Liberty University

The views expressed in this thesis do not necessarily represent the views of the institution

and/or of the thesis readers.

The 21* Century Mandaean Diaspora:
New Opportunities to Reach Iraqi Mandaean Refugees with the Gospel

Karen Baker

In partial completion of
Requirements for completion of the
Master of Arts degree in Religious Studies
Liberty University

13 April 2007






To my mother, Elaine Newcomb,
who gave me a love for learning by modeling life-long learning

To my husband Verne,
who has also modeled life-long learning and
who has been my supporter, encourager and advocate



ABSTRACT

The 21* Century Mandaean Diaspora:
New Opportunities to Reach Iraqi Mandaean Refugees with the Gospel

Introduction

This thesis argues that the status of Iraqi Mandaeans, who are fleeing their native country
and becoming refugees by the thousands, presents an unprecedented opportunity for the gospel
message. The Great Commission requires taking the gospel message to every people group in the
world. However, the Mandaeans have been an inaccessible sect until the present time.

The Thesis

This thesis evaluates the current situation of Mandaeans through academic journals and
books, consultation with missionaries to Mandaeans, and interviews with Mandaean refugees. As
a result of their physical isolation, deep within the Muslim world of Iraq and Iran, and their
philosophical isolation, based on their emphasis on secret truths, the Mandaean sect has not
previously been exposed to the gospel. This thesis argues that their unique status as refugees has
created the first opportunity in centuries for Mandaeans to have the opportunity to hear the
gospel.

The evaluation of the Mandaeans’ potential receptivity toward the gospel is evaluated
based on five comparative categories by which religious motivations and ethics can be
understood. These categories are: history and origins of the religion; membership and
community; authority and organization; rituals and holidays; and signs and symbols. The history
and origin of Mandaeism is broken into two parts. The first investigates Mandaeism’s
relationship to the Gnosticism of the first through third centuries AD. The second evaluates the
syncretic adaptations of Mandaeism to Judaism, Christianity and Islam.

Conclusion

The Mandaeans, a historically inaccessible people group, is in an unparalleled, unique
situation to receive the truth of the gospel message due to the diaspora currently taking place.
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CHAPTER ONE—INTRODUCTION
Section 1. Introduction

Statement of the Problem

The unrest in the Middle East has brought unprecedented opportunities to reach the
“unreached” for Christ. The Mandaeans, a small Gnostic sect located primarily in Iraq, are
classified as a one of over sixty five hundred “unreached people groups.” Being classified as
“unreached” by mission organizations means that less than two percent of the population is
identified as evangelical Christians. It is a “people group among which there is no indigenous
community of believing Christians with adequate numbers and resources to evangelize the
group.”' Two percent of the indigenous population has been used by the Joshua Project as the

minimum percentage of a population necessary in order to impact the entire group.”

! Joshua Project, “Arab, Najda Bedouin of Iraq,”
http://www.joshuaproject.net/peopctry.php?rop3=101196&amp;rog3=IZ. The Joshua Project provides information
on people groups that have the least exposure to the Gospel and the least Christian presence in their midst. The
organization compiles and updates the work of missions researchers in order to bring definition to the unfinished
task of the Great Commission to accelerate the Gospel’s impact into each of the least-reached people groups. This
information is provided to mission agencies to assist as they develop their strategies to reach the lost.

* The International Congress for World Evangelism met in Lausanne, Switzerland in 1974 and was comprised
of 2400 representatives of mission agencies, academia and missionaries. At this conference, the framework was
developed to look at missions from a strategic viewpoint that targeted specific people groups for mission efforts. A
“people group” is a “significantly large sociological grouping of individuals who perceive themselves to have a
common affinity to one another. From the viewpoint of evangelization this is the largest possible group within
which the Gospel can spread without encountering barriers of understanding or acceptance. . . (An unreached people
group is) a people group among which there is no indigenous community of believing Christians with adequate
numbers and resources to evangelize this people group without outside (cross-cultural) assistance.” (Edward
Dayton, Samuel Wilson, ed. , The Refugees Among Us, [Elgin, IL.: Cook,1983], 499.) The initial definition of
unreached people groups suggested that less than 20% of the population is indigenous, practicing Christians. This
20% figure was arbitrarily selected, and since the 1980s, has gradually gone down to the 2% used currently by the
Joshua Project and other mission organizations.
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The use of “Unreached Peoples” . . . is now making major changes in mission strategic
thinking. . . . Mission does not mean going to places but to peoples, unreached peoples,
to be precise — wherever representatives of such people are. . . . Missions is a specialized
kind of evangelism, the kind that is a “first penetration” into a group that might otherwise
never have a chance at all.?

The “unreached” status of the Mandaeans comes first from their geographic isolation in
Iraq, historically making them physically inaccessible to missionary efforts. Second, their
hostility to outsiders has prevented influence even from Arab Christians within Iraq. Third, their
Gnostic belief system has been relatively unknown to Christian organizations even to the present
time. Thus, usual methods of evangelism have not penetrated this sect. Their belief system is not
an aberration of Judeo-Christian doctrines, nor is it a derivation of any of the major world
religions, such as Hinduism, Buddhism, Islam, or even tribal and animistic practices. Because the
Mandaean beliefs are in a category of their own and because of their traditional isolation from
and hostility toward outsiders, reaching them has been intellectually and geographically virtually
impossible.

The quest to discover who the Mandaeans are is not easily satisfied because, first,
ascertaining the name of the sect is a challenge. For every name, there are different spellings; for
every spelling, there are different groups, some of which have no relationship to the people of
this study. The names used include: Sabia Al-Mandaean, usually shortened to Sabian; Sabaean;

Subba (meaning baptizers, those who immerse themselves in water); Sabba; Mendaia or Mendai;

Sabbi; and St. John Christians, later corrected to John the Baptist rather than the Apostle John.”

3 Ralph Winter, “Editorial,” International Journal of Frontier Missions (Apr 1991): 2, 4.

4 Jody Miller, Email to Karen Baker, 25 Jan 2006; Edmondo Lupieri, The Mandaeans: The Last Gnostics
(Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2002), “Islamic historians referred to all pagans as ‘Sabaeans.”” 85; 67. “The Mandaeans
have always played up the similarity in sound between subba and sabiah (as referenced in the Qur’an) in order to
obtain a much-desired recognition from the local (Muslim) lords.” 88; 95. Sabbi is the name used by the Arabs and
Persians for this people. 73, 75, 84, 87. These names are all the more confused by the willingness of the Mandaeans
to rewrite their history based on the favor/oppression that might be facing them. In fact, it was the Portuguese who
aligned the Mandaeans with John the Baptist, “since in their rituals, together with their name and the appearance of



Part of the reason for this confusion is the secretive nature of the people themselves. Although
some have revealed “secrets” to various authors, the information is not always consistent. Even
within the sect, knowledge of beliefs, practices, and history among its adherents is neither widely
understood nor consistent. Their self-identification varies based on the listener. To someone they
consider unfriendly, they will call themselves one of the various forms of Sabaean, but within
their community and to friendly outsiders, they identify themselves as Mandaeans.” This thesis
will refer to this people group as “Mandaean” unless a direct quote uses another name.

Second, further complicating the matter is the fact that “Mandaean” refers to one who
both belongs to a specific ethnic group and adheres to a specific religious belief. When
Mandaeans abandon their “specific religious identity, they cease to exist as a separate ethnic
group.”® Thus, finding Mandaeans who may have converted to another religion is difficult as
they may no longer respond to the ethnicity of Mandaeism in a census. When noted scholar J. J.
Buckley visited Iran in 1996 one of the Mandaeans thanked her for telling Muslim scholars and
students about Mandaeans and their plight. “His statement says something about the
responsibilities of a scholar to a people beset by internal and external perils and astonished that
any outsider knows about them at all.”” The Mandaeans have lived in seclusion for centuries.
The world around them, primarily Muslim, has had little influence on their ancient practices.

However, they are currently facing a diaspora of their people throughout the world. In the past

Christianity, there have mixed together many superstitious ceremonies that have a Jewish air about them.” Lupieri,
87.

> Wisam Lazim, interviewed by author 16 Oct 2006.

61.J. Buckley, The Mandaeans: Ancient Texts and Modern People (New York: Oxford, 2002), 5.

7 1. J. Buckley, “With the Mandaeans in Iran,” Religious Studies News 11.3, American Academy of Religion
and the Society of Biblical Literature (Sept 1996): 11. Mandaean scholar Jorunn Buckley traveled to visit the Iranian

Mandaean community in 1996 on an AAR research grant, and has since described her visits with Mandaeans in
many articles, culminating her observations in The Mandaeans: Ancient Texts and Modern People.



sixteen years, the two wars in Iraq have had the potential of bringing not only physical freedom,
but also spiritual freedom to the Iraqi Mandaeans. The Persian Gulf War, Operation Desert
Storm (1990-1991), and the Iraq War, Operation Freedom (2003-present), have produced the
largest diaspora of Mandaeans in history. Persecution of this people group began with Saddam
Hussein’s forces. In the aftermath of his government’s demise, Muslims have persistently
kidnapped, raped, assaulted, murdered, and terrorized Mandaeans. Threats and forced
conversions by Muslim terrorists have resulted in many Mandaeans fleeing Iraq. Clashes
between other groups in Iraq, such as the Kurds and the Arabs of northern Iraq, have left the
Mandaeans homeless and hopeless. “As far as the Mandaeans are concerned, the insecurity and
unfamiliarity of a life in exile and permanent separation from their homeland is preferable to
going back to Iraq. . . . It is impossible for the time being for them to go home. The risk is too
great.”
For most who flee Iraq, the first stop is Amman, Jordan, a country that has welcomed
refugees awaiting relocation to other parts of the world, such as Western Europe, Australia, New
Zealand, Canada, and the United States.” The Jordanian government does not allow Christian
efforts toward its own Muslim population; however, since it does not provide services to
refugees, Jordan welcomes humanitarian and Christian efforts to assist refugees with basic needs
such as education and health care. This creates an opportunity to bring Christ’s love to the
Mandaeans without governmental interference and perhaps in an environment that encourages

them to be open to the gospel. In fact, after the 1991 Persian Gulf War, Christar missionaries

reported that more Iraqi refugees in Amman came to faith in Jesus Christ than the total

¥ Sarah Reinke, "Mandaeans in Iraq," http://www. gfbv.de/inhaltsDok.php?id=694 (Mar 2006): 8.
? Ibid., 4.



evangelical Christian population of Jordan."

Refugees are a growing population around the globe and represent opportunities for the
gospel that might not otherwise be available. In fact, the crises that often create refugees are be-
coming more visible and compelling throughout the world, representing opportunities for which
Christians must be prepared. Recent examples include wars, earthquakes, volcanoes, tsunamis,
hurricanes, and other natural disasters.

War can sometimes bring hope to the oppressed. Such has been the case for the
Mandaeans who have lived in a closed society for centuries. Since the late twentieth century,
Mandaeans have joined the thousands of Iraqis who have left their homeland in search of refuge
in other countries.

Published reports indicate that before the current conflict in Iraq, there were between
250,000 and 300,000 Iraqis in Jordan, although officials acknowledge that this is a conservative
estimate.'' “The number of Iraqis could be much higher since Iraqis in Jordan doubt the benefits
of registering with the UNHCR (United Nation’s High Commissioner for Refugees) and
therefore fail to do so.”'> At the height of the Iraqi refugee situation in Amman, there were
nearly one million Iraqis in Amman, which supplemented the 1.2 million Jordanian population of
Amman."? Most refugees desire to return to their homeland, as did most of the Shiite Muslims
who had left under Sadam Hussein’s regime. Of the Iraqis in Jordan before Operation Freedom

in 2002, only 5000 refugees were awaiting resettlement to another safe country. Jordan’s

"Donald M Eenigenburg, Christar, correspondence to author, 24 Jul 2006.

' Human Rights Watch, “Flight from Iraq: Attacks on Refugees and other Foreigners and their Treatment in
Jordan,” 15.4 (May 2003): 14.

12 Ibid.

" Amal Bejjani, former missionary to Iraqi refugees in Amman, Jordan, 1991-2002, currently working among
Iraqi refugees in Lincoln, NE. Telephone interview by author 07 Mar 05; Patrick Johnstone, Operation World
(Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 1993), 326.



agreement since 1998 has been to grant temporary asylum to refugees “for a maximum period of
six months, after which they become illegal aliens, subject to daily fines and at risk of forced
deportation back to Iraq. The de facto presence of refugees waiting for resettlement is tolerated
by the authorities pending their departure, although they have no permission to work and they are
subject to regular roundups.”"*

When Sadam Hussein’s government was toppled in 2003, the Shiites returned to Iraq
from Jordan in vast numbers. However, they were quickly replaced by Kurds, Sunnis, and
Christians who now dominate the Iraqi refugee population in Amman.'” Very few evangelical
Christians are among the refugees, though there are reportedly over ten evangelical churches and
over 300 house churches in Baghdad.'® The religious beliefs of the most recent refugees in
Amman are mixed: about fifty percent are Christian and about fifty percent are Muslim.
Mandaeans are among those identified as “Christian,” although Mandaean beliefs bear little
resemblance to Christian beliefs.

Most Iraqi refugees arrive in Amman with intact families and often with extended family
members. Though on occasion men will leave ahead of their families to scope out opportunities,
pave the way for emigration to other countries, or secure living quarters, most have fled Iraq as a
family unit, taking as many of their possessions as they can carry.

In the refugee community, the playing field is leveled and the usual tensions and conflicts

among various sectors of Iraqi society seem to be non-existent. In fact, these differences may be

emphasized more in the press than actually exist in real life. “People groups have been played

' Human Rights Watch.

' The category of “Christians” from the Human Rights Watch includes Chaldeans, Assyrians, and Sabeans
(Mandaeans).

16 Johnstone, 307, 308.



against one another, especially throughout the Ottoman rule through World War I, in order to
maintain authority and control over these occupied lands. The British continued this method of
control until they left after World War I1.”"7

The social structures of refugee communities are often completely broken down. Safety
and trust are lacking. There is distrust among members of the community, who fear traitors or
informants. There is even more intense distrust toward foreigners, especially Westerners. There
is also distrust toward the host country. Language barriers often add to the distrust, as they
present an obstacle to building relationships.

Fear is pervasive among refugees: fear of the past experience in their native country; fear
of military reprisals; fear of intimidation; fear of being forced to return to imprisonment or death
in their home country; fear of an uncertain future.'® Additionally, there is an “alarming tendency
for exiles to become long-term, if not permanent. This dehumanizes [people], uproots [them]
from their cultural milieu, leaves them in constant insecurity and leads to intractable social and
security problems.”"’

The needs of all refugees, regardless of country of origin, religion, sect, occupation,
education, or social status, are reduced to basic existence. The refugees in Amman live in very
poor, substandard conditions. They are not allowed to work legally. Health care is non-existent.
Food is scarce; water is even scarcer. Education is unavailable. Fear is rampant. Hope is illusive
for refugees as their dignity, self-identity, safety, and security have all been ravaged.

The strategies used by missionaries for refugees as a group take precedence over

strategies for a specific religious or people group since they are all in the same community and,

17 Bejjani.
'8 Paul Flamm, “Refugee Ministry: Towards Healing and Reconciliation,” Mission Studies 15.01 (1998): 101.

' Michael Blume, “Refugees and Mission: A Primer,” Mission Studies 17.01 (Jan 2000): 169.



facing many of the same issues, can potentially be reached with similar strategies. Outreach
efforts that are culturally relevant, combined with a high degree of creative flexibility, are most
effective in any given area. “Any strategy should focus on reaching a people within the context
of their needs rather than on the basis of preconceived methodologies. . . . Evangelization always

takes place in the context of needs.”*’

Statement of Purpose

The purpose of this thesis is to provide descriptive information to assist missionaries and
mission agencies in understanding this unreached people group, the Mandaeans. The current
dispersion of Mandaeans offers a window of opportunity to reach individual Iraqi Mandaean
refugees with the gospel, first in Amman, Jordan, and then throughout the world. This thesis
considers information from representative academic sources, consultation with missionaries
directly involved with the Mandaeans, and discussions with Mandaeans who have converted to
Christianity. The results of this research will be provided to mission agencies and missionaries in
order to better equip the bearers of the gospel who have the potential of connecting with
Mandaean refugees in the Middle East or wherever their migration takes them. Since Gnostic
beliefs, and specifically Mandaean beliefs, are significantly different from what a Western
evangelical Christian would normally encounter among Western non-believers, this thesis
provides a description of their beliefs and practices and discusses how these factors could be
used to initiate a conversation about Biblical truths.

The Mandaeans, a sect that dates back to at least the first and second centuries after

% Lilly A Takona, “Strategies for Muslim Evangelization,” Africa Journal of Evangelical Theology 15.1
(1996): 55, 56.



Christ, have lived in southern Iraq and in one province of Iran.”' They are mentioned in
the Qur’an as Sabeans.”? The Qur’an provides for ahl al-kitab, which is tolerance toward ‘people
of the Book,’ “people who profess a religion recognized by Islam to have been of divine

3 To be ahl al-kitab requires monotheism and a holy or divine book. The Mandaeans

origin.
produced a written copy of their prayers and rituals in the Ginza and thus qualified as ah/ al-
kitab in the mid-seventh century.**

As the only surviving, practicing Gnostic group, the Mandaeans have been the subject of
investigation regarding their origins and the influence of Judaism, Islam, and Christianity on
their beliefs. Since they are a closed sect, allowing no converts and having little to do with the
outside world, information about this group has been unavailable until about the nineteenth
century when several of their writings were translated from their original, ancient language.
Similarly, physical access to the sect has not been possible in their native locales in Iraq or Iran.
Buckley noted, after her 1996 visit with Iranian Mandaeans, that “No scholar from the outside
had come to visit the Mandaeans . . . since the 1930’s. Most were amazed that someone in the
325

outside world would know their religion.

Though the Mandaeans are a small part of the total population of unreached peoples

I Some sources suggest the Mandaeans are of a pre-Christian origin, but most seem to agree with the second or
third century origin.

** Although a people named Sabeans are mentioned in several passages of the Old Testament, they are not
related to the people group under discussion. The biblical Sabeans, antagonists of God’s people, were from the area
of present-day Yemen.

» M. A. Muhibbu-Din, “Ahl Al-Kitab and Religious Minorities in the Islamic State: Historical Context and
Contemporary Challenges,” Journal of Muslim Minority Affairs 20.1 (April, 2000): 111.

* The Ginza is the Mandaean holy book, divided into two parts, the right and the left. The first part, or Right
Ginza, contains cosmogonies, legends of creation, prayers, and mythology. The second part, or Left Ginza, is written
upside down and deals exclusively with the dead. E. S. Drower, The Mandaeans of Iraq and Iran (Leiden,
Netherlands: Brill, 1937), 24.

2 Buckley, “With the Mandaeans in Iran,” 9.
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throughout the world, Christians are commanded to bring the gospel to every nation (emphasis
added) (Mt 28:19).%° Given the unprecedented opportunity to reach Iraqi Mandaean refugees, the
more we can understand about their culture and their belief system, the greater the possibility of
reaching them with the gospel. The greatest challenge in the past has been the physical
inaccessibility of this people group. With the current diaspora, the physical barriers that have
existed in the Middle East are eliminated, at least for the immediate future. The window of
opportunity to reach the unreached Mandaeans is open now and presents opportunities to bring
the gospel to them. This thesis presents an effort to use this circumstance wisely in order to see

them among the multitudes surrounding the throne of the King (Rev. 7:9).

Statement of Importance of Problem

Reaching every nation with the gospel is the mandate of Jesus to His followers (Mt.
28:19). Therefore, the opportunity to reach a people group that has been formerly unreachable
for geographic and philosophic reasons makes this quest of extreme importance. Additionally,
the dispersion of the Iraqi Mandaeans throughout the world makes the opportunity even more
urgent. They themselves are in a unique position to evangelize other Iraqis and especially other
Mandaeans. Additionally, their ethnicity creates greater opportunities for them to bring to the
gospel to the Arabic peoples both in the Middle East and throughout the world. Therefore, the
modest population numbers must be viewed in light of the potential represented by this people
group to reach others from the Arab culture of the Middle East.

The population of Mandaeans is difficult to estimate for three reasons: 1) conflicting and

unavailable information; 2) identification of Mandaeans who are no longer in Iraq or the Middle

%% Unless otherwise noted, all Bible references are from The New International Version, (Grand Rapids, MI:
Zondervan, 1973).
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East; 3) lack of clarity regarding the identity of Mandaeans who have left the sect. Specific
population estimates are hard to arrive at but Mandaean scholar Buckley estimates the world-
wide population of Mandaeans to be less than 100,000 in 2006.>” Mandaean-sponsored websites
indicate a world-wide population in 2000 of 38,000.*® The Association of Mandaeans “reckons

the number of believers worldwide to be approximately 60,000.”

Two Christian missionary
web-sites indicate similar estimates ranging from 31,000-61,000 in Iran and Iraq.”® Further, the
British BBC news service estimates that “there are only 13,000 Mandaeans still left in Iran and
Iraq.™"

Population distribution is even harder to obtain due to unrest in Iraq and Iran, and
emigration patterns that are difficult to track.*” The predominant countries to which Mandaean
refugees have immigrated include Western Europe, Australia, New Zealand, Canada, and
America. Within the United States, there are small groups of Mandaeans in Michigan, California,
and Florida.” Finally, the term “Mandaean” refers both to one who belongs to a specific ethnic
group and to one who adheres to a specific religious belief. Their ethnicity is tied to their

religion, and if one leaves the sect, he is no longer considered ethnically “Mandaean.”**

27 Buckley, The Mandaeans, 6; Buckley, email correspondence to author, 25 Feb 06.

% Mandaean World, “Population Figures: Documented Sources,” http://www.mandaeanworld.com/who4.html.
2 Reinke, 4.

3% Joshua Project.

3! Reinke, 6.

** Buckley, The Mandaeans, 6.

3 Bejanni, 27 Feb. 2006.

3 Lupieri, 5.
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Statement of Position on the Problem

The assumption of this thesis is that the Iraqi Mandaeans, as refugees, are presently in a
unique position to receive the gospel message.” Their situation of dislocation and dispersion as
refugees and the disruption of their previously closed community, while lamentable in itself, may
have a positive result in that it tends to make them more sensitive to spiritual truths. By
equipping Christians with current, reliable information, access to the Iraqi Mandaean refugees

with the gospel message tailored to their needs and philosophical viewpoint will be enhanced.

Limitations

The Mandaeans are a Gnostic sect, originating in the early centuries after the ascension of
Christ. There are extensive writings on Gnosticism, and the literature about the Mandaeans is
growing continually. In spite of this, there is little first-hand knowledge of this people group,
save the extensive research done by Lady Drower in the 1940s and by Buckley in the last thirty
years. Of particular interest is Buckley’s latest book, Mandaeans: Ancient Texts and Modern
People, in which she describes her visits with Mandaeans in Iraq and in America. From the
viewpoint of those sympathetic to the Mandaean plight, however, the academic inquiries have
not been helpful. “Academics interested in the Mandaeans already to some extent treat them as a
subject of historic study and do very little to help save the small faith community” from
extinction.*

From a Christian Missiological perspective, none of these writings answer the question of

how to present an opportunity to Mandaean people to know the one truth, Jesus Christ. While

% This is particularly true in their initial state of being in “limbo,” not really knowing where or when they will
be resettled, still grieving over the loss of their native home and surroundings. Once they are resettled, they become
more complacent spiritually, reverting to prior practices and beliefs.

36 Reinke, 8.
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serious scholarly efforts have been devoted to uncovering their origin, the date of origin, the
location of origin, and their belief systems and rituals, no sources have evaluated the
opportunities for the gospel created by the Mandaeans’ status as refugees and their dispersion
throughout the world. The literature is either completely objective in its intensive academic
investigation to uncover various elements of this secret belief system, or it is clearly enamored
by the idea of understanding the only remaining Gnostic sect. In fact, the most prolific Mandaean
scholar of today, Buckley, is distressed that converts are not allowed to enter this sect, as she
feels the Mandaeans do indeed have the secret ultimate truth, and she apparently wants to share

in this secret.’’

Section 2. Method

Descriptive information will be presented to explain the beliefs, history, and current
situation of the Mandaeans. The extensive literature available has been evaluated related to the
origins, beliefs, and practices of the Mandaeans. However, for purposes of this thesis, the
literature is somewhat limited due to its focus and perspective on the ancient religion compared
with current beliefs and practice. Literature regarding refugees and their inclination to the gospel
message has also been reviewed. Additionally, and most importantly, information suited to the
purpose of this thesis has been discovered in consultation with current missionaries and in
interviews with Mandaeans who are refugees or have emigrated from Iraq to North America.
Comparative charts, delineating similarities and differences between the Mandaean beliefs and

practices and other religions enhance and clarify information regarding this sect.

*7 The prohibition of conversion into the sect by choice or marriage is due to the fact that Mandaeans believe
they are the only people who have been endowed with a spark divinity at birth, and marriage outside the sect would
dilute their relationship to the Supreme Being. This is discussed in more detail in chapter four.
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Section 3. Proposed Development of Thesis

Proposed Chapter Divisions/Summary Arguments

The chapters are divided according to five categories by which all religious movements
can be compared and contrasted. By understanding each of these categories, one can gain a good
understanding of the motivation and ethic of the belief system.’® These categories then provide
the basis for developing an apologetic to the Mandaeans.

Chapter One—Introduction

The introductory chapter states the problem, purpose of the research, importance of the
problem, the author’s position on the problem, and the limitations of the research. It follows the
outline provided in the Liberty University Graduate Studies Handbook for the School of
Religion. Though this is a relatively small people group, a unique and unprecedented opportunity
exists to reach them due to their status as refugees and their dispersion throughout the world.

Chapter Two—History and Sources: Gnosticism

Chapter two develops the first category of understanding a belief system by evaluating
the basic tenets of Mandaeism’s parent philosophy, Gnosticism. By reviewing its history and
sources, one can understand how a sect explains its beliefs. There are many similarities between
Gnosticism and Mandaeism in defining their beliefs and determining their origin. A summary of
the main characteristics of Gnosticism prepares the foundation for understanding Mandaeism’s
characteristics.

Chapter Three—History and Sources: Mandaeism

Chapter three draws on the foundation developed in Chapter Two, presenting

3# Ergun Caner, “Global Apologetics,” Liberty Theological Seminary lecture, Lynchburg, VA. Mar 2006.
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Mandaeism’s continued use of Gnostic themes. It then describes the influence of three major
world religions on Mandaeism’s development, including Judaism, Christianity, with a focus on
the influence of Roman Catholicism, and Islam. Charts provide a visual comparison of each of
these religions with Mandaeism. Tracing how the beliefs and practices of these religions have
been syncretized into Mandaean beliefs and practices illustrates the potential bridges that can be
developed in discussing spiritual matters with Mandaeans.
Chapter Four—Membership and Community

Chapter four addresses the membership and community of the Mandaeans and describes
the process of salvation from the earthly world to the eternal Lightworld. This section deals with
how the community is being maintained despite the current fragility of the community due to the
dispersion of Mandaeans around the world. For Christians, membership and community are
defined by salvation and sanctification, which is open to anyone regardless of birth or other
circumstances. The lack of conversion opportunities to Mandaeism, due to its exclusivity and
secrecy, will be compared with conversion opportunities to Christianity. Understanding the
emotional needs of the Iraqi Mandaean refugee, particularly from the context of an exclusivistic,
isolationist community, will assist in meeting their physical and emotional needs while seeking
opportunities to meet their spiritual needs.

Chapter Five—Authority and Organization

Chapter five presents the authority and organization of the Mandaeans by looking at the
priestly caste and its hierarchy. This category deals with how the group is organized, its
hierarchy, and how the community works together. In Christianity, this is the equivalent of
ecclesiology. This chapter describes the significance of the role of the priestly class in

maintaining the organization, and discusses the ordination process, particularly compared with
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the Levitical system of the ancient Jews, demonstrating the syncretization of the Jewish system
into the Mandaean system. It also discusses the role of John the Baptist in the Mandaean belief
system. Finally, the dispersion’s effects on the authority and organization of the Mandaean
community are presented.
Chapter Six—Rituals and Holidays
Chapter six presents the rituals and holidays of the Mandaeans, including baptism,
weddings, funerals, and holidays. Every religious movement has holidays and/or sacred rituals
that are exclusive to its members. This section describes how the group acts and celebrates
together. In Christianity, this is referred to as worship and ethics. The connection between the
living and the dead is emphasized in each Mandaean ritual, as well as the heavy responsibility of
individuals to earn their salvation to the Lightworld (their term for the afterlife in the skies)
through repeated baptisms.*’
Chapter Seven—Signs and Symbols
Chapter seven discusses the signs and symbols of the Mandaeans. This chapter describes
the significance of mythology, legends, and visions in the Mandaean understanding of the
supernatural. In Christianity, evangelism is often identified by symbols of the cross or the fish on
clothing, buildings and jewelry. Mandaean symbols include the dropsa, which is of