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Bahmanyar was a Persian Zoroastrian among Sy Ol SLs Shed

the students and attendants of that preeminent
philosopher, Avicenna. He had taken to asking
the Shaykh, with subtle but insinuating
persistence, why he had not yet advanced a
claim to a divine mission and established a
new religious law. Avicenna, in response,
would observe silence, neither affirming nor
denying such ultimate ambitions. Thus the
matter stood until ‘Ala’-al-Din Kakuya was
defeated by Mas‘ud Gaznavi and made to flee
from Isfahan to Hamadan. In order to execute
his charge of managing ‘Ala’-al-Din’s
administration, Avicenna was thus obliged to
travel, being attended by Bahmanyar.

One night in the course of their journey,
Avicenna having set up their camp, the
weather was particularly cold. Vexed as they
were by the chill winds of Autumn, Avicenna
proved unable to sleep through the night. To
pass the time, he and Bahmanyar discussed
matters of philosophic import, wrapped up
snugly in their bedclothes. At some point in
their conversation, Avicenna grew thirsty and
asked Bahmanyar to bring him a drink of
water. Loath to expose himself to the cold,
Bahmanyar brought up another topic to
distract him from his thirst. He asked
Bahmanyar several other times for water over
the course of the night, each time Bahmanyar
diverting him with yet another question—
until morning dawned and the cry of the
muezzin resounded from every side.

Avicenna then rose from his bedroll
and bade Bahmanyar to get up also, adding
that he would, at long last after several years,
answer his question. Why had he not, as
Bahmanyar so desired, declared himself
divinely commissioned and empowered to
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establish a new religion? Avicenna thus
explained:

More than four hundred years have now
elapsed since the Founder of the Islamic
dispensation fulfilled His mission. Not one
person among this people has ever attained
the honor of His presence; nonetheless, even
though the Prophet did not include the call to
prayer in the obligatory precepts of His law,
these people have forsaken their slumber on
this night, braving the depredations of the
cold, to observe this custom: They ascend the
minarets before the time of dawn prayer,
ready to intone the verses of the call to its
observance so soon as its moment should
come.

How different is the case with me! As your
teacher and master, I am owed your
obedience. Yet, despite my firm request that
you bring me water several times last night,
you failed to heed me. Some chilly weather
prevented you. Unwillingness to bear minor
inconvenience and discomfort was the
occasion of your disobedience and sufficient
cause of your defiance. Now, do you truly
suppose that just anybody—merely on the
strength of acquired knowledge or temporal
power—could lay rightful and compelling
claim to a divine dispensation, and inaugurate
a new religion, without, that is, the express
permission of God?
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