen or heard 

and he would investigate it all in solitude, asking himself, ‚what, of all he 

has seen and heard, is the truth?‛’2  

The narratives of this incident have been described at length with all its 

ramifications in both the books of Ahādīth (Traditions) and classical biographies of 

Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him). Such sources wrest a decent space in the 

authoritative and canonical Muslim scholarship. The Sīrah literature sums up the 

same incident to unveil the truth regarding the prophethood of Muhammad (peace 

be upon him) and his mission. To examine this incident and the nuances aligned to 

it, let's begin with the account given in the following primary sources. 
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The incident of the meeting of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) with 

Bahīra, a Christian Monk, took place in around 581 CE when Prophet Muhammad 

(peace be upon him) accompanied the Quraysh caravan to Syria. The caravan was 

led by eminent Qurayshites including Abū Ṭālib (d. 620 CE), the Prophet’s uncle. The 
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biographies of Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) situate this incident at a 

time when the Prophet (peace be upon him) was twelve years old; some Sīrah 

writers hold nine years.4 Though Abū Ṭālib, who succeeded ‘Abd al-Muttalib (d. 578 

CE) as the sole guardian of the Prophet, did not want to take the Prophet (peace be 

upon him) with him thinking that he was too young to bear the hardships of dry 

desert travel, yet when he prepared to set out, the Prophet (peace be upon him) flew 

to his arms and he couldn’t control his emotions and said: 
 

‚By God, I will take him away with me and never be parted from him, just as 

he will not be parted from me!‛5  
 

Thus, he permitted his nephew to accompany him in the journey to Syria. 

Consequently, the caravan reached Busrā (a province of Syria), the place where the 

Christian Monk Bahīra lived. Bahīra was well versed in the earlier biblical 

manuscripts containing the prophecy of a forthcoming Prophet and like Waraqah 

bin Nawfal and the other Unitarians of the time, he too could infer that Muhammad 

would be the final prophet as mentioned in their scriptures.  

Bahīra came out from his church to meet the caravan and readily recognised the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) from some attributes and signs. While holding his 

hand, he proclaimed: 
 

‚This is the leader of the universe, the messenger of the Lord of the universe 

and God will send him as a mercy to the universe.‛6 
 

The men of Quraysh asked Bahīra: ‚How do you know that? He replied: ‚when you 

appeared from the ‘Aqabah’ (gorge), all trees and stones prostrated themselves and 

this can happen only for a prophet.‛ He also acknowledged him by the seal of the 

prophethood below his shoulder resembling a mark of an apple. Bahīra invited all of 

them for a banquet in honour of the future Prophet that he recognised. All of them 

came to his monastery except the Prophet, who was left to take care of the camels, 

much to the chagrin of the monk. Soon he too was called, at Bahīra's wish, to join the 

feast. When the Prophet came, surprisingly a small low-hanging cloud above his 

head shaded him from the scorching heat of the desert sun. People had taken the 

shelter beneath the shadow of a tree outside the cell of Bahīra and when the Prophet 

didn’t find any place there, he sat on a side. The moment he sat, the shade of the 

tree7 leaned over him. Bahīra drew the attention of the people on it and advised Abū 

Ṭālib (when he came to know that he is the guardian of this boy) to send his nephew 

back to Makkah and not to move towards Syria along with him, speculating the 

death threat from the Roman Jews. He opined that they might recognise him by the 

signs and supposedly would not spare his life. Realising the situation Abū Ṭālib 

abided by Bahīra's suggestion and sent Prophet Muhammad (peace be upon him) 

back to Makkah with Bilāl and Abū Bakr.8 
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When the Prophet (peace be upon him) returned to Makkah, Ibn Kathīr (d. 1373 CE) 

narrates the supplication of Bahīra as: ‚Oh God, I place Muhammad in your care.‛9 

Imām Suhayli (d. 1185 CE) has related from Imām Zuhri (d.741 CE) that Bahīra was a 

Jewish priest. But Ibn Kathīr says that it appears from the course of the incident that 

he was a Christian Monk. Famous historian Ali al-Mas’ūdi (d. 956 CE) reports that he 

belonged to the tribe ˊAbd al-Qays and that his name was Jarjīs (Georges). Ibn Kathīr 

narrates from the work of Ma’ārif of Ibn Qutaybah (d. 889 CE) which states that a 

voice was heard in the Jāhiliyyah period, shortly before the advent of Islam, calling 

out the words that Bahīra was one of the finest men who lived on earth.10  

Ibn Kathīr, in his famous Al-Bidāyah wa al-Nihāyah, has regarded the very incident 

among those events which astounded the contemporaneous people. While narrating 

the incident, he writes:           

‚When the Prophet was twelve years old, he accompanied his uncle (Abū 

Ṭālib) to Syria on a trade trip. Bahīra Rāhib (Monk) noticed a fragment of 

hanging cloud protecting him (from the scorching heat of the sun) by leaning 

shade over him only. Bahīra came out of his monastery and welcomed him and 

all the members of the caravan respectfully. He sincerely invited all of them 

and extended his hospitability to all the people in honour of the (future) 

Prophet. Ibn Asākir has authoritatively narrated it, in his Tārīkh Dimashq.‛11 
 

Views of Some Modern Muslim Sirah Writers on this Incident  
 

The modern Sīrah writers namely Allāmah Shiblī Nu’mānī (d. 1914 CE) and Qāḍī 

Sulaymān Mansūrpūrī (d. 1930 CE), besides refuting biased claims of western 

scholars, have questioned the very authenticity of this incident and have 

categorically regarded it as unreliable and inauthentic. However, their unique 

observation and approach to this incident needs to be critically analysed. The below 

account based on some arguments highlights their claim:    

Allāmah Shiblī Nu’mānī has raised some questions over the tradition of Tirmidhī 

regarding the very incident and has thereby termed it as unreliable. He writes: 
 

‚The fact is that the story of Bahīra is unreliable. The different chains of 

narrators that report this incident are all what the Traditionalists have termed 

as Mursal, i.e., neither was the original narrator an eye-witness himself nor 

does he name the eye-witness from whom he quotes………the last narrator of 

this story at the top-end is Abū Mūsā al-Ash’arī who himself was not present 

nor does he tell the name of the man who narrated it to him.‛12 
 

Allāmah Shiblī has also raised a question on ‘Abd al-Rahmān bin Ghazwān (The 

narrator of this incident) and has given reference of Imām Dhahabī (d. 1348 CE), who 

in his Mīzān al-I’tidāl, has stated that ‘Abd al-Rahmān narrates Munkar (Unfamiliar) 

traditions and the tradition regarding the incident of Bahīra is also among them.13  
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Likewise, while narrating this incident, Qāḍī Sulaymān Mansūrpūrī writes: 
 

‚Most of the books describe that when the Prophet (peace be upon him) was 

twelve years old, his uncle Abū Ṭālib took a trade journey to Syria and the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) accompanied him. At Busrā, Bahīra Rāhib (a 

Christian Monk) recognised him as the final prophet. The monk told Abū 

Ṭālib: ‘Don’t take him to the land of Jews. They might harm him if they 

recognise him’. Kind-hearted uncle returned him from Busrā.‛14 
 

The same author raises the following questions: 
 

‚In this respect, the tradition narrated by Tirmidhī also describes that Abū 

Ṭālib returned the Prophet (peace be upon him) with Bilāl (and Abū Bakr). 

Ibn al-Qayyim says that it is an obvious error. Firstly, Bilāl was neither with 

Abū Ṭālib nor with Abū Bakr. Secondly, probably Bilāl might have not been 

there at that time.‛15 
 

The same author quotes the following part of the Qur’anic verse in support of his 

argument, which says: 
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َ
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َ
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‚…. Even though before this they (Jews) used to pray for victory over Kuffār 

(by saying, Oh Allah! Assist us against our enemies through the avenue and 

grace of your final Prophet). However, when they recognise what comes to 

them (the prophethood of the final Prophet) they denied it (They reject it, 

fearing that they will lose their leadership).‛17  
 

Qāḍī Mansūrpūrī further adds:  
 

‚The said verse witnesses that Jews were looking for the promised prophet 

and reckoned that his arrival would bring victory for Jews over Kuffār 

(Infidels). This belief remained with them until the advent of the (final) 

Prophet. So, this verse proved that the statement of the Christian monk 

(Bahīra) is not genuine because if Jews had recognised the Prophet, they 

would have accepted him as the deity of triumph and victory according to 

their belief and would have remained submissive to him. In conclusion, the 

tale of the monk is unreliable.‛18 
 

The Incident in the Primary Sources 
 

Before directly addressing the queries raised by the modern Sīrah writers, let’s 

revisit the primary sources of Sīrah to reflect on the contested debate again. 

Muhammad bin Ishāq (d. 767 CE), whose biography of Prophet Muhammad (peace 

be upon him) entitled ‚Sīrat Rasūlullāh‛ is the earliest primary source of Sīrah, has 

recorded, in detail, the incident of Prophet’s meeting with Bahīra. While advising 

Abū Ṭālib to return his nephew back to Makkah, he narrates Abū Ṭālib’s action to 

Bahīra’s call in the following words. 
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‚So, his (Prophet’s) uncle took him off quickly and brought him back to 

Makkah when he had finished his trading in Syria.‛19          
 

Muhammad bin Sa’ad (d. 845 CE), whose Tabaqāt al-Kubrā is regarded as one of the 

most authentic sources of Sīrah, narrates the event of Bahīra in which there is no 

mention of Bilāl (d. 634 CE) and Abū Bakr (d. 641 CE). He avers: 
 

‚Dawūd bin Ḥusayn (The Narrator of Tabaqāt) narrates that when the 

Prophet (peace be upon him) was twelve years old, a trade caravan was 

preceding to Syria. Abū Ṭālib went with it and took the Prophet with him. 

All of the members of the Caravan made a halt at the (Church of) Bahīra 

monk. What he had to ask Abū Ṭālib about the Prophet he asked and told 

them to protect him. This was the reason that Abū Ṭālib returned to Makkah 

along with the Prophet.‛20 
 

Similarly, after making a thorough conversation with Abū Ṭālib about the parents of 

the Prophet (peace be upon him), Bahīra requested him to take his nephew back to 

Makkah. Ibn Kathīr narrates it as: 
 

‚Take your brother’s son back to his own country and guard him against the 

Jews. For, by God, if they see him and know what I know, they will do him 

evil. This nephew of yours has a great (wondrous and magnificent) future 

before him; take him back soon to his own country.‛21          
 

Accordingly, Ibn al-Qayyim (d. 1350 CE) after narrating the entire event along with 

Bahīra's suggestion to Abū Ṭālib of not taking his nephew with him to Syria, writes: 
 

‚So, Abū Ṭālib returned the Prophet with his slave. Tirmidhī records that 

Bilāl was sent with the Prophet. But this report is absolutely wrong because 

Bilāl was not there at that time. (suppose) If he was there, he was neither 

with the uncle of the Prophet nor with Abū Bakr. Abū Bakr Bazzār (d. 905 

CE) has also mentioned this tradition in his Musnad, but has mentioned ‚a 

man‛(زحلا) instead of Bilāl (بلال).‛ 22 
 

Ḥāfiz Ibn al-Qayyim has not termed this entire event fabricated or unacceptable, as 

some people have misunderstood, rather after narrating the entire incident, he only 

criticised the last sentence of the tradition narrated by Imām Tirmidhī in his Jām’i 

regarding this event. 

However, the majority of Muhaddithūn (Traditionists) and Ahl al- Siyar (Sīrah 

Experts) regard this incident as established, although most state that the mention of 

Abū Bakr and Bilāl with the Prophet (peace be upon him), in most narrations, is an 

error most probably from a transmitter, as Bilāl was not born or must have been a 

kid at the time and Abū Bakr too was two and a half years younger than the Prophet 

(peace be upon him). However, the name Bilāl mentioned in this narration may not 

necessarily be the Bilāl of Ethiopia.  
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One of the modern Sīrah writers, Mawlānā Safi al-Rahmān Mubarakpūri (d.2006CE), 

in his Al-Rahīq al-Makhtūm, after Bahīra’s recognition, narrates his advice and Abū 

Ṭālib’s compliance as: 
 

‚He (Bahīra) asked Abū Ṭālib to send the boy back to Makkah and not to take 

him to Syria for fear of the Romans and Jews. Abū Ṭālib obeyed and sent him 

back to Makkah with some of his men-servants.‛23 
 

However, in the footnotes, Mubarakpūrī has also talked about the tradition narrated 

by Tirmidhī regarding the same event and has quoted Ibn al-Qayyim’s criticism on it 

also. But at the same time, the author has narrated this event from other sources and 

has given them preference over the narration by Tirmidhī.  

Similarly, when Bahīra informed Abū Ṭālib about the hostility of Jews and urged 

him to take his nephew back to Makkah as soon as possible. Justice Pīr Karam Shah 

Azharī (d. 1998 CE) discusses different accounts of how Abū Ṭālib implemented the 

recommendation of Bahīra as: 
 

‚Some narrations mention that Abū Ṭālib took the Prophet (peace be upon 

him) and immediately returned to Makkah. However, other narrations 

mention that Abū Ṭālib instantly went to Syria along with the Prophet 

(peace be upon him) and after completing his business, brought him back to 

his homeland, Makkah.‛24   
 

Some Reputed Reflections in Response to Allāmah Shiblī Nu’mānī and Qāḍī 

Sulaymān Mansūrpūrī 
 

Ibn Kathīr comments that the tradition regarding Prophet’s meeting with Bahīra is 

among the Mursalāt (attributed back to the Companions) because Abū Mūsā al-

Ash’arī came to Madinah in the year of Khaybar in 7 A.H. Perhaps he received it 

from the Prophet (peace be upon him) himself, in which case it would be very 

accurate. Or he could have received it from some of the major Companions, God be 

pleased with them. Alternatively, the incident might have been well known and 

often mentioned and the narrator took it from knowledge widely current.25 

An established principle of the Ḥadīth methodology is that if a companion narrates 

an incident, like the event of Bahīra, without witnessing it first hand, the narration, 

in the terminology of Muhaddithīn, is called Mursal of the Companion and is 

acceptable and reliable to them. Otherwise the traditions of Ā'ishah Ṣiddīqah and 

other junior Companions (regarding different events), in which they were not the 

first-hand witnesses, will become unreliable and will lose validity. It is ample for a 

tradition to be authentic and sound if all the narrators (in the chain) up to the 

Companion are reliable (Thiqah). Whatever the Companions will attribute to the 

Prophet (peace be upon him), will certainly be related to him through others. 

In reply to Allāmah Shiblī assertion, after describing the credibility and validity of 
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Mursal tradition (the gist of which is written above), Mawlānā Idrīs Kandhalwi (d. 

1974 CE) says: 

‚The astonishing thing is that Allāmah (Shiblī) himself has acknowledged 

this principle in the event of Bi’that (the advent of the revelation on the 

Prophet) in his ‘Sīrah al-Nabi’. Allāmah writes: ‚This tradition is narrated 

by Ā'ishah‛. Although ‘Ā'ishah was not even born at that time. In the 

terminology of Muhaddithīn, this type of tradition is called as Mursal and 

the Mursal of the Companion is trustworthy and accepted. Because the 

missing narrator must be a Companion. But don’t know, why Allāmah 

Shiblī forgot this principle here (in the incident of Bahīra)?‛26   
 

Imām Jalāl al-Din Suyūti (d. 1505 CE) says that these types of traditions (Mursalāt) 

could also be found in Ṣahih al-Bukhārī and Ṣahih al-Muslim.27   

The eminent Muhaddithīn have discussed the authenticity of ‘Abd al-Rahmān bin 

Ghazwān and called reports narrated by him as reliable. Ibn Kathīr writes: 
 

‚Many Huffāz (experts of the science of Rijāl) relate it (this tradition) from 

an account of Abū Nūh ‘Abd al-Rahmān bin Ghazwān al-Khuzā’ī. He was 

known as al-Dabbi and was one of those ‚trustworthy sources‛ (Thiqah) 

vouched for by Bukhārī. Many legal scholars and Huffāz declare him 

trustworthy and I never knew anyone who impugned him. Nevertheless, 

there are unique aspects to this account of his.‛28 
 

Imām Jazarī (d. 1429 CE) says that the chain of this narration is authentic (Ṣahih) and 

all of its narrators are the narrators of Ṣahih al-Bukhārī. So, the mention of Abū Bakr 

and Bilāl is only an (inadvertent) mistake of the narrator.29  

Hāfiz ibn Hajar al-Asqalānī (d. 1449 CE) says that all the narrators of this tradition are 

reliable and are narrators of Bukhārī. ‘Abd al-Rahmān bin Ghazwān too is among 

the narrators of Bukhārī. Muhaddithīn entrust him with authenticity.30 

Allāmah Sakhāwī (d. 1497 CE) says that he has not seen anyone who has criticised 

‘Abd al-Rahmān bin Ghazwān. Further, he says, it is the mistake of some narrators 

who mentioned the name of Abū Bakr and Bilāl in this tradition. Therefore, it can be 

said that the mention of Abū Bakr and Bilāl is Mudraj (Interpolated) in this narration 

and due to the Mudraj of two words we cannot entirely cast off or reject this incident 

because all the narrators of this tradition are reliable and trustworthy.31  

Ibn Hajar says that the chain of this tradition reported by Tirmidhī is strong and 

sound. The mistake may have happened due to another narration i.e. the narration 

of Ibn Abbās who narrates that the Prophet (peace be upon him) travelled to Syria at 

the age of twenty years and Abū Bakr accompanied him in that journey and both 

met the same Bahīra at that time. Ibn Hajar in his al-Isābah says, that if this narration 

is sound then this journey is a separate journey from the previous one, which has 

been mentioned before. So, the narrator has fallen in doubt due to the similarity and 
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proximity of both the events and thus mentioned Abū Bakr by mistake.32  

Moreover, Muhaddithīn (like ‘Alā al-Dīn Mughultāy (d. 762 CE) (the Commentator of 

Sunan Ibn Mājah) narrates a principle that when both Jarah (Criticism) and Ta’dīl 

(Eulogy) are found about a narrator, preference will be given to that group who have 

made Ta’dīl of the narrator. Unless Fisq (persistent involvement in major sins) of the 

narrator is not proved and certified, his narration cannot be rejected. Jurists (Fuqahā) 

also hold the same principle that in this case, preference will be given to the Ta’dīl 

over vague and ambiguous Jarah, although critics may number more than the 

admirers and verily accepting this principle is the path of prudence and 

meticulousness.33  

Mawlānā Idrīs kandhalwi states that Badr al-Dīn ‘Aynī (d. 1451 CE) and Sheikh ibn 

Humām (d. 1457 CE) have followed the same path in ‘Umdah al-Qāri (Commentary of 

Sahih al-Bukhārī) and Fath al-Qadīr (Commentary of Al-Hidayah) respectively. Imām 

Aḥmad ibn Ḥanbal (d. 855 CE) also rely on the same conduct that unless all of the 

people of knowledge are not unanimous on the abandonment of any narrator, he 

doesn’t abandon his narration.34    

Although the verse quoted in defence of his argument, Qādī Sulaymān Mansūrpūrī 

describes that the Jews were eagerly waiting for the final prophet whose coming had 

been prophesied by the previous prophets and they used to pray for his advent so 

that the dominance of Kuffār could come to an end by gaining triumph over them. 

But, needless to say, when the Prophet (peace be upon him) arrived, they did not go 

by their intention to join the Prophet (peace be upon him), on the contrary they 

refused to believe him as the final prophet on a collective scale. Verily, they knew 

the arrival of the final prophet and they recognised him but Imān (Faith) is not to 

recognise but to believe with firm conviction.  

And when Qur’an says, ‛They recognised him,‛ we find many contemporaneous 

events. The most authentic evidence in this connection is that of Safiyyah (Wife of the 

Prophet), whose father (Ḥuyayy b. Akhtab) and uncle (Abū Yāsir) were eminent 

Jewish scholars. She said that when the Prophet (peace be upon him) migrated to 

Madinah, both her father and uncle went to meet him and conversed with him for 

quite a while. When they returned home. I (Safiyyah) went up to them and found 

them sunk in a gloom. I heard my uncle saying to my father, ‚Is he really the same 

Prophet whose advent has been prophesied in our scriptures? Do you recognise him, 

and can you be sure?‛ My father replied, ‚Yes! By God, he is.‛ My Uncle said, ‚And 

what do you feel about him‛? My father replied, ‚By God, I shall be his enemy as 

long as I live!‛35 

Therefore, there is no contradiction between the apprehension of Bahīra regarding 

the animosity of Jews and the report of the above Qur’anic verse. It substantiates the 

account that the Jews knew about the advent of the last Prophet and would aspire 
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his assistance against the Kuffār in their future. However, when the final prophet 

(peace be upon him) proclaimed his prophethood, they denied and refused to accept 

it though they recognised him the way they recognise their children. This view is 

succinctly expatiated in Quran:  
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‚Those who have been given book (the Jews and the Christians) recognise 

him (the Prophet together with his lineage, tribe, place of birth, place of 

residence, appearances, qualities and attributes) just as they recognise their 

sons. Undoubtedly there (still) exists among them a group who knowingly 

hide the truth.‛37  

They not only denied his message rather left no stone unturned to harm him and 

created hurdles in his mission. The period of Madinah contains ample examples in 

this regard. Therefore, Qādī Mansūrpūrī’s declaration of calling this incident a fake 

story is refuted by the sound arguments mentioned above.      
 

Conclusion 
 

The historicity and occurrence of the incident of Bahīra’s meeting with Prophet 

Muhammad (peace be upon him) have been discussed and examined critically in 

Muslim writings on Sīrah literature. It is evident that Muslim narrators have not 

handled narrations regarding the incident carefully which has given birth to various 

issues not only in the Orientalist approach but within the Muslim scholarship as 

well. The paper attempted to critically examine the stance of some modern Sīrah 

writers who have doubted the authenticity of the incident altogether. It is 

exemplified that such writers have taken the various narrations of the incident far-

granted to put forth their reservations. The hiatus in the narration by the name of 

Mudraj, apparent contradiction among the various narratives, Prophet’s age, Bilāl’s 

companionship in the incident, trustworthiness of the narrator of Tirmidhī namely, 

‘Abd al-Rahmān bin Ghazwān al-Khuzā’ī, Ḥāfiz Ibn al-Qayyim’s criticism is the case 

in point. Keeping in view the overall debate, it is manifested that the incident of 

Prophet’s meeting with Bahīra is not a fake story and is rather based on narrations 

which are reliable and acceptable as far as the sciences of Sīrah and Maghāzi are 

concerned.  
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