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66 The Bible in the Syriac Tradition \

series of scholia and letters on particular biblical topics in which
he displays considerable critical acumen. His most important
work of exegesis, however, is his Commentary on the Six Days
of Creation (Hexaemeron}. It had become a tradition by his
time for commentaries on the opening of Genesis to be the
vehicle for a great deal of scientific knowledge, ranging from
zoology to geogrephy. Jacob’s commentary certainly lives up
to this tradition, and itis a storchouse of learning on all sorts
of topics. Jacob had left the work unfinished at his death,
and so it was left to his equally learned disciple George, bishop

of the Arab tribes (died 724) to complete it.

The names of several East Syrian commentators (such
as Hnana of Adiabene and Gabricl of Qatar) are known from
quotations in later writers, but it is notuntil the late eighth
and the ninth century that we have surviving commentaries.
Irom that period we have a number of important works:

— the Book of Scholia, by Theodore bar Koni (late eighth
century); this is in the form of sets of questions and answers on
sclect  topics in every book of the Peshitta Bible. (The idea
of a biblical commentary in the form of a series of Questions
and Answers was taken over from Greek writers such as Theo-
doret). The Book of Scholia comes down to us in two different
recensions, both of which have been published in the Louvain
Corpus of Oriental Christian Writers (CSC Q).

— A Commentary on the whole Bible again in the form of
Questions and Answers, by Isho’barnun, Catholicus of the
Church of the East from 823—828. Only the section on the
Pentateuch has been published so far (by E. C. Clarke, 1962).

— An anonymous commentary on Genesis and Exodus (to
9:32); this has recently been published by L. van Rompay (1986)
inthe €S CO.

— An anonymous commentary on the Old and the New Testa-

ment; only the section on Genesis 1—17 has been published so far
(A. Levene, 1951).

b Biblical Commentaries &7

— Commentary on the Old and New Testaments by Isho’dad
of Merv (flourished c. 850). The Commentaries on the Old Testa-
ment have been published by C.van den Eyndein the CSCO
(1950—81), and those on the New Testament by M. D. Gibson
(1911 —13).

All these works contain a considerable amount of material
in common, and they all serve as repositories for earlier exege-
tical tradition.

The chief Syrian Orthodox commentators of not from the
ninth century are John of Dara and, especially, Moshe bar
Kepha, several of whose commentaries on different books of
the Old and New Testaments survive. Only the Commentary
on John by Moshe has been published in full so far.

In the first half of the eleventh century the East Syrian
scholar Abdallah ibn at-Tavyib (died 1043) wrote a number of
biblical commentarics in Arabic, based largely on the ecarlier
Syriac commentary tradition. These were widely read by Arabic-
speaking Christians from all Churches, and their influence has
even reached the Ethiopian commentary tradition.

An extensive commentary on the East Syrian lectionary,
called the Gannat Bussame (Garden of Delights), belongs to the
carly thirteenth century. This work preserves many excerpts
[rom ecarlier commentators whose works are otherwise lost. (An
edition by G.Reinink in the CSCO is in preparation). '

A fitting climax to the West Syrian commentary tradition
is p:'u'vidcd |er the “Awsar Raze”, or Storchouse of Mysteries,
by the Syrian Orthodox polymath Gregory Abu’l Faraj, usually
known as Bar Hebraeus (died 1286). This great work covers the
entire Syriac Bible. Only parts of the “Awsar Raze” have so
far been published (the most accessible, with English translation,
cover Genesis to Samuel (M. Sprengling and W. O. Graham,
1931), and the Gospels (E. W. Carr, 1925).
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SECTION VI

THE USE OF THE SYRJAC BIBLE IN
PREACHING

The Bible has always been the mnin starting point for
preaching in all Christian traditions. Here we shall concentrate
on some features which are characteristic of the Syriac tradition
and which are not found widely clsewhere.

The place of poctry has always been very prominent with-
in Syriac literature as a whole; it is thus not surprising to find
that poetry plays an important role in preaching and in the ex-
position of the Bible in the Syriac Churches. Two areas are parti-
cularly noteworthy: the use of dialogue poems, with biblical
characters, in order to highlight decisive moments within the
biblical narrative; and the use of verse homilies for the purpose
of retelling biblical episodes in a dramatic [ashion. Both these
may be seen as excellent vehicles for popular catechetical instruc-
tion which deserve to be revived today.

The dialogue poems belong to a very ancient literary genre
which can be traced back at least to the second millennium B C.
In their Syriac form these poems consist of short stanzas where
the two biblical characters speak in alternating verses; there is
almost always a short narrative introduction, providing the
audicnce (the congregation) with the biblical setting, and there
is sometimes a very brief conclusion (often in the form of a
doxology). The poems normally take the form of an argument
between the two biblical characters, and in the end one of the
two speakers wins over the other. Thus, for example, in the
dialogue between the angel Gabriel and the Virgin Mary (the
scene of the Annunciation, Luke [:26—38), the Virgin is mindful
of Eve’s experience, and so questions the angel at [irst:

The angel addressed the Virgin and said,
Peace be with vou, O mother of my Lord.
blessed are vou, child,

and blessed is the Fruit that is within you.
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And Mary says, Who are’ you, sir?

and what is this that you utter?

What you are saying is remote from me,
and what it means I have no idea.

Angel "The Father has revealed to me, as I do now to you,
this mystery which is shared between him and his Son,
when he sent me to say
that [rom you he will shine out over the worlds.

Mary I am afraid, sir, to accept you,
for when Eve my mother accepted the serpent
who spoke as her friend,
she was snatched away from her lormer glory.

Human experience and the dictates of reason also provide a
basis for further questioning on Mary’s part:

Mary This mecting with you and your presence here
are all very fine, if only the natural order of things
did not stir me to have doubts at your arrival
as to how there can be fruit in a virgin’s womb.

It is only when the angel finally mentions the Holy Spirit that
Mary finally accepts; L

Angel T was sent from the Father to bring you this message,
that his love has compelled him '
5o that his Son should reside in your womb,
and over you the Holy Spirit will reside.

Mary In that case, O angel, I will not answer back:
if the Holy Spirit shall come to me,

I am his maidservant, and he has authorjty;
let it be to me in accordance with your word,

These dialogue poems provide a very effective means of
pin-pointing moments of dramatic tension within the biblical
narrative. At each such dramatic point the poct (usually anony-
mous) explores the inner psychological tensions and thoughts; in
the process of .doing so, he success{ully brings out the important
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underlying theological teaching of the passage in question. In
many cases these poems deal with the conflict between the head
and the heart, between human reason and faith: we have seen
a little of this in the dialogue between the Angel and Mary, but
it is also very prominent in the dialc gues between Zechariah and
the Angel, and between Joseph and Mary. Zechariah finds it
impossible to belicve the angel’s message that his barren and
elderly wife will bear a son: he tells the angel ‘It would be
astonishing if I were to believe you in the matter of this tale
which you have told me: a tree already dried up cannot possibly
provide fruit’. In vain does the angel tell Zechariah of the Old
Testament precedents, such as Sarah'giving birth to Isaac in her
old age; Zechariah remains stubbornly sceptical: ‘However much
you speak trying to persuade me, your words still do not touch
my intellect’. In Zechariah’s case human reason proves the
victor over faith—with the result that Zechariah was madc
‘unable to speak until the angel’s words came to pass’. '

' In the case of Joseph, on the other hand, faith" eventually
wins the day, even though external appearances—his fiancee’s
obvious pregnancy —make it very hard for him to believe in Mary’s
improbable - explanation, as appears near the bt.gmmng of th

“dialogue:

I am astounded at what you say:

how can T listen to your words?

Virgins simply do not get pregnant

unless they have intercourse or get married.

Joseph

Mary’s patience in the face of his aﬁgry drislmlicf' eventually,
towards the end of the long dialogue, wins over Joseph, and he
half concedes that Mary might be telling the truth:

There are two possibilities, and both disturb me:

if what you say is true, it is most frightening for me,
but if it is untrue, that is a great grief.

How I wish I could escape from the two.

Joseph
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To this Mary replies:

Now I shall pour out my words
and address my Son hidden within my womb;
he will reveal to you that I shall have no other

children,
and that I shall not be deprived ol' your company

llm, is the final verse of the dialogue, but in the final narrmvc
we hear that verification of the truth of ‘VLuy s words is  provi-

ded for Joseph:

Joscph slept, and the angel alrwcd
revezling to him how the mystery, had taken place.
"'Joseph rose up carly and knelt in worship before Mary

Iull of WOndcr \\ho had not lied.

Ch g if .‘.‘u;‘;l,r)

The dmloguc poem bctwccn Mary  and’ Joscph 1llustratcs how

it is ‘only after the "intellect:"has given way to''the! 1mprobab]e ;

clauns of faith'that extérnal Vcr:ﬁcanon if provided " (in Joscph’
C'\.Sc, inthe drcam), shong tlmt th:s faith is “indeed groundcd

__> o :p 9 tren s AL
in u.allty ' R i : i, 4

Some: fiftyrsuch dialogue i poems: survive,and theimajority
of these ' involve biblical characters. Based on:the Old Testament
we have: !Gain and ~‘Abel /(Genesis 4), - Abraham - and - Isaac
(Genesis 22);7 Joseph " and - Potiphar’s | wife - (Genesis 39), . Joseph
and Benjamin, and 'Job and his wife:
Testament topics are ' rather more numerous, and include:
Zechariah and the Angel, the Angel and Mary, Joseph and
Mary, Mary and the Magi, 'John the Baptist and.Christ, John
the Baptist and the Crowd, Christ and the Pharisees, Christ
and the Synagogue, the Sinful Woman ‘and Satan, the:two
thieves on the cross, the Cherub and the thief (Luke 22: 42—3),
Death and Satan (at the descent of Christ into Sheol), and Mary
and the Gardener (the risen Christ).

The oldest dialogue poems are by nonc other than St
Ephrem (some on Death and Satan); most of these pocms, how-
ever, are anopymous, though in the East Syrian tradition they

have usually been ascribed to Narsai. - Probably many of them

The' dialogues with New:
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will have been written in the fifth or sixth centuries, for this
was a period of great literary creativity. DBut later writers also
continued to use this form of dialogue poetry to good effect.

Syriac literature is extremely rich in verse homilies, and
many of these are by the great pocts Ephrem (died 373), Narsai
(died about 500), and Jacob of Serugh (died 521). A large num-
ber of these homilies provide sermons in verse on particular bi-
blical passages, exploring their spiritunl mcanings, making cre-
ative use of typology. In these the readers (or hearers) are al-
ways aware of the preacher hims:If standing between them and
the biblical text, providing exhortations and explanations. . There
is, however, also a smaller number of verse homilies were the
biblical narrative is retold in dramatic fashion; in these there are
no homiletic asides. This retelling of biblical narratives makes
ample use of specches by the various biblical characters involved
some of these speeches can alveady be found, in very brief form,
in the biblical text itself.  But more often the poet has supplicd
both the occasion as well as the words; in so doing he is reading
between the lines, as it were, of the biblical text, and drawing out
the dramatic potential to be found there.

Once again, most of the narrative poems of this sort are
anonymous (though they are often wrongly attributed to Ephrem).
It seems likely that they mostly belong to the fifth and sixth cen-
turies.  Among the subjects covered we {ind the following:
Abraham and Sarah in Egypt (Genesis 12), Abraham, Sarah,
and Isaac (Genesis 22), Joseph and his brothers (Genesis 37 —48;
the long cycle of poems on this subject by the fifth century poet
Balai is often wrongly ascribed to Ephrem), the prophet Elijah
and the widow of Sarepta (1 Kings 17), the prophet: Jonah
(this alone is genuinely by Ephrem), Mary and Joseph (making
use ol motifs in the Proto-Gospel of James), and the sinful
woman who anointed the feet of Christ (Luke: 7: 36—50 and
parallels). ‘

The two narrative poems retelling the episode of the sacri-
fice of Isaac are of particular interest since they introduce the
figure ol Sarah, who is not mentioned a single time in the course
of the biblical text of Genesis 22, In retelling the biblical narra-

L
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tive the poet seeks to explore the silences of the actual text of
the Bible, and to draw out what could be implicit within those
silences. What were Sarah’s reactions when Abraham ook off
her young boy? Did Abraham tell her off God’s fearful com-
mand? Preachers in the early Church were clearly intensely
concerned with such questions, and they suggested a variety of
possible ‘answers. Usually they assume that she only let Isaac
go because she was unaware of what Abraham had been in-
structed by God to do. In one of the two Syriac narrative
poems on the subject, however, we have a quite different approach:
Sarah is portrayed as having the same ' profound faith in
God’s ultimate love as her husband Abraham has, for she is
hoth aware of what is to happen and consents to it. Indeed, as
it turns out, her faith™ proves even greater than . Abraham’s, for
she has to endure the testing of her faith twice: when Abra-
ham and Isaac return home to her, Abraham at first goesin
alone, saying to Isaac ‘I will spy out your mother’s mind’.

‘Sarah is “thus left ‘to imagine that Isaac has ' indeed been

sacrificed, and she welcomes her husband back with these words:

Welcome, blessed old man, husband who has loved God;
welcome, happy one, who has sacrificed on the pyre my
only child; : ! :
welcome, o slaughterer, who did not spare the body of
my only child.

Did he weep when he was bound, or groan when he died?
was he looking for me? :

Abraham assures her that Isaac did not cry when he was
bound, and that ‘when the knife was above his throat, he
remembered you there’. "To this Sarah replies:

May the soul of my only child be accepted,

for he listened to his mother’s words. ;
/" If only I were an eagle, or had the speed of a dove,

so that I might go and behold that place

where my only child, my beloved, was sacrificed !

Only at the end of this speech does Isaac ‘walk in, safe and
sound, to fall into his mother’s astounded embrace.
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Although the poet handles the biblical narrative with a
good deal of freedom, he does so in order to impress on' his
readers and hearers the underlying message inherent in the
biblical text; this he does by means of various dramatic effects
which ‘he introduces into the; retelling of the biblical -story.
We should not, ofcourse, suppose that he is. trying to provide
a historical reconstruction of the episode: ‘this would be to
misunderstand his_intentions totally and cmnpletcly.

The  narrative : verse homxlv on the plOpth Elijah pro-
v1des another example of the way in which the poet seeks to
heighten the dramatic force of the biblical narrative.: .1, Kings
17:1 tells, how the prophet : bound the skies upder an oath, not
allowing them to let fall any rain or dew ‘except by my word’.
The resulting drought was to be a punishment for the nation’s
wicked ways. ' Later on in the chapter the biblical narrative tells
how the same prophet restored. life to the dead son of the Widow
at Sarepta (1, Kings 17:22)., Then, at the end of chapter 18, we
learn of the end of ithe terrible drought.. In the biblical account
no direct connection betweén the raising of the widow’s son and
the end of the drought is made, but the author of the Syriac
verse homily on Elijah" does link the two in a véry dramatic way
(in so doing, he was in fact following Jewish tradition). When
the heavens complain,to ' God. about Elijah’s raction, God péints
out to them that he should respect his prophet’s ‘authority, seeing
that. Elijah had specifically stated that the' heaven were: bound
until he himself release them. ‘Be patient with. me. for a littlc
while’, God tells the heavens, ‘and wait until I go down to visit
him. I:will' go on proposing to him reasons, until he eventually:

becomes reconciled with you’. -After various attempts to get

Elijah to lift his ban and. so end the drought, God . finally sends
him off to « widow of Sarepta who will feed him despite the
famine. She tells. him that all she has left over is a little flour
ina bowl and a small quantity ofoil (I Kings 17:12), but the
prophet _assures her: 1

Neither shall the bowl of flmn' fail
nor shall the horn of oil give out.

The woman runs off ‘to try out the: word of the prophet’, and
as ‘she plunged her hand into the bowl, flour. came leaping up
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to meet it —and the same thing happened with the oil. The
prophet, the widow and her son are thus assured -of food, and
all goes well for a while. But the drought atid the famine conti-
nue, since Elijah has not yet lifted his ban. 'Things are getting
so bad that God decides t6: resort to something “miore “dramatic
in order to get Elijah to relent and show compassion:. ' !

He sent an angel to take away
the soul of the widow’s son.
He took away his'soul, and so mcxlcd his mulhcr
to do battle with the uprlght man: ' "
the woman took hold of him and stood thern.,
ready to argue with him as a murderer.
‘Give me back my’ only child’, she cried,’
‘for he was killed because of you.
I will seize hold of you straightaway'
“and thrown you into the "hands
of Ahab and Jezebel, to -meet an evil fate’.
Elijah answered her and said
to the widow who 'had spoken these: ‘things:
‘Never has anyone been killed by me, .
and here you are calling me a murderer.
Am I God, to be able to revive your son?
Or is his sou] in my hands,
'sccmg that L7you ave rcqulrmg him at' my h.mds?”

/ . ’ A
¥
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The woman said in reply to Elijah, 4 dgu
"Indccd by the God whom I serve,
this is assured for me:
if the flour heard you and leaptup, -, -, .., 23
“and if the oil heard you and spurted forth,. ‘[:;
then the Lord will listen to you, thus; | ¥ g o :
and will give you back the soul of the boy L& o]

Then Elijah took the boy
~and brought him to the upper room;
he knelt and began to say.
in sorrow and in sufTering,
‘O Lord, I beg of you,
as a servant I speak in your presence;
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why, Lord, have you repaid with such loss

this widow who has received me?

Why did you send me to her,

why did you bring her son forth from her womb?
Lord, I call upon you with feeling,

I beg of you mercy;

listen, Lord, to your servant’s prayer,

and return the soul of this boy’.

Our Lord answered and said to Elijah;
‘You owe me one debt:
repay it, and I will listen to you.
In your hands is placed the key to the heavens,
in my hands is the soul of the child’.

The holy man opened his mouth
as his heart rejoiced and exulted;
he released the heavens which he had bound |
— and the soul of the child returned.

In order to heighten the dramatic effect of the biblical
narrative the poet has introduced the beld idea  of a
bargain struck between God and Elijah. This has the effect
of emphasizing the double underlying message which the poet
sees in the biblical narrative: the nced for' compassion on the
part of those who are zealous for God’s righteousness, and the
cxample of the widow’s faith in God’s ability to work miracles
through his prophet.

By retelling the biblical narrative in a lively and imagi-
native way, these anonymous Syriac poets have provided a very
effcctive form of popular preaching. The very fact that they
take some liberties with the biblical text encourages their readers
and hearers to go back to the biblical text and re-discover it
for themselves.

¥ ¥ %

SECTION "VII

THE USE OF THE SYRIAC BIBLE
IN THE LITURGY

The: Syriac Bible featurcs in liturgical worship above all
in the cycle of biblical readings and in the use of the' Psalms.
Here, however, we shall consider another aspect:  the way in
whigh the phraseology of the Syriac Bible is ingrained:in the
very prayers and hymns of the Syriac Churches. We shall look
at two examples, based on Genesis 1:2 and ‘on Luke 1:35.

The second half of Genesis 1:2 reads in. the Peshitta
‘and the Spirit of God was hovering (“mrahhefa’) over the
surface of the water’. The verb “rahhef” is- used in Deutero-
nomy 32:11 of a female bird hovering over her ' chicks, ‘and the
noun ‘“mrahfana” is found several times in the Peshitta as a
parallel to “mrahmana’, ‘compassionate’. Modern English
translations usually provide two possible alternative translations
for Genesis 1:2, ‘the Spirit. of God’ and ‘wind .of God’ (or,
‘strong wind”), since “ruah” in Hebrew (and “ruha’’.in Syriac)
can mean either ‘spirit’ or “wind’. This hesitation on the part
of modern translators is in fact nothing new, for the early Church
Fathers were also divided over how to interpret the verse: does
it refer to the Holy Spirit, or to a spirit/wind? The fact that
the Greek has a passive verb following (‘was carried”) suggested
to some Greek commentators that ‘the spirit’. here .could not
refer to the Holy Spirit.

The Syriac Fathers share this uncertainty over the inter-
pretation of Genesis 1:2, and many of them, from St. Ephrem
onwards, prefer not to introduce the .-Holy Spirit here in their
exegesis of the passage. This line of interpretation was adopted
in order to avoid certain theological misunderstandings associa-
ted with the verse,-and ‘it was followed by several later comm-
entators, and in particular- by .Theodore of Mopsucstia, from
whom it was taken over by the School of Ldessa and by its
successor at . Nisibis. Accordingly, the wvast majority of later
Syriac commentaries, especially those in the East Syrian tradition,
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take the view that the ‘spirit of God’ in the verse is not the
Holy Spirit.

Nevertheless, in spite, of this attitude on the part of some
}heologinns, it seems that 2 different understanding was deeply
ingrained in the liturgical tradition, for there we can find many
passages where Genesis 1:2 is understood as referring to the Holy
Spirit. " This can be seen above all in prayers and hymns coun-
ected- with baptism; here we often find a parallelism drawn ' bet-
ween the creative activity of the Holy Spirit over the primordial
waters, on the one hand, and the same creative activity of the
Spirit over the baptismal waters, where the baptized become a
‘new creation’.  Thus in one of the Epiphany Hymns attributed
to Su.'Ephrem we have:

At creation the Spirit hovered over the waters;
they conceived and gave birth to reptiles, fish ‘and birds.
The Holy Spirit. has hovered over the baptismal water,
and has given birth to cagles in symbol, that is, to the vir-
gins and leaders,
and to fishes in symbol, that is, to the chaste and the
intercessors,
and to reptiles in symbol, that is, to the cunning who have
become as '

' osimple as doves (Matthew 10:16). (Hymns on Epiphany 8:15)

The same idea is also found in the Maronite baptismal rite, in
the course of the long prayer at the sanctification of the water:

As the Holy Spirit hovered over the waters at the establish-
ment of creation, so may your Hely Spirit, O Lord, hover
over this baptismal water which is a spiritual womb, and
may he rest upon it and sanctify it and make it fruitful
with the heavenly Adam, in place of the earthly Adam.

h The parallelism between the waters at creation and the
.bapusmal water is richly suggestive, but it is rarely brought out
in an explicit way--perhaps as a result of the different exegesis
of Genesis 1‘12 which dominated the Schools ‘of Edessa Nisibis.
But very often we do find the parailelism vestigially’ present,
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thanks to the use of the verb “rahhef” “in connection with the
activity of the Spirit at baptism. Thus St. Ephrem; who"specifi-
cally does not take the “spirit of God’ to refer to the Holy: Spirit,
nevertheless does use the verb “rahhef”, ‘hover’, with reference
to baptism when we says ‘The Holy  Spirit hovers over the
streams’ (that is, of the baptismal'waters) [Hymns on Virginity
7:8].. Likewise, in some texts'of the Syrian Orthodox ‘baptismal
service the deacon says at the sanctification of-‘the baptismal
water, ‘How fearful is this ' hour when - the’:livingiand Holy
Spirit gircles :'down from the uppermost -heights' and “‘hovers”
and dwells: on.the water; . sanctifying --it, just.as the Jordan’s:
streams ‘were ‘sanctified [at the baptism of, Christ]’. i sl
Likewise, outside:the context of baptism and the “baptismal
liturgy, we not infrequently find the Spirit described as ‘hovering’,
where the verb ‘hover’ is derived from the = Peshitta, text of
Genesis 1:2. Thus in several West Syrian ' Anaphoras '‘hover’
is used as one of the verbs describing the activity of the,Holy;
Spirit at the Epiclesis. One such case is the Syriac Anaphora
ascribed to St. John Chrysostom (quite different from:the; Greek
Anaphora under his name):. s ‘

May your Spirit and your Power overshadow this, holy
altar and sanctify its offerings; and, may He hover and.
rest and reside over the bread, and may it become. one
Body.... h . R

The wording of this particular’ epiclesis’ conveniently in-
troduces us to the other biblical passage under: consideration in
this scction, for the'verb ‘overshadow’ is derived from Luke
1:35;, “The Holy Spirit-shall-come ‘and the power of the Most-
High shall overshadow (“naggen’) you'. ERTAEERT,

s L ! Y ‘ . il ‘

The Syriac verb used to translate the Greek: word here fori
‘overshadow’-is a very interesting one,.for it has a background
in. Jewish Aramaic., The verb “aggen’ occurs a number of
times in the Jewish Aramaic translations of the Hebrew. Bible,
almost always in the context of God’s salvific activity., The

_Syriac translators of the: New Testament evidently-inherited the

term from - Jewish Aramaic and used it in a numberf"of- different’
passages, including Luke 1:35.  ‘Among the other passagesiwhere
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t:c translators, employed this verb “aggen’ are John I:14 (where
:mt:i (:rcckmhas ‘The Word dwelt, or tabernacled, among us’)
cts 10:44 :15 - y § iri
| and ll.l:? (where the Goeek his ‘the Spirit feel

: As‘was the case with Genesis 1:2, so too with Luke 1:35
thc-rc has ‘been a difference of opinion about its precise illtcrp;'c-
ta.t_lo.n. Is ‘the Power of the Most High’  the same as ‘the Holy
Spirit’ earlier in the verse, or is the f’ower‘to be identified a)s

the divine Word? On the whole one can say that East Syrian

c;.;;clgcncz'tl.tradition identified the Power asa synonym for the
‘t};) ypSpmt, -while West Syrian tradition normally understood
the Power of the Most High’ to refer to the pre-existent Word;

seve i is ps )
everal exceptions can, however, be found ' to this pattern of in-

:crzl:e-tatmp i|'1' both traditions. ' In the case of the West Syrian
“ra 1[1(:1,1 it is clc_ar that the Peshitta’s us¢’ of the same verb,
aggen” - at John 1:14 has bzen influential, for there the Word

is' subject of the verb.,

N In view of this di!'f'cr'cncc over the Tnicrprctation of Luke
s , one wou.lc! expect to find reminiscences of Luke 1:35, where
f 1c Holy S_’px_nt is bundcrstood to be the. subject of the verb
v(:’versghzgd_ow, only in East Syrian liturgical texts, and not in
est__Syrmn. ones. This, however, is not the case, and in fact
we find many such reminiscences in both liturgical traditions.

e D:Ituxs,.part]icularly sig,cnif'ic‘ant when reminiscences of Luke
g .rml_t e .Eplclcsm. of the ‘Eucharistic. Liturgy.: :In the

st Syrian  liturgical tradition this occurs in the East Syrian
Anaphora of Theodore, where the ' invocation opéns with the
uWO;‘:Sth_May the grace of _the Holy Spirit come upon us and
II[: wcs:ssoﬁ’:ermg and reside in and overshadow this bread...’
clesis 3 yHan Anaphoras ' the use of “overshadow’ in the epis
€s1s " Is especially common, and the ‘example' quoted above,

from ‘the ‘Anaphora of St. John Chrysostom, is‘only one out of

many Anaphoras where ‘overshadow’ is used at ‘this, point,

R 1'1 1‘(‘;_"50 of the word ‘overshadow’ in the epiclesis- deli-

tlc: atcl?' : :awrs attcn'tmn to the important parallelism i between
e activity of the Spirit over Mary and the activity of the Spirit

revrln |
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over the eucharistic Offerings. In his Commentary on the Li-

turgy the Syrian Orthodox writer Moshe bar Kepha says

' Just as the Holy Spirit ‘descended to the womb of Mary
(as the angel said, ‘for the Holy Spirit. shall come...),
and. made the body of God the Word from the flesh of
the Virgin , so too the Spirit descends on the bread
and wine on the altar and makes them into the Body
and the ‘Blood of God the Word which originated from

[
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the Virgin., /" . _
The implications of this implicit parallelism between the
Annundiation : and. the, Eucharist, are important.. . At;the Annun-
ciation Mary’s- willing i co-operation . with ,the, Spirit: resulted; in
the birth from. her.of God the Word;, at.. the. Eqph_arist;_-thérd
are two! different ‘aspects “of the  activity ' of lhcf.Spiri{({Q';‘ﬁ;ggly;
through the Church’s faithful co-operation, with the Huly‘Spun
at the Epiclesis, the eucharistic 'Offerings® are transformed ‘and
become the Body and Blood of  Christ; secondly, if those who
receive  Communion . imitate + Mary’s - willing co-operation.; with
the Holy  Spirit;’ they. too: will give ‘birth spiritually. to!God:the
Word.:“Thus ‘the  eighth-century; East; Syrian -mystic, Joséph.
the Visionary, wtites in a/ prayer to bé recited ‘before; Comms
unioni, ‘May: I receive you, "Lord;" not into":the stomach which
belongs to the body’s limbs, but into the womb of my mind,
so that you may be conceived there, asin the womb of the-
Virgin'. '
Syriac liturgical texts are full of ~such. biblical renmini-
scences, and the . theological = richness of these texts will only
become “ truly apparent when. these reminiscences and allusions_
are recognized. Sometimes these allusions refer to wording
which i$ found uniquely {in the Peshitta (this: applies to, somge
extent, , at , least, to  the two.examples quoted - above; it also
applies notably to the form of the Sanctus, in the Syriac liturgies,
for the wording ‘heaven and earth are: full| of his ‘‘praises’ ’
(rather than’ ‘his ‘glory’) is'' taken: fromcth}\l:’cshittajtcxt of
saiah’ 6:3). - Because Syriacliturgical prayers i d :hymns are so
soaked in the phraseology of the Syriac Bible, we can accordingly
sec the importance of having translations based on the i Peshitta
for the purposes of liturgical readings from the Bible. -
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SECTION VIII

THE PESHITTA AS THE BASIS FOR
SYRIAC SPIRITUALITY

The Peshitta is the source for a great many terms which
were to become important in the history of Syriac spirituality.
Before looking at a few of these in more detail, we can notice
the following in passing:

— t.hc term “‘rushma’, or ‘mark’, is rugularly used in early
Syriac literawure for the baptismal anointing on the forehead (or,
by extension, it may also refer to the whole baptismal rite). The
source for the term is the Peshitta text of Ezckiel 9:4,. where the
prophet Ezekiel has a vision of the slaughter of the” guilty in
Jerusalem; in this vision ‘a man clothed in linen’, evidently.
an angelic being, /is told by God to pass through the city of
Jerusalem and ‘put a mark “rushma’” on the foreheads of
those who groan in torment over all the abominations and evil
doings that are being performed in the city’. In Hebrew the:
word for ‘mark’ here is “taw”, the letter T, whose shape in
the old Hebrew script was that of a cross. At the pre-bapti-
smal anointing the priest anoints a cross on the forehead of the
person being baptized with oil, which symbolizes (among many
other things) protection against the forces of evil.

—in East Syrian writers like St. Isaac of Nineveh (7th century)
concept of ‘pure prayer’ becomes a very important one. The
?nly biblical version where the actual term ‘pure prayer’ occurs
is the Peshitta, at | Chronicles 16:42: “These holy: men (who
were -ministering before the Ark of the Covenant) gave praise
not with musical instruments of praise, .. but with a joyful mouth
and with pure and perfect prayer’.

— onc.of the central concepts - of Syriac spirituality is the ideal of
““shafyutha’; .the Syriac term has no single English equivalent,
but covers a whole variety of different ideas, .such as ‘lucidity,
Juminosity, = purity, «clarity, serenity’. 1In, the Syriac. . Bible
there are a number of ,important passages  where the adjective
“shafya”, ‘clear, luminous’, etc., occurs; in some of these the
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term is used to describe a path or way, such as Isaiah 26:7,
‘Straight and clear (‘“shafya’) is the way of the righteous’. ' But
the most important passage is Luke 8:15, where the term is
associated with the heart: ' “The seed in’ the good ground refers
to those who hear the Word with a luminous " (“shafya’) " and
good heart’ (the Greek has ‘an’ excellent and good heart’)-
Taking this as their starting point, later Syriac writers’ fre-
quently refer: to the ideal of “shafyut lebba”, ‘luminosity of heart’:
— another important and distinctive term in the history of Sy-
riac .spirituality is “‘msarrquta” ‘self-emptying’; - this is: used
both in the sense of the stripping away, of external possessions,
and in an interior sense, ‘the self-emptying of heart’,” the stripp-
ing away of self-will in order to follow the will of Christ.” - Such
‘self-emptying’ is in fact an imitation of Christ’s own self-empty-

ing, based on St. Paul’s letter to the Philippians 2:7, ‘Christ empt-

ied (‘‘sarreq’) himself, taking the form of a servant.

— Syriac tradition makes great use of the imagery of clothing
in expressing. many different theological ideas. In parﬁcullar, the
theme of the ‘robe, or garment, of glory/praise’ is commonly
used to describe the whole course of salvation history: in. Paradise
Adam and Eve were clothed in the garment of glory before their
disobedience to God’s command. At the Fall humanity lost
this garment, and the whole purpose of the Incarnation was to
make it possible for humanity to put on; once: again, this gar-
ment of glory; to bring this about, God the Word ‘put on. the
body’ at the incarnation, and then, at his Baptism in the river
Jordan, he places the garment of glory in the "Jordan water,
ready for the individual christian to put on at his or her bap-
tism in the baptismal water. In this world the baptized possess
this garment of glory in potential, but it only becomes a reality
in the world to come—provided they have’ kept thé garment un-
sullied by sin in the present life. The image of thé robe or™ gar-
ment of glory thus' links together all the main points in salvation
histofy, and thus vividly brings home the close relationship be-
tween the individual christian today and these past.events in
salvation history. ‘Earliest Syriac christianity evidently :took the
idea of Adam and Eve being clothed in paradise with the robe
of glory from an early Jewish interpretation of chcgis 3;1 (the
p}frasc does nor occur in’ the Peshitta text {qqf't_l'lla.xt peyﬁd_g:)l:: .?l-'
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APPENDIX: SOME SAMPLE TRANSLATIONS FROM

though the Hebrew, Greek and Syriac texts there speak of ‘oar-
THE SYRIAC BIBLE *

ments of skin’ being provided for Adam and Eve, the Jewish
Aramaic translation, known as the Targum, interprets them as
‘garments of honour/glory’; similarly, a famous Rabbi, Rabbi
Meir, is said to have had a Hebrew text which read ‘garments
of light “(’or)”, instead of ‘garments of skin “(‘or)” . Accord-
ing to this interpretation these garments of glory or light be-
longed to Adam and Eve “before” the Fall, whereus, accord-
ing to the normal translation, ‘garments of skin’, thev were
given to them ““after” the Fall (the Hebrew text could be in-
terpreted either way, as far as the point in time is concerned).
Although the Syriac translators of the Peshitta did not introduce
this idea at Genesis 3:21, they do allude to it in some other
passages; thus at Psalm 8:6 the Peshitta has ‘you (God) created
man a little less than the angels; in honour and glory did
you “clothe’” him’ (the Hebrew and the Greek both have
‘crown him’, not ‘clothe him’)* Likewise at Psalm 132:16 the
Peshitta (but not the Hebrew and Greek) speaks of ‘glory” as
the clothing of the just. In the Peshitta New Testament the
translators have introduced the idea of the Incarnation as ‘putt-
ing on the body’ at two places in the Letter to the Hebrews:
at Hebrews 5:7 Christ is described as ‘being clothed in flesh’

-(thc Greek has ‘in the days of his flesh’); and at Hebrews 10:5
(where 'Psalm 40 is quntcd as a prophecy of Christ) the Syriac

€
has “You clothed me in a body’, whereas the Greek has ‘You
prepared a body for me’.

l. The following passage, Johu 6:1—12, illustrates the Ecl:uion-
ship between the two Old Syriac manuscripts, S [Sinaiticus] and
C [Curetonian], and the Peshitta [P]. For much of the time they |
are nearly identical, but towards the end, especially, there are |
places where they differ. The translation is deliberately very
literal; (..) denotes words supplied for the sake of English idiom;
[..] denotes passages where S is illegible.

Johu 6:1 SCP After these things our Lord (Jesus CP) went to
the far side of the lake (sca P) of Galilee -of Tiberias, 2 and
there went after him a great crowed (many crowds P), for they
were secing the signs  which he was performing upon (on P) the
sick. 3 And our Lord (Jesus CP) went up to the mountain, and
there he was sitting with his disciples.

4 S And there was close at hand the Feast of Unleavened
Bread of the Jews.
4 C And there was close at hand Pesakh, the Feast of the Jews.
4 P Now there was close at hand the FFeast of Pascha of the
Jews; ' '
5 SCP And our Lord (Jesus CP) lifted up his eyes and saw a
great crowd (C many crowds) that had come to him. And
(S omits) he said to Philip, From where shall we buy bread for
these people to eat (C so that these people may cat; P for thesc
to eat)? 6 Now he as il testing him asked him (P Now this he
said, testing him); for he himsel{ knew what he was going to do.
Philip said to him, Two hundred denarii of bread is not suffici-
ent for them, though they cat very little (P though each one take
very little).
8 One of his disciples said to him, whose name was Andrew
(CP Andrew was his name), the brother of Simon Kepha:
9 S Ona boy there is here five loaves of barley and two fishes,
9 C Thereis a boy here who has on him five-loaves of barley i~
4

— we have already scen the importance of the term “aggen”
(based especially. on Luke. 1:35 and John 1:14) in the gyrinc
liturgical tradition.  In some later Syriac writers (notably St.
Isaac of Nineveh) the term also: became an important one for
.describing the transforming action of the Holy Spirit on the  in-
terior . ‘altdi of the heart. i i

All these terms'are based on some distinctive feature to
‘be found only “in‘the Syriac Bible. There are, of course, many
other’ biblical terms which are likewise characteristic of Syriac
‘spirituality, but these are also to be found in the Greek (md
Hebtew, as well as in the Svriac Bible. '

S e

and two [ishes,

9 There is here a boy who has on him fwl. l(mvcs of barley

= sk,

and two [ishes,
S but for all these what will they do?

Further lﬂforrnatmu on this qul,gcct can be found in the
CP but what will these do for all these?

Course on Syriac Spirituality. 0]@)
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105 He suid to them, Make the people recline. Now there was
much
10 G Jesus said, Go, make the people recline by groups. Now
there was much
2 > 1 A -
10 P Jesus said to them, Get all these to recline. Now there
was much o
S grass in the place. He said to them, Go, make the people
recline on the
C  grass in that place. And the people reclined, in number
five thousand.
P grassin the place. And the men reclined, in number five
thousand. :
11 S And when they had made them recline, then Jesus took
those five
Al
11 C And Jesus teok those
)
11 !. . And Jesus tonk the
S (pieces of) bread and the two fishes, and he raised his
[eye:] to heaven
i (pieces of) bread,
P bread,
5 and Dblessed and divided for his disciples [ ]
C  and blessed and gave to those who were reclining.  And
likewise also
P .und blessed and divided to those who were -reclining.
And likewise also Ll
S [ ]
C  With the fish, as much as they wanted.
P from the fish, as much as they wanted.
12 SCP  And when they were satisfied, he said to his disciples,
Gather the fragments so, that nothing (P lest anything;
C + at all) perish.
13 S And they gathered the fragments which were left over from
them '
13C  And they gathered
13 P And they gathered
S and they filled twelve baskets with what was left over from
those five ‘
C  and they filled twelve baskets of fragments from the five
> ssr Filla 5
P and they filled twelve baskets of fragments which were left
over '

L
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S loaves of barley and those two [ishes. Now the men who
were cating of this bread were five thousand.

C  (pieces) of barley bread, what was left over by those who
ate.

P by those who ate from the five (pieces of) bread.

2. 1 Peter 3:9--21,

The Peshitta is quite often offers an interpretative transla-
tion in the Letters of Paul, James and Peter. If one compares
the following translation from the Peshitta with one of the
standard English translations from the Greek, one will discover
a number of small differences.

“l Peter 3:9” For the reason why you have been called is in
order that you may inherit the Dblessing. .10 Therefore, who-
ever wishes for life (or: salvation) and desires to see good times,
he should guard his tongue from evil, and let his lips not utter
any deceit. 11 Let -him cross over from ,evil, and do what is
good: let him seck for peace, and run after it.. 12 For the eyes
of the Lord are upon the righteous: his ears are (there) to hear
them. .But the Lord’s face is (also) upon the wicked. 13 Who
will do evil to you if you are zealous for what is good? 14 And
if you should suffer for the sake of justice, blessed are you; and
have no fear for those who' try to frighten you, and ' do not be
upset. 15 Instead, cry ‘holy’ to the Lord Christ in yom"-hcarts,
and be prepared to make a defence to all who require of you
some word concerning the hope of your faith, 16 (doing so) in
humility and in fear, having a goed conscience, so. that those
who speak against you, asif against wicked people, may be
ashamed as people who abuse your beautiful way of life in Christ.
17 For it is benéficial for you that, while perfoming good works,
you should endure evil, if this is the will of God, rather than
(that this should happen) when you perform evil. 18. For Christ
too once died for our sins: a just person on behall of sinners, in
order to bring you close to God. He both died in the body and
came to life in spirit. 19 And he preached to the souls which
were held in Sheol, 20 the ones which of old had not been obedi-
ent in the days of Noah, when God’s patience gave orders that
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there should be the Ark, in the hope of their repentance—but
only eight souls entered it and were saved in the water. 21 You
too in that same manner (literally, type) are alive (or: saved) in
baptism—not washing your body of dirt, but acknowledging God
with a pure conscience, and the resurrection of Jesus Christ who
was raised up to heaven, where he is at the right hand of God;
and the angels, authoritics and powers have been subjected to
him.

The expansion in verse 20 is of particular interest, for the
translator is clearly aware of the Jewish tradition (taken up by
Aphrahat and Ephrem) that God provided a long time for the
building of the Ark in order that everyone should have a chance

to repent.
FOR FURTHER READING

For the Peshitta OQld Testament there is a good encyclo-
predia article by the Estonian Syriac scholar A. Voobus, in the
Supplementary volume to the Interpreter’s Dictionary of the
Bible (1976), 848—54. A more up to date one is to be published
before long in the Anchor Dictionary of the Bible. In French
there is 2 more detailed article by C van Puyvelde in the Dict-
jonnaire de la Bible, Supplement VI (1960), under the heading

‘Orientales, versions’. All these articles also cover the Syriac ©

New Testament as well.

For the various Syriac versions ol the New Testament,
there is a good chapter in B. M. Metzger, Early Versions of the
New Testament (1977).

A more detailed Select Bibliography for the Syriac Bible
is available at SEERI.

For translations of some of the Dialogue poems mentioned
in Section 6, see S. Brock, Sogiatha: Syriac Dialogue: Hymns
(The Syrian Churches Series XI, 1987; ed. Jacob, Vellian).

For passages illustrating the interpretation of John 19:34
( Section 5) see S Brock, Studies in Syriac Spirituality (Syrian
Churches Series 13, 1988; ed Jacob Vellian), chapter 7.
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QUESTIONS

[The answers should be brief and to the point. They should
reach The Director, S.C. C. latest by 31st of March, 1989.]

“Virtually all early biblical translations are basically text-
oriented, rather than reader-oriented’. Explain.

What are the consequences of the distinction between scrip-
tural authenticity and literary authenticity, which have affec-
ted the translations of the Bible?

Write short notes on:

. Peshitta 2. Diatessaron 3. DBarly Syriac Commentaries
on the Bible 4. Biblical Interpretation in the Syriac Tradi-
tion.

Briefly describe some of the most important features charac-

teristic of the Syriac tradition in the use of the Syriac Bible
for preaching.

Show how the phraseology of the Syriac Bible is ingrained in
the pravers and hymns of the Syriac Liturgies.

Bring out the relation between Syriac Spirituality and
Peshitta.




