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[bookmark: _Hlk212644268]Abstract
The Handsome Jew echoes a humanitarian voice that calls for coexistence, tolerance, and equality among people, regardless of their cultural background and religious identity. This study investigates the Yemeni Jews’ religious identity ordeals as depicted in Al-Muqri's novel The Handsome Jew, while also exploring the author’s implicit message of syncretism which emerged through various incidents in the narrative. Employing a critical reading of the text and qualitative content analysis the study revealed two main findings. First, tolerance is depicted as an inherent quality within the Yemeni society despite the religious and cultural differences among its people. Second, the Jewish community’s resistance to maintain their religious identity rendered them vulnerable to the ordeals of marginalization, discrimination, proselytism, and exclusion. Through his narrative techniques, Al-Muqri imparts a profound message of syncretism, offering a universal and comprehensive perspective on life. His humanitarian vision conveys insights and possibilities for reconciliation, compassion, and unity among people of different races, ethnicities, and cultures.
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Introduction
[bookmark: _Hlk190521929]For centuries, Jews inhabited the Arabian Peninsula and regions across Asia and Africa, with some historians suggesting their presence dates back to the pre-Christian era (Choueiri, 2016). After the rise of Islam in the 7th century, despite being a minority living in Muslim-majority societies, they played a significant role in Arab cultural diversity (Eyal, 2006). However, the establishment of Israel in 1948 marked a profound shift in their relationship with Arab countries. With the newly formed Israel, many Jews from around the Middle East felt little interest in or attachment to Zionism and Israel and only emigrated when political debates in their home countries, such as Iraq, became too polarized and forced them to leave. After the establishment of the State of Israel in 1948, a mass migration of Jews from the Middle Eastern, North African, and European countries began in the late 1940s and continued into the 1950s (Gelber, 2006). The increased anti-Jewish sentiments and persecution often linked to the identity of the Jewish minorities living in the Arab countries, forced around 700,000 Jews forced to leave and migrate to Israel (Oppong, 2013). This exodus intensified in the wake of consecutive wars between Israel and surrounding Arab countries such as Egypt, Lebanon, Syari, Jordan, and Palestine. During the mid-twentieth century fifty thousand Jews from Yemen undertook a similar passage through the evacuation program ‘Operation Magic Carpet’ due to the challenges they were encountering in that period (Ariel, 2013). Cary Nelson's work (2015) emphasizes that the euphoria surrounding Israel's declaration was short-lived due to the outbreak of anti-Jewish riots across several Arab countries. In 1956, a significant escalation occurred with the Suez Crisis, when war broke out between Arab nations and Israel. Despite the support of influential powers like the United Kingdom and France, to regain control over the Suez Canal, the United States at that time refused to intervene and pressured all parties to withdraw (Merom, 2003). While the Suez crisis did not directly cause migration, it exacerbated feelings of rejection and hostility towards the Jewish population in the Arab world (Ariel, 2013). 
Many Arab novelists have dealt with the memory of the Jews’ existence and mass exodus in the Arab countries like Diary of a Jewish Muslim (2004) by the Egyptian novelist Kamal Ruhymi, Diary of a Damascus Jew (2007) by the Syrian novelist Ibrahim Aljubain and The Tobacco Keeper (2008) by the Iraqi novelist Ali Badr (Tadros, 2017). Despite their sufferings on the basis of religious identity, the Yemeni Jews were allowed to freely practice their religion from the Rasulid Dynasty (1229-1454) until the period of Imam Yahya’s Rule (1918-1948) (Ariel, 2013). They maintained their distinguished identity and imposed exclusion against the Jews who converted to Islam, contacted Muslims, or married a Muslim woman. Similarly, the dominant Muslim community considered the Jews as second-class citizens and thus marginalized and excluded any Muslim who married a Jewish girl (Ghumman, 2013). 
These socio-cultural and religious conflicts inspired Al-Muqri to artistically depict this tension and promote mutual understanding, respect, and compassion among the people despite their religion, color, language, or cultural background (Rashed, 2021). Ali Al-Muqri usually aligns himself with a human-centered perspective rooted in the concept of a nation (Alkodimi, 2020). His narratives carry a humanitarian essence that underscores inclusivity, transcending religious and cultural barriers while rejecting any intolerance, discrimination, or stereotyping of others based on their beliefs. His narratives propagate humanity and the acceptance of diverse cultures and religions. For him, identity isn't established through religious or racial affiliations but rather through a shared human experience and the wealth of accumulated culture. He is perceived as an exceptional writer who avoids confining himself to narrow and rigid ideological or intellectual classifications. Instead, he perpetually explores the depths of human existence within this universe, particularly those individuals who treat others' emotions with sensitivity and respect individual privacy. In Al-Muqri’s work The Handsome Jew (2009), he dramatizes a humanistic philosophy through the lenses of equality, cross-cultural understanding, dignified communication, acknowledgment of personal boundaries, openness, coexistence, and tolerance. This novel was specifically selected in this study as it reflects his philosophy which is exemplified in the storyline where he symbolically shows how a Jewish man Salim and a Muslim woman Fatima were profiled, marginalized, and excluded due to their cross-religious love and marriage. The identity crisis of the suppressed minority group was apparent from the opening lines of the novel when Salim questions his identity until the end of the novel. However, there is a limited body of literature that explores the issues of identity ordeals and the loss of the identity of the Jewish minority. The term ‘identity ordeals’ refers to the challenges that the Jews experienced while living and maintaining their religious identity as a minority group in a society dominated by other religious beliefs (Nersesyan, 2024). These challenges are often manifested through social, political, and cultural pressures.  
	Our study attempts to fill this void by exploring how Al-Muqri utilized his humanitarian vision and narrative techniques to convey the message of syncretism as it appeared in different incidents in the novel. The study findings highlight the importance of social principles such as tolerance, compassion, and equality, which enhance diversity and coexistence. To date, a number of studies have explored different issues in Al-Muqri’s novels, such as the concept of nation (Ding, 2022), his fictional world (Rashed, 2021); and gender conflict (Irving 2016), but none have explored the Jews religious identity ordeals and how Al-Muqri utilized his philosophy of life to induce the likelihood of reconciliation among the Muslim and Jews. To address these gaps, the study will specifically attempt to answer the following research questions. 
· What are the identity ordeals of the Yemeni Jews’ that were depicted in Al-Muqri’s novel The Handsom Jew?
· How did Al-Muqri demonstrate the implicated message of syncretism in his narration?

Literature review
 Arab novel 
Arab novel is a term that refers to novels written in Arabic by writers from the Arab World (Gana, 2015). These novels may also be translated into English; however, they often reflect the cultural, political and social experience of the Arab societies. This form of literature emerged as a prominent genre at the beginning of the twentieth century. After the Second World War, so many Arab novelists discussed various social, political, religious, historical, and romantic issues. Such novelists crossed the borders of their culture and became universally well-known, inspiring novelists, and their interest also turned to discussing humane issues; Nageeb Mahfouz, Tawfeeq Alhakeem, Taha Hussein, Altaib Saleh, Mohammed Abdulwali, Zeid Mutee Damaj, Kamal Ruhymi, Ali Badr, Abdulrahman Munif and many others are typical examples (Sharma et al., 2020; Alheshami & Sha'ar, 2019). The historical, social, cultural, and humane issues were of much concern to those writers; therefore, the Jews’ mass exodus got considerable interest and considered the Jews as part of the cultural and historical tissue and memory of all the Arab-speaking countries (Gelber, 2006). 
As a part of the Arab novel, the Yemeni novel flourished in the thirties and forties of the twentieth century (Rashed, 2021). The first Yemeni novel was written by Ahmed Alsaqaf, The Girl of Qaroutl, in the 1920s. However, many critics say that the pioneering beginning was with the publication of Mohammed Ali Luqman's novel Saeed in 1939. In the founding stage, there were some prominent novelists who effectively participated in flourishing the Yemeni novel, like Mohammed Abdulwali and Mohammed Mahmoud Alzubeiri. The generation of the seventies and eighties is described as the generation of fictional art like Zeid Mutee Damaj. The following stage is the stage of the nineties that is described as the stage of renewal like Habeeb Sruri, Ali Al-Muqri, Nabeila Alzubair, Wajdi Alahdal, and many others. A new stage for young writers was after the Arab Spring. Those novelists dealt with various social, cultural, romantic, and historical issues. Ali Al-Muqri, like other Yemeni novelists, tried to revive the cultural connection of Arab Jews with the homeland after their departure, depicting different challenges Jews faced in the Arab region, including their struggle with social integration, cultural identity, and the suffering of exodus in the mid-twentieth century. 
Ali Al-Muqri is one of the Yemeni novelists, known for works such as Black Odor (2008), The Idol (2012), Hurma (2015), and Adani Incense (2022) which explore issues of cultural identity, religious co-existence, and struggle of communities in the Yemeni society (Alkodimi, 2020). His narratives always highlight tackling of certain taboo social issues such as love, minorities’ rights, war, and religion. Al-Muqri’s works are significant because they challenge the social norms, and articulate the critical discussions about social justice in Yemen and the broader Arab world (Al-Subari, 2020). His peculiar philosophy of life and authenticity, addressing these issues have earned him regional and international recognition. Through his stories he invites readers to reflect on the complexities of Yemeni society and the universal human experience of resilience, belonging, and exclusion (Alkodimi, 2019). 
Religious identity ordeals
Religious identity is one of the most current controversial topics. Once this topic is debated, many related ordeals come into discussion, like violence, hatred, and coexistence; however, the most sensitive aspect is when such issues are associated with religion (Mazuz, 2014). According to Ossai (2019), religious identity could be "a cause or exacerbator of conflict and violence." The thoughts and decisions of one person are based on religious identity. He affirms that religious identity by itself is not the cause of conflict, but other factors could ignite the conflict, like ethnic attachment, power struggle, and political and personal interests. Werbner (2009) asserts that “religious identity is… a discourse of boundaries, relatedness, and otherness, on the one hand, and encompassment and inclusiveness, on the other – and of the powerful forces that are perceived to challenge, contest and preserve these distinctions and unities" (p.1). In discussing the concept of religious identity, many theories might be argued, like puritanism and anti-syncretism, which are regarded as in versus hybridity, heteroglossia, and syncretism (Kanu, 2012; Sahay, 2016). Such theories represent two opposite political views in which one is considered as tolerant and liberal, whereas the other is considered strict and less liberal. Trice (2015) affirms that “It is crucial to learn how to relate one’s own religious identity to the challenges and opportunities of one’s time” (P.7). In fact, religious identity cannot be separated from the social and cultural life, so it may involve the fields of sociology and psychology as examples. There are a number of studies (Alheshami et al., 2021; Sharma et al., 2020; Shokouhi, 2021) that prove the relationship between the social, political, and often economic ordeals such as discrimination, marginalization, and exclusion and religious identification and/affiliation (Marieke Jasperse, 2012). No doubt that affiliation on the basis of religion offers new forms of unity and orientation; on the other hand, self-identification based on religion produces new forms of minorities and majorities even if the people are of one country, one community, and share one race and common history. 
Religious diversity in Yemen
According to the Yemeni constitution, freedom of thought should be granted and protected to every citizen. In the Yemeni society, the majority are Muslims, whether they are Sunni or Shia’a. However, there are other religious sects like the Jews, and Bahai’a, who have historically co-existed with the larger Muslim population despite facing periods of social and political challenges. . The Jews, for example, lived under Islamic law for a long period of time, and they constituted an important fabric of the Yemeni society. However, the announcement of the Jewish State of Israel in 1948 encouraged around 63000 to migrate to and settle in Palestine (Haker, 2010). However, around 2000 Jewish people remained in Yemen due to their own personal reasons (Gelber, 2006). Their migration came in response to the enmity and discrimination they suffered from the dominant Muslim society (Rashed, 2021). According to self-categorization theory, the sense of group belonging and antagonism emerged when the Jewish and Muslim communities perceived each other’s religious identity as a threat (or superior to the other), not as a personal characteristic. Al-Subari, (2020) affirms that The Handsome Jew exposes the hatred and enmity of both groups, which creates barriers to social inclusion and made some individuals prone to social, religious, and cultural ordeals. According to Krishnaswami (1960), intolerance or antagonism by the followers of one religion against another faith’s followers is the result of interpretations, practices, and traditions built around them and considered as the mere repository of truth. Such a problem might be investigated culturally, politically, and historically to understand its manifestations. 
The storyline 
The Handsome Jew (2009) is a Yemeni novel that narrates a romantic love story between Fatima, the daughter of a Muslim cleric, and Salim, the son of a Jewish man. The story is set in the seventeenth century when Yemen was under the rule of Imam Ismail Ibn Almutwakel. The author emphasizes that the young lovers’ fathers were devout followers of their respective religious beliefs. Despite this, their love compelled them to elope and marry in Sanaa due to the impossibility of interreligious marriage in the countryside. Their unapproved mixed marriage took place, and shortly after giving birth to their son Said, Fatima tragically passed away. The newborn, Said, was in need of care and breastfeeding, but he was rejected by both the Jewish and Muslim communities. A Yemeni Muslim named Ali, who had also eloped and married a Jewish woman named Siba, inadvertently became a symbol of tolerance. With a two-month-old daughter of his own named Fatima, Ali agreed to care for Said alongside his daughter. To avoid discrimination and ensure his safety, Salim converted to Islam and took the Muslim name Abdulhadi. During the Jewish exodus from Yemen to Palestine, Salim discovered that his son Said was among those leaving. Said and Fatima were unaware of their religious backgrounds. Said did not inform his father about his intention to marry Fatima because Salim had converted to Islam, potentially leading him to reject their marriage. Said utilized the exodus as an opportunity to relocate and marry Ali’s daughter, Fatima, in Jerusalem. Towards the end of the story, Salim revealed to his son that they shared similar stories, having both married Muslim women. 
Theoretical Framework
The present study is guided by the Three Bs Model of Religious Identity (TBsM) (See figure 1), which attempts to explain how an individual in a monolithic or multi-faith society develops his/her religious identity.

Figure 1: Three Bs Model of Religious Identity (Durkheim, 1994)
This model is developed based on Emile Durkheim’s theory of religion which he elaborated on in The Elementary Forms of Religious Life (1994). In this book, he defined religion as a "unified system of beliefs and practices related to sacred things, that is to say – things set apart and forbidden, beliefs and practices, which you need them into a single moral community, for all those who adhere to them” (Goody, 1947, p. 47). He postulated that all religions in all societies categorize things into sacred holy and profane daily things. In other words, sacred refers to the things which are connected to the divine and considered as a special high value and symbolic. However, the profane refers to ordinary life, our daily routine, which has no symbolic significance. 
Accordingly, Marshall (2002) upholds the theorized assumption that the individual’s identity is constructed through the interactions between their beliefs, behaviors, and belonging to a particular faith. As you find in the model, religious faiths are internally diverse, changing over time, and firmly attached to cultures (Durkheim, 1994). The formula for this model is that individuals’ belief in a particular faith then guides or, in other contexts, informs the way they behave. They have to maintain the instructed good behavior as they belong to this or that faith Marshall (2002). In the selected novel, The Handsome Jew, the writer gives a clear indication of Islam and Judaism and depicts how people behave and construct relationships with others based on their faith. He also portrayed how the people maintained their behavior as if they belonged to this or that faith. Throughout the novel, the writer highlights how culture was shaped and closely intertwined with religion..    
Methods
[bookmark: _Hlk190592740]To answer the research questions, the primary text was approached by critical reading and analysis. The theory of identity and the Three Bs Model of religious identity (TBsMRI) provided a theoretical framework for the study. Qualitative content analysis was employed to provide knowledge and understanding of the topic under study (Hsieh & Shannon, 2005; Sha'ar & Boonsuk, 2021). It goes beyond simply counting words to intensely examining language for the purpose of classifying codes extracted from the novel into an efficient number of categories that answer the research questions. To do so, the steps suggested by Hsieh and Shannon (2005) were followed. First, the researchers read the text through roughly and repeatedly in order to achieve immersion and a sense of the whole. The study utilized a translated version of the story translated by Mbarek Sryfi (2022). Second, they highlight the sentences from the text that appear to capture key thoughts or concepts. Third, they sorted out the quotes into categories based on how different quotes are related and linked to each other. Fourth, they ensured that the categories were used to organize and group quotes into meaningful clusters. Fifth, definitions related to the research question were given for each category. Sixth, categories and quotes which significantly contributed to fulfill the research objectives were selected and reported. The research questions were taken as the main criteria while approaching the text (Sha’ar et al., 2023). 
Findings and discussion
	Tolerance describes an individual or community’s capacity to accept others despite their different belief, color, or culture. Religion usually serves identity formation and grants a distinctive and stable group membership for its followers (Renate, 2010). However, the religious belief of a person may become a source of fear and disturbance in his/her life. The Handsome Jew depicts characters who are struggling with issues of religious identity due to the religious disharmony between the Yemeni Muslim and Yemeni Jewish communities. This ideological conflict was triggered by religious discourse, which did not embrace diversity and often provoked hatred toward practitioners of other religions (Alkodimi, 2019). The findings unfolded that tolerance naturally existed as the writer at the beginning of the story showed Fatima and Salim’s attempts to teach each other the language of their religious affiliation (Excerpt 1), i.e., Arabic and Hebrew, despite the disharmonious environment around them. 
Excerpt 1:
“Fatima asks Salim, "Do they teach you, my handsome Jew? Her words left me astonished as she utters them in a passionate, delicate manner that I never understood. Am I a Jew, or am I hers?” (Al-Muqri, 2009, p.10) 
These words of tolerance and love explicitly reflected the intrinsic love, equality, and togetherness among the Yemeni people despite their religious affiliation. Rashed (2021) similarly reported that both Fatima and Salim were created in the Al-Muqri world to convey the ideals of dialogue, equality, and cultural communication. Al-Muqri is a well-known writer for narrative style, which purposefully conflicts with ideas and sentiments in order to emphasize the morals that he wants to convey in his story (Irving, 2016). 
Drawing the reader’s attention to the intolerance among Yemeni Muslim and Jew practitioners, as pictured in the familial pressure on the children to strictly follow their parents’ religious guidance and avoid any interaction or contact. Excerpt (2) reflects how Salim’s father urges his son to maintain his identity colored with their religious belief.
 Excerpt 2
“At night, he woke me up. Listen to me and understand me; learning reading and writing with them is sensible; however, be careful, never learn their religion or Quran. They are Muslims, and we are Jews. Have you got me? I shook my head in agreement. In the morning, he repeated the speech”. (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 11)
To save his son’s ethnic identity from the religious influence, Salem’s father prevents his son from learning the Arabic language or reciting Quran (Excerpt 3) as he believes this would promote fanaticism and corruption in his Jewish identity. Salim's father’s behavior can be interpreted with The Three Bs Model’ of Religious Identity, which upholds the clue that the individual’s identity is constructed through the interactions between their beliefs, behaviors, and belonging (Marshall, 2002). 
Excerpt 3
“Oh My God! … Oh My God! … This is the Quran ... this is a religion of Islam. They will corrupt the son ... they will corrupt the son of the Jew”. (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 13) 
Further, when the Jewish community came to know that Salim was learning about Islam and reciting Quran, they gathered in the rabbi’s house and decided to prevent Salim from going to Fatima’s house. He stopped going to Fatima’s house till she paid a visit to his house and requested Salim’s father to allow him to come again to her house. The father indirectly refuses and thus sends his son to a rabbi to learn Judaism and maintain his Jewish religious identity. The father’s actions are justified by Renate (2010), who posits that identification with one’s group motivates individuals to distinguish their group from others to preserve positive self-esteem or to attain self-enhancement. Despite this, Al-Muqri created Fatima to serve as a bridge between the Muslim and Jewish families. She is encouraged to visit Salem’s home in order to break down the barriers established by social and religious constructs. However, maintaining the minority’s ethnic and religious differences incited religious identity ordeals such as marginalization and discrimination. Salim experienced discrimination due to his religious identity in two incidents, first when he encountered a man in the market (Excerpt, 4). Salim’s belonging was questioned and denied due to his ethnic identity. 
Excerpt 4
“Where are you from?"  The man asked me while we were playing beside the neighboring shop of my father. 
I said from Rydah from this country.
He angrily shouted, "This is not the land of your father; you are a Jewish disbeliever."
I did not know what does disbeliever (Kafer in Arabic) mean? What I know is that I am a Jew, and the children in our neighborhood call me a Jew. The older people call our neighborhood Jews. I thought it was easy. I thought that I was a Jew because of our Jewish neighborhood”. (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 22) 
Another incident happens (Excerpt, 5) when Salim meets Saleh, an old Muslim religious man Muezzin , i.e., the prayers caller who strongly and repeatedly denied the Jewish people’s right to belong to Yemen. 
Excerpt 5
“The man shouted in my face and pinched my ear and saying “see the Jew son of a Jew, damned” (p.23). “When will you leave the Arab land? After many days, he repeated the question, "When are you leaving for your land?" You say your land is Jerusalem, go to it; instead, go to hell" (Al-Muqri, 2009, P. 35).
	The actions and attitudes of the Muslim religious man Muezzin  echo The Three Bs Model’ of Religious Identity, which delineates that the individual's belief in a particular faith guide or in another context informs them the way they behave (Durkheim, 1994). 
Historically, the Jewish people identified themselves as people living in exile, and the word diaspora is often associated with Jewish communities outside of/Palestine/Israel .They claimed that their ancestors were forced to leave their promised land and move to Europe and other countries during the Roman occupation in the first century (Alroey, 2014). According to the Hebrew Scriptures, the land of Jerusalem is given by God to Abraham and all of his descendants. Thus, they believe Jerusalem has become an essential part of the Jewish religious heritage and identity. The Zionist movement was established in Europe at the late nineteenth century in order to repatriate all Jews all over the world. Jews sacrificed boundlessly to fulfill the Jewish dream, especially after the Balfour Declaration in 1917 which granted the Jews the land of Jerusalem they used to dream of living in (Hajjar, 2005). 
Al-Muqri continued transmitting the message of equality among people despite the ethnic, social, or national differences in his novel. Years later, when Fatima died, Salim informed the Jews that she was a Muslim. They did not believe him because Muslims firmly forbid the marriage of their daughters to others with dissimilar religious affiliations. They excluded Salim as they suspected he converted to Islam and married Fatima. 
Excerpt 6

“I tried to explain to them that our marriage came from her contentment and there was not any intersection with her religion Islam. She never asked me about my religion. Your religion is very clear,” said the rabbi angrily and left the house"(Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 94). 
	Al-Muqri stands as an extraordinary novelist in Yemeni literature as his narration intricately weaves the aesthetic perceptions of individuals who boldly oppose various forms of discrimination, prejudice, factionalism, ethnic divides, and religious discord. In The Handsome Jew, Al-Muqri tries not only to assert his opinions but also gives perspectives on the values of cultural, religious, and social tolerance that denies stereotypes, intolerance, racial discrimination, and ideological hatred (Al-Subari, 2020). Discrimination based on religious identity was exacerbated (Excerpt 7) when Fatima was buried in a Jewish cemetery. Once they knew her religion, some of the Jewish extremists came and opened her tomb and buried her away.
 Excerpt 7
“At night, they came again and opened her tomb and took the corpse to be buried there; they secluded her from the Jews under the pretext that she was a Muslim disbeliever." (Al-Muqri, 2009, p.95) 
Salim and his son were denied membership by both Jewish and Muslim communities (Excerpt 8) due to their complex religious identities. Despite his assertion of adherence to Judaism, he was rejected by his uncle, who threw their clothes out of his house and asked him to go to his Muslim friends to take care of his Muslim baby. Attempting to find a caregiver for his child in the Muslim community, he was rejected due to his Jewish ethnic identity. He took the baby to Fatima’s sister and informed her that her sister died. However, she refused to accept the child. 
Excerpt 8
“She died a long time back when she married a Jew and eloped with him …the baby is affiliated to his father’s religion, so his father is a Jew son of a Jew, and the baby is a Jew son of a Jew”. (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 96, 97) 
	In this novel, Al-Muqri highlighted the complexity of religious identity in the context of Judaism and Islam. He subtly draws attention to the reversal of how identity is inherited between these two faiths. In Islamic tradition, the identity of the newborn child is passed down through the father. In other words, if the child’s father is a Muslim, the child would be considered Muslim. In contrast, in Judaism, a child’s identity is passed through the mother. In the context of The Handsome Jew, if Fatima had been a Jewish and Salim Muslim, the child would be considered Jewish according to the Jewish law despite the father’s identity (Maria Brambilla, 2016). 
This denial of belonging moved Salim to despair, disorientation, and, later on, conversion to Islam. When Salim fails in both communities to find a caregiver to feed his baby, he reflects on the discrimination (Excerpt 9) based on religious affiliation by saying. 
Excerpt 9
"My two feet got tired of walking from a Jewish house to another Muslim house, from a merchant to a jeweler, from a rabbi to a clergyman. By God, is it acceptable in your religion or custom to leave a one-day baby to die without mercy? I felt pain and was about to hate every Muslim and Jew". (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 101)	
The Handsome Jew highlights how the freedom of belonging to a particular religious identity and belief was aggressively targeted. Al-Muqri harshly criticizes the fundamentalists from both communities as he attempts to promote tolerance and coexistence. In this novel, love is depicted as a driving force that evokes empathy, understanding, and compassion (Al-Rubaidi, 2018). With skillful narrative techniques, such as multiple perspectives, symbolism, and the juxtaposition of internal and external conflicts, Al-Muqri has elevated the values of love and tolerance through the love story of a Muslim girl and a Jewish boy, both of whom attempted to maintain their religious affiliation (Alkodimi, 2020). The lovers succeed in overcoming the religious tension between their communities. They have made their religion a point for coexistence rather than hatred and discrimination (Rashed, 2021). They sustained their religious identities and represented the message of the writer, i.e., religious diversity, which Al-Muqri wished to find thriving in the Yemeni society. 
	Proselytism was one of the religious identity ordeals which minority groups encountered due to their religious affiliation. Al-Muqri has artistically titled a special chapter of his novel Fatima’s Madhhab Doctrine. After Salim and his baby are refused by both communities, he heads for the Imam’s palace to announce his conversion to Islam. In these moments, Salim feels nostalgic for Fatima and her love, tolerance, coexistence, kindness, and wisdom.  
Excerpt 10
“Where could I have another Fatima or similar with her in their Islam?” (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 105)
Not religions, but rather their followers should be blamed, as the core principles of religions are based on three common ideals: peace, freedom, and justice (Rashed, 2021; Sharma et al., 2020). Salim does not blame Islam or Judaism as religions; instead, he blames the followers who could not apply these principles in real-life situations. He greatly admires Fatima as the epitome of someone who believed in religion and practiced its teachings in her life.
	The exclusion was another form of religious identity ordeal that Salim and Fatima experienced due to their religious affiliation. Salim decides to take the remains of Fatima from the secluded tomb beside the Jewish cemetery to bury them in the Muslim graveyard. Unfortunately, Fatima’s parents are dead, and she does not have brothers. He meets her relatives and explains the whole story to them, but they are very angry about such a story as Fatima brought shame to her family and relatives. In an attempt of revenge, they conspire to kill Salim and his son. He tricks them by saying that Fatima left some money for them and that he would go back to bring it. Excerpt 11
"Their eyes were full of evil. They wanted to kill us. He added, "They would kill me for what I did with Fatima because it was against their religion and brought shame to the family and tribe."( Al-Muqri, 2009, p.145) 
	Tadros (2017) states that The Handsome Jew should be given credit for depicting the religious tension between Muslims and Jews. He added that some of the Jews who lived in Arab countries for more than two thousand years identified themselves as “Arab Jews," which excluded and limited “the Jewish identity into religious one with their ethnic identity being Arab” (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 13). 
	The word syncretism is derived from the Greek language, and it refers to the attempt to unify all the opposite forces, beliefs, religious systems, tenets, and incompatible forces (Baerman, 2007). According to Schreiter (1994), syncretism refers to the “mixture of two religious systems to the point where at least one, if not both, of the systems loses basic structure and identity” (P. 3). However, Ringreen (1966) viewed syncretism as a point of acceptance of one religion’s elements by another without changing the character of received one (p.7). The Handsome Jew depicted extreme religious tension, intolerance, and coexistence. The love story between the Jewish boy and Muslim girl flourishes between them and dissolves the religious differences between Judaism and Islam. Fatima teaches Salim Arabic, and he teaches her Hebrew. After learning the languages, they start reading about each other's religions with an open mind and tolerant spirit. When Salim returned home, he spontaneously repeated Quranic verses, which made his father very angry. He thus prevented his son, Salim, from going to Fatima’s house under the pretext of spoiling his Judaism. When Fatima knew that Salim was forced not to come to her house, she reconciled her religious rules and visited him in his house. She further explained (Excerpt 11) to his father that her teaching did not imply influencing his religious belief. 
Excerpt 12
“What I taught him was some knowledge related to Arabic, reading, and writing. I know you are Jews, you have your religion, and we have ours; we all came from Adam, and Adam came from dust. Arabic isn't only a religion, but it includes history, poetry, and science. In our house, there are many books on shelves; if Muslims read them, they would love Jews, and if Jews read them, they would love Muslims”. (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 15, 16)
Salim and Fatima had the desire to know the religion of each other and show flexibility and tolerance in their views (Excerpt 12). 
Excerpt 13
"You are our cousins, our beloved, for the sake of Allah and our neighbors." (Al-Muqri, 2009, p. 22)
They did not conceal the religious identity of each other, but their attempts were incessant to make convergence between their beliefs. According to Hayden (2012), "syncretism is presumed to require amity between minority and majority groups. It is precisely this assumption that seems to underlie the view that syncretism indicates tolerance” (p.4). Salim and Fatima were created in Al-Muqri's world to relieve the religious tension between their communities and promote reconciliation, tolerance, and acceptance. Shahy (2016) states that syncretism is not only the borrowing of some of the cultural traits of groups, but it also means how the groups could unify themselves to form a unified front against a common foe.  
	When Salim converted to Islam, he decided to follow the doctrine of Islam that Fatima was practicing. Religious teaching always promotes coexistence, tolerance, and mutual acceptance. However, the way they are interpreted and practiced might cause disharmony, intolerance, and prejudice in any society. A part form Salim and Fatima’s story, there was a Jewish singer, Hayem, who profoundly loved the sound of Muslim prayers tuned by the prayer caller Saleh Muezzin. He never sleeps till he enjoys their musical tunes despite Saleh’s discriminative attitude towards the Jews’ existence in Yemeni society. 
Excerpt 14
“Hayem refused to change his accommodation from the neighboring area of Masjid in order to live in the Jewish neighborhood because he is too much fond of Saleh’s voice of prayers that he repeats before dawn prayers." (Al-Muqri, 2009, P. 35)
Conclusion
	This study aimed to investigate the Yemeni Jews’ religious identity ordeals as depicted in Al-Muqri's novel The Handsom Jew. It also explored Al-Muqri’s implied message of syncretism that appeared in different incidents in the novel. The text was approached by critical reading and analysis. The theory of identity and the Three Bs Model of religious identity provided a theoretical framework for the study. Qualitative content analysis was also employed to analyze the text and report the findings. The findings show that Muqri argues that tolerance naturally exists within the nature of people in the Yemeni society. The prominent Yemeni writer Ali Al-Muqri, in The Handsome Jew, has skillfully dealt with the religious tension between the members of one community (Jews and Muslims) and the impacts of religious identity on the individual in particular and society in general.
The findings unveiled that Jews insisted  on maintain their religious identity, which thus made the minority Jewish group prone to the ordeals of marginalization, discrimination, proselytism, and exclusion. Religion plays an effective role in forming one’s own identity as it promotes the individual’s morals and sense of belonging to a particular community. However, in different contexts and particularly in multicultural and multiracial societies, this religious identity could incite discrimination, marginalization, and exclusion from the community members due to their religious affiliation. These religious identity ordeals makes people prone to physical and psychological challenges which, in many times, cannot be endured. As a consequence, some community members chose either to hide their religious identity or convert to the majority’s religious belief. Interestingly the findings revealed that Al-Muqri, through his philosophy and narrative techniques, imparted an implicated message of syncretism which he believed would give a comprehensive and universal meaning of life. The Muslims and Jews belong to the same race, speak the same language, share a common history and live in the same Yemeni society; however, the religious identity becomes the ordeal that disturbs their coexistence, love, and tolerance. The Handsome Jew is one of the widely read Arabic novels that dealt with the issues of coexistence and marginalization; however, a further study, involving Al-Muqri’s other works is recommended to explore his broader perspective on other social issues in Yemeni society, such as gender inequality and anti-Black racism to gain deeper understanding of how these themes intersect with religious identity and societal co-existence. 
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