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From St. Ephrem the Syrian
An Ode on Noah and the Ark
O NOBLE NOAH!

Chorus: Glory, Lord, to Thee!

Afloat in the Flood, the All-Ruler's Ark emerged from
the East; she winged to the West, wheeled South and
then sedled the North . . .

To her Saviour sing!

Her sequence sketched her Defender's Device: her
course traced a cross!

With water and wood, Noah, salt of the sea, the
Church did portray . . .

Myth and mystery,

Ark and Torah tell the self-same story! . . .
Naves echo the Ark, whose meaning they mark . . .
Faith (though | be frail) shall be, Lord, my ship!

All those drown in doubt, who would work Thee out!
To Thy Sire we shout!

Saint Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373 C.E.)

An Ode on Noah and the Ark (363-373)

(Hymns on Faith XLIX. 1; 3-6)

Translated by Andrew Palmer (1993, 175).
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From Bahalu'llah *

"Song of the Holy Mariner"
OHOLY MARINER!
Refrain: Glorified be my Lord, the All-Glorious!

Bid thine Ark of eternity appear before the Celestial
Concourse.

Launch it upon the ancient sea, in His Name, the Most
Wondrous. . .

Unmoor it, then, that it may sail upon the ocean of glory . . .
O Mariner!

Teach them that are within the ark that which We have taught
thee behind the mystic veil.

Perchance they may not tarry in the sacred snow-white spot.

But may soar upon the wings of the spirit unto that station
which the Lord hath exalted above all mention in the worlds
below . ..

May know the mysteries hidden in the Seas of light.

Bahau'llah* (d. 1892 C.E.)

Song [or Tablet] of the Holy Mariner (1863)
(Arabic section)

Translated by Shoghi Effendi (1922).
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I
Comparing Paradises

Objective

Religions enshrine symbols, the stained glass windows of faith. Sacred symbols present an explorable treasury of
religious thoughtan information-rich, condensed language of spirituality. Symbols are the prisms of ideals and of
other religious concerns. Symbols are susceptible to analysis and are proper objects of study. As symbols encode
ideas, they require interpretation to be both understood and meaningfully compared. "We can see that an essential
ingredient of the modern study of religion,” writes Ninian Smart, "is symbolic analysis, which tries to throw light on
the various themes which can be discovered cross-culturally through the exploration of various worldviews" (1985,
33). Symbolic analysisinvolves not only the exploration of religious worldviews intrinsically, but comparatively as
well.

The scientific study of religion is said to have two levels of research: historical and comparative (Platvoet 1982, 3),
as exemplified in the complementary research endeavors known as the History of Religion and the Phenomenol ogy
of Religion. Disciplined comparison, it has been said, isthe central activity of the phenomenology of religion.
Comparison creates perspective. By it, religionssystemically or aspectuallyare mentally viewed together, with some
kind of depth and sense of relationship. This study introduces a new comparative procedure in the academic study of
religion: viz., the construction and comparison of multidimensional, symbolic profiles representing distinct religious
worldviewsan experiment in comparative method. Correlating symbol and doctrinethe heart and soul of religionthis
book attempts to resolve the similarity-difference paradox in two culturally related Abrahamic traditionsin the
Iranian contextearly Persian Christianity and the Baha'i * Faithwith special reference to Paradise imagery and its
symbolic transformation, from Late Antiquity to modernity. While "Paradise” is originally a Persian loan word,
modernity has revolutionized its meaning.
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The preinterpretative justification for setting this investigative agenda should be made clear. In the interests of
investigating religious transformations from the ancient to the modern world, the religion known as the Baha'i * Faith
affords a natural and obvious starting point for "working backwards." Born in the full light of modernity, the Baha'i*
Faith is an independent world religion, with Islamic origins. Charismatically established in 1863 in Baghdad by
Mirza* Husayn-"Ali* Nuri* Baha*' Allah/official* Bahai* spelling, Bahau'llah* ("Glory of God," 1817-92), aleader
of the Persian Babi* movement out of which the Bahai* religion emerged, and constituted as a distinct faith-
community in Adrianople in 1866, the Bahai* religion underwent transformations in ethos and organization
throughout its three missionary phases, periods marked by the Islamic context (1844-92), international expansion to
America and abroad (1892-1963), and global diffusion to nearly every country in the world (1963-present).

The Islamic context is coextensive with the ministries of both Baha'u'llah* and his precursor, Sayyid 'Ali-
Muhammad Shirazi* (1819-50), the prophet-martyr known as the Bab* ("Gate"). The Bab* had already effected an
eschatological break from Islam by "revealing” what was universally regarded by Babis* asanew Qur'an* (viz., the
Qayyum* al-Asma*') and law code (enacted in the Bayan-i* Farsi*). While the Bab's* law code was formally
distinct fromthe Islamic shari'a*, paradoxically the Babi* system was super-1slamic in the intensity of the piety it
required, but supra-lslamic in ethos, having superseded the authority of both Qur'an* and hadith*.

Except for atwo-year hiatus (1854-56) spent in solitude as a dervish, Bahau'llah* emerged as one of, if not the most
effective leader of the Babi* exiles throughout the Baghdad period (1853-63), a period eschatologically charged with
his own messianic secrecy. In his preeminent doctrinal work, the Kitab-i* 1gan* ("Book of Certitude," 1861 [1974]),
extemporaneously revealed in two days and two nights, Bahau'llah advanced an extended quranic and biblical
argument legitimizing the prophetic authenticity of the Bab*. This served as an obligque, advance legitimation for
Bahau'llah* himself, who, in April 1863, announced his own role as "He Whom God Shall Manifest" (man-
Yuzhiruhu'llah*), the messianic theophany foretold by the Bab*. In public epistles to Queen Victoria, Napoleon |11,
Pope Pius I X, and other monarchs and religious |eaders during the Adrianople period (1864-68) and in the early
'‘Akka* period (1868-92), Baha'u'llah* announced his advent as the "World-Unifier" and "Promised One" of all
religions. This was essentially a millenarian claim to multiple messiahship (viz., Husayn* redivivus for Shi'is*, the
"Spirit of Truth" or Parousia of Christ for Christians, the "Everlasting Father" [Isaiah 9:6] for Jews, and Shah*
Bahram* Varjavand* for Zoroastrians). The kerygma, or gospel, of
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this messianic claimant was a message that addressed modernity and, by extension, postmodernity.

In his proclamations to crown and mitre and universally to the "peoples of the world,” Bahau'llah * advocated world
peace, parliamentary democracy, disarmament, an international language, harmony of science and religion, interfaith
concord, gender and racial equality, and other reforms, all of which were integrated by an overarching paradigm of
world unity. Granting that these were modernist reforms, Bahau'llah's response to modernity was to make peace
sacred. In a precocious religious preparation for aglobal society, Bahau'llah* sacralized certain developments within
the secular world (such as the abolition of savery, governance modelled on the British parliamentary system, etc.),
and promoted world reforms that went beyond the purview of 1slamic reform advocated by contemporary Ottoman
and Persian modernists.

Structurally precluding major schisms by designating successor-ship and the formation of democratically elected
religious institutions, Baha'u'llah's* Covenant (symbolized as "the Crimson Ark™) became the organizing principle of
the Baha'i* community itself and the guarantor of its integrity as a community. In his Book of the Covenant (Kitab-i*
'‘Ahd), Bahau'llah designated his eldest son 'Abdu’l-Baha* (d. 1921) as interpreter, exemplar, and successor, and who,
in his Will and Testament, passed the torch of leadership to his Oxford-educated grandson, Shoghi Effendi (d. 1957),
by designating the latter as the "Guardian” of the Bahai* Faith. Shoghi Effendi globalized and evolved Baha'i*
administration into a network of annually elected councils called National and Local Spiritual Assemblies, leading
eventually to the election of the The Universal House of Justice in 1963, now established on Mount Carmel in Haifa,
Isradl.

The Bahai* Faith has been described as a derivative ("secondary") monotheism in the sense that it is the daughter
religion of Islam. This genetic relationship is clearly illustrated in the typology of monotheisms devel oped by
Alessandro Bausani, who proposed the following taxonomy in his classification of monotheistic religions, which
include: (1) Monotheisms proper, in which Judaism and Islam are classed as primary monotheisms, with Christianity
and the Baha'i* Faith as respectively secondary (derivative, yet independent); (2) Failed monotheisms, which include
Zoroastrianism as a primary monotheism, Manichaeism as a secondary monotheism, and Akhenaton's reform as an
archaic monotheism; and (3) Paramonotheisms, which include Sikhism and various mysticisms (1963, 168). Thus
Bahai* Faith stands in the same relationship to Islam as Christianity to Judaism. In my book, Symbol and Secret
(19954), | have discussed the relationship of Bahai* doctrine to Islam, the eschatological break of the former from
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the latter, and have identified some of the key symbols of the Qur'an * that exegetically and stylistically inform
Bahali* texts.

With afollowing of only severa million adherents at present, the population statistics of the Bahai* religion are not
significant, but the growth statistics are remarkable. In its report on "World Religious Statistics' for the previous
year, the 1988 Britannica Book of the Year names the Baha'i* Faith alongside Christianity and Islam as the "most
universal" of today's world religions. By a simple accounting of the number of sovereign and nonsovereign countries
and territoriesin which it isformally established, the Bahai* Faith emerges as the most widely diffused religion in
the world except for Christianity. As David Barrett observes. "Over 14 major religious systems are each now found
in over 80 countries. Christianity, Islam, and the Bahai World Faith are the most global” (1988, 303).

Working backwards from the Bahai* Faith's Islamic origins, | began to wonder if there were any specifically
Christian antecedents to Baha'i* symbolism. Of course, such an investigation had to be narrowed, because
Chrigtianity is really too broad a category and too sweeping aterm for comparative purposes, considering that it
adumbrates a veritable "family" of "Christianities." | therefore had to consider which form of Christianity should
logically be selected for comparison, and why. The answer soon became evident: Persian Christianity was the
tradition that was historically and culturally most proximate to Bahai* origins. Persian Christianity was attractive
also because it tied into my broader research interestsin "Persian” religions generally, from Zarathutra to
Bahau'llah*.

"Persian Christianity” refersto East Syriac Christianity under the Sasanian empire and beyond. The term Persian
Christianity isused by A. V. Williams (1996), Stephen Ger6 (1981; 1982) and othersto refer to the " Church of the
East"the official name of the church which was territorially coextensive with, yet surpassed, the orbit of the Sasanian
empire. (Acknowledging that the term Iranian is technically more correct, both Syriac texts and the greater part of
European scholarship employ the term Persian [Williams 1996, 38, n. 5].) This church is most commonly known as
the "Nestorian" church, a"lamentable misnomer" (Brock 1996) that has, over time, become a scholarly term of
convenience.

In Late Antiquity, Rome and Persia were the world's two superpowers. (The Sasanian Empire was in power from 224-
651 C.E.) Except for short-lived armistices concluded under frangible treaties, both empires were constantly at war.
Such "imperial warring" contributed to amore or less equal balance of power (Williams 1996, 37). Politically, as an
imperative of survival when Persiawas at war with Rome/Byzantium, Christians within the Persian Empire

professed their loyalties to the Sasanian monarchy. On the feast of Epiphany (January 6)
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in 410 C.E., the Sasanian king Y azdegird | convened, by royal decree, the Synod of Isaac (Mar * Ishag*). Under
imperial auspices as asign of goodwill, the Church of Persia obliged the emperor in asserting its ecclesiastical
independence. As adistinct hierarchical body, the Church of Persiatook a further, more decisive step in establishing
its doctrinal independence in 486 C.E., at the Synod of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, in total severance from the West. In due
course, under Islamic rule, the East Syrian "Church of the East” would eventually have to coexist with West Syrian
Jacobites, who were allowed to organize themselves into a separate millet distinct from that of the East Syrians, thus
augmenting the Syriac Christian presence in Persia. In the medieval period, Syriac Christianity contributed to Islamic
culture and religious lifein Iran and Central Asia. (In chapter 2, the organization and diffusion of the Church of
Persiawill be reviewed in some detail.)

The Zoroastrian prelate, Kirder*, in his well-known inscription on the Kaba-yi Zardut, attests to the presence of both
Syriac and Greek-speaking Christians (Williams 1996, 39). Wolfgang Hage puts thisin a broader perspective:
"Christianity, thus spreading over the Persian Empire, was mainly supported by the native Syrian and Iranian
population, but to alesser degree by those West Syrians and Greeks who had been deported as captives by the
Persians from the temporarily occupied Roman border provinces into the East” (1988, 3). Although the mgjority of
Persian Christians in the Sasanian empire must have been ethnic Syrians, the Church of the East was once a
universal, multiethnic religion. It is probably true that ethnic Persians once formed the singlemost important ethnic
minority of the Church of Persia. As historian Peter Brown has written: "The Christians within the Persian empire
had begun to feel at home. In the fourth century, many had been foreigners, descended from the thousands of Syrians
brought back as captives by Shapur | in the 260s. Times had changed. Christians now came from the Iranian
population itself, through intermarriage and, occasionally, through conversion. Pehlevi (Middle Persian) joined
Syriac as the other language of the Nestorian Church” (1997, 172).

The church within the Sasanian empire became increasingly "Persian” owing to the burgeoning number of native
converts from Zoroastrianism, many of whom were, and still are, revered as martyrs. In the sixth century, the
patriarch of the Persian church was Catholicos Mar* Aba* | (d. 552), a born Zoroastrian who was "educated in
Persian literature" and who had once "scorned the Christians and despised the sons of the Covenant” (Williams 1996,
45, n. 36), and who himself became a martyr. We find unmistakabl e evidence of the importance of Zoroastrian
convertsto Persian Christianity in its principal historical sources:. the official canons of synods; and the
hagiographical acts of the Persian martyrs. Compiled under the direction of Catholicos
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Timothy | (d. 823), the official documents of the Church of the East are recorded in the Synodicon Orientale, a
record containing the acts of synods for the period 410-775 (Chabot 1902). In 544, at the Synod of Mar * Aba*, we
discover that there were bishops of Iranian episcopates who had retained their Zoroastrian names, such as Adur-
Hormizd*, Dadafrid*, Hormizd, Mihr-bozid*, Mihr-Narseh*, and Mihr-Hormizd (Williams 1996, 39). The Persian
martyr Mar* Giwargis, born with the Zoroastrian name Mihram-Gusnasp*, was, from youth, "thoroughly instructed
in Persian literature and trained in the lore of the Magians,” and was thus equal to his Zoroastrian persecutors in
interrogations prior to his martyrdom (Williams 1996, 51-52).

Persian Christianity was, as stated, a historical development of East Syriac Christianity. As Christianity's most
successful missionary church until decimated by the Mongols, the Church of the East sucessfully indigenized itself
among local populations throughout the Persian Empire, Central Asia, India, and China. Whileit istrue that Persian
Christianity remained a predominantly Syriac tradition, with liturgy and instruction in Syriac, subsidiary Persian
vernaculars were used to consolidate the influx of ethnic Iranian converts. Thus, there were imperial, ecclesiastical,
ethnic, and vernacular elements that were distinctively Iranian.

Apart from the comparative agenda at hand, the study of Syriac Christianity provides an important corrective to a
largely Eurocentric writing of Christian history. The Syriac language (Christian Aramaic) originated in Edessathe
"Athens of the East"in the province of Osrhoéne (Mathews and Amar 19944, 34). Syriac Christianity flourished in
northern Mesopotamia (both Roman and Persian), in neighboring Adiabene (in 116 C.E., the Roman province of
Assyria, reconquered by the Persians) and in points east. Asits influence spread, Syriac emerged as the third
international language of Christianity in Late Antiquity, thus ranking, alongside Greek and L atin, as one of the three
great languages of Christian liturgy and missionary endeavor in the early centuries. As "the most important language
of the Christian East" (Rilliet 1992c, 2: 809), Syriac was central to the diffusion of Christianityin its concentric
taxonomythroughout the Persian Empire and along the Silk Road, through "Outer Iran," al the way to China. This
linguistic and historical fact invests Syriac studies with an intrinsic importance. West to East, Christian identities
shaped on the basis of Latin, Greek, and Syriac represent the three principal divisions of Christianity's first
millennium, such that Syriac Christianity represents "athird cultural [Christian] tradition” (Brock, apud Drijvers
1996, 173).

What is so distinctive about pre-Persian, Syriac Christianity relative to other forms of the Christian faith (or
"Christianities")? When one steps across the linguistic borders of the Latin West and the Greek
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East into the spiritual frontier of the Syriac Orient, the Christian landscape suddenly becomes a Semitic hinterland,
the inner landscape tinctured with arich array of metaphors, expressions twinned with spiritual experience expressed
in artistic enigmaticity. Largely absent here are the enormous debts to classical philosophy and its categories so
pronounced in Hellenistic Christianity. In early Syriac Christianity, there was no effort to forge a synthesis between
classical thought and Christian doctrine. Instead, native metaphors, rooted in vivid Semitisms, irradiate the literary
horizon. Syriac Christianity was not propositionally controlled. More importantly, given itsliturgical settingin
Syriac worship, "theology" was popularly based, and was outside the province of the educated dlite. Syriac liturgical
theology bridges the typical gulf between so-called official and popular forms of religion.

Historicaly, it seemed obviousto me that "Persian™ Christianity presented itself as the better candidate for
comparison with the Baha'i * tradition than mainstream Graeco-Latin "Roman” (later Byzantine) Christianity. Given
the Islamic background of the Bahai* Faith, it is noteworthy that Tor Andrae had already conjectured a Syriac
Christian source for the Qur'an's* description of Paradise (Andrae 1932, 71-72). Edmund Beck (1948 and 1961)
disputed this suggestion. Whether mediated through its Islamic heritage or not, a preliminary comparison disclosed
that Baha'i* texts betray some intriguing affinities with Syriac texts.

Asthe formative period of Syriac spirituality, the fourth century was decisive in the development of all subsequent
forms of Syriac spirituality. Because of this, it was not the trunk and the branches of the East Syrian ecclesiastical
tree that most interested me, but rather the symbolic roots of Persian Christianity as exemplified in the hymns of St.
Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373 C.E.) and the Demonstrations of Aphrahat* (d. c. 345 C.E.). Persian Christianityand the
early Syriac Christianity that predates itactually begins with Aphrahat*, "the Persian Sage," who was the first Father
of the Syrian church and "our first major Christian writer from outside the Roman Empire" (Brock 1994, 71). The
earliest Syriac literature is said to have been of "clearly 'Persian™ origin (Rilliet 1992c, 2: 810), with respect to the
twenty-three Demonstrations of Aphrahat*. He wrote during a period of intense persecution of Christians (Aph.
Dem. XV1.1) and was understandably quite anti-Persian politically (V.1).

In addition to Aphrahat*, early Syriac Christianity is best exemplified in the hymns of Ephrem the Syrian, "the poet
of the Christian paradox™ (Brock 1983, 14), acclaimed to have been the greatest poet of Christianity in the patristic
period. Not only is he the most important exemplar of early Syriac spirituality, Ephremisasuniversa a
representative of Christianity in Late Antiquity as any other
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single candidate. The early Syriac culture area, of which Ephrem was a part, was defined by coterminous "Roman"
and "Persian” spheres of influence. This Christian milieu was a mosaic of Marcionites, Bardaisanites *, and
Manichaeans in which orthodox [Nicene] Christianity was originally a minority community known as Palutians*, for
whom "enkrateia [sexual holiness] wasthe religiousideal of amost all groups except the Bardesanites® (Drijvers
1996, 173). From his obscure origins among the Palutians*, and within his own lifetime, Ephrem'’s reputation began
to spread throughout the Christian world. He is the only Syrian Christian to have been canonized as asaint in the
Catholic Church. Asthe more illustrious of the two, Ephrem will be privileged over Aphrahat*, while the latter will
be adduced to supplement the former.

Although he lived on the Roman-Persian frontier, Ephrem was not a Persian; yet during his own lifetime, there was
significant contact with Persian Christians, so much so that the theological school in Edessa (which Ephrem is
traditionally said to have once headed) was known as " The School of the Persians’ (Brock 1996, 33). In 489, the
emperor Zeno closed the school, which then relocated to Ephrem's native city of Nisibis, which, in 363, had been
ceded to the Persians. The fact remains that Ephrem was one of the principal spiritual forebears of the Church of
Persiathat formed less than forty years after his death. These two luminaries of Syriac spiritualityAphrahat* and
Ephremestablished the legacy on which the Church of Persiawas later founded. In the present study, therefore, |
shall explore these Syriac roots of Persian Christianity, for possible Christian antecedents of Bahai* symbolism.

The stamp of Syriac symbolism is visible throughout Syriac liturgy and imagery down to the present. Today, Syriac
Chrigtianity survivesin Irag and Iran (the heartland of the ancient Sasanian empire) as well as diasporally, in its
several configurations. Assyrian (two Patriarchates, East Syriac ["Nestorian”] liturgy): (1) Assyrian Church of the
East (New CaendarianTehran, Chicago); (2) Assyrian Church of the East (Old CalendarianBaghdad). Orthodox
("Jacobite" with two Patriarchates, West Syriac liturgy): (3) Universal Syrian Orthodox Church of the Patriarchate of
Antioch including its Church in India; (4) Syrian Orthodox of the Autocephal ous Malankara Church of India.
Cathalic (Oriental Uniate): (5) Chaldean Patriarchate of Babylonia (Baghdad, East Syriac liturgy); (6) Syro-Malabar
Church of India (East Syriac liturgy); (7) Syrian Catholic Patriarchate of Antioch (West Syriac liturgy); (8) Maronite
Church (West Syriac liturgy); (9) Maankara Catholic Church (West Syriac liturgy). Protestant: (10) Mar-Thoma
(Anglican); (11) Assyrian Evangelical Church (Tehran); (12) Assyrian Pentecostal Church; (13) "Philadelphia
Church" (Iran); (14) various Assyrian Presbyterian congregations. Syrian convertsto
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Protestant denominations have been excluded from dialogue within the Syrian tradition.

In the first three of these four families, Ephrem has a distinct place of honor. Among these various Syriac Christian
traditions, as alegacy, Aphrahat's* and Ephrem'simagery for Christ'sincarnation is perhaps more faithfully
preserved in the East Syrian tradition (Brock 1994, 82-83), asis evidenced in the liturgy known as the Hudra*
("Cycle"; Breviary). (See Appendix IV, "Fragments of a Lost Persian Christian Liturgy,” at the end of this book.)

Collectively, these Syriac-oriented groups represent an attenuated, but living religion, contemporary with the Baha'i*
Faith. None of the present-day remnants of Syriac Christianity will, however, be selected for comparison. Instead, |
have restricted my investigation to the formative period of Persian Christianitybefore there was even an officially
constituted "Church of Persia'in order to study the most important and symbolically rich Syriac textsparticularly the
hymns of Ephrem the Syrian and, to a lesser extent, the discourses of Aphrahat*, the Persian Sagewritten during the
golden age of Syriac literature.

While diachronically distant in respect of origins, bridged by the Islamic period, Persian Christianity is historically
antecedent to the Baha'i* religion by pedigree in the religious history of Iran. Comparison of Syriac Christianity and
the Bahai* Faith isthusjustified on grounds of common geographical, historical, ethnic and, to alesser extent,
linguistic contexts. Comparing the imagery of the two traditions should make it possible to demonstrate how
symbolic transformation may be the reflex of an underlying paradigm shift of religious ideals.

As symbol systems, these two religions exhibit a wide range of expressive and ideological similarities, insufficiently
classified as "parallels." The object of this study isto compare some of the dominant, world-defining Syriac symbols
of early Persian Christianity with commensurate symbolism in the Bahai* Faith, with respect to the core paradigms
(that is, the overarching and governing religious concerns) of each of the two religions. Obviously, Islam is presumed
to have played an intermediary role in the transmission and transformation of Christian symbolism, as taken up in the
Bahai* religion. While a suppressed genealogy is unavoidable in suggesting that symbolic transformations may
occur as aresult of paradigm shifts from one religion to another, | will be arguing analogically based on a coherence
theory of truth.

The contribution | wish to make is primarily methodological. Through a systematic worldview analysis and

disciplined comparison of worldviews, my objectiveisto interpret parallels by nuancing their differencesdifferences
that correlate to the symbolic logics of the religions being compared. If successful, this project could suggest a
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model for synchronic comparisons of diachronically unrelated traditions. In the present study, however, there is at
least a distant diachronic relationship between the Christian and Bahali * religions. If history looks at the causes,
phenomenology can at least examine the effects.

Data selection typically excludes more than it includes, so that a decision governing data selection required
justification. During preliminary research, this finding fell into focus. In both Syriac and Baha'i* traditions, many
dominant symbols related to notions of Paradise. Why? Because Paradise allegorizes ideals. Paradise imagery may
be analyzed as the projection of religious ideals onto an eschatological canvas. Visions of Paradise are the stained-
glass windows of world-views, encompassing most of the imageryor "key symbols'to be analyzed in this study.
Luxuriant gardens, fountains, flowing streams, succulent fruits, jewels, pearls, illuminationall of these images can be
promoted within areligious community as a master allegory of al that isideal. Paradise is demonstrably areflex of
prevailing standards of orthodoxy and orthopraxy. In the case of Persian Christianity, the path to Paradise seemsto
be sacramental. In the case of the Baha'i* Faith, the path to Paradise appears to be sacrosocial.

Paradises and Paradigms

Ideals are "seen” in symbolic landscapes. Promotion of religiousideals, in Western religions, often takes the form of
promises of Paradise. Visions of Paradise disclose an abundance of information relating to religious worldviews. As
an afterlife, the existence of Paradise is not empirically demonstrable. Y et Paradise inspires hopes of reward for
pious faith and for righteous works. In earthly terms, Paradise imagery contributes to "world building." Paradise has
asocial function, in addition to its traditional, eschatological role. As"realized eschatology," notions of Paradise
influence faith-communities here on Earth.

Paradise images are certainly iconic. They can represent an onto-logical reality posited by scriptural authority with
whatever propositional infalibility isascribed to it. But such images may be reflexively symbolic as well. One man's
paradise may not necessarily be another's. And so it is that there are different notions of Paradise across the religious
spectrum. Within discrete religious systems, it may be observed that Paradise is confessionally referenced. It is keyed
to a set of values and behaviors that embody beliefs about salvation and ideals of perfection. On an individual level,
contemplation of Heaven is thought orienting and can supply strategies for action. For the faith-community, Paradise
may function as a master symbol of a core religious paradigm, a controlling, conceptual model that governsideal
beliefs and behaviors.
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Religions may share ideas in common about Paradise. This renders the comparison more interesting and challenging.
Symbols may be "the same"exhibiting formal affinitybut disclosing significantly divergent shades of meaning.
Parallels may be seen as distorted mirror images. Visual nuances of one and the same image depend upon the mirrors
themselves, which reflect that image, but perhapsin slightly different ways. Interpretations, after all, are forms of
distortion.

Interpretations are governed by overarching paradigms. For the purposes of this study, the term paradigm is indebted
to Thomas S. Kuhn's The Sructure of Scientific Revolutions (1962). Kuhn's technical use of the term paradigm has
recently been lexicalized in the 1993 New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary: "Philos. a mode of viewing the world
which underlies the theories and methodology of science in a particular period of history” (2: 2093). This study
extends that definition to areligious context, such that "paradigm™ will now mean: "Rel. a model of viewing the
world which underlies the beliefs and practices of religion and society in a particular period of history."

Paradigms can render parallelsintelligible. As perspectival filters, paradigms provide a heuristic key for explaining
paralels. To nuance formal similarities and to resolve conceptual differences, parallels need to be indexed to core
paradigms, which are coefficients of anthropological and soteriological assumptions. The present investigation seeks
to reference parallels to those controlling paradigms. As a contribution to what William Paden (1996a) has recently
called the "new comparativism," this study proposes the following axiom for further research and refinement:
"Parallels’ yield paradoxes of commensurability resolvable by paradigm "logics' within religious systems, resulting
in symbolic transformation. Thisis atestable statement, not on historical, but on thematic and typological grounds.

Thisinvestigation will explore how one religious paradigm may or may not compare to another, and, in so doing,
attempts to render such comparisons schematically clear. Formally affine and distinctive symbols drawn from Syriac
and Bahali * texts will be compared by an inventory of features, with respect to superordinating paradigms of each
religion. Asthe main force of this research project is structural rather than historical, it is not within the scope of this
study to prove historical influences. It prescinds from advancing claims of a genetic nature. While questions of
historical transmission clearly fall outside of the province of this project, history will afford an anchor for the data, in
relatively "thick" descriptions of both Syriac and Bahai* religious contexts.

Systems of Symbols

Symbolic analysis of religions proceeds from the fact that religions are systems of symbols. Anthropologist Clifford
Geertz has privileged or
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highlighted the role of symbolsin religion. In his 1965 essay, "Religion as a Cultural System,” Geertz works out a
definition of religion in terms of its symbols. "A religion is: (1) a system of symbols which actsto (2) establish
powerful, pervasive, and long-lasting moods and motivations in men by (3) formulating conceptions of a general
order of existence and (4) clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that (5) the moods and
motivations seem uniquely realistic” (1973, 90). Thisisafunctiona definition that has much tighter specifications
than does a definition like "religion is a system of numinous symbols'a definition that employs the same analogic
model (Poole 1986, 440).

While favorably disposed towards Geertz's definition, Willard Oxtoby observes. "Many have found Geertz's article a
useful mainstream representative of twentieth-century social theory of religion. Thisis so despite the evident
elasticity of some of itswording. Just what, for instance, is an 'aura of factuality? Just how, exactly, do symbols,
rather than people, ‘act'? But a strength of the definition isits parallel between clause 4 as intensification of clause 3,
and clause 5 asintensification of clause 2" (1996c¢, 499). Note that it is not a requirement that the symbols themselves
"seem uniquely realistic” but rather what they represent or evoke ought to seem realistic. Geertz defines a symbol as
"any object, act, event, quality, or relation which serves as a vehicle for a conceptionthe conception is the symbol's
meaning" (1973, 91). In the present study, scriptural symbols are "objects" aswell as alegorical "acts" that
metaphorically and narratively enshrine conceptions. Clearly, Geertz's definition intensifies the relation between
religion and its symbols by defining religion in terms of its symbols.

Symbols are interesting, but why are they important for the Study of Religion? Sherry Ortner describes the
importance of Geertz's own interest in symbols as methodological revolution of sorts: "Geertz's most radical
theoretical move (1973b) was to argue that culture is not something locked inside peopl€'s heads, but rather is
embodied in public symbols, symbols through which the members of a society communicate their worldview, value-
orientations, ethos, and all the rest to one another, to future generationsand to anthropologists. With this formulation,
Geertz gave the hitherto elusive concept of cultural symbols arelatively fixed locus, lending the study of such
symbols a degree of objectivity previous lacking. The focus on symbols was for Geertz and many others heuristically
liberating: it told them where to find what they wanted to study. Y et the point about symbols was that they were
ultimately vehicles for meanings; the study of symbols as such was never an end in itself" (1984, 129). Religious
symbols inform and structure religious consciousness.

Books are typically less interesting when devoid of illustrations. Perhaps the same could be said of scriptural texts as
well. Symbols are
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theillustrations of sacred ideas and ideals. Symbols are more than illuminative. They have afocalizing function. The
key to Ricoeur's theory of symbol is hisformula (cited by C. Long 1986, 50): "Le symbole donne a penser” (" Symbol
invites thought™). For Ricoeur, the symbol is atwo-dimensional phenomenon, unifying dual universes of discourse:
linguistically, symbols exhibit metaphoricity; and presemantically, symbols are rooted in the depths of human
experience, from which derives their evocative power (see Del.oach 1983). "All texts," Dilworth writes, "convey
meaning in assertive (propositional), active (morally and politically agential), and exhibitive (aesthetic, performative)
modes of expression or judgment” (1989, 18). Symbols, by Dilworth's standards, are not assertive. But they are
"active" and "exhibitive." Their agential roleis stressed in the anthropology of religion.

Symbols are encoded metaphors. Behind symbolization, figuration will be assumed to exist. As Rice and Schofer
state: "Extended over an entire text, the act of reading and interpretation is a complex interplay between
symbolization and figuration. Although figures and tropes can be isolated for analysis, in reading there can be no
figuration without symbolization and no symbolization without figuration” (1983, 37). Symbolismisa
transformation of metaphoricity, with respect to its iconic function in representing nonphysical, or spiritual, reality.
Apart from signs, which are explicit, symbols may possess what Royce calls "surplus meaning" (cited in Fawcett
1970, 28). A symbol is most commonly defined as "a material Object substituted for amoral or spiritual truth”
(Bullinger 1968, 769). How does a symbol come to be? Bullinger states that a symbol isformed in three stages: (1) a
metaphor or metonymy is used to represent something other; (2) the oneis used to imply the other; and (3) finally,
the one comes to permanently substitute for the other (ibid., 770). Wheelwright is simpler still. He suggests that a
symbol is a"metaphor stabilized" (1960, 7).

To oversimplify, a symbol is a metaphor reified over time, being transformed, in the currency it acquires through
recurrent usage, from a"unique flash of insight" to "arelatively stable element of perceptual experience, standing for
some larger meaning or set of meanings which cannot be given, or not fully given, in perceptual experience itself"
(Wheelwright 1962, 93, 92). Though Rice and Schofer do not give a definition of symbol as such, it is clear from
their discussion of the symbolic process that a symbol is marked only by incompleteness, since thereis no
incompatibility between the text and context, asthereisin figuration. Y et the reader detects the incompleteness and
decodes the text symbolically (1983, 38).

Cain proposes what is one of the simpler approaches to symbol, in which the symbol mediates between subject and
numen. By "numen” is meant the signified, perceived, extrarational, sacred readlity of the
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believer's universe (1979, 340). (No ontological commitment is made in postulating this symbolic domain.) In this
schema, the symbol evokes the presence of the numen. Typically, symbols find their "fulfillment” in numinously
evocative ritual, dream, or vision. They may likewise be "realized" in the present through an act of identification,
even if that be an exegetical one. If the Crossis the symbol of salvation, the object symbolized is Christ (the savior),
the subject symbolized is man (the saved), while the numen is salvation (my example). Here, the symbol links subject
and object, by linking the numinous with the evocative and sympathetic power of the symbolic. The symbol's
referent is experientially, but not empirically, verifiable. The subjective apperception of the numinous through the
symbolic isreal enough. To the extent that symbols, as numinous archives of meaning, incorporate ideas, they may
be said to hypostatize them. Ontological claims of a supramundane power may be studied as a psychol ogical
reification of that which is experienced or imagined. Not the ontology but, rather, the interpretive "reality"” is of
immediate hermeneutical concern.

One must determine how symbols concatenate. The symbol is an enigma. It islike an oracle; it needs to be
deciphered. A symbol is not susceptible of interpretive closure, or "truth exhaustion,” partly because of its
recombinant possibilities in connection with other symbols. Charles Long observes that "religious symbols, precisely
because of their intrinsic power, radiate and deploy meanings; the spread of these meanings creates an arena and field
of power relationships’ (1986, 2). Relationally, within a religious system, symbols possess what might be thought of
asakind of collective "dream logic.” This process of decoding is not a purely mental operation. As an encoded
metaphor, the symbol is not simply acode. It isamode of expression. One might even speak of its emotional

content. The symbol is the language of the heart.

As Oxtoby often says to his students, the methodological "proof of the pudding” is both in the pudding and in the
eating of it. Which isto say that data selection isjust as significant as the methodol ogies brought to bear on the data.
To this end, selecting for the more important symbols becomes a methodological concern. Some symbols are more
important than othersin terms of their relative influence. There are dominant symbols and there are subsidiary
symbols. Dominant symbols have been termed "key symbols" in the anthropology of religion. Constellations of
subordinate symbols may cluster around key symbols, which are the affective and exhibitive poles of religious
thought. Identification of preponderating symbols provides the necessary data for comparison. Interpretation of this
data on comparative grounds derives from research design. In the next section, the concept of "key symbols* will be
explained.
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Key Symbols

In this study, Syriac Christianity and the Baha'i * Faith are conceived of as constellations of information-rich key
symbols, exhibiting awealth of metaphorical language operating as concept indicators. In general terms, areligious
symbol will be expected to significate "the knowledge by which self/society/action are joined” (Jensen 1992, 6). This
is an integrative definition in its part-to-whole set of relations.

Given the existence of competing theories of the symbol, and its wide array of definitions, it is necessary either to
invent or to adapt a paradigm, to the exclusion of others. This study will adapt Sherry Ortner's concept of the "key
symbol." Thistechnical term derives from symbolic anthropology. On the basis of her 1970 dissertation, Ortner
(1973) developed a model of symbolism for "symbolic analysis'a paradigm that will be adapted to the present study.
Ortner wanted to show that cultures were not just clusters of symbols, but something more. Cultural symbols were
more than even the ideol ogies they represent. A "key symbol"a superordinating, dominant image of an ideaor an
idealis immediately cognizable. A key symbol commands respect, fixes attention on the intentional referent for
which it stands, a silent yet evocative representation of something religious, present, ethereally imperial. Among the
dominant "key symbols® of agiven culture are "key scenarios' or schemas for enacting cultural behaviors. Ortner's
paradigm will be employed independent of its original theoretical context and adapted to the discussion at hand.

Generaly, key symbols are of two kinds: "summarizing" and "elaborating” (see schematic in Kippenberg 1985, 189;
apud Goedendorp 1991, 117). "Summarizing" key symbols are iconic, sacred symbols, "objects of reverence and/or
catalysts of emotion," such asthe Cross for Christians, corresponding perhapsto the "Materia" or "Artistic"
(seventh) dimension of Smart's dimensional model of religion. What is the Baha'i* counterpart of the Christian cross
and spire? In the present-day Baha'i* Faith, the continental Baha'i* Houses of Worship come to mind, as does the
Baha'i* ringstone symbol. By its very nature, a summarizing key symbol is"clustered, condensed, relatively
undifferentiated, 'thick™ (Ortner 1973, 1342). A summarizing symbol is characterized by "its focusing power, its
drawing-together, intensifying, catalyzing impact upon the respondent” resulting in a " crystallization of
commitment" (ibid.).

Summarizing symbols are said to "catalyze feeling." They speak to "adifferent level of response, the level of attitude
and commitment." Such symbols"ground" avariety of "surface-level meaningsto their deeper bases" (ibid., 1343).
Ortner points to the American flag as a prime example: "The American flag, for example, for certain Americans,
stands for something called 'the American way,' a conglomerate
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of ideas and feelings including (theoretically) democracy, free enterprise, hard work, competition, progress, national
superiority, freedom, etc. And it stands for them all at once. It does not encourage reflection on the logical relations
among these ideas, nor on the logical consequences of them as they are played out in social actuality, over time and
history. On the contrary, the flag encourages a sort of all-or-nothing allegiance to the whole package, best summed
up on abillboard | saw recently: 'Our flag, loveit or leave." And thisis the point about summarizing symbolsin
generalthey operate to compound and synthesize a complex system of ideas, to 'summarize' them under a unitary
form which, in an old-fashioned way, 'stands for' the system as awhole" (ibid., 1340).

This study will take up Ortner's other category of "key symbols*those which have an "elaborating” function. There
are two primary modes in which key symbols operate: thought and action. "Root metaphors' and "key scenarios’
respectively represent ideals of thought and action. In Ortner's "key symbols' paradigm, "root metaphors' serve to
orient thought.

The term root metaphor was first developed as a key term and launched as a descriptive and analytic category by
Stephen Pepper (1942). Pepper conceived of root metaphors as symbols imbued with tremendous el aborating power,
in which the principal mechanism is the metaphor. Root metaphors were pivotal in the maintenance of world
hypothesesanother term coined by Pepperthat roughly correspond to the notion of aworldview. Acting as a symbol,
the root metaphor provides a set of categories for cognitive and affective conceptualizing of the world. Pepper linked
his concept of root metaphors with Kuhn's notion of "paradigm”: "According to his [Kuhn's] exposition," writes
Pepper, "there is practically no difference between the function of a paradigm as a guiding pattern in scientific
procedure and that of the root metaphor as a guiding conceptual pattern in world hypotheses except for the restricted
scope of the former" (1984, 3: 200).

In Ortner's use of the term, aroot metaphor is one in which "one can conceptualize the interrel ationships among
phenomena by analogy to the interrelations among the parts of the root metaphor (op. cit., 1341). Root metaphors
serve to establish "a certain view of the world" (ibid.). A few words ought to be said about the term metaphor and
how an understanding of metaphors in general might elucidate the role of root metaphorsin particular. In her "key
symbols' paradigm, Ortner seems unconcerned with linguistic distinctions between "symbol” and "metaphor." "Root
metaphors' are smply a species of "key symbols." Nonetheless, it is important to bear in mind what a metaphor is
and what a metaphor does, as this does relate to an appreciation of the dynamics of thought-orienting root metaphors.
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Metaphor is arguably the ground of symbolism. Metaphor has been considered to be the most elaborate of tropes.
Traditionally taking it to be the most fundamental form of figurative language, most theorists agree that a metaphor is
based on association and, in its dynamic effect, triggers some kind of transference of meaning in the mind of the
reader. Y ounger states: "The power of metaphor derives precisely from the interplay between the discordant
meanings it symbolically coercesinto a unitary conceptual framework and from the degree to which that coercion is
successful in overcoming the psychic resistance such semantic tension inevitably generatesin anyone in a position to
perceiveit” (1990, 164). Personification, for example, depends on verbal metaphors, metaphors of action (Dupriez
1991, 278). "Metaphorical thought," wrote Max Black, "is adistinctive mode of achieving insight, not to be
construed as an ornamental substitute for plain thought™ (1962, 237). A metaphor is aspectual. It may be thought of
as the overlap of two meanings (Watson 1984, 263).

For exampl e, inthe verse, "Why, then, has Isragl become a prey?" (Jer. 2:14), Israel isthe "tenor” while the prey is
the "vehicle" of the metaphor, in which the attribute of vulnerability isthe "ground" or overlap of meaning between
tenor and vehicle (Watson, op. cit.). Thisis very straightforward. The idea of Israel as prey implies vulnerability. In
the metaphor the transference of meaning is covert, whereas, in contrast, asimile literally "proposes the
transference” (Hawkes 1972, 30). Negatively, Levin defines a metaphor as an expression evincing, in its
composition, a degree of Iinguistic deviance, in which the meaning of aword swerves from itslexically codified
usage. Due to their oddity, metaphors require first to be construed before being understood (Levin 1988, 1).

Positively, Ricoeur argues that metaphor, by virtue of its semantic innovation, "is the rhetorical process by which
discourse unleashes the power that certain fictions have to redescribe reality" (1979, 7). Rice and Schofer define
metaphor as follows: "Metaphor is characterized by a semantic and referential relationship made possible by the
possession of one or more semantic features' (1983, 21). This definition, based as it is on resemblance or similarity,
does not differ appreciably from traditional notions. Beyond mere juxtaposition, in highly encoded metaphors, there
are condensed, numerous intersections of meanings, which are said to "contaminate" each other (ibid., 102).

In simpler terms, Thompson speaks of "metaphoric unity" in atext rich in figurative language, in which that unity
interrelates symbolic elements of the text "vertically." "Metaphoric unity," writes Thompson, "occurs al at once; that
is, ametaphor consists of simultaneous 'vertical' layers of language analogous to amusical chord” (1990, 354-55).
Moreover, a metaphor "identifies rather than compares two elements” (ibid., 356), though Thompson does not pursue
theimplica-
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tions of this contrast to simile. The use of such language does not merely illustrate and supplement demonstrative
statements of doctrine. Metaphorical texts may in fact communicate more vividly and fully the experiential
dimension of nondiscursive truth. A metaphor is more evocative than literal discourse. Figurative speech, from a
cognitive perspective, requires a certain level of competence to decode. The same may be said of metaphorical and
symbolic modes of discourse in religious texts (cf. Goodenough 1951). A certain competenceis required to
understand it.

"Key scenarios'Ortner's other class of "key symbols'serve to influence action. Thisis because "they are valued as
implying mechanisms for successful social action.” Key scenarios are endowed with "action elaborating power" that
define "strategies” for "orderly social action in relation to culturally defined goals* (op. cit., 1340). Key scenarios
"are culturally valued in that they formulate the culture's mean-ends relationshipsin actable forms* (ibid., 1341). The
activity of symbolsis seen, for instance, in cult and sacrament, where a symbol takes on a performative role in its
creative or reconstitutive operations. Action instantiates its symbols. In the cultic domain, therefore, we can accept
the Weberian notion that ideology influences behavior, such that key scenarios may have an ordering function. Just
as root metaphors are thought orienting, key scenarios are action ordering. Ortner's concept of key scenariosis akin
to Victor Turner's concept of "root paradigms,” which have a persistent force in society. In Christianity, for example,
Turner points to martyrdom as aroot paradigm (Turner 1974).

To recapitul ate, key symbols of the elaborating order subdivide along a thought/action axis, consisting of "root
metaphors' (thought orientations) and "key scenarios" (action ordering). Root metaphors are "static formal images
serving metaphor functions for thought" while key scenarios involve "dramatic, phased, action sequences serving
scenario functions for action” (Ortner 1973, 1342).

Identification of key symbols within a single religious tradition constitutes internal analysis, as part of what one
might call "worldview anaysis," through employing what Ninian Smart has termed "symbolic analysis' (1985, 33).
In Syriac and Bahali * sacred texts, particular attention will be given to two kinds of literary forms: (1) for analysis of
root metaphors, genitive metaphors (the most complex type of noun metaphor and one that is frequently used to
express Baha'i* and Syriac root metaphors) will be used; and (2) for analysis of key scenarios, allegories, or
symbolic narratives will be adduced. Although this paradigm is admittedly programmatic, the use of key symbols
here should not be viewed as deterministic or overly constraining.

It is necessary to distinguish between the academic concept of "key symbols" and religious references to "symbols"
within the Syriac
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and Baha'i * traditions themselves. By using nearly identical termsi.e., key symbols (symbolic anthropology) and
symbols (Syriac and Bahai* terms)the analysis runs the risk of being caught within areligious self-understanding
that "entangles the analysis with the very discourse it seeks to interpret and explain™ (Poole 1986, 413). The term key
symbol sdespite its terminological affinity to religious symbolsis conceptually independent. It is theoretically crucial
to the performance of symbolic analysis that this distinction be maintained.

Dimensiona Model

Analysis of data depends upon an adequate description of it. Adequate description is arequisite for explanation.
Ninian Smart's "dimensional model” of religion assigns six "dimensions’ to each religion (1985). For mnemonic
purposes, | have coined the acronym DREEMS (Doctrinal, Ritual, Ethical, Experiential, Mythic, Social) to represent
these dimensions. Defining religions as systems of symbols (Geertz), this study focuses on key symbols (Ortner),
comprised of thought-orienting root metaphors and action-incentive key scenarios. Providing holistic descriptions of
religions as symbol systems for worldview analysis, the invention of a"symbolic profile" orders an array of
dominant, ideationally indexed images within respective "dimensions.” These symbolic profiles are synoptic
mappings of dominant key symbols within each tradition. Key symbols for the various dimensions of the DREEM S
map are charted.

Clifford Geertz has defined religion as a " system of symbols." Sherry OrtnerGeertz's studenthas classified and
defined those symbols. Now that a paradigm for symbols has been adopted for the present study, we turn our
attention to the religious "system™ itself. What does it mean to say that areligion isa"system" of symbols? A cross-
cultural, systemic model of religion is needed. Ninian Smart, a distinguished phenomenologist of religion, has
offered such amodel. It is an analytical apparatus, with a methodologically elegant, descriptive power. Whether or
not this model gains widespread acceptance remains to be seen.

Smart has developed and refined what he calls a"dimensional™ model of religion. It has the advantage of describing
agiven religion roundly, giving a picture of the religion in itstotality. So long as phenomenol ogists are careful to
surrender to the data and not to the model itself, the dimensional approach to religious systems can be quite useful.
Although spirituality seems to be characterized by a certain depth of ineffability, Smart's six dimensions of religion
provide superficial, yet necessary windows into the functioning of afaith community. Ideally, Smart's dimensional
model is a simple taxonomy of religion.
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In Smart's model of it, religion may be viewed from different angles, like turning a six-faceted jewel. Each facet is
aspectual, representing one dimension. Each dimension also serves as a comparative frame for the focus of a
comparison between two or more religions. Over the years, Smart has variously described these dimensions. In what
probably has been his most important description of them, Smart's Worldviews introduces the following dimensions
in this order: (1) the Experiential Dimension; (2) the Mythic Dimension; (3) the Doctrinal Dimension; (4) the Ethical
Dimension; (5) the Ritual Dimension; (6) the Social Dimension (1985, ix).

In the 1995 reprint of The World's Religions, Smart has slightly revised these headings as follows: (1) The Practical
and Ritual Dimension; (2) The Experiential and Emotional Dimension; (3) The Narrative or Mythic Dimension; (4)
The Doctrinal and Philosophical Dimension; (5) The Ethical and Legal Dimension; (6) The Social and Institutional
Dimension; (7) The Material Dimension. Under the last dimension, Smart subsumes the "Artistic” (Smart 1995, 10-
21). In Ortner's terms of reference, it seemsfairly obvious that the Material or Artistic Dimension is where the
majority of "summarizing" symbols are to be found. The "Material" dimension adumbrates artistic and iconographic
modalities of religion. In the Bahali * tradition, the ringstone symbol (designed by Baha'u'llah's* son 'Abdu’l-Baha*
[d. 1921]) and the distinct architecture of Baha'i* Houses of Worship fit nicely here in the seventh dimension, but are
excluded from the present study as they are not literary. For the purposes of the present study, the seventh dimension,
concerned as it iswith "summarizing" rather than "elaborating” key symbols, will be excluded from purview.

Smart's dimensional model is not without controversy. Recently, Michael Pye has argued that interculturally based
theories of religion are in short supply and there is no single theory of religion that is sufficiently stabilized to
command wide assent (1994, 52). Pye questions the utility of Smart's model with respect to Japanese religions, in
which both "doctrinal" and "ethical" dimensions appear to be lacking (ibid., 59). Their absence leaves a gaping hole
in Smart's paradigm. But is this an exception, existing in splendid isolation, that in effect "proves the rule"? Or has
Pye exposed aweak link that will break Smart's theoretical concatenation of dimensions? | think that the lack of an
ethical dimension in Japanese religions is perhaps taken up elsewhere, in atransconfessional way, from some other
value system, religious or civil, lest we deduce from Pye's remarks that the Japanese who follow Japanese religions
are altogether bereft of ethics. Smart's model seems to have withstood the scrutiny of other scholars over time, and to
have enjoyed a certain popularity based on its utility. (It is probably too soon to speak of a near consensus.) Smart's
dimensional model provides a powerful analytic framework that makes significant sense
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of complex religious, psychological, and social data by delimiting domains or "dimensions" of religion.

The present study will employ Smart's dimensional model of religion for descriptive purposes, presenting two
datasets for comparison. In so doing, this project is by no means the "lengthened shadow" of Smart himself. The
DREEMS scheme is an apparatus more for illustration than for analysis. Its utility is seen by the fact of its rather
widespread acceptance in general texts on world religions. In the Encyclopedia of World Faiths, for example, "The
Six Dimensions of Religion” are represented by a diagram, a graphic six-piece pie in which the dimensions, from the
top going clockwise, are defined as follows:. (1) Ritual: expressed in worship, sacrifice, and other sacred acts; (2)
Myth: stories which encapsul ate fundamental beliefs of a group; (3) Doctrine: systemization of beliefs and
experiences; (4) Ethics: moral codes and guides to behavior; (5) Social: institutional forms of religion; (6)
Experiential: personal spiritual experiences (Bishop and Darton 1990, 7).

Symbolic Profiles

The research design employed here is modular. It is constructed out of several models, of which Smart'sis one, albeit
amajor one. The phenomenato be bracketed are key symbols, comprised of two classes. root metaphors and key
scenarios. Although comparison of Syriac and Baha'i * "key symbols' is abstract, the datais anchored in "local”
traditions. This body of data has empirical force. Wedded to Ortner's key symbols paradigm, | have designed a
schematic grid for descriptive and analytic purposes, which | call a"symbolic profile" of religion. A symbolic profile
charts key symbols across the six-dimensional spectrum of religion. A twelve-symbol constellation is produced.
Configurations of key symbols will thus be used for synoptic purposes. | have structured Syriac and Bahai*
symbolic profiles using Smart's dimensional model of religion, but according to a different order. (See chapters 3 and
5 for symbolic profiles of Syriac Christianity and of the Baha'i* Faith.)

This model isreally a metaphor, a purely abstract but theoretically powerful instrument that in some sense
"constructs the similarities in unexpected and insightful ways," as Poole explains. "The postulation of a metaphoric
or analogical relation implicates a similarity-statement and thus, provides the possibility of a comparison-statement”
(1986, 421). It should always be borne in mind that these categories (key symbols as well as dimensions) are
extrinsic to the phenomena themselves. A caveat on typologies and taxonomies. Schemes are created by design. A
certain amount of theoretical conniving goes into them. They are somewhat hazardous in that the data may
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serveto reinforce the typology rather than the other way around. A valid typology should exhibit predictive powers,
but it must never be a determinant.

This model entails the analogic mapping of key symbolsin aterritory of dimensions of religion, as atheoretical lens
to afford "'epistemic access (Boyd, 1979) to two (or more) relatively similarbut also loosely distinguishabl eentities
before analysis draws and specifies the theoretically relevant distinctions between (or among) them" (Poole 1986,
420-21). Smart's model uses the analogy of dimensions to justify a classification system which itself filters and
organizes the data (in the present study, of key symbols). The entire idea of dimensionsis of heuristic value only.
Care must be exercised against any temptation to reify the categories themselves. Aswe shall see, analysis of even a
single key symbol discloses depth structures that transsect all of the categories. These categories of the sacred are not
sacred categories.

Worldview Comparison

Smart holds that "the very heart of the comparative study of religion” is "the comparative anaysis of worldviews"
(19864, 78). "Comparison," according to Jeppe Jensen, "is the basis of all communicable knowledge" (1992, 1). For
specidists in the academic study of religion, comparison is the basis for generalizable principles on the nature of
religion.

The enterprise of comparing religions has a history in the academy, in which Donald Wiebe has drawn attention to
the problem of "motive and method" in the study of religion as an academic exercise (1988, cf. 1989). According to
Henri Corbin (1981, 3), the allied concept of "comparative philosophy” was first explicitly formulated by Paul
Masson-Oursel at the Sorbonne, who saw formal philosophical comparison not so much in terms of likenesses,
which can be deceptive, but rather in analogies of relationships (of the type a/b = ¢/d). The problem of comparison
is, in fact, bound up with the very origins of the Study of Religion as an academic field, and continues to challenge
its foundations. The Study of Religionwhich is properly afield of study rather than a disciplinewas, in itsinception,
popularly known as "Comparative Religion." It originated out of comparative questions and endeavors. Sadly, the
comparison of religions has lost much of its former respectability. As Jonathan Z. Smith observes. "Comparison has
cometo be, for many in the field, the sign of unscientific procedure" (1990, Preface).

The grander the comparative endeavor, the more susceptible it isto criticism. A good example of thiskind of
vulnerability is given by Talmon (1991), who has discussed the kinds of objections to com-

< previous page page 22 next page >



< previous page page 23 next page >
Page 23

parativism raised by specialistsin biblical studies and the types of distortions that may result when datais abstracted
out of context. It is, frankly, safer to be a specialist. The formal comparison of traditions may be less technically
demanding than the work of specialists, but the methodological considerations are perhaps more challenging. By so
saying, the assigning of degrees of difficulty is not intended; rather, "larger” philosophical considerations must be
worked out before bodies of disparate data are to be "scientifically" compared with heightened methodological
awareness. (Here, "scientifically” is used more in its verificatory sense apart from what has come to be known as the
"scientific method" as religious data are typically not susceptible to quantification and must therefore be evaluated
qualitatively.)

Ideally, comparison should explore for patterns, modalities, or relationships among disparate sources. Thisraisesa
fundamental question in the academic study of religion: What does it mean to compare? How does one interpret
formal similarities between two traditions? What difference do differences make? Can formal differences be
functionally analagous? Can formal similarities be functionally anomalous? Can differential explanations be
formulated to interpret a complexity of similarities and differences? And how does one account for formal
similarities that, over time, take on differences of meaning? Indeed, a process of symbolic transformation takes place
when affine imagery takes on new shades of significance over time. If the present study succeeds in accounting for
such symbolic transformation, it will have had explanatory power.

Comparison should attempt to explain why it sees what it sees, and why what it seesis significant. The larger issues,
"the big picture," and whatever the "overwhelming question™ might be, the research agenda, with its presenting
problemthe mystery it wishes to solvecan only be framed rudely and abstractly. Indeed, comparison is afigment of
the imagination, an "invention," as Jonathan Z. Smith notes: "Borrowing Edmundo O'Gorman's historiographic
distinction between discovery as the finding of something one has set out to look for and invention as the subsequent
realization of novelty one has not intended to find, we must label comparison an invention™ (1982b, 21). Cynically,
even the purpose of comparison is open to question, as Smith sums up well: "But the 'how' and the ‘why' and, above
all, 'so what' remain most refractory” (ibid., 35).

Methodology, the "logic of research” (Colpe 1979, 161), is not method stricto sensu; but the latter, as practical
application, should arise from the former. In other words, a distinction obtains between methodology (as a
philosophical orientation), and research technique (as applied methodol ogy). Methodology is the watchdog of the
Study of Religion. Its principal corrective valueisthat it is bias detecting and
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epistemologically aware. Methodology can tell us much about credibility, as well as the impingement of worldview
on the research enterprise. The Study of Religion, in its purest disciplinary form, should not be value-oriented,
although the discipline is oriented towards val ue systems.

Ideally, a"preliminary neutralization of the ideological factor" (Colpe 1979, 162) shall have taken place in the mind
of the researcher. This need not preclude the bicameral life of the scholar as a holder of values, religious or humanist.
C. J. Bleeker has been careful to unburden religious studies of its putative moral purpose without completely
disengaging the discipline from having socia impact in that direction purely as a by-product: "This judgment applies
in the first place to the opinion of the people who think that the history of religions and the phenomenology of
religion should mainly serve to foster world-peace and social harmony, by creating mutual understanding among the
adherents of different religions. It isto be hoped that these high benefits for humanity may be the additional results of
the studies which we havein view. . .. In fact, students of the history of religions and of the phenomenology of
religion belong to different religious confessions and churches, or profess no religion; what unites them is the
unbiased study of religion as a phenomenon of historical and current interest” (Bleeker 1979, 174-75; cf. idem 1972,
41-42).

Asto research technique, the academic study of religion has yet not evolved any systematic rules for comparison. It
lacks a methodol ogical dogma; it has no canon of method. A formal comparison of religions that claims to be of
native origin from within the Study of Religion is of prospective interest for the entire field. Such a comparative
endeavor would congtitute an "event" that, if compelling in its coherence, would command the attention of its
professionals. A theoretically generic model is a candidate for generalization, even for export to other fields. Whether
the present study will have any such methodologically generalizable potential, or not, is for othersto judge.

"In no literature on comparison that | am familiar with," writes J. Z. Smith, "has there been any presentation of rules
for the production of comparisons; what few rules have been proposed pertain to their post facto evaluation™ (1982b,
21). From the vantage of the study of religion, oneis obliged to look elsewhere for specific comparative strategies.
Models of comparative methodology, in all practicality, are almost always imported from external disciplines:
anthropol ogy, sociology, and linguistics are prime examples of disciplines that have endeavored to formalize
procedures for comparison. With regard to the study of religion, that discipline which has devoted the most attention
to the problem of comparison at the methodological level appears to be anthropology of religion. A seminal article on
the comparative method is that of Poole (1986).
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Comparison has been defined as the attempt "to seek out affinities and oppositions’ (Lonergan 1972, 250). J. Z.
Smith stresses afunctional dimension: "A comparison is a disciplined exaggeration in the service of knowledge. It
lifts out and strongly marks certain features within difference as being of possible intellectual significance" (1990,
52). Smith has identified four primary modes of comparison: the ethnographic, the encyclopaedic, the

mor phological, and the evolutionary, to which he adds the statistical, the structural, and " systematic description and
comparison” (1982b, 22-25). According to Jensen, the enterprise of comparison is said to encompass one or more of
the following: (1) Forms; (2) Functions; (3) Structures; (4) Meanings (1992, 1).

The utility of the comparative method is that it serves as a phenomenological tool in the service of scholarship. In
solving a"problem” in our understanding of religion in general, religions themselves are dissolved in the solution:
"Comparison does not deal with phenomenain toto or in the round, but only with an aspectual characteristic of them.
... The comparability of phenomena always depends both on the purpose of comparison and on a theoretically
informed analysis. Neither phenomenologically whole entities nor their local meanings are preserved in comparison.
What matters in comparison are certain variables that are posited by and cohere in theories and that are aligned with
aspects of the phenomena to be compared through some set of correspondence rules’ (Poole 1986, 414-15).
Comparisons do not constrain religious. At best, they merely illuminate them.

Although comparison abstracts phenomenato extract variables for analysis, the researcher still comes back to the
traditions under examination to test for coherence of the analytical result. Neither the adducing of parallels nor the
adducing of dissimilarities must blur the respective contours of each tradition being compared. It is, after al, the
contours that are to be comparedthe shape of doctrine and the vision of experience-not the mass of details. Once this
is done, underlying thought structures may be discerned, or at least hypothesized. Any comparison between two
conceptual systems of spirituality has to be sensitive to differences, however overt or subtle. This having been said, it
is likewise the enterprise of comparison to stake out similarities, and to comment on their significances. A hypothesis
that tries to account for both similarities and differencesis onethat is at once "straining to identify the underlying
pattern of stability of religious phenomena’ while trying "to come to terms with the change factor: the moving,
inconstant, spontaneous, irregular, discontinuous, non-forensic, once-only, explosive, surprise e ement” (Capps 1979,
185).

Under ideal circumstances, the quest of the comparative enterpriseto tease out underlying depth structures common
to two or more traditionsmay, on occasion, culminate in the scholar's peak experi-
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ence, described by Jonathan Z. Smith as "the thrill of encountering a coincidence”: "The discovery that two events,
symbols, thoughts, or texts, while so utterly separated by time and space that they could not ‘really' be connected,
seem, nevertheless, to be the same or to be speaking directly to another raises the possibility of a secret
interconnection of things that is the scholar's most cherished article of faith. The thought that the patterns and
interrelationships that he has patiently and laboriously teased out of his data might, in fact, exist isthe claim he
makes when hiswork is completed as well as the claim that appears to be denied by the fact that he has had to labor
solong. . .. And thisiswhy coincidence is, at one and the same time, so exhilarating and so stunning. It isasif,
unbidden and unearned by work and interpretation, a connection simply 'chose’ to make itself manifest, to display its
presence on our conceptual wall with a clear round hand” (1982c, 53). While comparison, in another Smithean sense,
Is"invention" in terms of the methodological artifice itself, successful comparison providesinsight.

Discovery isits own reward. Not every study will repay the investigator in this way. The chances of a comparative
study contributing significantly to the advancement of knowledge within the discipline of the Study of Religioniis, on
the one hand, limited by the lack of consensus on comparative methodology itself, yet, on the other hand, favored by
the relatively open and uncanonized state of scholarship on matters comparative.

The "New Comparativism." Questions surrounding the role of comparison in the Study of Religion, aswell asthe
methodology of comparison itself, have recently received renewed interest. In 1994, the North American Association
for the Study of Religion organized two panels on what is being called the "New Comparativism." The first panel
took place at the spring 1994 Midwest regional conference of the American Academy of Religion (AAR). The
proceedings of this panel were revised and published in 1996. The follow-up symposium took place at the fall 1994
annual meeting of the AAR.

Martin commences the proceedings volume with aretrospective: "The study of religion in North America has been
shaped by the work of Mircea Eliade more than by that of any other single scholar" (Martin 1996, 1). Much of
Eliade's work has since been questioned. The validity of his methodology, together with the

phenomenol ogical/morphological tradition which Eliade so visibly represented, has often been rejected outright. "We
thought it timely, therefore,” Martin remarks, "to explore systematically the possible shapes of a post-Eliadean
paradigm or the study of religion."” This has everything to do with comparison, ince "the field initially emerged from
and around issues of comparion” (ibid.). Politically, in ways that directly affect funding, thisis an
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issue that impinges on how one "justifies religious studies as a secular field" (Paden 19963, 5).

These two symposia have largely been responses to the position paper given by William E. Paden, entitled,
"Elements of a New Comparativism™ (1996a). The paper begins with a cynical statement on the state of scholarship
of comparison in the Study of Religion: thereis precious little of it. Except for notable studies by J. Z. Smith and
Pool e (cited above), Paden wonders "how comparativist models have been advanced” (1996a, 5), if at all. "Classical
comparativism" was marked by arelatively "contextless character” (ibid.). The older comparativist endeavors
typically overleapt their emic contexts and, in so doing, obliterated local meanings and contexts. Comparativism to
date has tended to be "laden with religious or anti-religious purpose,” and has been problematic in university settings,
owing to no small amount of "theological privileging, ahistoricism, and foundationalism” (ibid., 5-6).

The foundationalism to which Paden refers is characterized by discourse about "the sacred" or "the holy" that,
without explicit bracketing, entails ontological commitments. The descriptor, "sacred,” should demarcate a range of
human behaviors that interact with objects deemed to be supernatural and sacred. Such objects of veneration are
typically protected from profanization. But, whatever the "sacred” isto whomever, it must be "de-reified" (ibid., 6).
To avoid foundationalism, the data must never be preinterpreted, or dogmatically privileged. This being said, Paden
accepts the utility of a concept like "the Holy," so long as it is understood that thisis a nonontological referent to
"worldmaking" in the religious experience (ibid., 12).

Classical phenomenology privileges the generic, while anthropology foregrounds the culturally specific. Comparison
must mediate between the two. To use an Eliadean term, the comparativist venture was, and still is, aquest for
"patterns.” Such a pattern is bilateral: it functions as a bridge, linking generic and culture-specific understanding. A
pattern communicates dialectically between a "greater generalization (with its theoretic resonance) and narrower,
more specific, local investigation (with its empirical constraints)” (ibid., 9). To this end, cross-cultural analysis must
somehow strike a balance between morphological forms of analysis (phenomenology of religion) and
anthropological studies. The former is generic, the latter is culture specific: "Comparative analysis," Paden
maintains, "works a spectrum between macro-thematic patterns, which are trans-cultural, and micro-thematic
patterns, which are intra-cultural” (ibid., 8). Paden adds this word of caution: "Comparative patterns are not fixed
archetypes’ but rather are "refineable concepts for uncovering, sorting out, and testing selected commonalities and
differences between religious expressions.” In an ideal investigation, such a pattern may become an "instrument of
discovery" (ibid., 7).
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Comparison should bring into bold relief differences aswell as similarities. A balance between the two conserves a
potential for deriving theoretical significance from the arbitrary juxtaposition of culturally embedded particulars. The
more pronounced the contextuality, the greater the incomparability. Therein lies the paradox of comparison. But,
Paden is quick to add: "By drawing attention to the selectively generic aspects of areligious practice, they provide a
wider (and sometimes wider means 'human’) context to the otherwise singular, opague embeddedness of the object in
the cultural horizon of its adherents’ (ibid., 10). For Paden, comparativism is not simply typology or the description
of therole of "the sacred" in human societies. "Rather," Paden concludes, "it is the central and proper endeavor of
religious studies as afield of inquiry and the core part of the process of forming, testing, and applying generalizations
about religion at any level” (ibid., 12). In other words, comparison forms the basis for theoretical analysis.

Marsha Hewitt responds to Paden's essay with some concerns of her own. This discussion standsin implicit dialogue
with other critical discourses, notably current feminist theory. Paden's "New Comparativism" was not sufficiently
developed. The "identification of patterns,” which lies at the core of the comparative enterprise, was not "given the
sustained theoretical attention required” (Hewitt 1996, 15). Moreover, Hewitt worries that such endeavors show "a
greater preoccupation with establishing universal interpretive frameworks that sacrifice particularity rather than
preserve it (ibid., 16). She warns of "effacement or marginalization of particularity” if a proper dialectic is not
maintained betweeen the two. Hewitt goes to the brink of openly opposing theory and fieldwork: "The relationship
between theories and conceptualizations of religion and concrete human religious practice, in my view," Hewitt says,
"represents one of the most significant challenges to the academic study of religion” (ibid.)

Furthermore, the academic study of religion "is political because it harbors a dimension of power" (ibid., 17) in the
management of information. What concerns Hewitt most is " colonization or annexation of the other” (ibid., 15). This
was the imperialism of the old comparativism. Without a proper relational theory of reciprocity, in which the
researcher is understood within a process of interaction, there is a danger that "we end up imprisoned in an

epistemol ogical mirror where we see our own reflection, and little else” (ibid., 18). Of course, particularity without
universality is also meaningless. For Hewitt, the new comparativism means a shift from the old view of homo
religiosus to a concept of homo faber, or world builder (ibid., 19).

From a history-of-science perspective, Donald Wiebe tries to place comparativism within the history of
Religionswissenschaft. He argues that the novel elementsin Paden's "New Comparativism” liein
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its departure from Eliade. Wiebe then embarks on a retrospective and shows that L. H. Jordan had articulated some
of these very same concerns back in 1915. Wiebe extends the retrospective in reviewing some of the views of
Andrew Lang, Edmund Leach, C. Scott Littleton, and Georges Dumeézil. After standing once again on the shoulders
of these giants, Wiebe concludes that "it is not clear from the history of the use of the so-called comparative method
that it isreally a method capable of any precise formulation.” Simply going beyond Eliadeanism is not the same as
advancing a new methodology. "It is a heuristic device of magjor importance,” Wiebe concedes, "in coming to
generalizations about things, events, and processes, and in that sense plays an important explanatory and theoretical
role in those various fields of study in which it isused" (1996, 28). But it is not, as Paden would have us believe, the
"central and proper endeavour" of the Study of Religion.

From the vantage of cognitive psychology, E. Thomas Lawson looks at the ways in which young children depend
upon comparison to achieve crucial distinctionsin their knowledge of the world. In thislight, the "New
Comparativism" isreally not so new. Itis, in fact, "afundamental cognitive property” (1996, 32) and "an essential
ingredient in any approach that claims to advance our knowledge" (ibid., 33). While comparison finds a firm footing
in the quest for knowledge, comparison is only as good as the theory that supportsiit.

In Paden's responses to the panelists, he agrees with Hewitt's caveat against conceptual imperialism. Hewitt's
interactive and moral strictures are simply protocols that are different from the methodologically refined and
reflexive protocols that Paden has advocated. Notwithstanding, Paden claims that: " Comparativist understanding can
also effect akind of reverse colonization” through a process of demythol ogizing the constructs of the old
comparativism, of maintaining a vigilant "suspicion of eurocentrisms and class values." (1996b, 39). (This came
across as somewhat patronizing and unconvincing.) To his credit, Paden openly discloses some of the classic misuses
which comparativism has served, to wit: "Christian apol ogetics using com-parativism as an instrument of
subordination, universalists using it to equalize religions, and romanticists and mystics using it to give prestige to
religions of nature or of inner enlightenment over against historical, doctrinal religions' (ibid.). These are what the
new comparativism must guard against.

Wiebe has acknowledged that Paden's program is "post-theological" and post-European. Paden argues that the New
Comparativism is also post-Eliadean. Paden shares some of the same concerns as Wiebe over the legacy of Eliade.
"The problematic nature of Eliade's phenomenology,” Paden adjudges, "is his oscillation between these two
vocabularies: the hermeneutics of symbols and the structuring activities of mythic and ritual behaviour."
Nonetheless, Paden is not so dismissive
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of Eliade's contributions: "Much of Eliade's work on religious world building, minus his perennialist hermeneutical
overlay, can thereby be converted into concepts of potential theoretic interest and testability” (ibid., 43).

While the new comparativism can salvage some good from the old, it must go beyond "the otherwise bankrupt
intellectual capital of the history of religions tradition” (ibid.). Far from being a mere "extrapolation of patterns,”
Paden concurs with J. Z. Smith's call for "the integration of a complex notion of pattern and system with an equally
complex notion of history” (1996b, 40, citing Smith 1982b, 29). Vigilant awareness of the diaectic shifts of
perspective between cultural microscope and cross-cultural binoculars (my metaphor not Paden’s) is a self-regulating
process not present in the old comparativism. Moreover, the new comparativism "is as interested in category critique
asin category application” (1996b, 44).

Paden concedes Wiebe's criticism that the New Comparativism lacks a specific technique. Thisisrightly so,
according to Paden, as comparative research does not follow a set procedure. Countering Wiebe's objection that
comparison is not central to the Study of Religion, Paden argues. "Comparativism is the one activity without which
there would be no field of religion” (ibid., 42). Concept formation necessarily derives from comparative work.

Paden politely rejects Lawson's cognitive psychology analogy, explaining that "the specific issue at hand is the
transition from old to contemporary academic comparativism" (ibid., 44). What is new is the way in which
similarities are nuanced. First of al, they are now considered aspectual, not essential. Similarity must attend to
diverse local meanings and social functions. This does not implicate category ambiguity so much as a concept of
"pattern reflexivity and differentiation,” whereby similarity claims are nuanced by the subtleties of "graded
judgments’ (ibid., 45). A fundamental difference between the old and new comparativisms has to do with the overall
research objectives: "Comparative work in thismode is not looking for ideological or ethical religious universals, but
for determinative categories of human action and the intelligibility of those categories' (ibid.). Beyond the categories
themselves, there is the problem of explanation. Comparativism, under certain circumstances, can explain what
history cannot. "Thematic analysis,” writes Paden, "can elucidate historical data and account for recurring patterns
not explainable by historical diffusion” (ibid., 47). The problem isthat there islack of a"common theoretical matrix"
aswell as acommon purpose.

Continued progress will most likely result from the ongoing interface among disciplines. In turn, this might bring

closer the day when comparativism will come of age, and the Study of Religion might emerge as a " propaedeutic
discipline” (ibid., 48).
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Comparison in the present study. Scripturally based religions as well as oral wisdom traditions have contributed
works of genius (whether "divinely inspired' or "revealed" or simply sagacious) that constitute vital ideological
resources of civilization. In comparing Syriac Christianity with the Bahai * Faith, we are theoretically engaging two
such vital ideological resources, two religious worlds. We are asking the sources for structures. This study will
explore for patterning common to both Syriac Christian and Bahai* conceptual systems, through an analysis of their
respective "key symbols." Although some sense of outcome is hypothetically anticipated, the results are not
foreknown.

The object of the present study isto solve the problem of similarity in terms of difference. Asan exercisein
comparative method, it makes eminent sense to opt for alimited systematic comparison. This investigation therefore
invokes Platvoet's (1982) research strategy of restrictive comparison, which is more amenable to investigative
control (cf. Bloch 1970; Bock 1966; Eggan 1964; Goldschmidt 1966; K 6bben 1970; Leach 1968; Marsh 1967,
Sjoberg 1955). To acertain extent, method must be tailored to the data under study, yet any comparative study is
implicitly a statement about comparative method. Conceived hereis not a quantitative, but a qualitative method. It is
case oriented rather than variable oriented. Method is a means to an end, but not the means to a predetermined end.

Terminological and philosophical comparisons (intellectualist theory), generally, represent the norm for formal
comparisons of religious documents as primary sources. However, the present study is principally concerned with
symbolist theory. According to Mircea Eliade, the historian of religionsis, above all, a hermeneut, not a philologist
(though philology remains a critical tool). Interpretation of the labyrinthine mass of religious datais what the history
of religionsisal about (1969, 91). "The historian of religions," explains Eliade, "is preoccupied uniquely with
religious symbols" (ibid., 88). C. J. Bleeker adds that "philological and historical studies, brilliant as they may be,
lead only halfways. The student of the history of religions should be more ambitious: he should never rest before he
has clarified the religious significance of certain phenomena, however sphinxlike they may look" (1972, 44). Given
that religious thinking is largely structured on prediscursive images or symbols, one contribution of thisinvestigation
isits emphasis on figurative language and symbolism as a complement to discursive religious thought.

The present study isinterested in drawing a"comparison of comparisons,” asit were, as an approach to traditions
rich in metaphor. It is recognized that metaphorical commensurability is no guarantor of doctrinal affinity. Neither
"truth” nor "logic" is of primary concern here. (According to Smart, the "logic" of religious studies entails the
comparative analysis of religious doctrines, an operation of the
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philosophy of religion [Smart 1986b, 10].) In the present study, it is the metaphorical "lie" which is of principal
interest, with respect to symbolism in general and Paradise imagery in particular.

The metaphorical expression of doctrine allows for both conceptual and expressive comparisons. With respect to
religious paradigms, the soteriology of each system will also be compared, the social meaning of which in effectis
community defining. Elements of social patterning, such as sacramental practices, modes of conduct, expressions of
art and iconography, and other expressions of faith, lie beyond our purview here. Wherever appropriate, a discussion
of key conceptua terms may prove illuminative.

In the dialogue between ideas and evidence, ideal-typic images will be compared synchronically instead of
diachronically. This study is comparative-systematic (a generalized approach) and not philological-historical (the
specifying approach). There is no need here to reduplicate the work of specialists except when the crux of an
argument so depends. However, original sources will be consulted as a necessary control.

Phenomenology of religion necessarily draws from the history of religions. The outcome of the differences between
Syriac and Bahai * symbol systems might provide some raw material for historical investigation, but the comparison
at hand does not seek to implicate any historical theory. Of course, frequent reference to history is necessary for
contextualizing the two symbol systems. Moreover, each symbol system will be analyzed in part in terms of a
diaectic with history, which views each religion as aform of "response” to the challenges of the historical present.

In noting this debt to history, the present study makes no attempt to formulate a causal explanation in terms of
history, in order to account for similarities and differences between early Syriac Christianity and the Bahai* Faith as
symbol systems. Furthermore, this study will not address the genetic issue of diffusion (borrowing mechanisms)
versus independent invention. Indeed, "genealogy and analogy must be distinguished" (Alderink 1992, 218). Rather,
our focusis on questions of typological symmetry (and asymmetry), not on problems of historical relationships.

Whenever possible, without sacrifice to honest academic appraisal, Wilfred Cantwell Smith's canon of believer
intelligibility will be kept under advisement. In its simplest form, Smith's canon holds: "It is the business of
comparative religion to construct statements about religion that are intelligible within at least two traditions
simultaneously” (1969, 52). Thisisreally an open-ended variation on the "emic" approach of the phenomenologist of
religion, who, exercising epoché or critical restraint, views the self-defining characteristics of any religion as
validating (but not as the only verificatory criterion).
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Notwithstanding, one of the implicative functions of the academic exercise is what Rudolph terms "the ideologically
critical"that is, "the dispute, from the point of view of historically gained insights, with the religions own self-
understanding, and the decisive demarcation of the differences from individual theol ogies (dogmatisms) and
religious movements" (1979, 105).

Symbolic Transformation as Paradigm Shift

Operative hypothesis. Key symbols across Syriac and Bahali * traditions exhibit both similarities and differences,
both partial and contrastive. Local differences may be "explained” in terms of systemic differences. Thus, this
hypothesis: "Parallels’ yield paradoxes of commensurability resolvable by paradigm "logics' within religious
systems. This operating hypothesis requires that careful attention be given to both internal analysis (local) and
external analysis (comparative).

Metaphors and symbolsin the Bahai* Faith appear to compare closely with those in Syriac Christianity due to the
operation of immanental, superordinating root metaphors and key scenarios common to each. Conceptual differences
arising from these affective congruences may be explained by respective incommensurables of soteriology. To the
extent that there is continuity between the two traditions, one may begin to speak, in dynamic terms, of a"paradigm
shift" rather than a static paradigm difference. While the present study will not postulate a paradigm shift, it will
explore for the possibility by undertaking the preliminary comparative work.

Soecific hypothesis. Our specific hypothesis postulates. Formal comparison of early Syriac Christianity and the
Baha'i* Faithisconstrained by their paradigms (respectively, transformational purity and concentric unity), by
which all phenomenological parallels must be interpreted. Religions have systemic characteristics, which will be
analyzed in terms of overarching "paradigms.” Early Syriac Christianity appearsto exhibit a paradigm of
transformational purity, while the Bahai* Faith is modelled on a paradigm of concentric unity. The former is
consonant with world-regjecting, vertical soteriologies of Late Antiquity. The latter is more of a"horizontal"
soteriology. It resonates with modernity, to the extent of assimilating and rendering sacred certain aspects of
modernity.

One fundamental difference between Christianity and the Bahai* Faith may be seen in Syriac Christianity's
sacramental view of reality (purity paradigm) in contrast to the Bahai* Faith's universalist view of reality (unity
paradigm). This similarity/distinctiveness paradox may be resolved historically in terms of a (theoretical) paradigm
shift, partially mediated by Islam (community paradigm), from individual
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salvation to mutual salvation, the respective conditions for the realization of which are quite different in emphasis,
though there is overlap in practice. Soteriologically, this contrast may be analyzed as an inverse relationship.
Historical evidence will be referentially adduced as a warrant, but not as a proof for such a hypothesis.

Moreover, our specific hypothesis also holds that comparison of these two religions reveals an uneven distribution of
expressively congruent root metaphors across several domains, but that key scenarios show fundamental divergences
in the actualization of these root metaphors. One might say that demonstrable similarities are predictable due to a
historically genetic relationship between the two faiths. We resist a temptation to posit a deeper relationship based on
some kind of essentialist interpretation.

Interpretively, in terms of worldview analysis, what we predict will emerge from the comparative procedures
outlined above is as follows. Asreligions of revelation in the Abrahamic tradition, early Syriac Christianity and the
Bahai * Faith will most likely exhibit fundamental expressive affinities, but with local meanings indexed to their
respective paradigms. Christ as "Physician,” for example, dispensesimmortality, while Bahau'llah*, as Physician,
dispenses unity. Both dispense salvation in their respective conceptions of it.

Symbolic transformation is a coefficient of responses to changesin history. Early Syriac Christianity isbased on a
paradigm of purity. It is one response to Late Antiquity. In one respect, Ephrem regjected the "modernity” of his day
by rejecting Hellenism. (On Ephrem's knowledge of Greek, see now Koonammakkal 1994). From another
perspective, Ephrem rgjected "archaic” religions as well. Bahau'l Llah*, however, embraced modernity by sacralizing
it.

Contrastive comparison. Of intrinsic theoretical importance is contrastive analysis. Once expressive similarities are
accounted for, fundamental differences between the two religions should become more apparent. Not lack of data,
but lack of adequate theory characterizes the present state of most comparative endeavors in the Study of Religion.
AsJ. Z. Smith observes: "The issue confronting the enterprise of religious comparison is not so much one of alack
of data, as one of inadequate theory ranging from matters of classification to more complex matters of interpretation
and explanation” (1990, 118).

In Drudgery Divine (1990), Jonathan Z. Smith, in the words of one reviewer, "historicizes the comparative study of
early Christianity and shows how it arisesin the context of, and is used to sustain, various polemical positions, for
example, blaming the corruption of Christianity on some opponent or other, whether it be Platonists, Jews, or
Catholics." "In particular,” the reviewer continues, "the comparative study of early Christianity was deeply entangled
in Protestant anti-Catholic
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polemics that searched for and therefore created a pure and idealized early Christianity that had not been degraded
through the absorption of practices and beliefs from other religions® (Eilberg-Schwartz 1993, 301). Smith's study
gives pause for thought: Can any comparison of religions be value free?

It is necessary, therefore, to rely on method as a structural control. By delineating the research design which
structures this study, a certain measure of falsification is made possible at the methodological level. Thereis likewise
the need for interpretive control. Determination of key symbols discloses the metaphoric structures of areligious
paradigm. If the underlying paradigm is not factored into a description and interpretation of these symbols, al control
over their comparison is lost.

The present study is an operation of comparative method on mythopoeic thought. With respect to the hypotheses
outlined above, the purpose of the worldview analysis undertaken in this study is to construct an integrated
explanation to try to resolve the congruence/ incongruence paradox in which Syriac Christianity and the Bahai *
Faith are both alike and dissimilar. If valid, both the specific aswell as operative hypotheses will qualitatively
account for not only unexplained variance (contrast) but for unexplained consistency (correlation). Such an
integrative method renders comparative phenomenology more precise.
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[l
A Historical Profile of Syriac Christianity

Syriac Christianity

The Christian world of the third and fourth centuries consisted of three major culture areas: (1) the Latin West (until
itsfall in 476 C.E.); (2) the Greek East (in 395, Byzantium); and (3) the Syriac Orient (northern Mesopotamiain the
upper Tigris-Euphrates valley; and the border province of Adiabene (see Neusner 1966), formerly known as
"Assyrid' under Trgjanin 116 C.E., but reconquered by Persia). "The idea that the early Christian tradition was
limited to its Greek and Latin expressionsis still widespread,” writes John Meyendorff. " This assumption distorts
historical reality and weakens greatly our understanding of the roots of Christian theology and spirituality. In the
third and fourth centuries Syriac was the third international language of the church™ (1989, 1).

Introduction: Unlike Judaism and Islam, Christianity had no sacred language (Bausani 1971, 57). Nevertheless,
Syriac comes very close to being a sacred Christian language, since Syriac isadialect of Aramaic, the language Jesus
spoke. There is atemptation to interpret early Syriac Christian texts as having reflexive value for reconstructing
some type of quintessentially "pure" form of early Christianity one that might have developed directly from the very
structures of Jesus's own thought world. While such an enterpriseis as romantic asit is problematic, Syriac studiesis
of intrinsic interest for itslocal color. It isamosaic of images and symbols, an ornate cathedral of thought and spirit.

Spiritually aswell aslinguistically, Syriac Christianity is distinct from the Greek East and the Latin West. It isthe

least-studied stream of early Christianity, possibly the most challenging. "Whoever wishes to study the doctrine of
the early Syriac Fathers will look in vain for formal treatmentsin clear propositions,” warns Murray. "All
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issymbolic and figurative" (1964, 315). In its pre-schismatic period, early Syriac Christianity discloses the
profoundly Semitic character of a comparatively less-hellenized form of Christian thought and praxis. Syriac
Christianity is distinguished by its rich symbolism, its disdain of precise and reductionistic creedalism, its
preponderantly liturgical expression of Christian truth in folk-level piety, and in its quest for purity of love and
totality of religious commitment in anticipation of eschatological requital. The Syriac penchant for symbolism is
pervasive. It suffuses the sanctuary, filling it with images of Paradise. Apart from itsreality, Paradise certainly is
Imagined, and isavery "real" psychological presence.

Qualitatively, one significant difference between the mainstream Church of the Greco-Latin world and that of
Oriental Christianity may lie in the realm of noétics. The antithetical and substantial logic of Aristotleintroduced into
Christian theology by medieval scholarsis said to have been rooted in the haptic (tactile) cognition of reality. The
metaphoric way of expression in Oriental Christianity, on the other hand, is the manifestation of the logic of
assimilations and identifications in the optical cognition of reality. Thisisreally acarryover from Semitic
spirituality, possibly mediated through some form of Jewish Christianity. (The Jewish-Christian hypothesisis the
only one that, for Murray [1975a, 16], satisfies the number of significant coincidences attested in a wide range of
early Syriac Christian documents.) In Syriac Christianity, therefore, one finds the perspectivist approach in which the
proximal is synthesized with the distantial, giving rise to metaphoric expressions, parables, symbolic deeds, and
visions (see Nandrasky 1980). This orientation expressesitself in Syriac Christian poetry as paradox and symbol,
rather than by the definition and analysis one finds in Christian prose. (A symbolic form common to al Christian
traditions was typology, the symbolic prefigurement of Christ in Christian reading of Jewish scriptures and in other
textsaswell.)

Although Syriac Christianity developed in both the Roman and Persian Empires and spread as far as China, for
severa centuriesits legacy would predominate in Persia. In Late Antiquity, from the fifth century if not before, what
was officially named the "Church of the East" (but more widely known as Nestorianism) became the most influential
form of extra-Roman Christianity up to the Arab conquest and beyond, until the Mongol slaughter in the thirteenth
century decimated the Syriac-speaking Church of Persia. The most pristine form of Syriac Christianity flourished in
the period prior to the fateful Orthodox, Nestorian, and Monophysite schismsin which Greek Christological concepts
were debated. These schismstook place in the fifth century. Notwithstanding, Syriac Christian imagery and typol ogy
were never in dispute (Murray 1975a, 36 and 347). Thus, early Syriac Chris-
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tianity was a preschismatic, pre-Hellenized (with respect to later Christological debates) forerunner of the Church of
Persia.

From its obscure origins, early Syriac Christianity slowly crystallized "as a sort of precipitate in a cloudy solution”
(op. cit., 7). Thiswas during atime when Rome and Persia were the "two shoulders of the world" as the Synod of
420 C.E. characterizes the two superpowers (Brock 1982a, 7). Between Rome and Persiawas a border state caught in
the middle, whose fortunes were tied to the spoils of war. The tiny principality of Osrhoéne was part of this power
struggle, first between the Roman Empire and the Parthians, and later between the Byzantines and the Sasanian
Persians. Osrhoéne was a small northern Mesopotamian kingdom around Edessa, from which Syriac is thought to
have originated. In 132 C.E., Osrhoéne was established by a Seleucid governor of Persian ancestry named Osrhées
(Khusraw, Chosroes). Thereafter it was governed by rulers Arab ancestry until, in 211 C.E., the emperor Caracalla
conquered Osrhoéne, turning it into a Roman province. It is said to have become a Christian state under the rule of
Abgar VIII, known as Abgar the Great (177-212 C.E.). This oscillation of power had |eft Edessarelatively
independent, until it came under Roman spear in 242 with the abdication of Abgar X.

Syriac Christianity thus developed from within the imperial domains of the Mediterranean world's two superpowers:
the Roman Empire and the Persian Empire. Persian territory extended from Mesopotamia to the borders of India and
from Armeniato Arabia (Rilliet 1992b, 2: 674). Asacultural interworld, Syriac Christianity straddled the frontiers of
both empires. Its sphere of influence was an €ellipse, with dual centersin Edessa (ancient Urhay *, capital of the
Roman province of Osrhoéne in eastern Syria, now modern Urfain southeastern Turkey) and in the frontier city of
Nisibis (recaptured by Persiain 363 C.E.). Ancient Nisibis was an outpost of the eastern Roman Empire, now
modern Nuseybin on the border between Turkey and Syria. Along the Silk Road, Osrhoéne and Adiabene met at
Nisibis, on the boundary between East (the Persian empire) and West (the Roman Empire).

Ephrem the Syrian and Aphrahat* "the Persian Sage"

The two most important witnesses to early Syriac Christianity are Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373 C.E.) and Aphrahat*,
"the Persian Sage" (d. c. 345 C.E.). These two writers established the grammar of images that became the core of
Syriac spirituality during its formative period. Beyond the Syriac culture area, Ephrem isatruly universal
representative of early Christianity by virtue of hiswidespread acclaim outside of his own immediate culture area.
Although Ephrem wrote in Syriac, his fame spread across the Christian world, first to the Greek East, then
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the Latin West. Ephrem is arguably the greatest poet of the patristic age, and his "rediscovery” (Murray 1967) in
recent years, as it were, hasled to arevalorization of his reputation.

Aphrahat * the Persian Sage. The first magjor Christian writer in Syriac was Ephrem's older contemporary, Y aqub
Aphrahat* (Persian Frahat*, modern Farhad*), known as "the Persian sage" (hakkima* farsaya*). Author of twenty-
three theological Demonstrations or Treatises (tahwyata*), little is known of Aphrahat's* life. Also known as
Aphraates, he wrote his Demonstrations between 336 and 345 C.E. (the first ten were composed in 337; the next
twelve [11-22] in 344; and the last in 345). Asmussen describes Aphrahat* as "the first historically distinct Iranian
Christian of outstanding importance” (Elr 1: 570). Evidently, Aphrahat* was a Persian name (Justi 1895, 101-102,
cited in McCullough 1982, 114, n. 4). "[H]is traditional surname 'the Persian sage," comments René Lavenant,
"shows that he was a subject of the Persian empire" (1992, 1: 54). A fourteenth-century manuscript claims Aphrahat*
to have been an abbot of the monastery of Mar Mattai near Mosul, which, although doubtful, still places him under
Persian rule. There is no mention in Aphrahat's* writings of the Council of Nicea, as would be expected had he lived
in the Roman empire. Nor does Aphrahat* mention Zoroastrianism, as would be expected of a Christian who lived in
the Persian empire (McCullough 1982, 114-15). Y et there does appear to be a consensus on Aphrahat's* Persian
context. Thisisreflected in arecent study, in which "Persian Mesopotamia” is established as Aphrahat's* historical
setting (Koltun-Fromm 1996) Aphrahat's* fourteenth Demonstration was in fact addressed to the Christians of
Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the capital of the Persian empire (Asmussen 1982), although the authorship of thistext isin
dispute (Pierre 1988, 1: 47-54).

In Aphrahat's* interpretations, primacy is given to spiritual truth over contemporary-historical truth, even though
typological interpretation was itself considered "historical." The following piece of exegesis from Aphrahat's*
Demonstration IV.5-6, On Prayer, is characteristic of thelocal Christianity in Persiato which Aphrahat* bears
witness, and of Syriac spirituality in general: "Our father Jacob too prayed at Bethel and saw the gate of heaven
opened, with aladder going up on high (Gen. 28:12). . .. See, my beloved, how many symbols are hidden in that
vision which Jacob saw: he saw the gate of heaven, which is the Messiah; he saw the ladder, symbol of the Cross; he
anointed the stones, atype for the Peoples' (Brock 1987, 8-9). The narrative source material here is Jewish (cf.
Brock 1979a, 225-26). In evidence is Aphrahat's* effective use of thematic parallelism, atraditionally Jewish literary
form. Thematic parallelism runs throughout Aphrahat*. A good example of it is cited by Murray, who analyzes " The
Grape in the Cluster" (Aph. Dem.
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XXII1 passim), an imaginative reflection on God's relationship with man, asinspired by Isaiah 65:8-9 (Murray 1975,
113-19). Not only did "the Persian Sage" employ simple parallelism, he extended parallelism as well. His use of
Jewish themes, however, is not strictly exegetical. It is homiletic and creatively so. John Corbett (1987) has shown
that many of Aphrahat's* themes are Pauline in nature.

The Demonstrations are stylistically vivified through rhythmic patterns within the prose discourse itself. Aphrahat*
appears to have adapted arhetorical device known as syncrisis (a figure of speech by which opposite things or
persons are compared). Aphrahat* seemsto have used syncrisisin arhythmically formalized way. This special
literary technique found in Aphrahat* iswhat Murray calls a"comparison-series’ (SCK 42). Aphrahat's* exegesis
safely remains within the limits of typology, with both ends of the exegetical process rooted in "history"this being the
definitive delimitation of historia and theoria*. The prosaic prose of Aphrahat*, lapsing asit does into cadent
thematic comparisons, anticipates the rich poetic and exegetical Syriac tradition to follow.

Ephrern the Syrian. The foremost Church Father of early Syriac Christianity, Ephrem the Syrian was born c. 306
C.E. in Nisibis (Nsibin*; SCK 8), astrategic city along the Roman silk route. In 363 C.E., the Romans ceded Nisibis
to the Persians. Ephrem madehis new home in Edessa (the native Syriac name for which was Urhay*). Although
Ephrem did not choose to remain in Nisibis, which was now a Persian outpost, his influence did. Syriac Christianity
bridged the cultural divide along the Roman-Persian frontier, such that Ephrem's influence was coextensive with
Persian Christianity. "In fact the doctor of Nisibis," writes one authority, referring to Ephrem, "is a privileged witness
of the tradition of the primitive church of Persia, which lived at the margins of Greek culture” (Rilliet 19923, 1. 276).

On thelife of Saint Ephrem the Syrian (see Mathews 1989 and Lieu 1989), two hagiographic accounts are extant in
Syriac. The most credible biographical details, however, are to be found in the Encomium pronounced on Ephrem by
Gregory of Nyssa (d. 395). As ahistorian, Gregory assures us that his own account had derived from Ephrem's own
writings and from no other source. Asthereis no evidence to suppose that Gregory knew Syriac, it islikely that the
writings of Ephrem were trandated at avery early date into Greek. Other Greek authorities on Ephrem include three
fifth-century historians, Socrates, Sozomen, and Theodoret, as well as Jerome and Palladius. Details of these
biographies have been presented and analyzed by J. Gwynn (1898).

What occasioned Gregory of Nyssa's biography was the fact that the early Church had annually commemorated
Ephrem on the "Saint's
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Day," normally observed on the anniversary of the death of the saint. In the East, the date was set at January 28.
According to the Chronicle of Edessa, however, Ephrem died on 9 June 373 (Mathews 19944, 36). This date
continues to be observed as Ephrem'’s Feast Day in West Syrian tradition. Ephrem’s tomb rests in the monastery of St.
Sergius on the Mount of Edessa.

Evidently, Ephrem's parents were Christian (CH XXV1.10). At ayouthful age, Ephrem experienced a personal
conversion to Christianity (Virg. XXXVII. 10) and was baptized (CH 111.13). Ephrem mentions the first four bishops
of Nisibis (CNis X111-XX1). He grew up under the spiritual tutelage of Bishop Jacob of Nisibis, who was present at
the Council of Niceain 325 (Bundy 1991). Throughout hislife in Nisibis, Ephrem had been afaithful deacon (‘allana
*) under three bishops: Jacob, Babu, and V ologeses (Mathews 19944, 29). Having undertaken a vow of celibacy
(HNis XV.9), Ephrem was one of the "Sons of the Covenant” (bnay Qyama*). Thisis not Ephrem's turn of phrase
here, but rather that of his biographer, Jacob of Sarug (d. 521). Because he had studied in Edessa and |ater became
bishop of nearby Sarug, atown less than twenty-five miles south of Edessa, Jacob of Sarug's panegyrial memra* is of
particular value.

Reflecting the native growth of an incipient Syrian asceticism, the concept of "Covenant" permeated Ephrem's
thought world and structured the entire belief system of Syriac Christians. In On Mar* Ephrem the Teacher, Jacob of
Serug relates how Ephrem composed hymns and sung them to the harp, teaching lyrics and music to the "Daughters
of the Covenant” as an antidote to the "poison” of the heretics (SCK 30). The expression "Daughters of the
Covenant" for virgins deserves notice here. In speaking of the hagiography of the Edessan martyrs, Susan Ashbrook
Harvey summarizes the meaning and importance of the concept: "The simplicity of these narrativesis belied by their
strongly nuanced Syriac vocabulary, for the dialogues abound with the use of the terminology derived from the root
gwm, 'to stand." Christianity is repeatedly described here as a belief in which one 'stands’; and further, as aform of
life and set of practicesin which one 'stands.' The constant use of the root gwm for designating basic Christian life
keeps us mindful of the place of asceticism in early Syriac Christianity. The term used here for the 'stance’ of the
Chrigtian life is gyama*, also carrying the sense of ‘covenant,’ as used for the Bnay and Bnat Qyama*. In the early
fourth century, the Sons and Daughters of the Covenant were still an ambiguously defined part of the church, but the
Acts of Shmona and Guria refer to the Bnay and Bnat Qyama* as suffering particular abuse in these persecutions.
The language of these Acts plays intentionally on gyama*, ‘covenant,’ as another derivative from gwm: the ‘covenant'
of the consecrated life is not different from the 'stance' or covenant the lay
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Christian has taken by the commitment of faith.” (Harvey 1990, 199).

Another meaning of the term gyama * that directly concerns the present study isthat of "resurrection.” Nagel (1966,
43f.) suggests that the term qyama* means "standing” in the sense of anastasis ("resurrection™). The ascetics
anticipated thus the vita angelica as "sons and daughters of the Resurrection.” M. Williams, in reference to Nagel's
study, states that "the Syrian bnay gyama/bnat* qyama* tradition is another example of the development of the
Jewish theme of 'standing before the Lord' (and assimilation to the condition of angels)” (1985, 90, n. 37; cf. V6obus
1961 and Nedungatt 1973.)

Ephrem'slife wastied to the vicissitudes of the Roman-Persian war. The Roman forces under Julian had suffered
defeat in 363 C.E. at the gates of the Sasanid Persian capital of Seleucia-Ctesiphon (Middle Persian: Tespon*).
Julian's successor Jovian ceded to the Persian victor Shapur* |1 (commonly written as Shapur) the northern

M esopotamian fortress-city of Nisibis, emptied of its Christian denizens. Attributing the fall of his native Nisibisto
the apostasy of Julian, who was dlain on the battlefield in the course of retreat, Ephrem relocated to Edessa, where he
spent the final decade of hislife. (Thereis some dispute as to whether or notEphrem went directly to Edessa after
Nisibis had been ceded to the Persians [see Mathews 1994a, 33].) Ephrem noted that the Persian king had evinced
singular respect for the Christian churches by allowing the Roman Christians to depart in safety (a condition of
surrender confirmed by the historian Ammianus Marcellinus), spared of the execution, enslavement, or forced exile
into the eastern reaches of the Persian empire that had befallen other recalcitrant cities in Mesopotamia (McVey
1989, 22-23).

Thiswasin stark contrast to the brutal state persecution of Persian Christians, who earlier had refused to pay the
double head tax imposed on them, and whose open sympathies with Rome made them potentially traitorous to the
Persian Empire. Christian relations with the Persian state were, to say the least, politically unenlightened. The
exercise of royal clemency towards captured Roman Christians, which Ephrem witnessed, is not otherwise directly
attested. As his relocation to Edessa attests, Ephrem chose to live in Roman territory rather than in Persia.

Syriac Christianity as a Mesopotamian Response to Late Antiquity

Competing forms of Christianity. From the time of Ephrem the Syrian and Aphrahat* "the Persian Sage," early
Syriac Christianity had one foot in Rome, the other in Persia. Later Syriac Christianity would split into East Syrian
and West Syrian divisions. The principal early centers of early Syriac Christianity were Edessa (Syriac: Orhay
['wrhy], modern Urfa, in southeastern Turkey) and Arbela (in northern Irag).
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Ephrem’s purpose in writing liturgical hymns. Ephrem was a prolific author of awide range of writings, including:
(1) chora hymns (madrase *) no fewer than five hundred in number, and a lesser number works of sogyata*
("canticle"/"song"); (2) verse homilies (memre*) composed in verses of seven syllables; (3) prose scriptural
commentary (pussaga*) and controversial writings; and (4) worksin artistic prose (Brock 1987, 31). The earliest
extant manuscript of Ephrem'shymnsis BL add. MS 14 571, copied by Julian of Edessain the year 519 C.E.
(Griffith 1987, 242). Unique as a universal figure in Late Antique Christianity, St. Ephrem was the only Syrian who
was renowned and acclaimed among his Greek and Latin contemporaries.

In one sense, heterodoxy aside, Ephrem is decidedly preschismatic. Not long after Ephrem, Syriac Christianity split
and hardened: Narsai (fl. 451-71) became the great consolidator of Nestorian Christianity, while Philoxenus of
Mabbug (d. c. 522) was instrumental in the establishment of Monophysite Christianity. As a deacon, Ephrem had
first served under James, Bishop of Nisibis. James was present at the Council of Niceain 325 C.E., and had
subscribed to the canons it promulgated. Although Ephrem is preschismatic as far as his church was concerneda
church that defined itself in accordance with the canons of Niceaon the spiritual battlefront, one of Ephrem's major
life objectives was to stem the influence of Marcionites, Manichaeans, and Bardai sanites*. These were professed
Christians whom Ephrem renounced as Christians.

Ephrem lived at atime when the Church felt it imperative to define what it held to be true against the threats of what
it deemed untrue. In a pagan and Gnostic environment, it was necessary to defend the unity of God against, among
others, the Marcionites, Bardaisanites*, and Manichaeans (see Motifs 35-39). It then became necessary to define the
unity of the Trinity. Only with the First Council of Constantinople (381) had aformula crystallized that confirmed
the identity in nature between the Holy Spirit, and the Father and the Son. The Spirit emerged as a divine Person, the
agent of man's sanctification. Spidlik* states: "Such development can be seen, for example, in the works of Ephrem.
In such early writings as De paradiso and the Sermones de fide the person of the Holy Spirit rarely appears. It is only
in the hymns De fide that an ode is addressed to him" (1986, 30). Ephrem's own view of the Spirit appears to have
reflected a development synchronous with that of the Church in its discussions leading up to the First Council of
Constantinople.

In Edessa, Ephrem was clearly alarmed by the internal strife caused by the presence of Arians within the orthodox

Christian community. The fledgling orthodoxy which Ephrem's Edessan congregation represented was clearly a
minority. The dominant form of Christianity in Edessa at that time was that of the Bardaisanites*, whereas
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the Christian community in which Ephrem found himself were known as "Palutians * " after Palut* of Qona, bishop
of Antioch. (Ephrem refersto Palut* by name in Hymns Against Heresies). Ephrem advocated a name change to that
of "Christians." Orthodox "Christians" eventually prevailed in Edessatwo or three decades after Ephrem’s death. But
victory would be won, not by faith but by force. Due in large measure to persecution of Bardaisanites* by Bishop
Rabbula* (d. 435) around 400 C.E., Edessawas purged of heretics. Prior to that, Ephrem triumphalistically aludesto
what evidently had been Shapur's* persecution of the Bardaisanites* in Nisibis (CJ11.22; McV 240 and n. 100).

Evidently, the most important among these influences, positive and negative, was that of Bardaisanite* Christianity.
Added to these influences were certain ideas drawn from the fields of theology, philosophy, rhetoric, and the natural
sciences, ideas which Ephrem had, in effect, hypostasized (SdF passim; Eccl. XLV.22; HdF XLVII.1, Motifs 24).

Christian heresies existed as the shadow of Christianity (Quispel 1951, unpublished p.c. to R. M. Grant). A shadow is
both a contrast and a contour. The shadow may also be an accurate distortion of the real. In studying the so-called
heresies of Ephrem's world, we get more than a picture in black and white. The variegated shades of heretical gray
present striking nuances in our picture of Ephrem. As an arcane saying cannot be fathomed without knowledge of its
allusions, so the hymns of Ephrem require information about the other Christians and sects of the day. These
religions also supply some of the background necessary for afuller appreciation of the subtleties of Ephrem's work.

Ephrem's battle against Marcionism. Prior to the advent of imperial Nicene Christianity and its coercive sanction, the
religion of Marcion of Pontus and his followers, the Marcionites, was the dominant Christian spirituality in Syria
(Bundy 1990, 111). In Epistle 41, the Emperor Julian states that entire Marcionite villages were wiped out by the
imperia military (ibid., citing Wright 1923, 111, Epistle 41). In the |ate second and early third centuries C.E.,
Bardaisan* had fiercely opposed the influence of Marcion in Edessa. In his own way, Ephrem carried on the
campaign. Ephrem wrote three discourses against Marcion in his Prose Refutations (Bevan and Burkitt 1921, Syriac
text: 50-142 [Syriac text]; xxiii-Ixv [trans.]). In his hymns, the most concentrated anti-Marcionite polemics are to be
found in the cycle, Hymns Against Heresies. (Zenobius, a student of Ephrem, is reported aso to have written against
the Marcionites, but that work has been lost [Bundy 1988b, 31]. On Ephrem's discipleswhom Sozomen identifies as
Zenobius, Abba, Abraham, Moses, Simeon, Paulonas, and Aradsee Outtier 1973, 20-21.)
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Asa Christian, Marcion was aradical interpreter of scripture in the extreme. Born in Sinope, on the Black Sea,
Marcion was the son of abishop. Around the year 140 C.E., Marcion journeyed to Rome, where he fell under the
influence of a Gnostic teacher known as Cerdo, who taught that the God of the Old Testament was not the God of the
New Testament. The Old Testament God was a god of justice. The God of the New Testament was a God of love and
grace.

Developing the ideas of Cerdo to the point of the absurd, Marcion transformed the God of the Old Testament from a
god of justiceto agod of evil. In awork called the Antitheses, Marcion drove a wedge between the Law and the
Gospel. In order to demonstrate this fundamental incompatibility between the two, Marcion contrasted passages from
the Old and New Testaments in order to prove their essential incompatibility. Not only did Marcion reject the Old
Testament completely, he pronounced the God of the Old Testament an evil deity, not to be confused with the God
Jesus knew. According to Marcion, the universe was the design of the evil Deity of the Old Testament. An evil God
created man.

By contrast, Christ was the Son of the Unknown God, the true God. Because the flesh is not good, Christ did not
come in the flesh. Since there could be no such thing as a sinless body, a docetic Christ had to appear instead.
Marcion frames his version of Christianity cosmologically, by separating salvation from creation.

Not only did Marcion regject the Old Testament, he rejected much of the New Testament as well. Among the four
gospels, Marcion accepted only the Gospel of Luke as genuine. This he edited, by cutting out the genealogy, nativity,
baptism, and temptation narratives, and the passage in the Nazareth pericope in which Jesus reads from a scroll of
Isaiah. Marcion's Christology was docetic. Supernaturally, without mother, Jesus ssmply materializesin the
synagogue at Capernaum in 29 C.E. as afully grown man, according to Marcion's version of Luke. Marcionis
believed to have published the first formal canon list around 140 C.E. Besides his expurgated Gospel of Luke,
Marcion's canon aso included ten epistles of Paul, which (Ieaving out the pastoral letters) he entitled the
Apostolicon. For hisviews, Marcion was excommunicated in 144 C.E.

In Hymns Against Heresies, Ephrem takes the Marcionites to task for their assimilation of elements of Greek
philosophy, for their elevation of matter to a quasi-divine state, and for their inconsistency in their interpretation of
scripture. Furthermore, they deny the "one God" as well as the divinity and incarnation of Jesus. The Marcionites are
said also to have denied corporeal resurrection (of body, soul, and spirit reunited), besides denying freedom of the
will. Since they are not true Christians, they are bereft of salvation. Having rejected the "orthodox™ consensus of
Christianity, they are deemed schismatics (Bundy 1988b,
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30). (Orthodoxy, in Ephrem's use of it, is obviously imperial Nicene orthodoxy.) In the course of his critique,
Ephrem refutes Marcion's dichotomy between the Old and New Covenants, demonstrating that God's justice and
grace are evident in both Testaments. Ephrem adduces the John the Baptist narratives of Luke to show continuity
with the Old Testament, which is a positive testimony of God's activity in scriptures the authenticity of which
Marcion contests (Bundy 1988b, 30). Throughout the entire range of Ephrem’s hymns, allusions to Marcion, and to
the error of hisways, are frequently encountered.

Bardaisan's* countermove against Marcion wasto let salvation begin with creation. Cosmology thus became a
substructure of Bardaisan's* soteriology (BarE 225). In Bardaisan's* cosmos there is the triad confusion, creation,
and incarnation. To confusion belongs the body, cornmingled as it is with an element of darkness. To creation
belongs the soul, with all the fortunes of life destined to befall it. To incarnation relates the spirit, in which, through
Chrigt, is offered the possibility of living in the will of God. Contrariwise, for the Marcionites, the God of the Old
Testament was evil, and so was his creation, and so was man. Christ came as the son of "The Stranger"a higher
Godeffecting a separation between creation and salvation. Salvation consisted of athletic ascesis, a transcendence of
creation.

Ephrem contrasts Marcionites with Bardaisanites* in the following verse: "He [the devil] adorns Bardaisan* with
fine clothes and precious stones. Marcion is clothed with the garb of a penitent. In the grottoes of Bardaisan* are
heard hymns and songs, amusements for the youth. Marcion fasts like a serpent” (Bundy 1988b, 31-32). This
indicates that the practice of fasting was common to groups other than orthodox Christians. More importantly, we see
in this jibe the contrast of two distinctive lifestyles, life embracing and life renouncing.

Ironically, it is quite likely that the "life-style and piety" of Marcionites and Manichaeans was "largely congruent”
with that of Palutian* Christians (Bundy 1988b, 30). According to David Bundy: "Finally one common e ement of
early Syriac apologetic against Marcion and the Marcionites must be emphasized. One finds no critique, contrary to
Western apologetic traditions, of Marcionite spirituality in extant texts. Marcionite asceticism was congruent with the
Syriac cultural and religious heritage" (1988b, 31). As Bundy concludes. "Thus it would appear that Ephrem's goal
was to preempt the metaphors of faith and establish the New and Old Testaments, nature and tradition as the
exclusive province of Palutian* 'orthodox’ Christianity" (1988b, 31). For purposes of the present study, thisisavery
important observation, as not only lifestyle and piety, but metaphors as well, were held somewhat in common within
the cultural sphere of northern Mesopotamian spirituality. The challenge facing Ephrem was to make distinctive use
of this common stock of imagery.
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Ephrem’s battle against the Bardaisanites *. Bardaisan* (Syriac: Bar Daysan*, 154-222 C.E.) was "thefirst and only
person of importance in second-century Syriac Christianity” (Drijvers 1996, 162). He stood in an uncertain
relationship to the church during his campaign against Marcionism, was a living literary presence and, from beyond
the grave, a spiritua rival in Edessa during the final decade of Ephrem’slife.

By his own hand, Bardaisan* wrote the Book of Mysteries, and authored a Book of Thunder and a Book of the Hosts,
according to Ephrem (CH 1.14, LV1.9). Against Bardaisan's* treatise, Of Domnus, Ephrem wrote arefutation. The
predominance of Bardaisanite Christianity in Edessa, and its successful inroads in Nisibis, confronted Ephrem with
one of his greatest missionary challenges. It isinteresting to note that the Book of the Laws of the Countries (c. 200
C.E.), which represents a further development of the views of Bardaisan* through one of his pupils, contains the
earliest reference to Christiansin Persia (SCK 26).

Bardaisan's* pretense to "orthodoxy" is evident from the fact that he refuted the heretics of his day, notably Marcion
(BarE 25-26). Bardaisan* sought to reconcile astrology, Greek philosophy, and Christianity. His work therefore may
be regarded as syncretistic and individualistic rather than intentionally heretical. Bardaisan's* autochthonous
religious syncretism, constructed with an orthodox veneer, fixes Christianity at the crossroads of cultures, in which
Edessa, as Drijvers has observed, was in more than one respect a bordertown between East and West (BarE 213).

Oneirritant for Ephrem was the high social position of his dead opponent. Bardaisan* was an aristocratic court
scholar. "With [expensive] clothes and jewels," criticizes Ephrem, "[the Devil] adorned Bardaisan*" (CH 1.12;
Bundy 1985, 606). In 195 C.E., Sextus Julius Africanus had personally met Bardaisan* in Edessa. Julius Africanus
reports that Bardaisan* was a skilled archer at the court of King Abgar VI (ibid., 600, n. 16.) We learn from
Aberkiosa great adversary against the Marcionites in the Eastsomething of Bardaisan* in person, as Aberkios
chanced to meet the philosopher when the latter headed a delegation of Christians to greet the anti-Marcionite
crusader. Aberkios describes Bardaisan* as "distinguished from all others by his descent and wealth” (Vita of
Aberkios, cited in BarE 170). Bardaisan's* well-placed status as a " Parthian" courtier must have been an important
factor in the spread of Bardaisanism* among aristocrats. It is possible that the élite of Edessa for the most part were
followers of Bardaisan* (BarE 127).

Bardaisan's* ideas are positively though unreliably represented by his disciple Philippus in The Book of the Laws of
the Countries, which is a more developed and syncretistic exposition of Bardaisanite* doc-
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trine (Drijvers 1965). The author recounts the various customs and laws of the world to prove their diversity. Thisis
used as an argument against determinism (BLC 40-59). Christians are presented as "the new people. . . that the
Messiah has caused to arise in every place and in all climates by his coming” (BLC 58-60). Philippus refersto the
conversion of King Abgar (BLC 58, 21-22), intimating the possibility of a governmentally recognized church (Bundy
1985, 601-602). Such good fortune was reversed when Bishop Rabbula* destroyed the Bardaisanite* cult placesin
Edessa.

Cast in aMiddle Platonist philosophical structure, Bardaisan's* philosophy was basically that of "free will and
consequently right conduct to eliminate evil" (Drijvers 1996, 172). Bardaisan* preached a gospel of liberty, in which
the spiritual potency of Freedom prevails over the forces of Fate and Nature. In Late Antiquity, there was afear and
dread of Fate. The gospel of Bardaisan* was one of aliberation from the determinism of Fate. Bardaisan* taught that
the spirit joins the soul when the soul descends, through the spheres of the seven planets, to the human body at the
moment of birth. Nature, Fate, and Freedom correspond to body, soul, and spirit, respectively formed by chaos,
creation (individuation), and incarnation, of spirit (BarE 219-20). Liberty isadivine gift. It is dispensed through
strength of spirit and the will to conquer temptations and to rise above immorality. Thus, Bardaisan's* disciple
Philippus wrote: "By its nature the lion eats flesh; . . . and the bee makes honey by which it sustains itself; and for
this reason all bees are honeymakers. . .. But men are not governed in this manner; but in the things belonging to
their bodies they maintain their nature like animals, and in the things which belong to their minds they do that which
they wish, as being free and with power and as the likeness of God" (Segal 1970, 37). Endowed with soul, man can
move beyond instinct. Bardaisan's* teachings are structured by interlocking triads, the most important of which can
be represented as follows: Origin: Chaos, Creation, Incarnation; Anthropology: Body, Soul, Spirit; Destiny: Nature,
Fate, Freedom.

Man is at once natural, individual, and (potentially) spiritual. Bardaisan* conceded that man is subject to the laws of
Nature with regard to basic vital functions. And, to a considerable extent, eventsin life are determined by Fate.
Liberty, however, is achieved through transcending the constraints of Fate. By the willed reflex of Freedom, man can
navigate his own destiny through the interstices of Nature and Fate.

Salvation systems tended to depend on creation myths. Bardaisan's* myth started from much different premises than
the Genesis account. J. de Zwaan has aptly characterized Bardaisan's* theology as an "evolutionist theodicy" (cited
in BarE 54). According to Bardaisan*, there originally existed five eternal elements (‘itye*), each in
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its own region: water in the North, fire in the South, light in the East, wind in the West, darkness in the lower
regions. Ephrem objected to this representation of the original state of the universe, as the coéxistence of the
elements with God reduces God to a mere "arranger” rather than "the Creator" (CH XLVI1I1.2, Mathews SPW, 60-
61). Chaos rose out of the commingling of these four pure elements with vile darkness. Eschatologically, Bardaisan *
denied resurrection of the body, presumably because "the nature of evil" inhered in the body's formation out of chaos.

Death is a necessary condition of mortality. It is not a consequence of the Fall. Physical death isanatural condition,
not punishment for Adam's sin. Death is part of Nature. Spiritual death is another matter. Spirit only matters. Matter
does not matter. Adam did bring about spiritual Death, just as Christ brought spiritual Life. It must be emphasized
that these are spiritual conditions, not mortal. Immortality is not transformed mortality. Rather, it is the sinful
condition of the soul itself that hinders the soul from entering Paradise at the " Crossing Place.” As the soul empowers
the body with consciousness, the spirit endows the soul with spirituality. The body is gross. The soul is subtle. It
"wears' the body like agarment. The spirit is rarefied. The soul mediates between the two, between Darkness and
Light. The spirit incorporates knowledge and free will, the image of God. It is Christ who brings deliverance of the
soul. The body does not require redemption (Bark 154-57).

Bardaisan* isthe only early Syriac writer (besides Quq and the Quagites, a strange sect that will be introduced |ater)
who wrote favorably about sexuality in its proper role in marriage. Sexual intercourse in marriage, taken beyond
mere lust by areflex of free will, deepens the interpersonal unity of husband and wife. Such a purposeful exercise of
sexuality also entails responsible parenthood and the duty of parentsto rear their children properly (Edakalathur
1994, 8-9).

According to Ephrem, the followers of Bardaisan* were stolen from the Christian flock (CH XXI1.3). They held
concourse in caves (CH 1.17), where songs and hymns were sung (CH 1.18) and various writings explained, including
works on astrology even to the exclusion of scripture (CH 1.18). To certain passages of scripture Bardaisan* gave a
specia interpretation (CH L1.13). To such forced exegesis Ephrem alludes: "How Error has erred in culling /
bitterness from sweet flowers. . . / Even from fragrant scripture Error culls/ poison for her lovers' (Nat. XXVI11.8,
McV 216). To al appearances, the words of Bardaisan* were perfectly reasonable and orthodox, but were secretly
full of blasphemous mysteries (CH 1.11, BarE 161-62).

The importance of Bardaisan* is underscored by the fact that Ephrem wrote a prose refutation against Bardai san*
attacking the latter's allegorism (Mitchell 1912). This treatise was written for the
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intellectual élite, of whom a certain Hypatius was one. There are other polemical works against Bardaisan * ascribed
to Ephrem, but these are of doubtful authenticity (Jones 1904 and other studies cited in BarE 129, nn. 1-5). Of his
genuine works, Ephrem composed four hymns that were expressly anti-Bardaisanite*, these being Hymns 53-56 of
Hymns Against Heresies. Jensen has tranglated the entirety of Hymn 55 (Jensen 1994, 44-45; cf. Richardson 1990).
These hymns are of interest, as heresies did, to some extent, determine Ephrem'’s agenda.

Bardaisan* was evidently a well-meaning Christian, who had, after all, done his part to counter Marcion's radical
critique of the scriptures. Enhancing his effectiveness as a philosopher and teacher, Bardaisan* was a
popularizersome say the originator (which Brock 1985b, disputes)of the lyric poem known as the madrasa*, ahymn
composed in isosyllabic verse (stanzas constructed on a single syllabic pattern), employing literary devices of
paralelism, word plays, aliteration, and rhyme (McV 26). His purpose in composing these songs, according to
Ephrem, was his wish to appeal to young people (Skjaervo, Elr 3: 781). Like King David's number of Psalms,
Ephrem notes that Bardaisan* composed 150 such hymns (CH L111.6). Occasionally Ephrem quotes from these
hymns. Of the popular appeal and effectiveness of these songs, Ephrem laments: "[Bardaisan*] created hymns and
united them with musical accompaniment, and he composed psalms and introduced metres: with measure and
weights he divided words. And the simple he corrupted with bitterness in sweetness, the sick who did not choose
healing nourishment” (Segal 1970, 37).

To combat the effectiveness of these hymns, which enjoyed popular appeal, Ephrem himself became a master of the
genre, composing over four hundred hymns. At Nisibis, according to Jacob of Serugh's homily on Ephrem, Ephrem
issaid to have founded choirs of women, which he personally directed (McV 28; cf. HyP 22-25, esp. 23 for portions
of Jacob of Serug's verse panegyric on Ephrem). Thus, this form was mastered by Ephrem and survives as the most
distinctive literary genre of early Syriac Christianity. Murray speaks of "Ephrem'’s stylistic and musical debt to
Bardaisan*," a debt "borne out by both literary-critical arguments and the very melody-titles of some hymns* (SCK
279). In other words, not only did Ephrem take over the form of Bardaisanite* hymns, but even their very melodies.
Given their popularity, these refrains must have been familiar to the Christian aristocrats in Edessa. There was also a
common stock of imagery on which both Bardaisan* and Ephrem drew. In so doing, Ephrem took over the tools of
Bardaisan's* own vehicle for propagandathe strophic hymn and turned it into a means of consolidating his own
Christian communities.
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Ephrem, moreover, addressed some of the salient themes of those hymns. He was, after all, engaged in at least an
indirect dialogue with Bardaisanism *, at the literary and liturgical levels certainly. In certain of the earlier hymns,
the melody (gala*) was that of Bardaisan's* son Harmonius, with Ephrem's lyrics substituted for those of

Bardaisan*! (Sprengling [1916] doubts the existence of Harmonius. On the possible Semitic provenance of his name,
see Astour 1964, 199.) Ephrem fought fire with fire, so to speak, in composing hymns after the same fashion as
Bardaisan*, even to the extent of using the same music but changing the lyrics. Could it be possible that Ephrem took
over any of the existing Bardaisanite* lyrics as well, reworking them for his own purposes? But the question of
Ephrem'sliterary dependence on Bardaisan* (distinct from formal and thematic dependence) is beyond the scope of
this study.

Ephrem's "Bardaisanite* agenda” has a decidedly heuristic value for the study of his hymns, in which the ghost of
Bardaisan* looms. Ephrem's production of hymns after the fashion of Bardaisan* |eads the present writer to believe
that there is much in the writings of Ephrem that bears inexplicit reference to Bardaisanite* themes. For instance,
liberty (heruta*) is of great importance not only to Bardaisan*, but to Ephrem as well, having devoted an entire
hymn to the subject (CH XI, LumE 20). Over the soul's need for freedom Bardaisan* and Ephrem are in implicit
agreement: "Like ships, al things have their need: / the soul, of freedom" (CH V.20, SCK 252).

Ephrem seems content to characterize salvation in terms of liberty. He must, after all, speak in the religious language
of the Bardaisanite* aristocrats. According to Ephrem, Bardaisan* "assigned too great a power to Nature and Fate"
(BarE 160), thus restricting God's sovereign power. Anthropologically, Ephrem views free will the human agent of
liberationas the quality by which Adam was fashioned in the image of God (Jansma 1973, 18). Of himself, Ephrem
says. "Because you are a harp endowed of life and language, says he, your chords and words possess liberty. O harp,
who of itself and according to its own will chants of its God" (HdF XXV, Beggiani 1983, 16). Ephrem speaks of
"true freedom” (Virg. V1.12; McV 291) effected by Christ, in which exercise of the will on the part of the believer is
acritical participatory factor: "Bound is the body by its nature for it cannot grow larger or smaller; / but powerful is
the will for it may grow to all sizes" (Nat. 1.98; McV 74).

According to Bardaisan*, though good and evil enmesh humankind, a Christian is empowered to influence destiny
through an act of will, since Christ countermands the force of the planets, or Fate (Norris 1990). Although God,
through Christ, is more powerful than Fate, the notion that Fate somehow has its own domain of influence
independent of God was unacceptable to Ephrem, who actually names
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Bardaisan * in the following criticism: "Bardaisan* is cunning, who put that Fate under restraint / Through a Fate
[God] that is greater, asit describes its coursein liberty. / The thraldom of the lower, refutes him with the upper, /
Their shadow refutes their body. / For that intent which restricted the lower, / Crippled the unrestricted freedom of
the upper” (CH 1V.9-10; BarE 160). The most powerful reflex of the will isthrough ethical rigor. Bardaisan*
effected a synthesis of disparate elements of Syrian paganism and recast them within a Judeo-Christian ethic.

Ephrem satisfies the Bardaisanite* quest for libertya condition divested of astrological determinismwith the
assurance that liberty is gained upon death (HdP X1V.2). The exercise of will can of course be positive or negative.
The way in which the will should act as the master of its own destiny is clear. For both Bardaisan* and Ephrem, the
will's crowning achievement is to succeed in achieving liberty through the self-mastery of acting in accordance with
divine commands, becoming righteous thereby: "Blessed is He Who wove the commandments / so that through them
free will might be crowned; Blessed is He Who has multiplied the righteous, / (4) the withesses who shout out
concerning free will (CH X1.4; Lumk 21).

In both Bardaisanite* and orthodox systems, true libertyfor a soul possessing the will to attain purityentails ethical
rigor. But the ethics of the two religious systems differed not so much in principle asin practice, for Ephrem was
inclined to the ascetic whereas Bardaisan* was not. So great was Bardaisan's* influence that Christians after the
death of Ephrem resorted to a "final solution." Barbaric by modern standards, Bishop Rabbula* (d. 435 C.E.)
persecuted the Bardaisanites* and reconverted many Bardaisanites* by force. Ephrem chose other means. In spite of
his best efforts to discredit Bardaisan*, Ephrem did compose a moving prayer for the soul of Bardaisan* (CH LV.
11; SCK 90, n. 2.).

Ephrem's battle against Manichaeism. The prophet Mani* (216-76 C.E.), a Persian born in Mesopotamia, was
"perhaps the first person in human history ever to have consciously played the role of aworld prophet” (Mojtabai
1978, 105). With abook in one hand and a staff in the other (he might have been lame), flamboyantly dressed in a
blue cloak with red and green trousers (Y amauchi 1977, 48), the prophet Mani* established areligion that in fact
crossed cultural divides. From its origin in Mesopotamia, within the prophet's own lifetime, the new religion spread
far and wide throughout both the Roman and Persian Empires, and even into India. Thisis partly documented by
known letters Mani* himself had written to communities of hisfollowersin Babylon, Ctesiphon, Edessa, Armenia,
Mesene, Susiana, India, and elsewhere (Bausani 1971, 55). Mani* owed much of his success to the
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patronage of Shapur * ("King's Son") I, in whose retinue Mani* travelled for several years, throughout Persiaand to
the frontiers of the Roman Empire. Within the Roman Empire, Manichaeism was regarded by Romans as a Persian
import. In 297 C.E., Diocletian issued an edict that condemned Manichaeans as enemy Persian agents who should be
executed. Despite persecution, it flourished with an impressive degree of success.

Asayoung man, Mani* received visions of the "Twin-Spirit" (the Syzygoshis higher self). Thiswas his heavenly
brother, the Twin. This motif also appears in the Acts of Judas Thomas ("the Twin"i.e., of Jesus). When the Twin
appeared to him, Mani* beheld himself. The Twin-Spirit commissioned him with a message and empowered Mani*
to fight the evil powers, Az* and Ahrmen*. The year of Mani's* first revelation was 228 C.E. Even from the age of
four, Mani* had contact with the divine. At the age of twelve, Mani* experienced hisfirst revelation. He kept it
secret for twelve years, until he was twenty-four. In 240 C.E., Mani* began to preach. He proclaimed that he was the
Spirit of Truth promised by Christ. Mane was sent by Christ ("the heavenly Father")! Mani's* The Book of the Giants
was tranglated into Persian (Henning 1946, 55). In this book, it is said: "But God, in each epoch, sends apostles:
Sit[i]*, Zarathustra*,] Buddha, Christ” (ibid., 63). At the age of twenty-four, Mani* proclaimed himself to be a
Prophet on the very same day Shapur* | was crowned (12 April 240, cf. Haloun and Henning 1952, 201). In his
Sabuhragan*, Mani* proclaims: "Wisdom and deeds have always from time to time been brought to mankind by the
messengers of God. So in one age they have been brought by the messenger called Buddha, to India, to another by
Zaradust to Persia, in another by Jesus to the West. Thereupon this revelation has come down and this prophecy has
appeared in the form of myself, Mani*, the envoy of the one true God in the Land of Babylon" (Lieu 1985, 60).

Mani* created his own canon, to ensure that he would bequeath the world's first fully authenticated scriptures to
posterity. With variations, the Manichaean canon consists of seven books: (1) The Living Gospel; (2) The Treasure of
Life; (3) The Pragmateia; (4) The Book of Mysteries; (5) The Book of the Giants; (6) The Letters; (7) Psalms and
Prayers, together with the "Great Icon" that Mani* himself had painted. Moreover, precisely for the benefit of the
Persian king Shapur* |, Mani* summarized his teachingsin (Middle) Persian, in abook known as the Sabuhragan*.
So important was this work that it is sometimes listed in place of Psalms and Prayers (ibid., 6). Mary Boyce (1975
and 1968) has conveniently assembled some of the extant Manichaean writings in Persian, including passages from
the Sabuhragan*. Scribes in constant attendance would record his sermons and words of wisdom. Some of these
were compiled in a semicanonical book known as the Kephalaia.
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"Persia," writes Arthur VV66bus, "formed a true meeting-place for various ascetically colored Christian trends." After
mentioning Marcionites, the Vaentinians, various kinds of Encratites, followers of Tatian and Bardaisan *, V 66bus
concludes: "Thus early Syrian Christianity in Persia was a melting-pot in which various rigorous influences were
blended to become a particular mixture in mutual competition and cross-fertilization" (1958, 2: 10). In Edessa,

M anichaeism had won great popularity. Preserved in the literary amber of the Cologne Mani* Codex (in Greek
trandation), Mani's* Letter to Edessa foreshadows the importance of the Manichaean community in the time of
Ephrem: "The truth and the secrets which | speak aboutand the laying on of hands which isin my possessionnot from
men have | received it nor from fleshly creatures, not even from studies in the Scriptures. But when [my] most
blessed [Father], who called meinto his grace, beheld me, since he did not [wish] me [and] the rest who are [in the]
world to perish, he felt compassion, so that [he] might extend [his] well-being to those prepared to be chosen by him
from the sects. Then, by his grace, he pulled me from the council of the many who do not recognize the truth and
revealed to me his secrets and those of his undefiled Father and of al the cosmos. He disclosed to me how | was
before the foundation of the world, and how the groundwork of all the works, both good and evil, was laid, and how
everything of [this] aggregation was engendered [according to its] present boundaries and [times]" (Cameron and
Dewey 1979, 51-53).

Not only in Edessa, but throughout the Roman and Persian Empires, Manichaeism became a popular contender
against Christianity. Manichaeans in the West thought of themselves as genuine Christians. The new religion had a
powerful and rational ethical appeal. The classic example of the attraction of Manichaeism is the case of Augustine,
who, in the 360s, was a Manichaean for nine years. Augustine states from experience that Manichaeans taunted
orthodox (Nicene) Christians asto "what the source of evil is, and whether God is bounded by a corporeal form and
has hair and nails, and whether those men ought to be considered righteous who had many wives at the same time
and killed men and made animal sacrifices" (Augustine, Confessions. 3.7.12, Starnes 1990, 129-30). Attracted by the
apparent rationality of this method of argumentation, Augustine became a Manichaean for nine years, during which
time he made his living by teaching the art of rhetoric (Confessions 4.2.2, ibid.).

Asif recalling Manichaean critique, Augustine warns the exegete against taking figurative expressions literally (De
doctrina christiana 3.5.9, ibid.). To Augustine, the Scriptures always seemed to him absurd whenever he "had taken
them literally." The Scriptures finally made sense to him when they were expounded "spiritually." After listening to
the sermons of Ambrose, Augustine discovered that the Christians
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in fact did not believe what the Manichaeans accused them of believing (Confessions 4.14.24, ibid.). By practicing
the allegorical method of Alexandrine theologians, Augustine could counter Manichaean myths and theol ogy.

Finally, as the Chronicle of Séert attests, the Catholicos Ahay * (d. 415) chose the final solution of burning
M anichaean churches to eradicate the religion (V66bus 1958, 7). One gets some idea of how thorough this
eradication was by virtue of the fact that absolutely no Manichaean text survivesin Syriac (Coyle 1979, 182).

Manichaeism isrich in myths. These myths are complex. At the heart of these myths, starting from the Primal Man,
isagospel of personal salvation, even though the eschatology is cosmic. Essentially, myths on the origin of man
from the powers of evil constitute the most decisive element in Mani's* anthropology (Ort 1968, 203). Mani's*
cosmic dramainvolves a contest between Two Principlesin a sequence of Three Epochsin time:

1. Past: At thispoint in primordial time, Light and Darkness are separate. In preexistence, there was a primordial
pair. Thiswas the syzygy of Darkness and Light. Five elements belong to Light, five to Darkness. The five elements
of light are sometimes called the "Maiden of Light" who is the soul of the Father. The five evil Archonsa demon,
lion, eagle, fish, and dragonare sometimes collectively referred to as the Prince of Darkness (Lieu 1985, 10).

2. Present: In this epoch, Light and Darkness intermingle. Thisis the battle of the Prima Man against the Prince of
Darkness. Darknessinvades Light. Light is trapped in darkness. Particles of light are trapped inside all living things,
awaiting liberation. The body is Darkness. The soul is Light. Throughout history, the "King of Light" had sent
prophets to reveal man's true nature. At the climax of history, God sent Mani* asthe final bearer of the gospel of
"knowledge and wisdom." One has to abstain from meat, wine, and marriage. A life of holiness prepares one for
eschatological requital in the "Paradise of Light" (Lieu 1985, 8) where all freed light returns.

3. Future: In the eschaton to come, Light will separate from Darkness. Following the final battle, Jesus will return as
the Great King on the Day of Judgement. The Elect will be transformed into angels, the sinners will be sent to hell.
Then a Great Fire will blaze for 1,468 years. Light Particles will escape to Paradise to form aPillar of Glory, while
the Prince of Darkness will be cast into a deep pit.

M anichaeism has been called "a community of sanctification” (Ort 1968, 197). It was a sancta ecclesia. Gnhosis was
self-realization, followed by separation. Gnosis brought repentance. Repentance preceded asceticism. Asceticism was
required for redemption. Very few sacramental rituals are known of. There were no rites of baptism. Mani* opposed
external purification. Baptism was replaced by gnosis.
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The spiritual "Living Water"represented by gnosiswas contrasted with physical or "Turbid Water." Mani * had
rejected Elchasaitism, the baptist religion in which he was raised from the age of four to twenty-four or twenty-five
(cf. Koenen 1981).

There were two concentric circles of Manichaeans. monks (the "Elect") and the lay ("Auditors"). An initiatory cult
may have existed that involved a kind of rite known as "sealing." Following a quarter of a century of research into
Manichaean rituals, Puech speculates that the "Seal" required vows (the three moral seals) taken by the Elect to be
ever mindful of their heart, mouth, and hands (Stroumsa 1986, 66, citing Puech 1979, 347-55). The "Elect" had to
obey strict rules, perhaps the strictest of al religions (Ort 1968, 204). All sexuality was banned among the Elect,
since pregnancy had to be avoided. For conception would trap the light of another soul within a body formed within
the womb. Through vigilant self-denial, the Elect could attain perfection. Once perfected, at death the Elect return to
the Paradise of Light.

Relative to his Elkasaite origins, Mani* effected a cultic shift from baptism to a curious food ritual. Mani*
considered all living things to be ensouled with light. The Elect, observing the "Five Commandments” (laws of
purity) along with the "Three Seals," were agents for the release of prisoned Light. Their purified bodies refined the
food they consumed, as Light Particles were released through their belches. Such a meal was a sacrament, referred to
as the Eucharist by Manichaeans in the West. Through what became known as the "Soul Service," Auditors gave
alms to the Elect and prepared food for their redemptive meals. Daily gifts of fruit were given to the Elect. Melons
and cucumbers were thought to possess a great deal of light that could be released through the eructions of the Elect.
(Besides food rituals, it is also known that Manichaeans fasted.) In turn, the Elect, who wore white robes to
symbolize their purity, imparted heavenly teachings to the Auditors. It also appears that confession of sinstook on a
cultic status. There were other rituals, too. Manichaeans celebrated Mani's* passion at the socalled Bema* -Feast
("Throne," "Tribunal," "Judge's Seat™), in which ceremony an empty throne represented the spiritual presence of
Mani* himself (Bausani 1971, 55). Variously surviving Bema* -Psalms, including some in Middle Persian
(Sundermann 1982a), attest to Mani's* exalted station in the eyes of hisfollowers.

Unlike the Elect, Auditors could marry or have mistresses, but were discouraged from procreation. Moreover, they
could possess property and wealth. They could lead ordinary lives. Not having attained the purity of the Elect,
Auditors could hope to be reincarnated as aluminous fruit, to be consumed by the Elect and return, too, to the
Paradise of Light. Auditors would return as humans. The profligate return to earth as beasts (Lieu 1985, 21). This
special type of
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reincarnation is called metaggismos (rebirth in other forms of lifeibid., 56).

In sum, the fact that Ephrem wrote, in addition to his hymns, a prose refutation against the Manichaeans attests to
their importance in fourth-century Nisibis and Edessa. Beyond Edessa, the only state to make Manichaeism its
official religion was the Kingdom of the Western Uyghurs at Qoco * in Central Asia, when its ruler was converted in
the eighth century. Certain Manichaean imagery bears striking resemblance to Ephrem's own symbolic repertoire.

Ephrem's battle against Arianism. The unity of the Father, the unity of the Son with the Father, and the unity of the
Trinity, the generation and procession of one from the other, the role of each in effecting salvation and sanctification,
are all interrelated questions that constitute the problematics of any systematic theology. For the early Church,
resolution of certain of these issues was seen as imperative for ecclesiastical reasons. Arianism aone, which had
precipitated the Christological controversies of the fourth century, had irreparably split Church and empire and
undermined its advances against paganism.

Ephrem establishes God as an experiential reality as one which at the same time poses a cognitive mystery (see
Bundy 1986/1988a). Mystical discourses often qualify positive experience with negative theology. Thus Ephrem can
sustain his paradox without lessening the intensity of either polarity: "However much, Lord, | would feel You, /it is
still not You Yourself | touch. / For my mind can touch nothing of Y our hiddenness: / it isjust avisible, illumined,
image/ that | see in the symbol of You; / for all investigation into Y our being is hidden" (CNisL.13, Harp 58). In
the form of praise, thisis asimple statement of the epistemological limits of human finitude. Ineffable experience
defies explanation.

According to Ephrem, there are real epistemological limits to human experience, particularly with respect to human
experience of the divine. For knowledge of something involves a comprehension of it, and that comprehension must
be superior to the object of knowledge itself. Thisisimpossible when it comes to the apprehension of either God or
Christ: "Whoever is capable of investigating / becomes the container of what he investigates, / aknowledge which is
capable of containing the Omniscient / is greater than Him, / for it has proved capable of measuring the whole of
Him. / A person who investigates the Father and the Son / is thus greater than them! / Far be it, then, and something
anathema, / that the Father and Son should be investigated, / while dust and ashes exaltsitself!" (HdF 1X. 16, LumE
13).

Between Creator and creation yawns an ontological "chasm" (HdF LXIX. 11). Chasmis the same Syriac term found
in the Parable of Dives
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and Lazarus at Luke 16:26. The Divine Word is on the far side of the chasm, while the angelic host belong with
humankind on the near side of the divide (LUumE 12-13). In the passage below, Ephrem stresses the unfathomable
mystery of God: "Thousands thousands stand, and ten thousand thousands haste. / The thousands and ten thousands,
cannot search out the One: / for al of them stand, in silence to serve. / He has no heir of His Throne, save the Son
Who is of Him. / In the midst of silence isthe enquiry into Him, / when the Watchers [angels] come to search Him
out./They attain to silence and are stayed” (NPNF 13, 251-52; cf. McVey, 177-78, where Nat. X1V.20 = XX1.20).

Ten thousand is a symbolic figure for Ephrem (cf. CH XLI1.9, SCK 75). As an exponent of ten, let usrecall that in
Syriac tradition asin other cultures, ten is the number of perfection. Both the numbers represented here and the scene
itself recalls the Daniel's vision of the "Ancient of Days" (‘attig * yomin*): "A thousand thousands ['elep ‘alepim*;
LXX chiliai chiliades] served him, and ten thousand times ten thousand [weribbo* ribwan*; LXX muriai muriades]
stood [yequmun*; LXX pareistekeisan*] before him" (Spinks 1991, 24). The idea of standing has cultic significance
(cf. Mullen 1980, 231). Ephrem's description of the heavenly host standing in immovable silence is thoroughly
Semitic. "Standing"” is, above al, steadfastness. The Christian monastic practice of standing was for the purpose of
attaining transcendence (Williams 1985, 90).

The angelic "Watchers," later in this hymn, are said to have "seen Thee in the midst of the abyss'a poetic description
of beatific vision that can only be self-negating as well as self-affirming. There may also be an alusion here to the
ancient Near Eastern motif of primeval chaos as the scene of theophany.

In any event, the Watchers, or angelic host, are myriad. The term Watchers (‘ire*) represents "Angels' in both Jewish
and Syriac traditions. The term may have had Akkadian (or Hebrew or Ugaritic) origins, though the influence of
Persian divine beings has also been suggested (see Murray 1984 and 1990). If so, this favored the development of the
idea of monasticism as a"vita angelica" on Earth, according to Murray (1975a 14, n. 1). Despite the near access to
God they traditionally enjoy, their nearness to God is one of spiritual purity and not of epistemological knowing (i.e.,
not by "investigation” [‘uqgaba*] or "scrutiny” [bsata*]), save in terms of avery positive negative theology, and in
terms of experience rather than knowledge.

Itisinstructiveto look at an aternative trandlation of Nat. XX1.20. McVey'sisasfollows: "A thousand thousands
stood; ten thousand ten thousands ran. / Thousands and ten thousands were not able to investigate the One. / All of
them in silence, therefore, stood to serve Him. / He has no consort except the Child that is from Him. / Seeking Him
isin silence. When Watchers went to investigate, / They
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reached silence and were restrained” (Nat. XX1.20, McV 177-78). The context of this passage, as McVey points out,
may not have resided within the original cycle of nativity hymns, but rather in the anti-Arian context more
appropriate to the Hymns on Faith, from which the previous six strophes were drawn, perhaps inserted by alater
hand (McV 177, n. 481).

Beck has shown that the entire cycle of Hymns on Faith was directed against the Arians. Ephrem's greatest sorrow
and outrage with regard to the Arians was their disastrous effect on the Church, resulting in schism from within and
undermining the very foundations of ecclesiastical authority (Motifs 27). The most pretentious Arian claim, in
Ephrem's view, was not any particular line of interpretation as such, but rather the temerity to issue categorical
statements about God in away that was as epistemol ogically unsupportable as it was ecclesiastically divisive.
Ephrem also criticized the same impul se among the orthodox.

In Syriac Christology, Christ's Sonship goes far beyond adoptive, elective, or other ideal relationships with God.
Ephrem describes Christ as "the Son of the Hidden One, as He emerged into revelation™ (Nat. 11.9, McV 78). Thisis
taken literally. Ephrem, the master of metaphor, knows the difference between metaphor and reality, and is well
aware of the Christological consequences of both readings. Christ istruly God's Son, and for this reason God as
"Father" is no metaphor but aredlity: "And if His name 'Father' were a metaphorwhich God forbid!the names which
go with it (smh ** bny zwgh) will lose their force under dispute” (HdF LI1.2, Molenberg 1990, 139 and 141).

For Ephrem, God and Christ have been presented as mysteries beyond the reach of human ken. Asif to reinforce
such anotion in practical terms, Ephrem suggests that the soul isitself a mystery which man is powerless to unravel:
"If, then, our knowledge cannot even achieve a knowledge of itself, / how doesit dare investigate the birth of Him
who knows all things?/ How can the servant, who does not properly know himself, / pry into the nature of his
Maker?' (HAF 1.16, Harp 7). Again, this statement has Arianism in mind. From afourth-century Syriac Christian
perspective, the target could just as easily have been Greek philosophical theology. To resume, the unknowability of
God apart, it is Ephrem's Christ who most fully reveals the mystery of God: "Who, Lord, can gaze on Y our
hiddenness / Which has come to revelation? Y es, Y our obscurity / has come to manifestation and notification; / Y our
concealed Being / has come out into the open™" (HAF L1.2, LumE 14).

Arianism was not extinguished by the Council of Nicaea. It continued to flourish (indeed, as the faith of some Roman

emperors), asis evident in Edessa. Around the year 372, a Life of Ephrem relates that the Emperor Valens had visited
Edessa with the intent of forcing
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Arianism on the city. There, he threatened the orthodox Christians with a choice between apostasy and death.
Protests ensued. Multitudes of Christians congregated at the Shrine of St. Thomas outside the city to await
martyrdom, rendering the decree untenable at the time. Nevertheless, only three months after Ephrem's death, Bishop
Narsai and some of the leading clerics (from Ephrem's church and others) were expelled from Edessain September
373. Crowds of faithful followers followed them into exile (Segal 1970, 91). The Chronicle of Edessa asserts that in
the year 373, Arians took over Ephrem’s very church and held it for five years (HSC 57). With the death of Valensin
378, the Arian victory was fleeting, as orthodox clergy returned and regained possession of their churches.

Ephrem’s battle against the Jews. "Particularly in Nisibis,” Mathews writes, "Ephrem was engaged in heated debate
with the Jews and it would be most unlikely that he had no more than a simple passing acquaintance with a Jewish
tradition of exegesis' (SPW 62). The preponderant influence of Jewish exegesis upon Ephrem is pursuasively
demonstrated by Tryggve Kronholm (1979).

In Persia, on the far side of Ephrem's Roman frontier, Aphrahat * speaks of his dialogue with a Jewish scholar (Aph.
Dem. XXI1). Over the course of their encounters, such debates intensified over the proper interpretation of the Old
Testament. Ephrem's contact with Jews, however, was not amicable as was Aphrahat's*. Of this, Murray laments:
"But it must be confessed with sorrow that Ephrem hated the Jews. It is sad that the man who could write the
magisterial Commentary on Genesis, with the command it shows of the tradition which still to agreat extent united
Christians and Jews, could sink to writing Carmina Nisibena LXV1I" (SCK 68). Local Jews are aso the target of
some of the Hymns Against Heretics, a collection of fifty-six hymns directed against the Marcionites, Bardai sanite*,
Manichaean, Arians, Qugjites (see below), the Chaldeans, and other minor sects (Motifs 20).

Ephrem's battle against the Chaldeans. The pagans Ephrem most frequently attacks are the "Chaldeans" or
astrologers. These are Babylonian stargazers of various stripes extending back to the days of Adam and reaching to
the present in the paganism of the Emperor Julian. Of satanic inspiration, astrology constrains the sovereignty of God
and consigns humanity to the whims of Fate, atrophying man's free will in the process. Sidney Griffith has devoted
an excellent study to Ephrem'’s views on paganism as exemplified in the hymn cycle, Against Julian (Griffith 1987).
Ridiculing how astrology failed Julian and led to his downfall, Ephrem writes: 'Who will ever again believein / fate
and the horoscope? / Who will ever again affirm / diviners and soothsayers?/ Who will ever again go astray, / after
auguries and
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Zodiacal signs?/ All of them have been wrong in everything. / So that the Just One will not have to instruct / each
one who goes astray, / He broke the one who went astray, / so that in him those who have gone astray / might learn
their lesson” (CJ V.26, Griffith 1987, 260; cf. McV 257).

In Hymns Against Julian, Ephrem clearly distinguishes between Zoroastrianism and astrology. Julian the Apostate is
ridiculed for having relied on the fal se prognostications of Chaldeans, while the Persian king, one of the
Magisymbolic of Christ's epiphany to the Gentiles (Nat. XX1V)is praised by Ephrem for having destroyed the cultic
centers of the Bardaisanites *, something Ephrem felt that orthodox Christians themselves should have done (CJ
[1.22, McV 240).

Summary. In this section, an effort has been made to depict the religious world of Syriac Christianity in general, and
of the localized setting in which Ephrem lived and of which he wrote. Fourth-century Mesopotamia displayed arich
and variegated religious landscape. In the midst of al this diversity, no single religion predominated. The world of
Ephrem was characterized by a wealth of shared imagery and aweb of religious syncretism. The various sectsin
Nisibis and Edessa turned these images like a kal eidoscope to produce different patterns using many of the same
colors and shapes. In CH X XI11.2, Ephrem names five heretics in the following order: Marcion, Valentius, Quq,
Bardaisan*, and Mani*. Evidently, they are named in chronological orderafact that is confirmed by Jacob of Edessa
(d. 708; Drijvers 1967, 107). Asthe Vaentinians seem not to have figured prominently in Ephrem's day, no separate
treatment was given to this Gnostic sect in the present study. In Hymns Against Heresies, Ephrem mentions Quq four
times: "Quq also is amystery to the Qugjites by his name, / because he made them into pitchers, empty ones, by his
doctrine" (CH 11.6); "The Quqite has added and spoiled [viz. the Scriptures]" (CH XX11.2); "The Quqite named it
[viz. the community] after his name" (CH XXI11.3); "No more than the Audians are ashamed of the name 'owl,' / No
more are the Arians and the Quqites ashamed" (CH XXIV.16, Drijvers 1967, 111-12).

The Syriac word quga* means "pitcher," and Ephrem uses thisto play on the name of Quq, the founder of the sect. In
his Prose Refutations, Ephrem does not mention Quq at all, speaking only of Marcion, Bardaisan*, and Mani*
(Drijvers 1967, 108). These three figures had established rival Christian or semi-Christian communitiesin Nisibis
and Edessa. Although Ephrem had vigorously contended against them, it was to little avail. Only persecution and
forced conversions by Bishop Rabbulain the fifth century could eradicate their influence. And, of course, there were
the Arians, who also were forcibly extirpated.
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The Universality of the Church of the East: How Persian was Persian Christianity?

[This section previously appeared as ajournal article (Buck 1996a). It is reprinted here by permission of the editors
of the Journal of the Assyrian Academic Society.]

Persian Christianity was perhaps the first great non-Roman form of Christianity. The "Church of the East” was
ecclesiastically "Persian” in that it was, with minor exceptions, the officially recognized Church of the Sasanian
empire. The Church was politically "Persian” due to the role of Sasanian kings in the eleven Synods from 410 to 775
C.E. The Church was geographically "Persian” in that it was coextensive with but not limited to the orbit of the
Sasanian empire. The Church of the East was only secondarily "Persian” in terms of ethnicity. Y et the presence of
ethnic Persians vividly illustrates why the Church of the East became the world's most successful missionary church
until modern times.

Although the majority of Christiansin the church are assumed to have been ethnic Syrians, the Church of the East
was once a universal, multiethnic religion. As awitness to the universality of the Church of the East in its heyday, it
is probably the case that ethnic Persians formed the most visible and important ethnic minority of Christianity in
Persia. This study will argue that the role of Iranian converts may have been far more significant than has so far been
realized. Discoveries of Nestorian texts in Iranian languages (Middle Persian, Sogdian, New Persian) have proven
conclusively that Syriac was not the exclusive language of liturgy and instruction in the Persian Church. In fact, part
and parcel of the extraordinary missionary success of the Church of the East derived from its genius for adapting
Christian worship to local vernaculars. Evidence of this gift for effective indigenization may be seen in the both the
Assyrian and Chaldean services for the Feast of Epiphany, in which fragments from alost Persian Christian liturgy
are preserved and recited to this very day.

The importance of the Church of Persia has been diminished by the fact that mainstream church history has, to date,
been primarily Eurocentric. This problem may be traced back to Eusebius of Caesarea (d. ¢. 339 C.E.), who has
traditionally been acclaimed as "the Father of Church History" as it was he who wrote the very first Ecclesiastical
History. As Sebastian Brock observes:. "Eusebius passes over the history of the Church to the east of the Roman
Empirein aimost total silence" and that, as aresult, "the legacy of Eusebius model of a Church History has had an
insidious influence on his successors, ancient and modern, encouraging the emergence of the excessively Eurocentric
view of Church History that is generally current today"
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(1996, 70). Consider the significance of the estimated size of West Syrian (Roman and Persian empires) and East
Syrian (Persian) Christianity prior to and during the initial period of 1slam. John Taylor, a historian of church history,
notes. "For the first time since the seventh century, when there were large numbers of Nestorian and Syrian churches
in parts of Asia, the mgjority of Christiansin the world [today] are not of European origin” (1990, 635).

Thereisan implicit claim here that Syrian Christians and their converts outhumbered European Christians. The
relative historical neglect of Syriac Christianity is all the more surprising, if Paulos Gregorios's estimate is correct.
Speaking of the Syriansrelative to other Christian populations, he states. "Before the sixth century they were
probably the most numerous Christian group, larger than the Greeks, Latins, and Copts' (1987, 14: 227-28). So far-
flung was the mission field, and so ethnically diverse was the Church of the East that it was possible, albeit under
specia historical circumstances, for a non-Syrian or non-Iranian to lead the entire church. This occurred in the year
1281 C.E., when Mar * Yahballaha* I11a Turco-Mongol from the ecclesiastical province of Chinawas elected to the
supreme office of Catholicos-Patriarch* (see Hage 1988, 68-79). Y ahballaha's* biography was originally written in
Persian (not extant), and later trandlated into Syriac (ibid., 71, n. 9).

By "Persia’ is meant something quite different from the territory of present-day Iran. Prior to the Sasanian empire,
the Parthian empire (the Parthians were a people of northeastern Iran) extended from the Caspian Seato the Persian
Gulf and from Afghanistan to the Tigris. Broadly speaking, Persiain Sasanian times was aregion lying both to the
west and to the east of the Tigris River. Persiaincluded what is now Irag, part of Afghanistan, aswell as Russian
Azarbaijan.

According to Sasanian documents, Persians distinguished two kinds of land within their empire: Iran* proper, and
non-lran* ("Aniran*"). Although west of present-day Iran, Irag was actually considered to be part of Iran. According
to Wilhelm Eilers, the name a-'lrag* is actually a Persian word (eragh*), meaning, "lowlands" (Eilers 1983, 481).
This etymology may not be absolutely certain. As Eilers observes: "For the Sasanians, too, the lowlands of Iraq
constituted the heart of their dominions” (ibid.). This shows that Irag was not ssimply part of the Persian Empire it
was the heart of Persia. Thus the Euphrates River formed the true western frontier of the Persian Empire (ibid.).
There was a great overlap here with the linguistic territory of Syriac, alanguage based in northern Mesopotamia, the
country stretching between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers and adjoining regions. Northern Mesopotamia consisted
of the Syriac-speaking regions of Adiabene and Osrhoéne. Thisland formed much of present-day Irag.
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Bardaisan * (Bardesanes, Bar Daisan*, d. 222 C.E.) refersto the existence of Christiansin the provinces of Pars*,
Medea, Kashan*, and Parthia. Twice during his war against the Romans (viz., the two captures of Antioch in 256 and
260 C.E.), Shapur* deported sizeable contingents of Greek-speaking Christian prisoners of war from Antioch and
other cities and colonized these "spoils of war" in Persis, Parthia, Susiana, and Babylonia. According to the
Chronicle of Séert, thisre-suited in there being two churchesGreek and Syriacat Rev-Ardashir* in Persis (Pars*)
(Asmussen 1983, 929-30). Despite these ethnic boundaries, this was a fortuitous boon to Christianity in Persia.

The "Church of Persia’ is principally an ecclesiastical term, designating the East Syrian Church, which flourished,
albeit with episodic persecutions, in the Persian empire under the Sasanians. "Persian Christianity” isamore
geographical or regional description term, adumbrating West Syrian Jacobites as well, who eventually sought refuge
in the Sasanian kingdom. The term Persian by itself will be used to denote ethnic Iranian Christians, who were
mostly converts from Zoroastrianism. Indeed, while the liturgy and instruction remained, for the most part, Syriac, a
subsidiary Christian vernacular was Persian. During the Sasanian period, Brock notes that " Persian became an
increasingly important literary vehicle for Christians' and that there was a "once extensive Christian literature in this
language" (Brock 1982a, 18). So multiethnic was East Syrian Christianity that " Christians in the Sasanid empire
employed awhole number of different languages for ecclesiastical use” (ibid., 17).

Aphrahat* "the Persian sage" is our earliest major witness to Christianity within the Persian empire. Likewise, F.
Rilliet was quoted earlier as having stated that Ephrem "is a privileged witness of the tradition of the primitive
church of Persia" (1992a, 1: 276). While developments that brought the Church of Persiainto its own as a church
independent of Rome were subsequent to both Aphrahat* and Ephrem, their legacy had aformative and abiding
influence on Persian Christianity.

During the Parthian period (c. 141 B.C.E. to 224 C.E.), Rome replaced the Greeks as the arch-enemy of the East.
While Christians were being persecuted within the Roman Empire, they were relatively free from persecution under
the Parthians. Rome and Persia, superpowers of the early Christian world, were perpetualy at war. This political
conflict had arole in sparking religious conflict as well. In the fourth century, when Christianity became the state
religion of the Roman Empire, Christianity became politicized. The superpower rivalry then took on overt religious
overtones. Now, for non-Roman Christians, the pendulum between persecution and protection hinged on state
religion aswell as affairs of state. A rival religion competed with Christianity for power. This was the ancient Persian
religion
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known as Zoroastrianism. This Persian monotheism, founded on an ethical dualism that, over the centuries, had
degenerated into an onto-logical dualism, traditionally held to "good thoughts, good words, good deeds’ as its sacred
ideal. But in political reality, as the state religion of Persia, Zoroastrianism exercised quite the oppositein its
treatment of Christians.

Zoroastrianism reached its zenith of power under the patronage of Shapur * | (r. 241-272). Persian Christianity
became the primary target of the intolerance with which the Magian religion became imbued. It was the chief priest
Kartir* who had the Persian prophet Mani* tortured and executed. Social status or rank of nobility provided little
protection from the widescale persecution of Christians at the hands of a fanatical Magian clergy. Not even the high-
born Qandira (Candida) the Romanwho was the Christian consort of King Varahan 11 (r. 276-293)was spared. It was
Kartir* who probably instigated the first persecution of Christiansin Persia. Persecutions continued throughout the
rest of Shapur* 11'sreign, and, sporadically, during the reigns of his successors, Ardashir* 1l (r. 379-383) and
Vaharan 1V (r. 388-399). Under the reign of Yazdagird | (r. 399-421), Christians were tolerated until the year 420
C.E. Christian sources, in fact, praise Y azdagird.

The discovery on Kharg* Island in the Persian Gulf of no fewer than sixty Christian tombs indicates that by the year
250 C.E. there was already a strong Christian presence in Persia. These sixty tombs at Kharg*, an island near Bushire
and opposite Bahrain, were cut into a coral bank. Vestiges of Syriac inscriptions are still visible on the vertical
columns of these Christian tombs (Bowman 1974). Stewart McCullough speculates that Christians on the mainland
had selected the island as a place less vulnerabl e to disturbance by fanatical Zoroastrian priests. These sixty tombs
may in fact have housed martyrs of persecutionsinstigated by the high priest, Kartir* (HSC 112), "who gave
Zoroastrianism a new dimension by turning it into areligion that would brook no rivalsin Iran" (HSC 102).

As adual-authority polity, Christians within the Persian Empire had divided loyalties. During the reign of Shapur
Shapur* 11 (310-379 C.E.), Constantine (d. 337) converted to Christianity. In turn, Christianity was converted to the
state religion of the Roman Empire. (Ephrem's native town of Nisibis was represented at the Council of Niceain 325
c.E. by Bishop Jacob.) Unwittingly, after the transformation of the Roman Empire into a Christian state, Persian
Christians became a political vanguard of Rome. This placed them in an even more precarious situation. Already
vulnerable as areligious minority, Persian Christians were perceived as allied with the enemy, and not without
justification. Three years after Constantine's death in 337 C.E., persecution against the Christians in Persia began.
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In his Life of Constantine, Eusebius, the first historian of the Church, states that there were "many churches of God in
Persia and that large numbers were gathered into the fold of Christ” (Brock 19823, 1). Constantine's conversion to
Christianity and the Christianizing of the Roman Empire cast a pall of suspicion over an estimated 35,000 Persian
Christians, who fell victim to the Great Persecution that began in 339 c.E. and ended only with the death of Shapur *
Il forty years later. (Large-scale persecution of Persian Christians was instigated mainly during times of war, when
Christians were suspected of favoring the enemy [(ibid., 5].)

This situation was aggravated by overt pro-Roman sympathies held by some of the Persian Christians. Aphrahat* isa
case in point. The Persian Sage writes. "The People of God have received prosperity, and success awaits the man
who has been the instrument of that prosperity [i.e., Constantine]; but disaster threatens the army gathered together
by the efforts of awicked and proud man puffed up by vanity [Sapur*]. . .. The [Roman] Empire will not be
conquered, because the hero whose name is Jesus is coming with His power, and His army will uphold the whole
army of the Empire" (Aph. Dem. 5.1.24, Russell, Elr 5: 524-25).

Survival necessitated an eventual break between Roman and Persian Christians. Eventually this break took place.
The counterpart of Rome in the Persian Empire was Sel eucia-Ctesiphon, the twin-city Sasanian capital where Persian
Chrigtianity officially constituted itself in the year 410 C.E. at the Synod of Mar* Ishag*, asserting its full
independence in the Synod of Dadiso*' in 424 C.E. (See details in the section, "The Persian Synods,” below.) The
area encompassed by Persian Christianity included areas both within present-day Iran (such as the province of Pars*)
aswell asthe frontier regions of Nisibis and Adiabene. Mar* Ishag*, in fact proclaimed himself "bishop of Seleucia-
Ctesiphon, Catholicos* and Head (resa*) over the bishops of all the Orient (madneha*)" (Asmussen 1983, 931).

Ecclesiastical development within Persian Christianity has also been documented. Its anchor in orthodoxy seemed
secure in its adherence to the Nicene Creed. Indeed, a certain "John of Persia’ (Y ohannan of Bet* Parsaye*) is
recorded as having represented Persia at the Council of Nicaeain 325 C.E. (Eusebius, in his Life of Constantine,
remarked that "even a Persian bishop attended the Synod" [Asmussen 1983, 931, n. 6].) In 345 C.E., at the Synod of
Seleucia, Bishop Papa* bar Aggal sought to consolidate all of the churches in Persian territory under hisrule. But the
bishops of Persia proper thwarted this scheme. Particularly strong resistance came from Miles* of Susa.

Later, at the Synod of Mar* Ishag*, (410), the Church of Persiawas officially established in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the
royal capital of Persia. These were twin cities, situated on either side of the Tigris River.
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This Synod commenced with a prayer for the king, Y azdagird |, who had granted tolerance and even favor to
Christians and other minorities. The Synod officially adopted the Nicene Creed. Six "classical” provinces within the
western regions of the Sasanian empire were represented in the official records of this synod. Geo Widengren has
assembled allist of fifteen evangelized provincesin Sasanian Iran and in Central Asia (1984, 10-12). | have expanded
Widengren'slist to at |east eighteen provinces, excluding "Outer Iran" (Central Asia). Some of these provinces were
ecclesiastical provinces. The rest were bishoprics.

Shapur * I'slist of Sasanian provincesis given by Brunner (1983, 750), following a very useful and detailed map of
"The provinces of early Sasanian Iran” (748-49). The following list gives al of twenty-five provinces of the Sasanian
empire as enumerated in Shapur* I's inscription on the Kabayi Zardusht. These provinces are represented in
geographical order and by quadrant, according to the points of the compass (kust). Evangelized provinces are marked
in bold: South Quadrant, southwest: (1) Pars*; (2) Parthau; (3) Khuzistan* West Quadrant: (4) Maishan*; (5)
Asuristan*; (6) Nodardashiragan*; (7) Arbayistan*. North Quadrant, north: 8. Adurbadagan*. Northwest: (9) Armin;
(10) Wirozan*; (11) Sigan*; (12) Ar(r)an*; (13) Balasagan*; Parishkwargar*; (14) Mah*; (15) Gurgan* East
Quadrant, east: (16) Mary; (17) Harew*, Abarahr; (18) Kushashahr*. Southeast: (19) Kirman*; (20) Sagistan*; (21)
Turgistan*; (22) Makuran*; (23) Pardan*; (24) Hind; (25) Mazon*. Outer Iran [Central Asia]: (26) Samarkand; (27)
Bactria; (28) Sogdiana.

Evangelized provinces of Sasanian Persia: The evidence. The first six ecclesiastical provinces of the Church of the
East were formalized as hyparchies in the Synod of Mar* Ishag* (410 C.E.). These provinces did not represent all of
the Christian districts within the frontiers of the Sasanian empire at that time. In Canon XXI, the assembled bishops
express the hope that "the bishops from the far-away regions (atrawata* rahige*), from Pars*, the Idlands, Bet*
Madaye*, Bet* R[az]igaye*, indeed, even from the Abarahr regions' would accept the decisions reached by the
synod (Asmussen 1983, 932). All of these regions will be briefly discussed in the geographical-ecclesiastical
overview that follows below.

South Quadrant, southwest: The concentrations of Syriac- and Greek-speaking captives lay in the western districts of
the south quadrant (Brunner 1983, 751). (1) Pars*: Thisisthe province in which John of Daylam established a
monastery for Persian-speaking monks in the eighth century (Anon., Elr 7: 336). Pars* is mentioned as a bishopric in
the Synod of 410. In the southwest province of Pars* (Fars*, Persia proper), the city of Stakhr* (Istakhr* )summer
capital of the Sasanians
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had become a diocese by 424 (Brunner 1983, 751). In itsrole as the spiritual centre of Zoroastrianism, in Stakhr *
was kept the dynasty's fire, the Anahid-ardashir*, described as the "ideological heart of the empire” (ibid.). Between
415 and 420 C.E., Pars* became an ecclesiastical province (Widengren 1984, 11). As of the Synod of Mar* Babay*
in 497, its metropolis was Rev-Ardashir* (Rishahr*), from whence the Nestorian mission to Indiawas directed. The
province of Pars* included Qais Island, a distinct bishopric as of 544 C.E.; (2) Parthau: Aspadana (Spahan*,
Ispahan*, Isfahan*) in the southwest province of Parthau is aso mentioned in the Synod of Mar* Dadiso*' (424); (3)
Khuzistan*: [Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod of 410.] In the southwest quadrant of Sasanian
Iran, the province of Khuzistan* (Syriac: Bet* Huzaye*) was also known as Parthian Susiana, Elymais, Elam. Its
metropolis was the pre-Sasanian diocese of Bet* Lapat* (later Gunde-Shapur*).The ancient capital of Shush* (Susa)
became a diocese by 410, as was the case with Karka* de Ladhan* (Eranshahr-Shapur*), and Ramhurmuz* (Ram-
Ormazd-Ardashir*), the major city in the east of the province (Brunner 1983, 753).A bishopric was established in
Hormizd-Ardashir* (Ahvaz*), the later capital of Khuzistan* (HSC 137). It was here that Mar* 'Abda, a Persian
Christian priest, was said to have destroyed a Zoroastrian fire temple adjacent to a Christian church, and who, asa
result of this, suffered martyrdom (Williams 1996, 46, n. 37).

West Quadrant: (4) Maishan:* [Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod of 410.] In Lower Babylonia,
the region around Basra* Irag, the western province of Maisan* (Mesan* Mesene) had four bishoprics, with Pherat*
de Maisan* (later Vahman-Ardashir*) asits metropolis (cf. Streck, "Maisan™* in Encyclopaedia of Islam, first
edition); (5) Asuristan*: [Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod of 410.] In what was known to
antiquity as Babylonia, now Irag, the western province (shahr) of Asuristan* (Syriac: Bet* Aramaye* ) was known as
Assyria, although historical Assyriawas actually to the north. In the Sasanian era, Iranians considered Asuristan* to
be "the heart of Iran" (Brunner 1983, 757). The Catholicos of the Church of the East was the bishop of Seleucia-
Ctesiphon, the Sasanian administrative capital and royal winter residence. The bishop of the district of Kashkar
served as auxiliary (HSC 123);(6) Nodardashiragan*: [ Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod of
410.] The western province of Garamig* ud Nodardashiragan* (Syriac: Bet* Garmay) was north of Asuristan*
between the Tigris and Little Khabur* rivers, and the mountains of Azarbayjan*. Its metropolis was Karka* de Bet*
Selok* (Kirkuk*). This ecclesiastical province included the bishopric of Peroz-Shapur* (Faishabur*, HSC 137) and
probably the diocese of Shahrazur* (Brunner 1983, 761). Garamig* used to be part of the province of Adiabene.
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Evidently, Garamig was organized as a specia province between 343 and 410 C.E. (Widengren 1984, 11); Adiabene:
[Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod of 410.] In what is now northern Irag, the Sasanian buffer
state Adiabene (Syriac: Hedyab *, Hadyab*) lay east of the Tigris, between the Greater and Lesser Zab* rivers. An
organized Christian community since the late Parthian period, Adiabene's metropolis was Arbela (Irbil*); Hulwan*:
The ecclesiastical province of Hulwan * (Syriac: Bet* Madaye*, Mada*) was established and organized by
Catholicos loyabh Geddalaya* ? 11 between the years 628 and 643 (Widengren 1984, 12). It occupied the region of
southern Media, now Albania (HSC 151); (7) Arbayistan*: [(Represented as an ecclesiastical province in the Synod
of 410.] In Northern Mesopotamia, the western Sasanian province of Arbayistan* or Arabistan* (Syriac: Bet*
'‘Arbaye*) had Ephrem’s native city of Nisibis as its metropolis. Nearby, on Mount I1zZa*, was the " Great
Monastery"the leading monastery in Christian Persia (HSC 170).

North Quadrant, north: (8) Adurbadagan*: The northern province of Adurbadagan* (Azarbayjan*) had at |east one
bishop (HSC 151). Northwest: (9) Armin: No bishoprics attested; (10) Wirozan*: No bishoprics attested; (11) Sigan*
No bishoprics attested; (12) Ar(r)an*: No bishoprics attested; (13) Balasagan*: No bishoprics attested;
Parishkwargar*: In the Caspian region of Delam* (Dailam, Daylam) in the northern province of Parishkwargar*
(Tabaristan*), John of Daylam founded several monasteries. Later, John travelled to Arrgjan* (Argan*) in Fars*,
where he established two monasteries, one for Syriac-speaking monks and the other for Persian-speaking monks. In
the Book of the Laws of Countries, Bar Daisan's* pupil Philippus had already attested the presence of Christiansin
both nearby Gilan* and in Kushan*: "Our sisters among the Geli and the Kushanians do not have intercourse with
foreigners, and they who livein Persiado not marry their daughters' (Edakalathur 1994, 9, citing Drijvers 1965, 61).
The Gels*, who were admired as valiant warriors, were the native inhabitants of Gilan*, which, along with Daylam,
lay in the mountainous regions on the southern shores of the Caspian; (14) Mah:* The northern province of Mah*
(central Media, the "core of Media'Brunner 1983, 766) had a diocese in the city of Rayy (Syriac: Bet* R[az]iqaye*),
otherwise known as 'Aqgda* <NP:Aqda>, Rhages. Mentioned in the the Synod of Mar* Ishag* (410); (15) Gurgan*:
According to the letter sent by Timotheos | (d. 823), Christianity had been established in Gurgan* the ancient
Hyrcania (Widengren 1984, 11).

East Quadrant, east: As of the Synod of 424 C.E., it was evident that the Church of the East had expanded deep into

central and eastern Persia, "into regions that were predominantly Zoroastrian" (HSC 126). (16) Mary: Between 415
and 420, Marv became an ecclesiastical province (Widengren 1984, 11). In the Synod of 554, the eastern prov-
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ince of Marv (Margiana), north of present-day Khurasan *, is mentioned as a hyparchy, although there appears to
have been a Chistian bishop there as early as 334 C.E. From Marv, Christian missions proceeded on to Tukharistan*
and to Transoxiana (Brunner 1983, 770); (17) Harew*: In the Synod of 585, the eastern province of Harev* (Herat*,
Areig, i.e., modern Afghanistan) is mentioned as a hyparchy. (It had become a bishopric by 424.); Abarahr: Also
mentioned in the the Synod of Mar* Ishag*, the eastern province of Apar-ahr ("realm of the Aparni” clans) isalso
part of modern Khurasan*. The city of Nev-Shapur* was its center; (18) Kushanshahr*: The eastern province of
Kushan* (Tukharistan*), near the Upper Oxus in the northern part of what is now modern Afghanistan, had already
been evangelized by the third century, if not by the second. On the coast in the district of Qatif*, a bishopric was
established in the city of Paniyat-Ardashir* by 576. The islands of Tarut* and Muharrag* also became dioceses,
along with Gerrha (Hgjar ibid., 757). Southeast: (19) Kirman*: In aletter to Simeon, metropolitan of Rev Ardashir*
in Pars* (Fars*), Nestorian catholicés Isho'yahb I11 (647659 C.E.), lamented that many Christiansin Fars* and
Kirman*, despite lack of persecution by Arabs, had converted to Islam to escape paying taxes (Morony 1990, 141);
(20) Sagistan*: In the Synod of Mar* Dadiso*' (424), the southeastern province of Sagistan* (Seyansa*, Sijistan*)
was represented by two bishops (Widengren 1984, 5); (21) Turgistan*: No bishoprics attested; (22) Makuran*: No
bishoprics attested; (23) Pardan*: No bishoprics attested; (24) Hind: By the sixth century, Iranian merchants
dominated the Indian ports on the west coast of "India Interior.” Christians there were under the authority of the
church hyparchy of Fars* (Brunner 1983, 757). This fact was noted by the traveller Cosmas I ndicopl eustes, an
Egyptian monk, who, during the first half of the sixth century, observed that "in the country which is called Male
(Malabar), where pepper is growing, there is a bishop ordained in Persia’ (Fiey 1996, 98). Cosmas aso found
"Persian” Christians on the islands of Ceylon and Socotra (King 1948, 2: 269). The office of the bishop of Indiawas
promoted to a metropolitan between the years 714 and 728 (Fiey 1996, 98); (25) Mazon*: The southeastern province
of Mazon* included the territory referred to as "The Islands’ (Syriac: Bet* Qatraye*), i.e., eastern Arabiaand
Bahrain*, which had a monastery (HSC 167). Mazon* was transformed into a hyparchy as of the Synod of 676 c.E.

Outer Iran (Central Asia): (26) Samarkand: Samarkand (ancient Marakand) was a Nestorian province. The evidence
for the establishment of Christianity there has been collected by Colless (1986); (27) Bactria: No bishoprics attested;
(28) Sogdiana: The evangelization of the Sogdians represents the culmination of missionary efforts within the
Sasanian empire, as Richard N. Frye observes: "In the east, too, Christian missionaries made converts among the
Hephthalites
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and Sogdians, so one may infer everywhere a growing Christian influence at the end of the Sasanian empire" (1962,
224).

A total of some eighteen Sasanian provinces are thus known to have been evangelized. Nestorian missions extended
far beyond the Sasanian borders, expanding east through Central Asia, and finally reaching to the end of the world as
it was known, China. Numerically, thisis 68 percent of the provinces of the Persian empire. By the fall of the
Sasanian dynasty, before the Arab onslaught in the mid-seventh century, there were ten metropolitan sees (including
the patriarchate) and ninety-six bishoprics (Brock 1982a, 3). Brock notes that "In what is today north Irag,
conversionsto Christianity from paganism continued into the early I1slamic period” (19823, 3, n. 9; cf. Morony 1990,
1976, 1974). With the advent of 1slam, the Church of Persiawent into decline in terms of population, but certainly
not intellectually nor in the prosecution of its missionary endeavors. It is estimated that the majority of the population
of Iran was more or less fully converted to Islam between 850 and 950 C.E. (Morony 1990, 136-38). The Nestorian
chronicler Mari * b. Sulayman* reported that "many” Christiansin Iran had converted to Islam in the late tenth
century due to persecution and to corruption of the clergy (Morony 1990, 143). However, in the mountain regions of
the north, it took nearly two centuries for Islam to penetrate Daylam and Gilan*. Persia's conversion to Islam was
nearly complete only with the establishment of the Seljuk empire (Schutz* 1990, 219).

The Nestorian controversy and the independence of the Church of Persia. In the fifth century, from Narsai (d.c. 471)
onward, the Church of Persia became, loosely speaking, "Nestorian," incorporating a dyophysite, "two-natures’
(human-divine) position within its Christ-ology. The term Nestorian is somewhat anachronistic here, sinceiit is not
attested in official documents of the East Syrian Church until the thirteenth century (McLeod 1979, 1). The
anachronism is still descriptive in that it designates adherence to a diophysite Christology. The Assyrian Church of
the East has afar greater doctrinal reliance on Theodore of Mopsuestia.

In 428 C.E., Nestorius had become the Patriarch of Byzantium. Nestorius taught that Christ was one person but had
two distinct natures, divine and human. These natures remained separate, such that Mary was not, properly speaking,
the "Mother of God" (theotokos). Nestorius rejected the divinity of the man Jesus. This was utter doom for Nestorius
and hisfollowers. Cyril of Alexandria, adamant in his belief that the two natures of Christ were united at birth,
vigorously opposed Nestorius. He was anathematized at the Council of Ephesus (431 C.E.). Under Byzantine rule,
Nestorians were forced to flee Edessa. They took refuge in Nisibis under Persian rule. This proved ablessing in
disguise, as the Nestorian church, despite sporadic persecu-
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tions, flourished in Persia, steering asit did a steady course between alternate patronage and persecution.

Nestorius was held in high esteem by Narsai, the great consolidator of Nestorianism, popularly known as the "Harp
of the Spirit" (kinara* d-ruha*). (For a comparison between Narsai and Ephrem, see Jansma 1970.) The innocence
of Nestorius is championed byNarsai in ahomily in defense of the "Three Doctors'Diodore of Tarsus, Theodore of
Mopsuestia, and Nestorius. (See Martin 1899/1900 for Syriac text and trandlation.) "The Persian Christians,
moreover, have never, with common consent, referred to themselves as 'Nestorians’; this was a derogatory title
employed by the Monophysites for all dyophysite Christians® (Miller 1984, 528, n. 125). Rather, Persian Christians
were Theodoran. Insofar as he followed Theodore of Mopsuestia, Nestorius was |ooked upon as orthodox and as one
who was treated unjustly.

Generaly, Persian Christians avoided referring to Nestorius by name. It was, after all, alightning rod for criticisms
of those errors traditionally ascribed to him. Y et the influence of Nestorius was undeniable. In its Syriac trandation,
Nestorius's Book of Herakleides exerted a powerful influence on Babay* the Great (d. 628Brock 1985c, 128).
However, Nestorius was by no means the magjor theologian of the Church of the East. That distinction rests with
Babay*, who was the most important theologian of the Church of the East (Brock 1996, 33). "For the Persians,"”
writes Geevarghese Chediath, "Babai's Christology was the Christology of their church" (1994, 165).

Babay's* major Christological treatise was On the Union (sc. of the two natures of Christ). In current scholarship, the
term Nestorian is still aterm of convenience, not of deprecation. Thisis not without precedent within the Church of
the East itself. In the year 1609 C.E., for instance, Mar* 'Abd Y eshua drew up the "orthodox creed of the
Nestorians," having done so "in the blessed city of Khlat* in the church of the blessed Nestorians' (apud Adeney
1965, 484, n. 1). Centuries earlier, in the eighth century to be precise, Mar Shahdost of Tirhan (not Tehran) had
composed atreatise entitled, Why We Easterns Have Separated Our selves from the Westerns, and Why We Are
Called Nestorians. In thistext, the author refersto his faith-community as, "we, the Nestorians' (Davids 1994,
13435).

Monarchs often took a vested and active interest in overseeing Persian Christianity. Sasanian kings took interest in
various Synods. In 552, Kavadh's* son Chosroes | (r. 531-579) imposed his own nominee as Catholicds for
ratification at the Synod of 554. At the Synod of Mar* Ezekiel (576), Chosroes | demanded that he be named in the
litanies during the liturgy (Brock 1982a, 11). In 609 C.E., Chosroes 11 (r. 591-628) was outraged when his own
candidate was passed over. So he forbade any subsequent election, which eventually left the Christian
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community temporarily without a head until the King's death nullified the ban. In the late sixth century, the Christian
communities of Mary and Herat became prominent. In the year 651, the Bishop of Marv donated a sepulchre for the
assassinated Y azdagird 111 (Russell, Elr 5: 524). But the relationship between Church and state was always tense and
precarious. War-weary and overtaxed, many Persian Christians welcomed with palm fronds the Arab conquerors of
Ctesiphon (ibid., 525-26).

The Persian synods. The Church of Persia held its own series of synods, the records of which have come down to us
in the so-called Synodicon Orientale (edited, with French translation by Chabot [1902], German version by Braun
[1900], unpublished English rendition by M. J. Birnie [Stirnemann and Wilflinger 1994, 88-89, and 119]). Itisa
record of the history of Christianity in Sasanian Iran.

This chronicle, however, is not contemporary. It was compiled by the Catholicos Timothy in the late eighth century.
The first bishop of historical stature of the Persian capital of Seleucia-Ctesiphon was a certain Papa*, who lived in
the fourth century. Papa* was opposed by Miles*, bishop of Susa, who deposed Papa* from office when Papa* tried
to impose autocratic rule on Miles's* episcopal colleagues. Papa's* effort to consolidate churchesin Persiainto a
unified Church of Persia had failed.

The Church of Persia officially constituted itself initsfirst Synod of 410 C.E. According to Eilers (1983, 485), it was
not until the year 409. C.E. that public Christian worship was first permitted within the Persian empire. Thissigna
event occurred during the reign of Yazdagird (r. 399-422). Virtually isolated until the early fifth century, the Church
of Persiaby virtue of its ancient autonomyhad no dependency on any western diocese, even in Antioch. (There was,
however, atheory to the contrary, advanced by some medieval East Syriac writers, who maintained that the see of
Seleucia-Ctesiphon had once been subordinate to the patriarchate of Antioch [Brock 1994, 75, n. 15, citing de
Halleux 1978].) The patriarchal church structure in the Byzantine West had crystallized during the fourth and fifth
centuries. And Byzantine influence can be seen in the first general synod of the Church of Persia, held in 410 C.E.
This transpired when Maruta*, the Byzantine imperial envoy for peace negotiations between the Roman and Persian
empires, set out to the Sasanian capital of Seleucia-Ctesiphon to align the Church of Persiawith the norms of the
Church of the West.

In this venture, Maruta* succeeded in enlisting the support of the Persian monarch, Yazdagird I. "It is significant,”
Brock remarks, "that the synod was convoked by the Shah himself" (1994, 73). By royal decree, the bishops of the
realm were summoned to the capital. The Byzantine ecclesiastical envoy acted as co-president of the synod, along
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with the Catholicds [Archbishop], Mar * Ishag*. The synod promulgated a number of canons that regulated church
doctrine, liturgy, and office in accordance with the prevailing practices of the West. A variation on the Nicene creed
was also adopted. The rule of one bishop per city created problems in areas where there were multiple sees, due to
the presence of sometimes Greek, Syriac, and Persian Christian populations. Several days after the initial session,
Maruta* and Mar Ishag* (Isaac) arranged for an official audience with the king, before whom all of the Persian
bishops were assembled. This marked what was probably the very first time that the relationship between church and
state was regularized (Brock 1994, 74).

Another synod was convoked in 420 c.E., under the presidency of the new Catholicés Y ahballaha* and another
Byzantine ambassador, Acacius of Amida. But in the Synod of 424, at which a Byzantine representative was not
present, the full autonomy of the Church of Persia was espoused. Here, as in the three Petrine sees of Rome,
Alexandria, and Antioch, the language of the Synod of 424 was couched in Petrine terms. In its canonical
emancipation from Antioch, the Church of Persia placed itself outside the petrarchy of Rome, Constantinople,
Alexandria, Antioch, and Jerusalem (Asmussen 1983, 941).

Vernacular Persian in Church of the East liturgy? What evidence is there to attest to the presence of an indigenous,
ethno-linguistic Iranian presence in Persian Christianity, which was predominately East Syrian? Is it possible that
ethnic Persians constituted the most important minority in the Church of the East, once a flourishing, multiethnic and
thus "universal" Church? Gernot Wiessner (1971) has stressed the importance of the Iranian ethnic element in
Nestorianism. Evidence suggests there was an appreciable ethnic Iranian representation in the Church of Persia. This
is colorfully illustrated by an episode in the Syriac Life of John of Dailam. John of Daylam (variously spelled
Dailam, Deylam) was an East Syrian saint of the seventh to eighth centuries, who lived in western Persia. The
following narrative tells of a controversy that broke out among the monksin Arrgjan* over whether to conduct
servicesin Syriac or in Persian: "Now the Persian and Syriac-speaking brethren quarrelled with each other over the
services: the Persians said, "We should all recite the services in our language, seeing that we live in Persian territory';
while the Syriac-speakers said, ['Our father is a Syriac-speaker, and so we should recite the services in our language,
on account of the founder of the monastery; furthermore we do not know how to recite the services in Persian. When
Mar* Y ohannan* saw the quarrel had arisen, he pacified the brethren and prayed to God with deep feeling.
Thereupon he wastold in arevelation from God: 'Build them another monastery the other side of the river, opposite
thisone, resembling it in every respect. Let the
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Persian-speakers live in one, and the Syriac in the other.' So he built another monastery just like the first, and the
Syriac-speaking brethren lived there. Thus the quarrel between the brethren was resolved” (Brock 1982c, 150-51).

Thisis plausible enough, especialy in light of the resurgence of literary Persian in the ninth century. If this story has
any basisin fact, it provides anecdotal evidence of a considerable segment of ethnic Iranians within the Church of
Persia. A recent study pronounces the following verdict on the historicity of this account: "John traveled to Arrgjan *
in Fars*, where he founded several monasteries: two of them were assigned to Persian- and Syriac-speaking monks
respectively, so that neither community should be forced to celebrate servicesin aforeign language. Despite some
chronological confusion and the legendary accretions typical of Syriac hagiographical literature, there is no reason to
doubt the essential historicity of this biography” (Anon, Elr 7: 336). Indeed, there must have been a significant
number of native Persians converting to Christianity. In the fifth century, imperial ambassadors from the Roman
emperor Theodosius beseeched Y azdagird | (r. 399-421) to release from prison a deacon named Benjamin, to which
the Shah replied: "Give me assurance in his own handwriting that he will not convert to his faith any more Magians
in Persia. If so, at your request, | will free him from chains.” This officially constituted one of the terms of the peace
treaty of 561 (Brock 1982a, 10-11, n. 41) during the reign of Chosroes | (= Khosrow, r. 531-579) which established
that there should be freedom of religion, but not to proselytize. Both Christians and Zoroastrians were forbidden to
proselytize in their respective territories (Bausani 1971, 66-67).

According to Asmussen, "numerous’ Christian convertsin the fifth century had Zoroastrian names, attesting to the
success of the Church of Persiain converting ethnic Iranians (Asmussen 1983, 942). By the fifth century, some of the
chief Iranian festivals had aready been turned into Christian feasts (Boyce 1983, 804). The influx of former
Zoroastrians in the Church of Persiawas of such magnitude that the Persian king Jamasp* (r. 498-501) summoned a
synod to deliberate on the problem of Zoroastrian marriage customs within the Christian community. That thiswas a
topic of major concern in the sixth century is also attested by the earliest treatise of canon law by Catholicos Mar*
Aba* | (d. 552), which was devoted to this subject (Brock 1982a, 45, n. 14). Further evidence of the conversion of
ethnic Iranians is found in various other documents. In 595 C.E., the patriarch Sabrisho persuaded Chosroes 11 (r. 591-
628) to grant Christians freedom of worship. According to the Life of Sabrisho, as aresult many Persian noblemen
converted (ibid., 6, n. 17). Prior to this, even a son of Chosroes | had become a Christian (ibid., 8-9, n. 34). This must
have alarmed both the monarch and the Zoroastrian priests. Active prosely-
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tizing of Zoroastrians by the Nestorians was supposed to have ended as a matter of policy with the aforementioned
truce of 561 C.E. concluded between Constantinople and Persia.

Chrigtians in Persia consgtituted, in political scientific terms, a"dual authority polity" (a communal group having two
sources of political authoritystate and diasporal, the latter typically being ecclesiastical in the case of faith-
communities). The Persian state was the political authority and (Imperial) Christianity the diasporal authority.
Conversion to Christianity, for some, entailed spiritual fealty to Christianity in the West. Thus, Persian monarchs
were, to a degree, rightly suspicious of Christians as sympathizers with the arch-enemy Rome, but were mistaken in
their fear that this constituted any real threat. With one or two minor exceptions perhaps, Christian sympathy was
hardly complicity. Y et, on the pretext of treason, many Christians paid with their lives for pro-Roman leanings. Over
time, Christians tried to dispel this cloud of political suspicion and to enlist the support of the Persian monarchy.

Moreover, there is evidence that some Persian Christians were openly loyal to the Sasanian state. In the sixth century,
aknown convert from Zoroastrianism, named Grigor *, was commissioned by Cawad [sic] as ageneral during a
campaign against Rome (Brock 1982a, 11). Grigor* isreputed to have in fact been the leader of the Persiansin war
against the Romans (Asmussen 1983, 934). During the large-scale persecution of Christians (339-379) that took
place in the reign of Shapur* Il (r. 310-379), a Christian courtier named Gushtazad apostasized from Christianity but
thereafter repented, to die a martyr's death. On being led off to hisfate, Gushtazad insisted on sending a last message
to Shapur* I1: "l have always been loyal to you and your father. Grant me one request: Let a herald proclaim that
Gushtazad is being put to death, not for treason, but because he was a Christian who refused to renounce God"
(Brock 19823, 11). It should be added, however, that this loyalty to state did not constitute loyalty to a"nation"

(ibid., 12).

The extent to which Persian Christians sought to curry favor with the state is seen in the Synodicon, in which
Chosroes | isreferred to as "the second Cyrus (kwr)" (Asmussen 1983, 946) who is "preserved by divine grace." In
Canon 14 of the Synod of 576, Persian Christians were told: "It isright that in all the churches of this exalted and
glorious kingdom that our lord the victorious Chosroes, king of kings, be named in the litanies during the liturgy. No
metropolitan or bishop has any authority to waive this canon in any of the churches of his diocese and jurisdiction”
(Brock 19824, 11). Even when Persian Christians went to such lengths to appease imperial suspicions as to Christian
loyalties, religious persecution at the hands of fanatical and intolerant Magians posed a separate though related
challenge to the Christian community.
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Much of our information concerning the ethnic origins of Christian minorities in the Church of the East comes from
martyrologies, in which indigenous convertsespecially ethnic Iranian convertsfigure prominently. The Acts of Shirin
* narrates the martyrdoms of its two heroines, Shirin* and Gulindukht. Shirin* of Karka de Beth Selokh was the
daughter of Zoroastrian parents. For her Christian faith she was arrested and martyred in Seleuciain February 559.
Gulindukht was related to Chosroes | and had been married to a Zoroastrian general. She was converted to
Christianity by some Christian prisoners of war. Thrown into the Fortress of Oblivion (Anushbard*) after her refusal
to revert to Zoroastrianism, she chose martyrdom, despite the intervention of Aristoboulos, alegate sent on a peace
mission by the emperor Maurice (Brock 1982a, 10). She was martyred in 591. Himself a Zoroastrian convert,
Jesusabran of Bet Garmay was another such martyr (HSC 158). In Iran, the royal martyr Shindokht* is remembered
to thisday.

Thus, there were, generally speaking, two types of persecution of Christian in Sasanian Persia. The first were large-
scal e persecutions perpetrated in times of war against Rome. An argument could be made that such persecutions
were provoked by ill-disguised sympathies among many Persian Christians for Imperial Christianity and its Christian
Emperor. Even in sporadic times of royal clemency and favor, the one grave danger Persian Christians had to face
was the hostility of the Magi. This brought about the second type of persecution: persecution by Magians of
prominent ex-Zoroastrian Christians, such as the martyrs Mar* Aba* and Giwargis. As Brock observes. "Other
martyrs under the Sasanids were individuals, most of whom were converts of high-born Zoroastrian origin, whose
prominence in society led to their denunciation by the Magian clergy and subsequent sentencing to death” (19823, 5).
Some of this persecution Christians had brought upon themselves, through isolated acts of vandalism that included
the destruction of Zoroastrian fire temples (ibid., 6).

Despite the unrelenting pressure and threat to life and limb, former Zoroastrian converts to Nestorianism could aspire
to Church leadership. One such convert was Catholicds Mar* Aba* | (d. 552), who became Catholicés in the year
540 C.E. (HSC 136). But he suffered considerably. Called before a council of the Magi in c. 541-542, he refused to
alter the Church's canons on marriage, nor would he have Christians desist from their current practices of
proselytization. For this he was detained in avillage in Azarbaijan for seven years, from whence he exercised his
leadership of the Church of Persia. Another type of |eadership was that of the mystic, or "holy man." One such holy
man was the renowned Nestorian mystic, Joseph Hazzaya* , who was from a high-born Zoroastrian family (Gerd
1987, 45, n. 22).
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The pressures of a Zoroastrian environment were felt in all aspects of Christian life. Monasticism in Persia benefited
from an influx of Monophysites, who were exiled to northwest Persia as a consequence of the anti-Monophysite
policy of the emperor Justin (r. 518-527). (Ecclesiastically, the "Jacobites’ as Monophysites continued to maintain
tieswith Antioch aslate as the early seventh century [HSC 184]). At a debate he arranged at the royal court,
Chosroes | was favorably impressed with the Monophysites who pleaded their cause in answer to Nestorian
accusations. Chosroes decreed that the Nestorians henceforth leave the Monophysites free to build as many
monasteries and churches as they pleased (HSC 153).

During the latter part of the fifth century, however, the character of Persian Christianity underwent a profound shift
away from celibacy. Asmussen views this as a development resulting in part from the Persian predilection for
Nestorianism: "There is scarcely any doubt that this specia development of the history of the Church must be viewed
against the growing contribution from Christian Iranians who, rooted from birth in Sasanian Zoroastrianism, quite
naturally had to acknowledge Nestorianism as the most adequate expression for them of the new teaching to which
they were attracted. This contribution from Iranians, perhaps particularly from the province of Fars*, the dynastic
province, created at the same time the best conditions for the growth of a specifically Iranian, notably anti-ascetic,
Christianity which replaced the original, clearly ascetic, Christianity, strongly dominated by Jewish-Christian
elements’ (Asmussen 1983, 943). In the Synod of Bet* Lapat*, summoned and overseen by Barsauma* in 484 c.E.,
celibacy may have been abolished, but in the absence of any direct attestation of this, the Synod of Mar* Agag* in
486 became the effective instrument for the cessation of the practice of celibacy among the Nestorians (ibid., 944q
Within the Church, this move was not without controversy, and there was much internal resistance against it.
Notwithstanding, the Church of the East has always opposed the alleged Sasanian practice of consanguineous
marriages.

Christian literature in Middle Persian. During the fifth century, the Christian church in Persia became independent
of the patriarchate of Antioch. The reasons for this break appear to have been more political than religious. Not
surprisingly, the fifth century saw therise of avernacular Christian literature in Middle Persian.

Thefirst known Christian text in Persian (apart from scripture translations) was a summary of the Christian religion.
Originally composed in Syriac by Elisha bar Quzbaye*, it was trandated into Persian by the Catholicos Agag*
(Acacius, bishop of Amida, d. 496) and presented to the Persian king, Kavad* | (r. 488-497, 499-531Sims-Will-iams,
Elr 5: 534). A parallel to this endeavor might be found in Mani*,
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whose only writing in Middle Persian was his Shabuhragan *, "presumably in order to expound his teaching to
Spapur*," as Sundermann suggests (Elr 5: 537).

"At avery early date, particularly in the time of bishop Mana* at the end of the 5th century,” writes Asmussen,
efforts may be traced to create a Christian Persian literature. Judging from the dearth of extant Persian texts, such an
assertion might appear hard to sustain. Nevertheless, within the Sasanian empire, Persian seems to have been a
subsidiary Christian vernacular. For example, the most eminent of the Persian Christians in the generations prior to
the Islamic conquest was Babay* (Babai) the Great (d. 628), who presided over the Nestorian church in Iran under
Chosroes |1. Babay* is said by V86bus to have "received instruction in Persian and then started his medical studies at
Nisibis' (Elr 3: 308). Jacob Kollaparambil argues that the East Syrian Christians must have taught and propagated
the Christian message throughout Persia and within Indiaaswell. This, he claims, is attested in the Chronicle of
Séert (citing the Syriac text in Patrologia Orientalis V11, 117) when it records that, around the year 470 C.E., Bishop
Mana* of Rev-Ardashir* wrote religious discourses, canticles, and hymns, in Persian and translated from Greek into
Persiani.e., Pahlavi, Middle Persian (Thomas and Vahman, Elr 4: 210)the theological treatises of Diodore of Tarsus
and Theodore of Mopsuestia and sent copies "to the islands of the sea” (Bet* Qatraye*) and to India (1994, 28).
(Some authors have confused Mana* of Shiraz* with the Catholicds Mana, who lived in the first half of the fifth*
century.) Nicholas Sims-Williams is more precise in noting that Mana* of Shiraz* "composed various worksin
Persian, including hymns (madrase*), ‘discourses (memre*), and responses (‘uniata*) for liturgical use" (Elr 5: 534).
V 66bus refers to the same Mana*, "who is reported to have composed madrase*, memre*, and ‘uniata* in the
Persian language” (1965, 161, n. 15). These compositions, of course, were based on Syriac models.

Theroyal city of Rev-Ardashir* (Rishahr*) was a metropolitan province in Persia proper (Persis). It was the
ecclesiastical capital of the province of Pars*. Over time, it had "grown into a superprovince having 18 suffragan
eparchies’ (Kollaparambil 1994, 27). Bruce Metzger believes that, on the basis of thisinformation, it may be
deduced that the scriptures had already been trandated into Middle Persian. "Inasmuch as during the second half of
the fifth century an eminent teacher Mana* of Shiraz, made tranglations of Diodorus, Theodore of Mopsuestia, and
other ecclesiastical writers, from Syriac into his native Persian dialect,” Metzger reasons, "we may be confident that
the scriptures had already been trandated” (1977, 276). Kollaparambil concludes: "Hence it is clear that, though the
Persian Church used Syriac as the liturgical language, the medium of Christian instruction was the Persian language”
(1994, 28).
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This effort to create a body of Christian literature in the Persian vernacular was overshadowed by the ascendancy of
Syriac, which reclaimed its place as the primary liturgical and literary language of the church in Persia. Syriac
remained the language of the church in Persia, as seen in the Acts of the Persian Martyrs. Most of the martyrs were
ethnic Persians. These Persians not only embraced the Christian faith, but also the Christian language as well
(Syriac). Consequently, very little of this Christian Persian literature survived. Two legal works by the metropolitans
Iso'bokt * and Simon provide arare attestation of this Persian literary activity (Sims-Williams, Elr 5: 534).

Middle Persian trandlations of the Bible date from at least the fifth century C.E. There is both patristic and material
evidence for this. In the fourth century, John Chrysostom (fl. 391), patriarch of Constantinople, affirmed that the
teachings of Christ had been trandated into the languages of the Syrians, the Egyptians, the Indians, the Persians, and
the Ethiopians (Homily on John, in Migne, Patrologia Graeca LIX, col. 32). In the fifth century, Theodoret of
Cyrrus wrote that Persians venerated the writings of the Christian apostles as having come down from Heaven.
(Graecarum affectionum curatio 1X. 936, in Migne, PG LXXXIII, col. 1045c).

The earliest Persian trandlations of scripture were probably undertaken for liturgical purposes. Thisis evidently the
case with the Turf an Psalter, which is the only extant Middle Persian Bible version. It is represented by fragments of
atrandation of the Psalms, discovered at the ruins of the Nestorian monastery at Shuipang near Bulayiq in the Turf
an oasis in northern Xinjiang (Chinese Turkestan). These Psalms were written in an archaic, cursive Book Pahlavi
script, dating back to the fifth or fourth centuries, "though the manuscript may be younger," according to Kenneth
Thomas and Fereydun Vahman (Elr 4: 210). The Turf an Psalter contains most of Psalms 94-99, 118, and 121-36. Its
distinctively liturgical character is noted by Geo Widengren: "This manuscript was written for liturgical use,
provided with anti-phons, so-called canons, corresponding to the text now found in the breviary of the Nestorian
church" (1984, 13).

Independent attestation of Middle Persian Bible trandlations is found in Zoroastrian polemical literature (Thomas, Elr
4:203), particularly in the ninth-century kand gumanik* vicar* ("The Doubt-Crushing Explanation"). "The Christians
of Iran," comments Shaul Shaked, "were dependent largely on the Syriac versions of the Bible, but the activity of
creating new versionsin the current vernacular must have been part of the missionary effort of Christians® (Elr 4:
206). Thereis other evidence of such missionary endeavors, an essential component of which was the creation of a
body of Christian scripture and literature in vernacular Persian. "From the late fifth century,” Brock observes,
"Persian became an increasingly important literary vehicle for
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Christians' (1982a, 18). Brock further notes that "quite a number of extant Syriac hagiographic, legal and literary
texts arein fact tranglations from lost Middle Persian originals® (ibid.).

Not only was there a Christian literature in Middle Persian, but inscriptions as well. Evidence of the very missionary
endeavors that Shaked suggests are the Christian Pahlavi inscriptions of India. A cross bearing a Pahlavi inscription
was found in the Syrian church in Kottayam, in the state of Keralain India. Another such crossthe Cross of
Travancoreis areplica of the famed cross from the church on Mount St. Thomas near Madras. This Cross of
Travancoreisinscribed in Book Pahlavi (Armajani, Elr 5: 544). Several post-Sasanian Christian seals inscribed in
Arabic Kufic script bear the names of Persian owners (Lerner, Elr 5:530 and idem 1977).

Christian Sogdian. Outside the Persian empire there were other Christian enclaves as well, such as the Nestorian
center at Samarkand (Colless 1986). The Silk Road led to evangelization of Central Asiaand the Far East. A number
of Persians who settled along this trade route were Christians. Spreading the gospel required trandation. Liturgical
texts (including scripture tranglations) and some patristic writings were translated from Syriac into Pahlavi and also
into Sogdian. This accords with Asmussen's position that use of Persian greatly augmented Nestorian missionary
endeavors. "[N]o doubt," he states, speaking of the province of Pars *, " Christians there had a common language
with the ruling dynasty, and by all accounts created a Christian literature in that language [Persian] that was to be of
considerable importance for the later Nestorian mission in Central Asia’ (1983, 931). In Outer Iran, in aregion called
Sogdiana (a province north of Bactria, between the Oxus and the Jaxartes rivers), the Nestorian church was well
established by the early eighth century at the latest. Ironically, no Christian Sogdian texts have ever been found there.

In the Turf an oasisin Chinese Turkestan, alibrary of Christian manuscripts was unearthed at the ruins of a Nestorian
monastery of Bulayiq. Thislibrary was quite extensive, and reflects the spiritual and intellectual interests of the
monastic enclave there. The majority of these texts are in Syriac and Sogdian. Generally, Christian Sogdian is written
in a Syriac Estrangela script, with three added characters to accommodate native Iranian sounds not found in Syriac.
Asto scripture, these texts included sixth-century Sogdian trandations of the Gospels, Pauline epistles, and the
Psalms. Among the abundant hagiographical literature in Sogdian is the life of John of Daylam (vide supra), the
founder of two monasteriesin Pars*, one Syriac and one Persian. Also found at Bulayiq was the Acts of the Persian
Martyrs under Shapur* 11, and the life of Barshabba*, credited as the founder of Persian Christian communities as far
east as Balkh (Sims-Williams,
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Elr 5: 534). Martyrologies, though hagiographical, disclose much valuable religiocultural as well as biographical
information.

Christian literature in New Persian. Close to the Turf an oasis, the second and third German Turf an expeditions
discovered avery few Christian texts in nearby Toyoq, Qoco * (Zieme), Astana, and Qurutga. These textswerein
Sogdian, Syriac, Turkish, and New Persian (ibid.). This, of course, has very clear liturgical implications. Sims-
Williams states that "it is probable that the newly founded Christian communities initially employed Syriac and
Middle Persian in their liturgy, the latter being gradually displaced by the successive local vernaculars, firstly
Sogdian and ultimately New Persian” (Elr 4: 207). In the eleventh century or later, a New Persian-Syriac trandation
from the Syriac of Psalms 131, 132, 146, 147 was penned in Sogdian Syriac script. Thisisthe earliest extant
trandation of Judeo-Christian scripture into New Persian (Thomas, Elr 4. 203).

Perhaps the most remarkable of all Christian manuscripts written in New Persian is the Persian Diatessaron. It
survives in aunigue manuscript: Dated 1547, it is housed in the Laurentian Library in Florence (Biblioteca
Laurenziana Mediceo-Laurenziana, Cod. Orient. VII [81]). The Persian Harmony was translated from the Syriac by
the Jacobite priest Iwannis* 'lzz a-Din* Muhammad* b. Muzaffar* of Tabriz*, and was later copied by another
Jacobite priest, Ibrahim* b. Shammas* 'Abd-Allah*, in Hisn* Kayfa* (avillage onthe Tigrisin Irag), 954 A.H../
1547 C.E. (Thomas, Elr 4: 203). While it preserves many Diatessaronic readings, the Persian Harmony was
composed in a different sequence than in the other Diatessaron exemplars. It is perhaps more accurate to speak of the
Persian Diatessaron as a Gospel Harmony, independent of the Diatessaron itself and direct trandations from it
(Koester 1990, 409-10). Because of the fact that it is an illuminated manuscript, the Persian Diatessaron, in al
likelihood, was intended for liturgical use (p.c., David G. K. Taylor, University of Birmingham, 31 August 1995).

A remarkable specimen of a Christian liturgy in New Persian is still in use today. Within the East Syrian "Assyrian”
and Chaldean liturgies are the vestiges of alost Persian Christian liturgy. These fragments are found in the Feast of
Epiphany, midnight office. (See Appendix 1V, "Fragments of a Lost Persian Christian Liturgy.")

From this all-too-brief survey, it is clear that Persian Christianity had successfully evangelized a number of ethnic
Iranians. A recent doctoral dissertation has argued for a certain affinity between Persian Christianity and
Zoroastrianism. In hisNarsai and the Persians. A Study in Cultural Contact and Conflict, William Sunquist (1990)
argues that this affinity may account for some of the missionary success of East Syrian Christianity in Persia. In
addition to the East Syrians, Armenian Christians had also translated scripture into New Persian,
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evidently for missionary purposes (Stone 1979). There were, of course, anumber of other significant mission fields,
not the least of which was India, Tibet, Ceylon, as well as China. China was evangelized beginning in 635, according
to the Syriac and Chinese stele of Xi'an (Hsi-an). (For arecent textual discovery, see Klein 1994).

Evidence shows that linguistic contact between Syriac and Middle and New Persian had been established. While
Persian was not a Christian literary language as such, it was a Christian vernacular. It was instrumental in missionary
endeavors in the Christian Orient. Added to thisis the extensive literature in Christian Arabic during the Islamic
period, providing the means and opportunity for the transmission and eventual transformation of Syriac Christian
symbolism, as taken up in the post-Christian religions of 1slam and the Baha'i * Faith. Whether or not such lines of
transmission were responsible for the diffusion of symbolism examined in this study, there was obviously a common
fund of such symbolsin the Abrahamic scriptural and oral traditions anyway. It is not necessary to answer the
question of how symbolic transformations took place historically, but simply to establish that such transformations
are phenomenologically best explained with reference to controlling paradigms.
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[
A Symbolic Profile of Syriac Christianity

Syriac Symbol Theory

Syriac Christianity had a"genius for symbolic expression” (Murray 1982, 12). Spiritual truth was depicted in
allegorical and homiletic narratives, illustrated with poetic images, as though Syriac authors wished to create an
experience in the listener rather than impart truth merely discursively (Brock 1981, 70). Reliance on the symbol's
surplus of meaning, employed in Syriac conceits, resulted in the transformation of Northern Mesopotamian
mythological views of the cosmos (paganism/heresy) into a symbolic (Christological) universe. The exposition of a
Christocentric world involved an imaginative, and often personified, use of natural images. Nowhere is this more
vividly seen than in the hymns of Syriac Christianity's greatest writer, Ephrem the Syrian. Nature and Scripture are
wedded, as Ephrem paints arich landscape in vivid symbolic colors, animated by an array of dramatic biblical
imagery. In a Christologically attuned cosmos, prophets and apostles come alive in the congregational minds of the
pious.

Symbols abound in scripture and in nature. Indeed, everything in nature and in scripture is emblematic of Jesus. The
Syriac term for "symbol" israza * .Raza* has several dimensions of meaning. For instance, the "pearl"which
elogquently describes Christ and sexual holinessis a"symbol” found in nature. In another context,raza* embraces
notions of Christ-bearing "types' secreted in the Hebrew scriptures. Inits plural form, "symbols® (raze*) is best
trandated as "mysteries." "Mysteries' is a euphemism for the sacraments in the Christian mystic initiations and
devotions, including the waters of baptism. Thus, in Ephrem's theory of symbolism, there are three dimensions of
symbols: Nature, Scripture, and Sacrament.

The triple domains of the symbolic become quite obvious from even a cursory reading of Ephrem. This three-fold
categorization of
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Ephrem's symbolism is noted by McVey (McV 84, n. 110). In Ephrem’s hermeneutics, the presence of rhetorical
alongside mystical terminology shows an appreciation for the figurative as well as prefigurative nature of scripture.
In his comparatively literal works of prose exegesis, Ephrem distinguishes between the literal and figurative, as he
interprets both "literally” (su'rana'it *) and "spiritually” (ruhana'it*, SCK 47).

The mystical basisfor thisliesin Ephrem's conceptual model of the interpenetration of spiritual and physical worlds,
seen especialy in the theme of baptism as reentry into Paradise (Brock 1987, xxiv-xxv). This somewhat corresponds
to atriadic Syriac Christian anthropologyalthough far from uniform (seeMotifs58-59)where man is tripartite
psychosomatic unity, made up of physical body, animal soul, and divine spirit (cf. Gavin 1920). The idea of worlds
of correspondence as afundamental exegetical principleis succinctly expressed by Ephrem's dictum that the Garden
of Paradise is "described in visihilities (ktybt bglyt'), praised for invisibilities (sbyht*bksyt')" (HdP I.1,Motifs67).
Ephrem's theory of symbolism may be explicated purely on the basis of his hermeneutical terminology:

Symbol (raza*)

"Symbol"or, better still, "mystery"is arguably the key hermeneutical term in Ephrem's hymns, under which all of its
equivalents are subsumed (On Ephrem's theory of symbol, see Murray 1976; idem, SCK; Beck 1958; idem, 1953; P.
Yousif 1978b; idem 1976.) The English rendering of "symbol" forraza* isterminologically but not conceptually
equivalent. As Brock (HyP42) is careful to point out, "symbol™ in the works of the Fathers differs from the rather
static significatory sense of "symbol” common in modern usage. In Ephrem’s symbolic universe, the entire cosmosis
suffused with symbolism pointing to a higher reality. But symbol is more than what it evokes. It participatesin the
reality of what it represents.

According to Y ousif, the Syriac term raza* had four senses in Ephrem's usage of it: (1)Enigma:In the original
Persian loan word, which made its way into imperial Aramaic, "raza*" originally denoted aroyal "secret." Its Persian
provenance is evident in its Aramaic occurrence at Dan. 6:4, where the term carries the sense of divine secrets,
(2)Mystery: Beck has drawn a connection between Ephrem'’s use ofraza* and the Greek term mysterion* (1958. 240).
Significant is the fact that mysterion* became the standard rendering ofraza*, rather thansymbolon. Theterm doubles
for sacramental rites and, when used in the plural, refersto the Eucharist (SCK 21).Raza* could also refer to a
spiritua reality surpassing human intelligence; (3)A Smple Sgn: Nature affords many instances of symbols, which
proclaim Christ;
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(4)Symbol-Mystery: This sense of the termraza * embraces notions of Christ-bearing "types’ secreted in the Hebrew
scriptures and, when used in the plural, "mysteries” (raze*) denotes the "Sacraments.” In the mystic Christian
initiation, consisting of Chrism, Baptism (cf. Mitchell 1973), and the Eucharist, matter is dynamized by Spirit
(epiklesis,Y ousif 1978b, 48). In this respect, "symbols' are "mysteries” that transform and divinize the faithful
Christian. Functionally, in Ephrem's hymns, there appear to be three basic symbol orientations: scriptural symbols,
nature symbols, and sacramental symbols. Asto symbols drawn from Nature, Ephrem, along with Syriac writersin
general, makes use of awide array of images from the various "kingdoms'mineral, arboreal, animal, celestial, and so
on.

Ephrem's vocabulary of symbolism involves a complex of more or less synonymous terms. In addition toraza*,
discussed above, there are some other important technical terms that inform Ephrem's theory of symbolism. Bou
Mansour (1988) provides the most comprehensive and integrated treatment of these terms. First, let ustake alook at
Ephrem's typological use of scripture, a practice more familiar in mainstream Christianity.

Scripture

Syriac Christianity was caught in a bitter debate between two rival schools of early Christian exegesis, Alexandria
and Antioch. Therival schools of Antioch and Alexandrialocked antlers over allegorical exegesis, disputing whether
or not it threatened the primary relevance ofhistoria,the literal or "historical" integrity of scripture (Froehlich 1984,
18). The most powerful opponent of allegorical exegesis was Theodore of Mopsuestia (d. c. 428), later revered as the
"Interpreter”par excellenceof Eastern Christendom, who effectively dominated the exegetical tradition of the East for
centuries. The Antiochene school did, however, admit a higher sense of scripture, a dimension of meaning
termedtheoria*. Both allegory andtheoria* did employ an anagogical dynamic, the latter presumably retaining some
connection with the literal text and its historical framework. (On patristic exegesis generaly, see Torrance 1995 and
Louth 1978).

Originally, allegorical interpretation arose from an impulse to rationalize the Homeric cycle. Thus myth turned into
alegory. Christian exegetes were concerned that the process not reverse itself, lest allegory itself turn into myth. The
danger of this happening was all too real. Thiswould occur whenever a scripture susceptible to alegorical
interpretation was used as avehicle for Gnostic speculations that bore little, if any, relationship to the scriptural text
itself. Gnostic readings, in effect, remythologized scripture. This became especially pernicious when foreign
elements that were antithetical to received orthodox
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teachings were introduced, in the name of exegesis, thus "contaminating” the text.

Typical procedural devices of Alexandrianallegoria,as inherited from Hellenism, included the philological study of
words and phrases, etymology, figuration, natural symbology, and numerology. Allegorization is forever associated
with Origen (see Torjesen 1986), though his predecessors included the great mystic Clement of Alexandria and the
Hellenistic Jewish aristocrat, Philo of Alexandria. Olsen (1977) argues that both "allegory” and "typology" are forms
of the primordial category "symbol."

This controversy was coeval with the Arian controversy. Indeed it both predated it and extended far beyond it. In the
fourth and fifth centuries, in some circles, it was imprudent to perform allegorical exegesis openly. In overt support
for Antiochene repudiation of allegory, Syriac exegetes publicly espoused the literal, historical interpretation of the
Bible, complemented bytheoria *, a process in which scripture is understood to have a higher symbolic value or
meaning as well. Such interpretation was of course performed for the intellectual élite, with few literate enough to
appreciate it.

The distinctively "deeper oriental colouring” of Ephrem's exegesis cannot fail to impress scholars such as Tryggve
Kronholm, who, despite Ephrem's evident knowledge of Greek paganism, observes that in Ephrem "it is almost
impossible to discover any definite traits betraying a direct knowledge of the leading Greek Christian exegetes of the
time" (Motifs25-26). Kronholm is categorical in his exegetical typification of Ephrem: "Commonly, though, Ephrem

IS seen as a representative of the Hewpio of the Antiochean School of Scriptural interpretation, and thisis obviously
true as far as his strikingly symbolical exposition on the basis ofa sensus simplexexegesisis concerned. In this
respect he clearly continues the anti-allegorizing, i.e., anti-Alexandrian strife of such exegetes as Theodore of
Heraclea, Eusebius of Emesa, and Diodore of Tarsus' (ibid., 26). For the record, in hisCommentary on
Genesis,Ephrem is careful to disavow allegory: "Let no man say that the work of six daysis an allegory; nor isit
possible to say that in one moment took place what in reality took days to accomplish, nor that these are ssmply
empty names or that something else is meant by these terms. On the contrary, let us be sure that, in truth, heaven and
earth are as they were created in the beginning and that nothing else but Heaven and earth are meant by their names’
(el-Khoury 1987, 95-96).

Ephrem's commentaries on scripture, in general, were primarily conditioned by the negative influence of rival
religious communities, such as the Arians, Bardaisanites*, Chaldeans (astrologers), the Jews, the Manicheans, and
the Marcionites (Motifs28-33). The perceived threat posed by these groups had steeled Christian resolve never to
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depart from the literal or "historical” sense of scripture. This has a pendant in the view that allegory is the servant of
heresy. Allegory gave rise to myth, whereas theoria * simply advances a symbolic understanding of scripture, one
that reinforces what a Christian already knows, and desires to contemplate for spiritual edification. That Ephrem held
to atheoria* interpretation of scripture in poetry might require further nuancing owing to the fact that the Syriac
equivalent of the termtheoria* is nowhere found in Ephrem's writings, according to R. Bondi (1985, 159).

Ephrem's hymns may be regarded as exegesis in the medium of poetry. His verse interpretations surpass the limits of
his rather traditional prose exegesis. Remarkably, despite his strict adherence to the historic sense of scripture,
Ephrem's creative symbolic use of Biblical allusionsto enrich poetic imagery throughout his hymnsis "definitely not
admitted in exegesis' and evinces his independence in the handling of Biblical passages for homiletic purposes (el-
Khoury 1987, 96, cf. Baarda 1962). El-Khoury is categorical in asserting that Ephrem "rgjects all allegorizing." The
author goes on to remark that Ephrem "is capable of breaking out of literalism into language rich in parallelism and
symbols." Thisis supposedly for reasons of persuasio,not exegesis (1987, 96).

Infact, a"vast and rich web of exegesis' of scripture is found throughout Ephrem's poetry (Harp12; cf. HSC 60 for
opposing view) as hisHymns on Paradiseamply attests. Syriac hymns exemplify a creative rather than narrow
interpretation of sacred text. In defense of such exegetical license, Ephrem establishes the polyvalency of scripture:
"If there only existed a single sense for the words of Scripture, then the first commentator who came along would
discover it, and other hearers would experience neither the labour of searching, nor the joy of finding. Rather, each
word of our Lord hasits own form, and each form has its own members, and each member has its own character.
Each individual understands according to his capacity and interpretsit asit is granted him" (Comm. Diat.
VI11.22,LUme34-35).

In ascholastic sense, hymnody was not a recognized exegetical genre. This fact gave Ephrem much freer exegetical
license. When one compares Ephrem's exegetical writings with his liturgical hymns, there is basic conceptual
congruence, but not an expressive parity. Scripture provided an abundance of images, inspiring afund of interpretive
material that went beyond the simple paraphrastic exegesis. In the sanctuary, therefore, where Ephrem’'s hymns were
intoned, exegesis took on poetic license. The net effect isthat Ephrem and other Syriac writers remythologized the
universe, as part of one sustained Christological myth, as opposed to Gnostic speculations. There isthe sensein
which this freer interpretation was, for Ephrem'’s purposes, more accurate, as Mathews observes: "Ephrem had the
particular
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genius to comprehend that the vehicle of poetry was the least inaccurate way to describe the Christian mystery which
is, as the term suggests, essentially beyond human understanding” (SPW 46).

Whether or not Syriac interpretation was not substantially different from the allegorical interpretation it avowedly
eschewed, the literature to date suggests that allegorical interpretation made its ostensible reentry into the Eastern
Patristic tradition after Origen through the writings of Philoxenus of Mabbug (d. 523). In thefina analysis,
symbolic/allegorical exegesis was not an end unto itself, nor was it alone considered sufficient for spiritual progress,
as Isaac of Nineveh (fl. c. 660-680) wrote: "What Scripture was not permitted to reveal, the pure mind is authorized
to knowsomething that goes beyond what was entrusted to Scripture! Nevertheless the fountainhead for all these
thingsisthe reading of Scripture: from it comes the mind's beauty” (Brock 1987, 265).

Type(tupsa *)and reality (gnwm')." Perhaps no other writer," observes Mathews, speaking of Ephrem, "has ever made
such creative use of typology" (SPW 48). In Ephrem, "type" refers primarily to divine self-revelation in Scripture. A
loan word from the Greektypos,it is clear that tupsa* for Ephrem is synonymous with raza*, though the latter seems
to have a broader application. Thereis evident synonymity between tupsa* and raza*, but it is not coextensive (see
Bou Mansour 1988, 26-35).

Typologically, practically all of the ancient biblical worthies were pointers to Christ, as Ephrem explains: "Adam
saw in Enoch the typos of our Redeemer (prwgn), /. . .he [Enoch] isasymbol (rZ) of the Gardener (gnn')"
(Motifs160). But typology is not limited to reading back Christ into ancient narratives. Exegetically, for example,
Ephrem's practice of seeing pagans as " Christians by symbolic anticipation™ accords with hisfinding a"symbol"
(raza*) of the Gentilesin the stone of Jacob (Gen. 26:3). Remarkably, Ephrem interprets the blessings of Jacob to
refer, not to the tribes of Israel, but rather to the heathen nations (Darling 1987, 116-19). Y etraza* must not be
limited to itstypological sense, as Murray cautions: "It is better not to limit the sense of mysterion/raz* to 'type' in
the sense that, for example, Hebrews makes Melchizedek a symbolic prefiguration of Christ" (SCK 290). (For further
on Ephrem's use of typology, see Schmidt 1989.)

Beyond Biblical "types," Ephrem's symbolic repertoire is drawn from the palette of Nature as well as that of
Scripture. Speaking of Jesus as creator of the universe, Ephrem exclaims: "In every place, if you look, His symbol is
there, / And when you read, you will find His types, / For by Him were created all creatures, / and He engraved His
symbols upon His possessions. / When He created the world, / He gazed
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at it and adorned it with Hisimages. / Streams of His symbols opened, flowed, and poured forth / His symbols on His
members® (Virg. XX.12, McV 348-49).

McVey glosses this verse by observing that it was an ancient custom to mark one's belongings (McV 348, n. 278).
All created things, as the handiwork of Christ, bear Christ'simprint. Thisis akin to the Syriac Christian notion of
"sealing" (especialy in relation to the sacrament of baptism), asin Ephrem's verse: "Today the Deity imprinted (tb
*") itself on humanity, / so that humanity might also be cut into (sbt*) the seal of Deity” (Nat. 1.99, McV 74).
Ephrem's theory of symbolism is thus an argument by Christological design. On the technical terms in this passage,
McVey notes. "Here the 'types (twps*') are in scripture, while the 'symbols' (r'Z) and 'images (ywgn') are in nature,
but Ephrem is not consistent in this usage" (McV 349, n. 279). However, exceptions appear to prove the rule that
Ephrem's primary meaning fortupsa* is anything in scripture that might serve as a foreshadowing of the person and
work of Christ. According to Mathews, Ephrem "recognized the symbolic nature of biblical discourse without having
to turn to the allegorism of the Alexandrian school” (SPW 48).

Type points beyond itself to a"reality" (gnwm',Eccl L.6). One exegetical technique deserves notice here. Speaking of
Noah's Ark, Ephrem states. "If Histype (twps*') saved in this way, how much more will He savein his reality
(gnwm’)." McVey notes that the phrase "how much more" isatypical interpretive device for Ephrem, analogous to
the Rabbinic method of "gal w homer" (from light to heavy), an argument proceeding from alesser to a greater
example (Nat. 1.58, McV 70, n. 50). In this strophe, "reality" is the equivalent of the Greek "hypostasis' (McV 70, n.
51). A pair of terms that functions in much the same way is"sign" (nys / nisa*) and "truth" (srr' / srara*, McV 71, n.
53). "'Truth'," according to Murray, is "the regular word for the fulfillment of atype" (SCK 47, n. 5). Biblical
typology is"historical" in the sense that these symbols prefigure "reality" since they precede Christ in time and are
fulfilled by his advent.

Shadow (tellala*) and Truth (srara* )."Shadow" (tellala* ) is another Ephremic technical term that conveys the
sense of "type" (cf. Nat. V. 16, McV 286, nn. 80, 82): "The wonder to see" says Ephrem in Virg. XIV.7, "the symbol
and its prototype, the truth and its shadow (r'z w-tpnkh srr* ‘w-tlih* )" (McV 322 and n. 185). McVey states that the
phraseis chiastic: As equivalencies, shadow is symbol, prototype istruth (McV 322, n. 185). Thisis confirmed by
another verse: "Let uslook upon the symbol as a shadow, / let uslook upon the Truth as the fulfillment” (Azym.
[11.4,Harp37). Astype-antitype pairs, symbol and shadow are equivalent, while prototype and truth are likewise
synonymous. These terms are also recombinant. If placed in the right relation to each
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other, the corresponding elementsin these pairs are, in practice, interchangeable.

Metaphor (dmuta *).Often trandlated as "likeness,” "metaphor” (dmuta*/pl.demwata*) is generally considered
equivalent toraza* (Motifs74, n. 93). In one hymn, Ephrem employs the striking image of a parrot being taught to
speak from behind amirror, to convey to what extent and how God chose to go in His effort to communicate with
humankind: "L et us give thanks to God Who clothed Himself / in the names of the body's various parts: / Scripture
refersto His "ears," to teach usthat He listensto us; / It speaks of His "eyes," to show that He sees us, / and, although
in Histrue Being there is no wrath or regret, / yet He put on these names too because of our weakness." The refrain,
sung between stanzas, reinforces the theme of metaphoricity: "Blessed is He Who has appeared to our human race
under so many metaphors.” Ephrem continues. "He clothed Himself in our language, so that He might clothe us/ in
His mode of life. He asked for our form and put this on, / and then, as a father with His children, He spoke with our
childish state. / It is our metaphors that He put onthough He did not literally do so" (HdF XX X1.1-2,LumE43-44).

What is surprising about the following metaphor isthat it is a metaphor about metaphors, in which humanity is
compared to a parrot, taught to comprehend what it can, on its own level and within its own limitations: "A person
who isteaching a parrot to speak / hides behind a mirror and teaches it in thisway: / When the bird turnsin the
direction of the voice which is speaking / it findsin front of its eyes its own resemblance reflected; / It imagines that
it isanother parrot, conversing with itself. / The man puts the bird'simage in front of it, / so that thereby it might
learn how to speak™ (HAF XXXI1.6,LUmE45). Thisis not mere poetry. It isa central, definitive, hermeneutical
principle, for apopular laity to understand and take to heart. For their didactic content and edifying influence,
Ephrem's hymns are far more effective than any diffuse effect from a scriptural commentary meant for the literate
elite.

Not everything in scripture is a metaphor, however. Ephrem differentiates between metaphor and reality, aware of
the Christological consequences of both ways of reading. Christ istruly God's Son, and for this reason God as
"Father" is no metaphor but areality, as seen in this passage previoudly cited: "And if His name 'Father' were a
metaphorwhich God forbid!the names which go with it (smh*'bny zwgh) will lose their force under dispute” (HAF
L11.2, Molenberg 1990, 139 and 141). In Syriac Christology, Christ's Sonship goes far beyond adoptive, elective, or
other ideal relationships with God. Ephrem describes Christ as "the Son of the Hidden One, as He emerged into
revelation" (Nat. 11.9, McV 78). Thisistaken literaly.
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Allegory (peleta *)."Allegory™ appearsto be the equivalent of "type." Ephrem calls the account of Jesus at the
Wedding Feast at Canaa"mirror” (mhzyt*' = mahzta*) in which "allegories’ (sing.:pl't' = peleta*) are expounded
and traced" (Virg. XXXII1.1, McV 407 and n. 508). In a meditation upon Cain's murder of Abel, Ephrem presents
Abel as the prototype of the crucified Messiah, in which Christ "spread out over him [Abel] the allegory (pl't gtlh*)
of his death™ (Motifs146). Various explanations in the literature have been offered as to distinctions between type and
alegory in Ephrem (onpeleta*, see Bou Mansour 1988, 52-57). Kronholm cites Schweizer, who hazarded this
distinction: "Ladistinction entre Type et Allégoria (Theoria* et Allegoria): se trouve chez Ephrem . . . qui par la
premiere expression entend le sens mystique, au moyen duquel les mysteres chrétiens sont déa contenus dansI'A.T."
(Motifsl45, n. 32).

Paradox.In the hymns of Ephrem, superadded to the use of symbol and type is paradox.Affirming the importance of
the role paradox playsin Syriac spirituality in Seely Beggiani observes. "Perhaps the most striking form used by
Ephrem and the Syriac fathers is paradox” (1983, 30).Prdwksnis the Syriac form of the Greek paradoxon.Edmund
Beck differentiates Ephrem’s use of paradoxas atechnical term from its use in rhetoric: "Ephrem uses the Greek
wordparadoxonnot in its rhetorical sense but (like Justin, Origen and Theodoret of Ancyra) in the sense of divine
mysteries revealed only to faith" (1977, 175 [English abstract]). In his polemic Against Mani*, Ephrem presents two
paradoxa: One God exists; God created all €lse out of nothing. "This seems to be the only patristic passage,” remarks
Beck, "in which these two fundamental principles are presented exclusively as an object of faith" (ibid.).

"Paradox occurs, broadly speaking," according to El-Batanouny, "when two different levels of knowledge of the
language, of communication, of reality, or of human behaviour are seen as one level, are mixed, or are
superimposed" (1991, 129). "Paradoxical" method, according to Dilthey, is one which "obeys the logic of contending
forces, or of contrasting concepts, which cannot be reconciled through some higher form of agreement. It is
adversative in formal proposition” (1989, 29). Ephrem's paradoxes resolve themselves only at the level of the
supernatural, particularly in regards to the Incarnation and the Virgin Birth: " Joseph caressed the Son / as a babe. He
served Him / as God. Hergjoiced in Him / asin ablessing, and he was attentive to Him / asto the Just Onea great
paradox!" (Nat. V.16, McV 108). Christologically, the greatest of all paradoxesis Christ'skenosis."Babe in the
womb, since the seal (htm*') of virginity / abides, the womb was for Y ou / the royal palace, and the curtain. /
Evidence of virginity upon it, evidence of virginity outside, / afetusinsidea great paradox!" (Nat. XI1.2, McV 134).
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Through the technique of paradox, Ephrem conveys a sense of mystery leading to deeper faith. This contemplative
dimension, in fact, isinvited by the paraconsistent contradiction afforded by this literary device. Beggiani offers an
interesting insight into the dynamism of the Syriac paradox: "In this approach, God's mysteriousness is preserved
while events from human experience are juxtaposed antithetically as vehicles of meaning. Paradox isthe
imagination's counterpart to the intellect's use of analogy. It is one way in which human speech can embody divine
realities’ (1983, 30; cf. Ramsey 1969). MacGregor stresses why paradox need not deter logic: "What makes a
paradox logically explorable is (1) that it isintended to make sense, and (2) that it is at |east theoretically possible for
an unprejudiced person to inquire whether it does or does not" (1973, 64). Though a challenge to the rational
intellect, a paradox is supposed to make uncommon sense. Expressively, something ismissing initslogical structure,
on which paradox invites contemplation. Thisis an effective vehicle for non-discursive truth; as so much of Ephrem's
hymnic exegesisisthe interpretation of one image by another.

Nature

Mirror.Ephrem was fascinated by mirrors. He speaks at length about the Gospel asamirror in his Letter to Publiusl-
2 (LumE57-58). Mirrors appear everywhere in Ephrem's poetic world. "The Scriptures are laid out like amirror," the
poet writes, "and he whose eye is lucid sees therein the image of truth" (HdF LXV11.8,LUumE32 and 57, where Brock
trandates the same verse dlightly differently: "The Scriptures are placed there like amirror: / he whose eyeis
luminous beholds there the image of reality”). Note that the truth is not naked; it is clothed in an "image.” Thisisan
effective vehicle for nondiscursive truth, so much of Ephrem's hymnic exegesis is the interpretation of one image by
another. Thisis often achieved through the technique of paradox. In another hymn, having exploited the symbolism
of ail in procrustean fashion, Ephrem concludes: "The Anointed is al faces and the oil (mesha *) isjust like amirror;
/ from wherever | look at the oil the Anointed (Mesiha*) looks out at me from within" (Virg. VII.14, McV 296). This
image of Christ appearing from the faces of believers anointed at baptism is asimportant asit is striking, for it
establishes in the most graphic fashion possible the pervasive symbolic immanence of Christ. The contemplation of
the mystery of Christ can never be exhausted. The tension between God's transcendence and immanence is not at
issue here, since Christ becomes the agent of God's revelation.

Name. For Ephrem, there are two classes of names (smahe*) or "appellations" (kunnaye*) in scripture, as established
in CH XXXV1.9: divine
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attributes, or "literal reality” (srrh *dptgm'); and "likenesses of the Creator” (dmwt' dbrwy'), which is a metaphorical
reality. The former are "perfect and accurate” while the latter are "putative and passing” (HdF XLIV.2,Motifsl74-75).
As Brock trandates. "God has names that are perfect and exact, / and He has names that are borrowed and transient; /
these latter He quickly puts on and takes off" (HdF XLI1V.2,LumE45).

Recourse to metaphorical analysis of theophanic discourse isa common ploy in Judaism, Christianity, and Islam to
deal with problems of scriptural anthropomorphism. So also in Ephrem, who affirms of God that "although in His
true Being there is no wrath or regret, yet He put on these names because of our weakness' (HdF XXX1.6,LUmE43).
The strength of Ephrem's conviction that scripture isinerrant does not blind him to the so-called metaphorical lie
pressed into the service of truth. Summing up the distinction between Ephrem's major sources of symbolismScripture
and NatureM athews states: " Symbols and types, from both nature and Scripture, now operate for Ephrem on two
distinct planes:. the horizontal, between the Old and New Testaments, and the vertical, between this world and
Paradise” (Mathews, SPW, 53). These constitute the "Three Harps' that the Christian faithful play: "Blessed are you,
O church, whose congregation / sings with three glorious harps. / Y our finger plucks the harp of Moses/ and [the
harp] of our Savior and [the harp] of nature" (Virg. XXVII.4, McV 383).

Sacrament Mysteries (raze*)

In Syriac Christian usage especially, "symbol" participates in that which it represents. A real symbol conjoins two
realities. Thereisa certain dynamic power that resides in the sacramental "symbol.” In the plural,raze* comesto
represent the "Mysteries" or Sacraments, in which the worshipper literally partakes of both symbol and its redlity.
There are many instances in Ephrem's hymns in which sacramental associations attach to Christological "types" in
scripture. Sacramental "mysteries' seem to validate the symbolism of scripture and Nature in two ways:
experientially, through contemplation of Christ; and through the mysterious and supernatural communication of
divinity to Christians partaking of the sacraments. Thiswill become quite evident in discussions of the "ritual”
dimension of Ephrem’s key symbols, to which we now turn.

The concept of a " Symbolic Profile" . What are the most salient and dominant motifsin early Syriac Christianity? The

determination of such root metaphors and key scenarios is admittedly selective, but it is based on a synopsis of the
important literature on Ephrem. As an informal "control™ for selecting Ephrem’'s most salient key symbols, the
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author has relied on occurrences of the wordfavoritein the scholarly literature. In areview of studies on Ephrem,
whenever an authority like Robert Murray or Sebastian Brock uses the descriptorfavoritein connection with Ephrem's
choice of symbols, thisistaken as awarrant for the salience of that key symbol. Wherever possible, the
indicatorfavoriteis cited at the beginning of each section below. For example, Mathews writes: " Perhaps Ephrem'’s
favorite and best known image is that of the pearl” (SPW 54). This warrants privileging the pearl asamajor
Ephremic symbol.

The following table represents the key symbols privileged in this study:

A SYMBOLICPROFILE OFEARLY SYRIACCHRISTIANITY IN THEHYMNS

OFEPHREM
Dimension Key Scenario Root Metaphor
Doctrina The Way Physician
Ritual The Robe of Glory Medicine of Life
Ethical Song/Daughters of Covenant The Mirror
Experiential  The Wedding Banquet The Pearl
Mythic The Harrowing of Hell Treeof Life
Social Noah's Ark/Mariner Paradise
Key Scenarios

Doctrinal: The Way

"The War (‘'urha *) isa doctrinal allegory, a drama of salvation-history, the context of the Christiankerygma,as
poetically conceived by Ephrem. It is a common metaphor employed by the Church Fathers generally, but Ephrem'’s
particular formulation of it bears the imprint of the poet's originality. "With the exception of limited parallels,”
Robert Murray remarks, "the allegorical figure of the Way seemsto be entirely Ephrem's own invention" (SCK 249).
Joseph Amar refersto the fact that "Beck [1965] has written extensively on the importance of the term'urha* (‘way")
in Ephrem” (SPW 277, n. 24).

The figure of the Wayin Ephrem's usage is neither a purely ethical concept nor an ecclesial appellation; neither isit
the biblical "Way of the Lord" nor the primitive Church's self-designation. Rather, it stands for the pilgrimage of the
human race through time (SCK 246). The key scenario of the Way isworked out in three entire hymnsin CH XXV-
XXVII. This key scenario will be described in al itsimportant dimensions below. While the Way, as treated here,
has primarily a doc-
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trinal import, there are secondary dimensions of the Way that must also be taken into account, in order to do some
justice to the complexity and the pervasiveness of the scenario throughout the other dimensions of Syriac spirituality.

The Christian message is predicated on adoctrinal view of salvation-history. Doctrinally, while the metaphor of the
Way is not as prominent as some of the more salient Syriac motifs, it does seem to be a most expressive Syriac view
of salvation history. The "Messengers of Peace" are the Prophets and Apostles. These epitomize the course of
salvation history. After Adam, the Way back to Paradise lost was barred until the ancient worthiesAbel, Enoch, and
Abrahamat last set out on the Way (CH XV.6). In Nat. XXI1, after suggesting that fire-worshipping Magi
(Zoroastrians, as distinct from the "Chaldeans") were secretly worshipping Christ, Ephrem says:. "For the
Compassionate One did not endure seeing the way closed. / Coming down in the conception, He opened the way a
little. / Emerging in birth, He trod it out and set His milestones on it. / Blessed is the peace of Y our way! / He chose
the prophets; they made smooth the way for the People. / He sent the apostles; they cleared a path for the peoples. /. .
. Blessed is He Who made straight our paths!" (Nat. XX11.20-21, McV 182-83).

It should be noted here that prophets and apostles are not synonymous. Prophets helped prepare the way for the
coming of Jesus, through preaching repentance and righteousness and through prophecy as well. Prophecy, in its
vaticinatory sense, isteleological. It charges history with eschatological tension. Hope for the advent of the Messiah
was sustained on the basis of the prophets, whose vision of the future incul cated a sense of certitude in the promise of
adivinely preordained destiny. Once the advent of Jesus had transpired, however, the cycle of prophecy was closed.
Prophecy contained the seeds of its own demise. Once fulfilled, prophecyal ong with the prophets who uttered
prophecywas no longer required. A new cycle had begun, in which apostles effectively took the place of prophets.
Described as "Messengers of Peace" (CH XXV .1), clearing the Way and removing stumbling blocks (CH XXV .1),
the Prophets and Apostles are "inns and milestones' along the Way (CH XXI11.8, SCK 246), a veritable "chain of the
Sons of Light" (CH XXV.6, SCK 248). Beck (1981) has published a study on the Prophets and Apostles as the "inns
and milestones"' along the Way.

"Milestones' also expresses the teleology of sacraments. In the first stage, the period of the uncircumcised, faith was
obscure, animated by a vague hope in a Savior, with salvation dispensed only through prophetic and typological
"mysteries'a prefigurement of grace. The second stage, the period of the circumcised, was the Way "of the
commandments' (CH XXV1.5), the dispensation of "the Law." The final stage began with John the Baptist, the "last
and end of the
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Prophets.” From the dispensation of Law, emphasizing Justice, to the new dispensation of Grace, emphasizing
Freedom (free will), the advent of Christ effected the transition from a cycle of prophecy to a cycle of fulfillment, in
a shift from Prophets to Apostles as the primary instruments of God's will: "Mounted and reigned on Golgotha; / he
[Jesus] ended the Way of the Prophets/ and opened instead the Way of the Apostles’ (CH XXV.2, SCK 248). The
shift from prophecy to fulfillment is reflected elsewhere. In Virg. VI111.13, Ephrem is consistent in saying: "In John
[the Baptist] He [Jesus] set alimit and restrained the prophets, / and he called and sent apostles. He dismissed and put
to rest the former, / and put to work and wearied the latter" (McV 299).

The first stagethe Way of "Mysteries' (CH XXVI.5)runs from Eden to Moses; the secondthe Way of "Types'extends
from Moses to Christ; the thirdthe "Way of the Son" (CH XXV.3) or the "Royal Way" (CH XXV.1-2, 5)is the age of
the Church. The turning point in both historical time and in sacred time was when Christ broke the bars of the gates
of Sheal, releasing the faithful dead, leading them back to the heavenly Paradise (CH XXV1.6). Along the Way, the
"milestones’ now take on aritual dimension: "The sign of anointing [chrism] and of baptism / the breaking of bread
and the cup of salvation, and the scriptures. . . / Blessed be the King, for the milestones of his Way / are mountains
that cannot be hid!" (CH XXVI11.3). Ever since, for over three centuries leading to the time of Ephrem, Christians
continue to progress along the Way via the sacraments and baptism, in which the King's Son leads the way,
following John the Baptist (CH XXV .5, SCK 248-49). The sacraments are more than milestones. they are mountains
leading to the mountain of Paradise.

The "Right Way" represents commandments, |eading the faithful along a righteous course of life. In hisCommentary
on the Diatessaron,Ephrem states that John the Baptist's mission was "preaching the remission of sins' through
baptism, thereby "loosening the bonds of the Law, avenger of sins." The Baptist came "to inaugurate through grace
that which was greater [than the Law]. Of salvation history, Ephrem concludes: " See how we are delivered from two
sentences, one of nature and the other of legidation. . .. Moses led the people as far as the Jordan, while the Law led
the human race as far as the baptism of John" (Comm. Diat. 1X.12, SEC 159-60). Jesus came to replace the Law with
grace and to compensate, with the gift of immortality, the sentence of "Nature'death. Y et there are still ethical
demands on the Christian, according to Ephrem. Although the advent of Jesus ushered in a dispensation of grace,
justice is still served on a higher planethat of free will. Thisliberty from the bonds of the Law is at the sametime a
commitment to righteousness, first expressed by avow of purity in the form of sexual holiness, even in marriage.
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The sacraments are a means to an end, but are neither ends unto themselves nor a sufficient means. The teachings of
Jesus require an ethical consecration as the complement of ritual purification. The ethical demands of Jesus are
therefore intensified, and not obviated by the efficacy of the sacraments. As Ephrem states: "The Son therefore is the
thought of the Father" (Comm. Diat. X.15, SEC 173). The words of Jesus, in addition to his person and work, are
ethical demands of Jesus that are binding on the Christian. As Ephrem explainsin his Diatessaron commentary:
"Unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees(Matt 5:20). The Law commands,You shall not
glean the gleanings of your plot, and you shall not shake the olive trees a second time, and you shall not glean your
vineyard, but it shall be for the poor(Lev 19:9-10). These are [addressed] to those under the Law. What, then, shall
we say to those who arein Christ, to whom our Lord said,If your righteousness does not exceed that of the scribes
and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven?' (Comm. Diat. V1.4, SEC 112).

Once the Christian has achieved a state of virtue, he or she may attain the station of a prophet: "The wise person, by
his counsels, is a prophet for those who need him" (Comm. Diat. XXI11.4, SEC 335). The Christian leads alife of
holiness along the Way, as part and parcel of the path of righteousness. In displaying moral virtue, but not in an
ostentatious way, the Christian serves as atorch bearer, areflection of the light of Christ, illuminating the darkness
and leading the way for othersto follow. The "holy man" or "holy woman" thus had aroleto play in society.
Expressed in terms of the image of the Way, the path of the saint has a goal, as Ephrem putsit: "The fruit is the goal
of the right way that runs from this tree to the Cross' (CH XXV1.4, Mathews, SPW 116, n. 178). This "right way" is
aform of orthopraxy, the ethical warrant of doctrine and the interiorized complement of the sacraments.

If the Way isto be followed, it follows that the Way is descriptive of Christian experience. In the Christian life,
Ephrem likens Christians to merchants. These "merchants," as travellers along the Way, are heading towards a
glorious destination. The Way leads to the Kingdom of Heaven, where the merchants will attain the presence of the
King and receive his gifts (HdF LXV1.24). Thus they will live to behold the glory of the Father in beatific vision (CH
XXV. 2).

AS merchants, Christians individually, and the Church as awhole, must beware of highwaymen. Still fraught with
dangers along the Way, Christians must steer clear of the crooked ways of heretics (CH XXI11.8; XXV.8-9;
XXV1.10). Robbers lurk, to ambush merchants on their Way, having already stolen various milestones, being
Scriptures and sacraments (CH XXVI11.2-3). Thieves stalk to wrest sheep from Christ'sfold (CH XXV.7). The
"highwaymen" of whom Ephrem
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speaks obviously represent heretics, who pose a threat to the Christian Church and to individual salvation. The
heretics were also Christians. But, from Ephrem's perspective, it would appear that an Arian Christian is accursed
rather than saved. The ecclesiastical situation of Ephrem'’s orthodox Church was always a precarious one.

The Way is one way of describing the Christian "myth"myth being the vehicle for Christian truth. "The Way" was
necessitated by Adam's Fall and expulsion from Paradise (CH XXI1.8; XXV1.6). Humanity was imprisoned in
darkness, preferring to stay rather than set out on the Way (CH XXV1.7). For this reason, God sent prophets, to lead
the way to Christ, who would then lead the way back to Paradisea progression leading full circle, in which
eschatological end-time and primordial event are united in sacred time outside of time itself. The Way epitomizes
progress from primordial Paradise to eschatological Paradise, from origin to eschaton. Salvation extends, as Mathews
translates CH XXV1.4, "from the Tree to the Cross, from one wood to the other, from Eden to Zion, from Zion to the
holy Church and from the Church to the Kingdom"™ (1990, 103).

Ritual: Robe of Glory

Sebastian Brock considers the Robe of Glory to be "Ephrem's favourite metaphor for the Incarnation” (LUMEGS).
"This ssimple image of clothing," Murray concurs, "is the Syriac Fathers favourite way of describing the Incarnation”
(SCK 69). It is, moreover, "perhaps the most frequent of al Ephrem'simages’ (LUmE25). Why? The "Stole of Glory"
isakey scenario that dramatizes how primordia Paradise may be regained and immortality restored. Thisimagery is
intimately bound up with the Christian rite of initiation, baptism. The Robe of Glory isakey scenario into which is
compressed the whole of salvation-history. Like the Way, this picture of salvation-history has the same teleology, but
with descriptively different "staging posts' along the way. Instead of a path, the image is that of a cloth.

The "Robe of Light" appears to have its rootsin a midrash on Gen 3:21, in which Adam and Eve's "coats of skin" are
glossed as Robes of Light. The essence of Ephrem'’s anthropology and soteriology are enshrined in this one image:
"Our body became Y our garment; Y our spirit became our robe" (Nat. XX11.39, McV 185). The symbol of the Robe
of Glory depicts stages of humanity's glory, fall, and redemption. These are bound up with "the three mgjor events of
Christ'slife: the Nativity, the Baptism in the Jordan, and the descent to Sheol" (Harvey 1993, 120). The epitome of
Syriac salvation history may be seen as an eschatological dramathat could be meaningfully entitled, "Paradise L ost
and Regained," with four acts: (1) Primordial Robes of Glory/Replaced by Fig Leaves; (2) Christ places Robein
Jordan;
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(3) Robe regained at Baptism; (4) Robe as Wedding Garment in Paradise.

The Robe of Glory, which confersimmortality by divinization (theosis *), depicts the drama of salvation: "All these
are changes that the Compassionate One shed and put on / when He contrived to put on Adam the glory that he had
shed. / He wrapped swaddling clothes with his leaves and put on garments instead of his skins. / He was baptized for
[Adam's] wrongdoing and embalmed for his death. / He rose and raised him up in glory. Blessed is He Who came
down, put on [abody] and ascended!” (Nat. X XX111.13, McV 190; cf.LUmEG5). The odyssey of the loss and recovery
of the Robe of Glory has already been outlined above. But to do it justice, this saga deserves a rather "thick"
description. the four basic actsin this drama of salvation-history may be retold as follows:

1.Primordial Robes of Glory: In Paradise, Adam and Eve were clothed in "Robes of Glory" or "Robes of Light." In
the JewishMidrash Rabba on Genesis,we learn that Rabbi Meir is reputed to have had in his possession a Hebrew
manuscript of the Pentateuch, which at Gen. 3:21 read not "garments of skin" but "garments of light"; in the targumic
tradition, the traditional "garments of skin" is rendered a"clothing of glory" (LUmEG6). Such readings depend on two
Hebrew homonyms: the reading of "light" (‘wr) for the received reading of "skin" (‘wrMotifs64-65, n. 59, and 217,
223). Brock has linked this robe tradition back to its ancient Near Eastern roots (1979a, 223). The garment of light,
as Brock also points out, has a parallel, and possibly a precedent, in Zoroastrianism (cf. Widengren 1945, 5, 51). A
world of sin was the consequence of the Fall, along with the loss of immortality. Sin, resulting from Adam's
disobedience, effected the loss of Adam'’s perfection, with the consequence that he and his progeny became afflicted
with the disease of mortality, which isfatal, leading to death with no possibility of eternal life. Probably Theodoret of
Cyrrhus represents the Syriac view in maintaining that sin was passed on from generation to generation, but not by
procreation. For Theodoret, marriage was a spiritual path equally as blessed as virginity (Ashby 1984, 133).

2.Disrobed in disgrace: After the Fall, Adam and Eve were stripped of their "robes of glory/light." Body and soul
were alienated by the Fall. Given humanity's predicament, God saw fit to provide a special means of salvation. In
mythical terms, the robe of glory, which houses the spirit, needed to be restored. Thus, as Brock putsit: "The entire
purpose of the Incarnation is to reclothe Adam" (LUmMEG7).

3.Christ places Robe in Jordan:In effecting a plan for salvation of humanity, God "puts on Adam" or "abody" in

order to "reclothe mankind in the robe of glory." Christ isborn, not only as the perfect incarnation of God, but as the
perfect man. Christ bears the primordial
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Robe of Glory, forfeited by Adam. When John the Baptist baptizes Christ, Christ consecrates the water. In the course
of his descent into the waters of the Jordan at baptism, Christ deposits the "robe of glory/ light" into the water,
sanctifying for all time all baptismal water: "He [Jesus| put on the water of baptism, and rays flashed out from it"
(Nat. XX111.12, McV 190). The unfallen Adam places the Robe of Glory in the river Jordan.

4."Paradise Regained": Baptism as reinvestiture of Robe of Glory: To recapitulate Ephrem’s conception of salvation
history, the Robe of Glory islost but may be won back once more. The Robe of Glory which Adam lost inthe Fall is
recovered by the Christian at baptism (Brock 1982b, 12). The invocation of the Holy Spirit at baptism consecrates
the baptismal font, effectively transforming that font into the waters of the Jordan in sacred time and space: "In
baptism did Adam find / that glory that had been his among the trees of Paradise; / he went down and took it from the
water, / put it on, went up and was held in honour init" (Epiph. X11.1,LUmE7). Ephrem concludes. "Blessed are you
whom they told among the trees, / 'We have found Him Who finds all, / Who came to find Adam who was lost, / and
in the garment of light to return him to Eden™ (Virg. XV1.9, McV 331).

These four episodesthe Fall, the Incarnation, Christ's Baptism, and Resurrectiondramatically narrate the loss and
recovery of this eschatological vestment. Because one thereby regains the lost stole of glory, baptism servesas a
reentry into Paradise. With the proper attire, bestowed at baptism, the guest may attend the eschatol ogical Wedding
Banguet. The story of the Fall embeds some key assumptions that require a certain suspending of disbelief. The
primary assumption isthat sin precipitated mortality. Once this assumption is accepted, the key scenario is set. Adam
was the fallen god; God descended from heaven, too, but through a different act of free will. Jesus, bearing the robe
of immortality, was immersed in the River Jordan. This single act has consecrated the waters of baptism for al time.
This sanctified water has mutliplied in countless baptisms for centuries. And so have the invisible Robes of Glory
that are deposited in the waters. At least for this part of the scenario, the conferral of immortality did not require the
death and resurrection of Christ.

The River Jordan symbolizes baptism and explains its significance as part of the drama of salvation. "He put on the
water of baptism, and rays flashed out from it" (Nat. XX111.12, McV 190). "Instead of with leaves from the trees,"
Ephrem writes, "He clothed them with glory in the water” (Epiph. X11.4,HyP71).

Thisisthe exoteric baptism. Thereis also an esoteric one, one that will be discussed in the next section. Of what

value, one may ask, isthe Robe of Glory if it isonly to be sullied by the Christian receiving it? The answer to that is
the notion of an ethical baptism.
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To be truly worthy of the Robe of Glory, one should be "single." Asthe name implies, one of the meanings of the
termsingleis the unmarried state. Thisis astate of sexual holiness, conceived of as a betrothal to Christ, in which the
"Bride of Christ" remains chaste, until consummation at the eschatological "Wedding Banquet." A life of sexual self-
denial involves a high degree of discipline. Asin martyrdom, to be a Christian entails not only suppressing an
instinctual biological need, it also involves possible persecution and related forms of "suffering” as a further witness
to one's Christian faith. In his Commentary on the Diatessaron, Ephrem states that there are actually two baptisms
required of the Christian: "There were two baptisms to be found in the case of our Lord, purifier of al. One was
through water, and the other through the cross, so that he might teach about [baptism] of water through that of
suffering. For, repentance for sinnersis a crucifixion for them, which nails their members secretly, lest they yield to
pleasures. Thisiswhat John had proclaimed before our Lord. Consequently, two baptisms are necessary for both just
and sinners. If [only] oneis present, it cannot vivify without its companion” (Comm. Diat. XXI.17, SEC 325).

Ethically, there is always a danger of forfeiting one's own eschatological standing. Metaphorically, one must be
careful not to sully one's wedding garments. Guests at the royal festivities are admitted only if dressed for the
occasion, with a stole of impeccable purity. Thisis like wearing a white wedding dress. One can ruin one's clothes,
and so precautions must be taken against compromising one's standing as a guest at that banquet. Hence, Ephrem's
warning: [To the melody: "The royal bride."] "O body, strip off the utterly hateful old man, / lest he wear out again
the new [garment] you put on when you were baptized" (Virg. 1.1, McV 261). The Robe of Glory was deposited in
the River Jordan, and multiplied in every baptismal font, to be won by a Christian who knows its purpose and its
worth. But the robe can be soiled and ruined by sin, its sanctification undone. The Robe of Glory is an emblem of
holiness, not a guarantor of it.

The image of baptismal "Fire" symbolizes"Spirit." This expresses the spiritual aspect of the Christian initiatory rite.
In baptism, the Christian isimmersed in both water and fire, as Ephrem says: "O children of the baptismal font, /
babes, who without spot, have put on Fire and Spirit, / preserve the glorious robe / that you have put on from the
water. / Whosoever puts on the robe of glory / from the water and the Spirit, / will destroy with its burning / the
thorny growth of his sins. (Epiph. 1V.19-20,LUmE73).

The thought-provoking, mystery-inducing paradox of fire and water mixing together renders baptism all the more
profound. What to all outward appearances is ssmple immersion in water, is psychologically an immersion into a
symbolically powerful and dynamic vision of
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personal worth and purpose. Ephrem enriches arather singular symbolic act of initiation with a constellation of
Images that connect with every aspect of Christian life and experience. In descent and ascent of immersion, baptism
touches every current and movement in the initiate's life. This includes one most intimate form of expression,
sexuality, in which the Christian suppresses one kind of fire for a spiritual "Fire" that can be mystically experienced.

Ethical: Sons/Daughters of the Covenant

In Syriac Chrigtianity, the "Covenant" usually refers to the celibate within the Church, who constituted its spiritual
élite. Notwithstanding, a more general use of the term Covenant to designate the Church in its entirety evidently
reflects the most primitive Syriac usage of that term. That thisis clearly the case is demonstrated in Aphrahat's *
interpretation of Daniel 7 in Aph. Dem. VII (SCK 61).

The "Sons and Daughters of the Covenant" is thus a collective name of the Church's core élite, who are considered to
be the only full-fledged Christians. The termbnay/bnat* Qyama* obviously served as a means of Christian self-
identity. Covenanters were a continent and celibate circle within the Church. Given its importance in Aphrahat* ,
Ephrem must have known of this movement, which, if it had not established itself there already, evidently spread to
his city of Edessa soon after his death in 373C.E.(AbouZayd 1993, 105). Although never himself a monk, Ephrem
advocated alife of chastity and continence. Only afew of Ephrem's hymns, those Concerning Mar* Jacob and His
Companion( CNis XI11-XVI, trans. Stopford NPNF 13: 180-86), may be said to be genuinely eremitic (ibid., 389),
although it might be more fitting to describe these texts as preeremitic. Ephrem employs the termQyama* rather
ambiguously. In one passage (CH X X11.21), the "Sons and Daughters of the Covenant” (the bnay and the

bnat* Qyama*) are idealized as those who lead lives of chastity and virginity. In another context (CH V1.19), Ephrem
uses the term Qyama* to refer generally to the Church (ibid., 105). Murray calls "the Qyama*, the 'heart’ of the
Church" (SCK 16).

Membership in theQyama* obliged Christians so inclined to ascetic life. In his Demonstrations, Aphrahat* the
Persian SageEphrem's older contemporarydescribes the discipline and spirituality of those known as Covenanters.
"Covenanters' formed an inner circle among Christians within the Persian Empire and, evidently, in pre-Persian and
Persian Nisibisas well. In Ephrem's time, these were not monks and nuns as such, as the Covenanters were
premonastic, and were not isolated from the laity. Asthe "heart" of the Church, the Covenanters took up discipleship
in Christ and ministered in various ways to the needs of the Church (SCK 13-16). Rather than taking vows
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of seclusion, these "Sons and Daughters of the Covenant' (bnay/bnat * Qyama*) appear to have taken vows of
inclusion, inasmuch as service to the Church was of far greater social consequence than hermitage or cloistered life.
Ascetics, though shunners of society, play an important role in society, according to pseudo-Ephrem. Their
intercessory prayer sustains the rest of the world, an ideawhich V66bus depicts as "a favorite thought of 'Aphrem**
(HOA 3: 39).

The "Covenant'(Qyama*) was a call to total sanctification, sacra-mentally sealed in baptism, following the taking of
avow of virginity or marital abstinence.Qyama* hints at the angelic life, in ceasel ess contemplation and praise of
God, in company with the "Watchers" (‘ire* ) or angelsin heaven. "Covenant" also implies steadfastness. These
Christians are those who "took their stand' (qanw* ) for Christ (SCK 15). In baptism and in sexual holiness, Ephrem
describes the "single" Christian as a separate species, in contradistinction to the living dead: "See, our Lord's sword is
in the waters, / which divides sons and fathers;/for it isaliving sword, which (see!) / makes division of the living
among the dead. / See! [people] being baptized and becoming / virgins and consecrated ones (gaddise* ), /for they
have gone down, been baptized and have put on / that single Only One" (I-haw had* ihidaya* HEpiph V111.16, SCK
16, n. 1).

The image of the sword here suggests the idea of aholy war or contest (agona*). One of the striking metaphors for
the Covenanters was the "call to Battle." Thisisacall to holy war. Aphrahat's* use of thisimagery draws on the
Gideon narrative in Deut 20:1-8 (SCK 15, cf. Murray 1975a). Thisrefersto alife of chastity and the discipline of
focused contemplation of Christ.

This metaphor of holy war might have involved some transfers of martyr imagery. Asceticism, generally speaking,
may be regarded as a movement which grew up in the aftermath of martyrdom. Asceticism, from this vantage, may
be regarded as a continuation of the martyr tradition as well as the prophetic tradition. Certain key terms used to
describe martryrs, such asathlete, contest,and the like, are transferred to ascetics, and as such are strong indicators of
affinities with the martyr ideal (Brock 1973, 2). Ascetics are commonly referred to as "the victorious." Very likely
this represents the phenomenon of non-sanguinary renunciation under new historical circumstances, when
persecutions ceased. "The Angels," wrote Ephrem, "have received the gift of virginity without effort but you on the
contrary on the basis of battle" (Virg. XV.4, HOA 3: 290; cf. McV 327).

Ephrem and his orthodox Christians were also engaged in another kind of holy war. Greek Christological
controversies are hardly touched on in Ephrem's hymns, but heretical themes are. Continence and chastity were not
ideals universally accepted in Syriac antiquity. Questioning Christ's virgin birth was one way to undermine Ephrem's

< previous page page 105 next page >



< previous page page 106 next page >
Page 106

paradigm of purity, grounded asit was in Mary and Jesus as supreme exemplars. In one hymn, Ephrem accuses
Bardaisan * of having denied the virgin birth of Jesus: "And because he said that it was completely impossible for a
solitary one/ To bring forth and to bear, he called our Lord the child / That was produced by two, through sexual
union” (CH LV.2, Bare 145).

Not much has been recorded or alleged of Bardaisan's* Christology, save that it was docetic, tinged with a Logos
Christology, in which Christ as the "Word of Thought" or the "First Word" passed through Mary and sought lodging
in the man Jesus (Bare 220-21). Thisis a docetic account of the Incarnation. According to CH LV.1, one of
Bardaisan's* Christological titles for Jesus was the "Son of Life." Bardaisan* mythologized the familial metaphor for
Christ. In this case Christ had both a celestial Father and Mother, from whose sexual union Paradise was also
populated (LV.8). This doctrine formed a necessary adjunct to Bardaisan's* system, in that he saw conception and
birth as a natural process of purification, whereby evil is extruded (Bare 221).

Ephrem also had to explain Christ's origins, offering an alternative to the Bardaisanite* Christology which then
predominated in Edessa. In a sense, what Ephrem carne up with was problematic for post-Chal cedonian Christology:
viz., his use of the term mixed (mzag) with reference to the divine and human naturesin Christ: "In Y our revealed
image/ | saw Adam, but in the hidden one/ | saw Y our Father who is united [lit. "mixed"] with You" (Nat. XV1.3,
McV 149). This explanation of the unity of divine and human natures in Christ was not sexual. It was not astral, nor
elemental. It was not mythological, but rather ontological. It did not seek to achieve any synthesis with local pagan
cults or mythology. Bardaisan's* circle and its ideological system had effected a synthesis of traditional material with
Christian teachings. Ephrem sought to check Bardaisan's* influence by fighting fire with fire: Ephrem composed
orthodox hymnsto counter Bardaisan's* heretical hymns.

We should expect Ephrem to have confronted Bardaisan* and his followers head to head on the polemical front, and
this he did. Throughout the rest of Ephrem's hymns one finds of course recurrent themes, and motifs for expressing
those themes, and some of these may well have had in mind an antiheretical agenda. The need to stressthe
miraculousness of Christ's birth in other than a celebratory sense would hardly have been called for had Ephrem been
preaching only to the converted. Because of the dominance in Edessa of Bardaisanite* Christianity, aswell asits
strong presence in Nisibis, Ephrem's hymns had to address local points of controversy. Drijvers makes the point that
Ephrem's hymns were composed for the ordinary congregation, "who with these Hymns were to attack the
Bardesanites with their own
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weapons, for the making of hymns Ephrem had taken from Bardaisan *" (Bare 128).

Sexual purity was thus an essential element in Syriac Christian spirituality. The importance of asceticism in early
Syriac Christianity cannot be overrated. Passion for the ascetic ideal was part and parcel of a peculiarly Syrian "order
of rapture” (HOA 3: 194). "The searing lava of mortification,” writes V66bus, "virtually scalds the works in which
such accounts are recorded" (ibid., 195). Early Syriac Christian asceticism was at a primitive stage of development,
which iswhy there was no EphremicAsceticon,as it were. Rather, the "monastic witness" of Ephrem himself is"one
of apre-monastic life of evangelical chastity” (Mathews 1990, 101). The certitude of attracting the divine presence,
the indwelling Delity, is exemplified by Ephrem's promise, cited above: "O body, if you have God livein your
Temple, / you will also become Hisroyal palace”" (Virg. 1.2, McV 262).

For Ephrem, the angelic life was aworthy goal of the true Christian. In HAP V1.12, Ephrem speaks of the wondrous
fruits of Paradise, whose glory is surpassed by the "fruits of the victorious." "The flowers of Paradise took the victory
/ but then were vanquished / at the sight of the blossoms/ of the celibate and chaste / at whose garlands / both
creation and its Creator rejoice” (v.12). Indeed, the victorious are depicted as "the very likeness of Paradise" (v.14).
In one hymn (CNis X1V), Ephrem seems to suggest that those who practice ascetic ideals can overcome the realm of
Sheol (AbouzZayd 1993, 266).

Experiential: The Wedding Feast

The theme of the Wedding Feast recurs throughout Ephrem's hymns. Within theHymns on Paradise,for example, this
image is met with several times (HdP 11.5; VI1.15; 1X.4-29; X1.14; X1V.8). The Wedding Feast is an end-time event,
assuring the Christian of the glorious destiny of the chaste: "Assiduous fasts have stirred themselves/ to become
companions to guide the Bride of the King / so that she might be escorted and come / to the wedding feast all in
white, / that she might be baptized there, and so shine out: / her crowns will come from her companions, / her
adornment will come from her fasts. / She shall proceed amidst shouts of Hosanna, / before her shall shine alamp
with enduring oil. / Blessed is He who sent and escorted the Bride / of His First-Born Son, so that she might come/
to the Bridal Chamber of HisLight" (Ieiun. V.1, LUmE 99). Thisisatriumphal description, alluding to Christ's entry
into Jerusalem. Thereis aso an alusion here to the Parable of the Virgins. Note the presence of the lamp and
referenceto its oil. The strategy for action in this key scenario is the practice of sexual holiness.

< previous page page 107 next page >



< previous page page 108 next page >
Page 108

The Bridegroom is the central persona of this eschatological drama. "Hatna *, Bridegroom," according to Murray, "is
one of the favourite titles by which the primitive Syrian ascetics expressed their passionate attachment to Christ, the
'‘Beloved' (Habbiba*). They looked forward to union with him in the eschatol ogical wedding-feast (mestuta*;
literally, 'drinking party") and thereafter in the heavenly bride-chamber (gnona*)" (SCK 132).The Bridegroom
(Hatna*) awaits the Bride Adorned (kallta* msabbatta*). The image of the Bridegroom orients the Christian to
Chrigt, cultivating a sense of fidelity in spiritual love expressed in sexual purity.

Betrothal isavow of celibacy that defines one's commitment to Christ. It would appear that betrothal involves
something on the order of an arranged marriage, where certain conditions have to be met, for the marriage contract to
be satisfied and consummated. But Ephrem’s hymns are also permeated by a sense of love. Isthere, in al this, an
actual marriage proposal? Consider thistext: "Blessed be you, Cana, for your bridegroom, / whose wine ran out,
invited the Heavenly Bridegroom. / He invited the Inviter Who invited the Gentiles/ to the new wedding feast and to
lifein Eden” (Virg. XVI1.2, McV 329-30). This allusion to the Wedding at Cana described in the second chapter of
the Gospel of John isfaithful to the scriptural narrative (although Ephrem would probably have been more familiar
with the text in theDiatessaron). But the faithful Christian, especially the chaste one, will be more than a guest at the
Banquet. Such a person will be part of Christ's Bride, the Church. It isasif one were witnessing and participating in
one's own marriage! Doctrinaly, therefore, a Syriac Christian anticipates the eschatol ogical Wedding Feast, and, in
so doing, embraces his or her own betrothal to Christ as the Bridegroom.

The image of the Bridal Chamber impels one to self-sanctification, in which one's own body is seen as alocus of
holiness, as both atemple and a palace. "The bridal chamber that passes away | have exchanged for You!" (Nat.
VI111.21, McV 123) isthe vow of the consecrated Christian. What is typically represented as an eschatological
scenario can be inverted, so that the Christian sees his or her very life as an advance participation in the Banquet:
"The soul isYour bride, the body Y our bridal chamber, / Y our guests are the senses and the thoughts. / And if a
single body is awedding feast for You, / how great is your banquet for the whole Church!" (HdF XIV.5, HyP 28;
cf.LUmE100-101).

As stated, Christians envision themselves as betrothed to Christ. This requires total fidelity, something called
"singleness." Singleness (ihidayuta*) is celibacy, which definestotal holiness. It is modelled on the life of Christ:
There are three important dimensions of "singleness': (1) "singleness' as areligious lifestyle, leaving one's family
and not marrying; (2) single-mindedness, in which one's entire focusin life
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is centered on Christ; and (3) belonging to a community of like-minded Christians who referred to their way of life as
the "Covenant” (qyama *), who formed an élite "Church within the Church” (SCK 13-16). Singleness preserves and
prolongs the holiness conceived in baptism, frequently compared, in Syriac literature, to awomb.

In exchange for thisfidelity is an experience in which the presence of Christ isfelt in amost immediate way. The
experiential potency of this metaphor can be cross-referenced with another metaphor, that of the sanctified body as
the "Temple" or "Royal Palace" of Christ the King: "O body, if you have God live in your Temple, / you will also
become Hisroyal palace" (Virg. 1.2, McV 262). Thereisaword play here, in which the Syriac term for "palace”
(hykl")a cognate of the Hebrewhaykal(McV 262, n. 6)can a'so mean "temple” and "body." (These terms have both
metaphorical aswell as literal meanings). Christ dwells within the living palace of the "Royal Bride" (the name of
the melody to which the first of the Hymns on Virginity is set [McV 261]) as she prepares to dwell in the heavenly
pal ace of the King at the moment of requital, the eschaton.

The picture of the Royal Bride symbolizes an anticipated marriage to Christ in sacred time. The "Royal Bride"
personalizes Christian holiness, which is based on both Christ's earthly and heavenly life. In his earthly life, Christ
was unmarried. But in his eschatological existence in sacred time, Christ is betrothed to his bride, the Church, and to
every Chrigtian within it. If Christ is King (Messiah), then his betrothed becomes the Royal Bride. Thus, the Syriac
Christian, whether individually as a man or woman, or corporately as the Church in its role as the Royal Bride,
experiences al of the joy and anticipation that ideally characterizes a love relationship between a man and awoman
about to enter into the sacred bond of marriage. This kind of visioning enables the Christian to forego short-term
pleasures for long-term gains. Thus: "By a circumcised heart the uncircumcised becomes holy. / In the bridal
chamber of his heart, dwells his Creator” (Virg. XLI1V.20, McV 445; cf. LumE 104). Vauation of the body is
reflected in the consecration it receives when the vow of chastity is taken. If the body is the Robe of Glory, it must be
preserved as stainless, unsoiled by moral impurity.

As much as he exalts virginity, Ephrem is careful to point out that sexual holiness alone does not suffice for one to be
invited to the Wedding Feast. In hisLetter to Publius,a prose work, Ephrem narrates his vision of Paradise. One scene
that he beheld has an element of surprise, of the unexpected: "I saw there pure virgins whose virginity, because it was
not adorned with the precious ointment of desirable deeds, wasrejected.... | drew near to the gate of the kingdom of
heaven and | saw there those who did not bear the title 'virgin' who were crowned with victorious deeds, for their
virtuesfilled the place of
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virginity. For just as those who had been espoused to Him only in their bodies had been rejected because they were
naked of any garment of good deeds, so too those who had espoused their bodies in a chaste marriage while their
spirit was bound to the love of their Lord were chosen, and they wore their love for Him like a robe with [their]

desire for Him stretched over al their [imbs. And when | saw those there, | said to myself, ‘No one from henceforth
should rely solely on the chaste name of virginity when it is lacking those deeds that are oil for the lamps™ (Mathews
SPW, 350; cf. Brock 1976, 286). This, of course, refers to the Wise Virgins of the Gospel.

However powerful perfectionisasan ideal, it isunlikely that the ordinary Christian, even after extraordinary
diligence and effort, can present an absolutely stainless and morally pure wedding garment at the Banquet. Taking
the frailties and foibles of human nature into account, Ephrem makes some provision for "whitening" one's robe:
"The First-born wrapped himself in abody / as aveil to hide His glory. / The immortal Bridegroom shines out in that
robe: / let the guests in their clothing resemble Him in His. / Let your bodieswhich are your clothing / shine out, for
they bound in fetters/ that man whose body was stained. / Lord, do Y ou whiten my stains at Y our banquet with Y our
radiance” (CNis XLI111.21,LumE74). The "man whose body was stained" is an obvious reference to the rejected
wedding guest in Matthew 22. Obviously, the guest had been given the appropriate clothing for the occasion, just as
the Christian receives the Robe of Glory at baptism in anticipation of the Wedding Feast. Oneis required not only to
have the proper attire, but to keep it unsullied as well.

As a corporate image, the Royal Bride personifies and transcendentalizes the faith-community's rel ationship to
Christ. Of Christ the Bridegroom, Ephrem states: "[But] Y ou are our bread, / and Y ou are our bridal Chamber and
the robe of glory" (Nat. XV11.6, McV 155). Kronholm tranglates: "Thou [O Christ] art our bread; / thou art our bridal
chamber, and the stole of our glory" (Motifs115). And further, with reference to earthly marriage: "The bridal
chamber that passes away have | exchanged for You" (Nat. VII1.21, McV 123). The sign for thisisthe "Seal":
"Within the seal [of virginity] Y ou dwell even now / within chaste women, and if anyone slanders/ Y our brides, the
silent seal, / the curtain, rages out to meet him. / The seal cries out that our King isthere” (Nat. X11.5, McV 134).
McVey explainsthat a"sea" (htm' *) refers to the wax or molten metal which bore the imprint of a signet stamped
upon it, this being a practice in antiquity, which served to identify letters and possession. In a previous stanza,
Ephrem calls Christ "the Great Signet (tb"*) of the King of Kings" (Nat. X11.3). Thus, Christ is the instrument used
by God to identify those who belong to Him. So often one image evokes another, as with clothing imagery: "'May all
evidences of virginity of Y our brides/ be preserved by Y ou.
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They are the purple [robes] / and no one may touch them / except our King. For virginity / is like a vestment for Y ou,
the High Priest™ (Nat. XVI1.13, McV 151). Purpleis of course the color and symbol of royalty. The status of the
brides of Christ is such that not only istheir chastity inviolate by virtue of their own choosing, but by dint of their
status as part of the royal household.

Crowning may have been apart of theritual of baptism as far back as the Odes of Solomon,which is probably the
earliest extant work in Syriac (SCK 24): "Put on the crown in the true Covenant of the Lord" (Od. Sol. 1X.11, trans.
Charlesworth, apud SCK 14), had been adduced as evidence of this, although the baptismal reference of this passage
has been disputed. A familiar marriage custom, "Crowning" during baptism signified the espousal of one's soul to
Christ. According to Murray, thisis evidenced in Hymns on the Epiphany: "Give thanks, O Daughter whose crowns
aretwo! / Thy temples and thy children rgjoice. / For see, the hallowing of thy templesin worship, / and the
hallowing of thy children by anointing! / Blessed art thou, for at once there began in thee / the Shekinafor thy
inhabitants; / The Spirit descended on thy children” (Epiph. I.1, SCK 140). Reference in this stanza to "anointing”
strengthens Murray's interpretation, who el sewhere describes the rite of baptism in some detail: "The rites of
initiation begin with the 'signing' (rusma *), an anointing of the whole body, symbolizing the unction of the Holy
Spirit, and certainly regarded as sacramental; baptism follows and then, immediately, reception of the Eucharist”
(SCK 21).

There does not seem to be a consensus on the sacramental interpretation of "crowning," and so Murray's
pronouncement on this invites more explicit textual validation. But the image is a familiar one. Another reference to
crowning occurs in the Hymns on Virginity: "Let Canathank Y ou for her gladdening banquet! / The bridegroom'’s
crown exalted Y ou for exalting it, / and the bride's crown belonged to Y our victory. / In her mirror alegories are
expounded and traced, / for Y ou portrayed Y our church in the bride, / and in her guests, Y ours are traced, / and in her
magnificence she portrays Y our advent. / Refrain: Make even me worthy that by Your garments | may enter, / our
Lord, Your glorious bridal chamber!" (Virg. XXXII1.1, McV 407-408). McV ey does not comment on the ritual
element of crowning, but she does note "the hymn's emphasis on nuptial and royal imagery intensifies the triumphant
eschatological tone" (McV 407). The image cluster in this passage alone is worth noting: Banquet, Bridegroom,
Bride, Crown, Victory, Garments, Bridal Chamber.

Considering that this key scenario is modelled on the idea of marriage, afew words should be said concerning the
earthly practice asit relates to its eschatological counterpart. Bardaisan* held marriage in high regard. In the Syriac
milieu, he was not alone in this view. | do not
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think there were any "tantric" elementsin his system, such as we find with Quq and the Quqites (Drijvers 1967, 104-
29). The lawfulness and sanctity of marriage is very Jewish. The Christian community associated with the
ClementineHomiliesX1.28-30 and X111.13-19 (a partial Syriac translation of which is extant in the earliest dated
Syriac manuscript, dated Edessa, 411C.E.; SCK 26), affirmed the lawfulness of marriage, as did Aphrahat * and
Ephrem, whom Murray characterizes as "non-encratite” (SCK 12 and n. 3).

Aphrahat* speaks of the option of marrying "before baptism” (Aph. Dem. V11, 345.12-13, SCK 15). Murray believes
that Ephrem'’s description of the three "Cities of Refuge” for Christians indicates something along these same lines:
The "Lower" City includes penitents not yet readmitted to full church life; the "Middle" City are righteous Christians,
particularly those married believers not yet living in abstinence from conjugal relations; the "Perfect” City is reserved
for the martyrs and ascetics (Eccl. XXV .4, SCK 259).

Despite Ephrem's ascetic preferences, he accommodates the lawfulness and purity of marriage: "But intercourse is
not defiled, / nor is marriage accursed. / Chastity's wings are greater and lighter / than [the wings of] marriage. /
Intercourse, while pure, islower (Nat. XXVI1I1.3, McV 215). This verse stands as a corrective to any notion that
Ephrem's spirituality excluded the householder, and fully challenges V 66bus's conjecture that avow of celibacy was
required for baptismal rites in Ephrem's churches, notwithstanding that such vows were probably archaic by
Aphrahat's* time (cf. SCK 11). The deeds of solitaries were to be appreciated but not always to be imitated. The lay
life was also holy: "For to Him marriage is pure, / which is planted in the world like avineshoot, / and children are
like fruit hanging from it" (Virg. V. 14, SCK 12, n. 4; cf. McV 285). After al, marriage was a metaphor for the
Chrisgtian'sideal commitment to Christ. Celibacy was not a precondition for baptism in Ephrem's churches, even
though it was considered the ideal path to "single-mindedness." The ascetic ideal notwithstanding, that school of love
called marriage was considered lawful and holy, in the context of sanctioned praxis and vigil discipline.

Mythic: Harrowing of Hell

In Syriac Christianity, there were three mgor eventsin Christ'slife: the Nativity, the Baptism in the River Jordan,
and the descent to Sheol (Harvey 1993, 120). The New Testament prophets Simeon and Anna are portrayed as
recognizing, in the baby Jesus, the future Savior in terms of his conquest over Death: "Into the holy Temple Simeon
carried Him / and sang a lullabye to Him, "Y ou have come, Compassionate One, / having pity on my old age, making
my bones enter / into Sheol in
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peace. By You will | beraised / out of the grave into Paradise™ (Nat. VI1.12, McV 112).

"One of the richest symbolic themes of early Syriac Christianity, which was passed on to the whole Christian world,"
according to Murray, "is the drama of Christ's descent to Sheol, or Hades, breaking open its doors, conquering death,
and leading out the dead, from Adam on, who were awaiting redemption” (1982, 13). In antiquity, doors were barred
as akind of primitive deadbolt. Hence, the breaking of the "bars" of Sheol: "Bestow on yourselves, my brothers, the
treasure of consolation / from the word our Lord spoke about His church, / "The bars of Sheol cannot conquer her'
[Matt. 16: 13-20, esp. 18]" (On the Churchll, McV 222). On the basis of this New Testament imagery, the harrowing
of Hell was developed into a full-blown, universal Christian myth.

In asense, the resurrection of al righteous Christians has already taken place in sacred time, to be actualized
physically on the Last Day: "By death the Living One emptied Sheol. / He tore it open and let entire throngs flee
fromit" (Nat. V.38, McV 92). Ephrem makes it abundantly clear that Christ isthe life force for life after death:
"Without the breath of air no one can live; / without the power of the Son no one canrise" (Nat. IV.151, McV 100).
In prefigurement of the Day of Judgment, itisasif Christians are envisioned as having been raised alongside Christ,
at the very same time as Christ himself was resurrected! Of course, the dead are asleep until the eschaton, an
eschatological fact to which Ephrem alludes: "Since by sins Adam let the sleep of death enter Creation, / the
Awakener came down to awaken us from the slumber of sin" (Nat. 1.62, McV 71; cf.Motifs125).

In his many references to the harrowing of Hell, Ephrem weaves arich tapestry of hisfavorite symbols. For instance,
the Robe of Glory isrelated to Sheol imagery: "Death was amazed at Y ou in Sheol, / that Y ou sought Y our garment
and found [it]" (Virg. XXX.12, McV 397). Indeed, Christ'swork is conceived as a series of "wombs': "The Womb of
Sheol conceived Him and burst open™ (Nat. 1V.190, McV 103). Thiswas clearly miraculous. "Against nature/ the
womb conceived and Sheol yielded" (Nat. X.7, McV 130). In another of his hymns, Ephrem personifies the Mount of
Olives, who describes the evacuation of Sheol in terms of Christ's sovereign command: "More than all who rejoice, |
[Mount of Olives] rejoice to have seen Him / Who has made my lands rejoice and has been lifted up. | escorted Him /
and | am going to hear His living voice / when He calls the dead, "Come out!" / They will all answer Him and
emerge, / and not abone will remain in Sheol / where [as yet] Lazarus aone has answered Him™ (Virg. XXXVI. 10,
McV 423; cf. SCK 78). The reference to bones here isimportant, as it was the popular belief that a person's essential
personal identity resided in the bones, and that the hope of resurrection inhered in their preservation.
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In one of Ephrem'’s dialogue poems, Christ's cosmic, salvific "work" performed in sacred time is vividly portrayed:
"Death finished his taunting speech / and our Lord's voice rang out thunderously in Sheol, / tearing open each grave
one by one. / Terrible pangs seized hold of Death in Sheol; where light / had never been seen, rays shone out from
angels who had entered to bring out / the dead to meet the Dead One who has given life to all. / The dead went forth,
and shame covered the living / who had hoped they had conquered Him who giveslifeto al” (CNis XXXVI.11,Harp
43). With the promise of deliverance from Sheol comes the promise of Paradise: "Adam's Lord came out to seek him;
/ He entered Sheol and found him there; / then led and brought him out / to set him once more in Paradise" (HdP
V111.10,HyP135). Thistype of imagery seems to function almost as a vicarious near-death experience, in the modern,
clinical sense of the term. The devout Christian who visualizes this scenario, practically at every liturgy, will live and
relive a sense of what the future holds in store. Assurance of a glorious future vivifies and reinforces faith. Here,
eschatology meets anthropogony.

Social: Noah's Ark/Mariner

There isaNew Testament basis for the image of Christ asaMariner, in Christ's caming of "the storm-tossed sea,” to
use alyric from the Christian hymn, "Peace: Be Still." Ephrem develops thisimage in several of his own hymns, of
which this passage is an example: "O Master Mariner (mallaha *), who hast conquered the raging sea, / thy glorious
wood isasign [or, 'has come]; / it has become the oar of salvation. / The wind of mercy blew, the ship set out on its
course, / away from the raging seato the haven of peace. / Blessed is he who has become the mariner of his own soul
/ and has preserved and unloaded his treasure!™ (Virg. XXXI.15, SCK 251). Thisis evidently an allusion to Mark
6:45-52 and parallels.

A similar patristic theme is the ship coming to harbor, as the final destination for the tried and embattled Christian
crew, captained by Christ: "Blessed is your harbor that received with love / the persecuted ship of disciples. / The
sailor had seen your calm harbor / and enriched you with His discourses® (Virg. XX.1, McV 346). The harbor motif
(i.e., "haven of peace") iswell attested in the Syriac tradition (Hambye 1970). Widengren has shown the

M esopotamian antecedents to the Christian Syriac and Manichaean use of thisimagery (1946, 96-103). But Ephrem's
use of nautical imagery is not restricted to allusion to Christ's caming of the storm.

"Noah's Ark," Mathews observes, "was afavorite object of meditation for Ephrem™ (1994b, 58, n. 57). The Syriac
term for Noah's Ark is kewela* ,as distinct from "arona* ,the Ark of the Covenant (ibid.). The
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idea that the Ark was a protoype of the Church is commonly met with in Ephrem: "Even the type of the ark of
animals envisages our Lord, / Who would build the holy church in which soulstake refuge” (Nat. 1.45, McV 69).
"Instead of thisdistant Lord [Jesus],” writes Ephrem, speaking of Lamech who contemplates his son Noah, "the
nearby symbol [Noah] consoled him" (Nat. 1.56, McV 70). Over the deluge of evil that has plighted man throughout
salvation history, Noah is the prototype, while Christ is the fulfillment: "His symbols are in the Torah,and his typoiin
the ark; / the one testifies to the other: in the same way as they were emptied / [viz.] the inner parts of the ark, thus
they were likewise emptied / [viz.] the symbols of the Scriptures; / for through his advent he has brought to an end /
the symbols of the Law, and brought to fulfillment in his churches/ the typoi of the ark. Praised be thy advent!" (HdF
XLIX. 5, Motifs 203).

At the helm is the Mariner, the Noachide prototype of Christ. The Manichaean Psalms, for instance, refer to Christ as
the "Helmsman that is not drunken” (SCK 161). Ephrem treats both Noah and captaincy as typifying the role of
Christ. "In Noah is thy Church depicted (b-nwh *syr'*'dtk)" (Virg. VI11.14,Motifs184). McVey renders the same
verse: "in Noah is portrayed Y our church” (McV 299). Asto captaincy, Kronholm glosses mallaha* (literaly,
"seaman") as "Pilot" with spnh' ("boat-man") as a synonym, likewise trand atable as "Mariner." Greer has devoted
part of a study to the important picture of Christ as Mariner (Greer 1973, 65-128). Thisimage appears elsewherein
Ephrem, asin one of his poetical homilies,Memre on NicomediaV.11, where Christ is described as "the Pilot of that
ark™ (mlhh* dhy kwyl'Motifs194).

The Ark becomes even more Christological in the course of the voyage on which it embarks. In marking out all four
cardinal points of the compass, the figure of the Cross is described, as Kronholm rendersiit: "The ship of the Lord of
all flew upon the Deluge: / it went out from the east, and reached the west; / it circled over the south, and stretched
out to the north. / Its flight over the water was a prophet unto the dry land, / and it proclaimed that its parturition was
to become fruitful towards all sides/ and spread towards all quarters. Praise be unto its Redeemer. / It drew through
its course the ensign of its Guardian, / the cross of its Mariner, and the rudder of the Pilot, / who came to construct
unto us the Church in the middle of the water, / and to redeem its inhabitants in the name of the Three Persons; / and
the Holy Spirit performsits anointing instead of the dove, / even the symbol of its redemption. Praise be unto its
Redeemer" (HdF XL1X.3-5,Motifs194). Baptism "in the middle of the water" isinitiatory; those in the ship have been
baptized and saved through the sanctifying chrism of the Holy Spirit. The fact that baptism takes place in the
engulfing deep of the Deluge relates baptism to the drowning of the earthly life, and the
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drawing up to alife of salvation. The threefold baptismal formulais attested only in post-Nicene manuscripts of
Matthew 28:19 as the work of Shlomo Pinés has shown, and Ephrem'’s attention to the Holy Spirit shows this hymn
to have been written late in Ephrem'slife, if Spidlik's* assessment is correct.

The Mariner/Steersman (spnh')also referred to as the Pilot/ Sailor (mlh™)prefigures Christ, as the Ark foreshadows
the Church. An early instance of Ephrem’s use of Mariner as a metaphor for Christ is supplicatory. In alamentation
uttered by the city of Nisibis, personified by the poet as suffering under Persian siege in 350C.E.when the Persian
king Shapur Il had dammed the local river in order to flood the outskirts of the town, Christ isinvoked as
"Helmsman" of the Ark of the Church: "The Flood bore the Ark, / while me the river threatens. / O Helmsman of the
Ark, / be my pilot on dry land; / Y ou rested the Ark on the haven of amountain, / give rest to me too in the haven of
my walls" (CNisl.3,HyP10). On Christ as mariner, see Daniélou 1964, 58-79.

The Ark offered a"vision of peace" (hzt'* d-yn'; CNis 1.7,Motifs195-96) for the endangered Christians of Nisibis. But
there was a greater danger. Ephrem had to live through war, yet it was internal warring within the Church that most
troubled him. Theecclesia paciswas more of awish-image than areality. The Arians, after all, had fomentedbella
ecclesiae.Thus: "In the Church there is envy, [and] people bite, / whereas in the ark there was a covenant of
peace(qym' dyn'), / [even] for the biting beasts" (HAF LXV1.8,Motifs187). To the Ark that transformed the nature of
the lion before the lamb, Ephrem draws a parallel with the ideal Church: "The concord (‘wywt'), the mirror of peace
(mhzyt' d-yn'), shines among us. / Blessed is the Calm One (py'), who has depicted unto us beforehand / the symbols
of camness (rZ py') inthe ark" (Eccl L1.3,Motifs185-86). That the course of the Ark describes the figure of the Cross
investsit as asymbol of universal salvation. Kronholm observes that "the voyage of this particular vessel, poetically
conceived as the flight of afowl, isregarded as typifying the universal reach of the Cross and the worldwide spread
of the Churcha perspective delineated in an anti-Arian hymn" (Motifs194). Ephrem also uses the image of the Ark to
portray a hierarchy of holiness, or ranks, within the Church: "A symbol of the divisions/ in that Garden of Life/ did
Moses trace out in the Ark / and on Mount Sinai too; / he depicted for us the types of Paradise / with al its
arrangements. / Here is the harbor of all riches/ whereby the Church is depicted” (HdP I1.13,HyP89; cf.Motifs190).

In hisanalysis of Ephremic texts on Noah, Kronholm identifies nine phases of the Deluge narrative: (1) God's
repentance of creation isfiguratively interpreted to avert anthropomorphism; (2) Chastity and faith accent Noah's
peerless righteousness; (3) The Ark is por-
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trayed as a second Earth, spiritually as afigure of the Churcha Church of the Cross, of Chastity, of Peace; (4) The
voyage of the Ark prefigures baptism and the global mission of the Church; (5) The dove which brings aleaf from
the olive Tree of Lifeis glossed as messenger/ healer bearing a gospel/medicine; (6) The Ark's stranding on Mount
Qardu signifies both banishment from Paradise and the birth of new life on Earth; (7) Noah's sacrifice and God's
savoring of it receive a purely figurative interpretation; (8) Noah's drunkenness is seen in the context of his sobriety
and sexual holiness; (9) The Tower of Babel isawork of Evil; the confusion of tongues is contrasted with the
division of tongues at Pentecost (Motifs173). The animals on the Ark do not engage in sexual intercourse, according
to Ephrem: "Even the type of the ark of animals envisages our Lord/ Who would build the holy church in which
soulstake refuge” (Nat. 1.45, McV 69). Ephrem idealizes the Ark as a place in which bestial concupiscenceis
transformed into angelic chastity. For Ephrem, thisis atype of Paradise.

Root Metaphors

Doctrinal: Physician

"Thisisamagjor title of Christ," according to Robert Murray (SCK 199). "The common metaphor of Christ as
physician," McVey observes, "is particularly prominent in Syriac Christian literature from theActs of Thomasonward,
and it also figures significantly in the Manichaean literature” (McV 229, n. 37). The importance of Physician imagery
is aready seen in Aphrahat *, the Persian Sage, inDemonstrationsV11.2, 3, 6, 8: "Thereisadrug for every disease,
and when a skilful physician hath found it, it [the disease] is cured. And for those that are wounded in our contest
there isthe drug of penance, which they may put on their sores and be healed. O ye physicians of our wise Physician,
take you this drug, and with it shall ye heal the plagues of them that are sick .... So should not a man whom Satan has
wounded blush to confess his sin and turn away from it and ask for the physic of penance.... But he also that hath
shewn his sore and hath been cured, let him have a care of that place that was healed, that he be not smitten thereon a
second time; for when one is smitten a second time his cure is hard, even to a skilful physician.... You again- | would
put in mind, ye physicians, that it is written in the books of our wise Physician that He did not withhold penance™
(Jansma 1974, 30).

The image of the Physician is extensible in that it derives from an archetype of Christ, and is distributed among
spiritual mentors on whom devolves the responsibility of pastoral "healing." Instancing Aphrahat's* rhythmic
"artistic prose” (Aph. Dem. V11.4), Robert Murray
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trandliterates and tranglates the following passage, in which the Persian Sage calls upon "physicians’ (mentors) to
treat spiritual battle "wounds" of Christian "soldiers" (ascetics): "Y ou too, then, O physicians, / disciples of our
glorious Physician, / ought not to withhold your medicine / from those who have need of healing (W af I-kon wale,
‘asawata, / talmidaw d-'Asyan nassiha *, / d-la teklun "asyuta / men man da-sniq d-net'asse)" (1982, 10. [At Amir
Harrak's suggestion, | have emended Murray's trandation in the first line, "O Physician” (sic), to read: "O
physicians."]).

All Syriacists agree on the importance of this symbol: "In Syriac'asya* (‘Physician’) is a favorite Syriac title for
Christ," states Joseph Amar (SPW 289, n. 96). Whenever a Syriacist writing on Ephrem uses the termfavorite that is
an indication of the importance of the image under discussion and how prominently it figures in Ephrem's works.
"'Physician’," according to Murray, "seems to be Ephrem’s favourite title of all for Christ. It isaconstant refrain in
theDiatessaroncommentary” (SCK 200). While this might be an overstatement, Ephrem's portrayal in prose of Christ
as physician mirrors the same role depicted in poetry as well asin prose. In Ephrem’'sCommentary on the
Diatessaronl|.25, on the significance of the gifts of the Magi, the gifts of myrrh and frankincense symbolically
"disclose the Physician who was to heal Adam'’s fracture” (Comm. Diat. I1.25, SEC 73). "It became manifest,” as
Ephrem explains why earthly physicians were overawed by the Physician, "how much faith surpasses the [healing]
art, and how much hidden power surpasses visible remedies’ (Comm. Diat. VI1.2, SEC 129). "So that the mind of the
one who had been healed in her body might not be sick,” comments Ephrem on the woman healed from a touch of
Jesus' cloak, "he [Jesus] took care also with regard to the healing of her mind, since it was for the sake of the healing
of minds that he also drew near to the healing of bodies" (Comm. Diat. V11.6, SEC 131). But Ephrem also stresses
the importance of the Physician's spiritual healing: "When the crowds heard the splendid teachings of our Redeemer,
they recognized that those of Moses were shadows, and that our Lord [was]the Sun of Righteousness{Mal 3:20]. For
he gave health of body and soul to humanity” (Comm. Diat. VI1.21b, SEC 124-25). "A little radiance from it [the Sun
of Righteousness] is sufficient,” Ephrem adds, "to remove sickness, as it does for the darkness' (Comm. Diat.
V1.22b, SEC 125).

The hymnCarmina NisibenaX XXV devel ops the theme of Christ as Physician most fully. In it, Ephrem regards the
prophets and patriarchs (Abraham, M oses, Joseph, and Dani€l) as "physicians' (stanzas 1-8). Y et the world still
languished in sickness (XX X1V.9), and stands in need of restorative healing. Christ the Physician took pity, and
restored us through the "Medicine of Life"through the transfusion, asit were, of his own flesh and blood (XXXIV.
10). Soim-
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portant is the Physician's "Medicine of Life" that one cannot really separate the two images, as will be seen in the
next section.

Ritual: Medicine of Life

"Jesus isour Physician,” writes Ephrem, "and is our medicine” (CNis XXXI1V.11). Jesus does what no earthly doctor
is capable of (v.12, SCK 201). The treatment of the "disease" of mortality, brought on by Adam's sin, is beyond the
doctor's ken. McVey observes that "Ephrem frequently characterizes Christ both as physician and as the medicine of
life" (McV 87, n. 127). Thisis an important image of Christ in Aphrahat * aswell (see Bruns 1990, ch. 6). Mathews
concurs. "The term 'medicine of life," Syriac,samm hayye* ,is afavorite Syriac title of Christ” (1994b, 71, n. 122).
Thisreflects avirtual consensus, as Amar reflects: "Medicine of Life' (samm hayye*) isa particularly rich Syriac title
for Christ" (SPW 279. n. 35).

The Medicine of Life effects divinization by transforming the believer's constitution, so that, in the end-time, bodies,
having undergone a transformation making them impervious to mortality, will be paired with their souls to enjoy
communion with Christ, at the Wed-ding-Feast in Paradise. In trying to describe this heavenly €elixir, Ephrem states:
"There are various powers in the medicines of physicians. One, for instance, can totally purify; another can totally
consume. One can strengthen, another can close [awound], and yet another can burn, and another appease. But the
heavenly medicine, which was sent from the Father, was everything to everyone. It opened [the eyes of] the blind,
cleansed lepers, raised the dead to life, calmed the seas, and drove out demons' (Comm. Diat. X. 7a, SEC 169). Of
these powers which the Medicine of Life could effect, the most potent and decisive was the cure for death: "Blessed
is the Physician who descended and cut painlessly / and healed the sores with amild Medicine. / His Child was the
Medicine that takes pity on sinners' (Nat. 111.20, McV 87).

The Medicine of Lifeisnot "the" (in the sense of a single medicine), but "three": Chrism, and the Wine and Bread of
the Eucharist. Of the latter two, Brock states that "Ephrem envisages daily communion” (LUmE77). Ephrem reduces
these sacraments to their natural components: "Wheat, the olive and grapes, created for our use/ The three of them
serve Y ou symbolically in three ways. / With three medicines Y ou healed our disease. / Humankind had become
weak and sorrowful and was failing. / Y ou strengthened her with Y our blessed bread, / and Y ou consoled her with

Y our sober wine, / and Y ou made her joyful with Your holy chrism” (Virg. XXXVI1.3, McV 425; cf. SCK 77). The
sense of triumph and jubilation here underscores confidence in the efficacy of the "Medicine of Life" to bring about
the transformation of the
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Christian, culminating in divinization. There is a certain logic to the notion of restored immortality. Immortality is
seen as the "natural” or original state of man. The disease model points to the original state of man as somehow
normative. The supernatural element in Christ's victory over death isthat a"cure" for the "disease” of mortality
promises restoration. While the cure is supernatural, it is also areturn to the natural order of the universe asit once
was. The believer is not required to accept a belief in the supernatural that did not already exist, asit were.

The promise of eschatological, physical transformation is akey concept. This involves an acceptance of the value of
the body and of the integrity of the body-mind-spirit nexus. Thisis adifferent view of creation than rival forms of
spirituality promulgated. Ephrem’s view of matter was in stark opposition to Marcion's pessimistic view of creation,
in which matter isthe creation of ademiurge referred to as "the Stranger”a Creator who is not the true Deity. In
hisCommentary on the Diatessaron,commenting on the wedding Feast of Cana (Jn. 2:1-11), Ephrem states: "He
[Jesus] was not therefore introducing an alien creation, but was transforming the original creation, so that, through
having transformed it, he would make it known that he was its Lord. Because he did not aienate it, we must know
that it is not to be despised. Indeed these same created entities will be renewed at the end. For that will, which
changed ordinary water effortlessly into wine, is capable of transforming all created entities to tastes which are
beyond description, at the end of time" (Comm. Diat. V.12, SEC 99). As an antidote to death, Christ's own death was
the decisive experiment in the efficacy of his own power to overcome death: "the Physician of His crucifiers. / With
nails they fastened Y ou, but Y ou made them / like medicines for their pains. / They pierced Y ou with alance and
water flowed forth, / as the blotting out of their sins' (Virg. XXX.9-10, McV 397).

A return to the sinless state is a precondition to the restoration of immortality, which is compromised by the
nullifying contamination of sin. The decisive soteriological moment was when: "The Medicine of Life has entered
Sheol/and made its dead alive' (CNis XXXVI1.14, SCK 235). Although patently "mythic" in terms of its
personification, the Christ-event was decidedly real, and formed the basis of Syriac Christian eschatology which,
after al, issimply a projection of its own soteriology.

Ethical: The Mirror

The heart of spirituality is"the heart" itself. Ephrem compares the heart to amirror. "Another favorite image of
Ephrem,” Mathews observes, "isthe mirror" (SPW 55). In an overview of dominant Ephremic
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motifs, Murray observes. "He [Ephrem] is no lessinspired by the olive tree, its properties and productions, by the
sun, its light and warmth, and by mirrorsan important theme in his theology of symbols, as Dom Beck [1953] has
well illustrated” (1976, 8). Amar reminds the reader that: "The mirror . . . isan image of great importance for
Ephrem” (SPW 280, n. 43).

In one of his Nisibene hymns, Ephrem addresses the problem of the defective mirror: "One complains about a mirror
if its luminosity is darkened, / because it has become spotted, or dirt has built up, / covering it over for those who
look intoit. / Beauty is no longer adorned in that mirror, / blemishes are no longer reproved in itsreflection. / Itisa
cause for offence as far as anyone beautiful is concerned, / seeing that their beauty gets no advantage from it, / in the
form of adornments as profit. / Blemishes can no longer be rooted out with its aid, / adornments can no longer be
added with its help; / the blemish that now remains is a cause for offense, / that no embellishment has taken placeis a
further loss: / offence and loss have met together.”

The Syriac term formirrorismahzta * (see Bou Mansour 1988, 61-70). Brock points out that, in Late Antiquity,
mirrors were not made of mercury-coated glass, but were of bronze, and so required continual burnishing. Even if
protected from dust, the mirror would still tarnish and thus require polishing (1982d, 138). Bearing thisin mind, we
see why Ephrem concludes: "If our mirror is darkened / this is altogether a source of joy to those morally ugly / in
that their blemishes are no longer reproved; / whereas if our mirror is polished and illumined, / then it is our free will
that has been adorned. / Refrain: Blessed is He who has polished our mirror" (CNis XV1.1-4,LUumES6; cf. NPNF
13:185). McVey speaks of "the image of the mirror as a means to self-knowledge and moral improvement” (McV
401, n. 490, citing Beck 1953).

Poetically, the image of the mirror might include any reflective surface. A prime exampleisthat of oil. Speaking of
the immanent spirit of Christ, Ephrem writes: "The Anointed is all faces and the oil (mesha*) isjust like amirror; /
from wherever | look at the oil the Anointed (Mesiha*) / looks out at me from within" (McV 296). The simile, "the
oil isjust likeamirror," is more literal than metaphorical, considering that, in Late Antiquity, a bowl of oil was
frequently used as amirror. Word plays are a common feature in Ephrem's hymns. In this verse, the pun is somewhat
predictable, asthe latter is a cognate of the former. It isinteresting to note that, although the image of Christ is
mystically discernible wherever the poet turns his gaze, the Holy Spirit is not, for It "istoo pure and invisible" (km'
kyt p' wks) even "for amirror” (mnh d-mhzyt'* CH LV.4,Motifs44).

In Ephrem's poetic use of the mirror, it is the image and not always the reflection that isimportant. The image in the
mirror might or might not be a mirror image. "The Scriptures are laid out like a
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mirror,” Ephrem states in a passage cited above, "and he whose eye is lucid sees therein the image of truth (HdF
LV11.8,LUmE32). The "image of truth" referred to here is a spiritual ideal, not a human reality. The mirror is, in fact,
often associated with the idea that humankind is created in the image of God, the most perfect reflection of which is
to be seen in the person of Jesus Christ: In the following passage, Christ is described asa"Clear Mirror": "Clear
Mirror constituted for the peoples. / They acquired a hidden eye, approached and contemplated it. / They saw their
hatred; they reproached them[selves]. / Their faults they scoured in it; their ornaments they beautified in it. / Blessed
is the one who confuted his hatred by Y our beauty, / and Y our resemblance was imprinted on him." (Virg. XXX1.12,
McV 401).

The mirror is also an important Syriac image for self-purification. As stated above, Ephrem was fascinated by
mirrors. Mirrors abound in Ephrem's symbolic world. The mirror is not always symbolic: "He polished a mirror [and]
set it up for children to learn modesty” (Virg. XXV.16, McV 374). One example will suffice to instance symbolic
usage: "In the mirror of the commandments/ | will behold my interior face/ so that | may wash off the dirt on my
soul / and clean away the filth of my mind / lest the Holy One to whom | am betrothed sees me / and stands back
from mein horror" (Armenian hymnst,LumE105). Ideally, when the heart is engaged in the contemplation of God, it
isturned away from the self and turned toward God: "Let our prayer be amirror, Lord, placed before Y our face; /
then Y our fair beauty will be imprinted on its luminous surface. / O Lord, let not the Evil One, who isugly, gaze on
it, / lest his ugliness be impressed upon it. The mirror conceives the image of everyone who encountersit. / Let not
all sorts of thoughts be imprinted on our prayer; / Let the movements of Y our face, Lord, settle upon it, / so that, like
amirror, it may befilled with Y our beauty" (Eccl. X1X.9-10,LUmES6-57).

Whenever the mirror is turned to oneself, "beauty" or spirituality iswhat ought to be reflected. Self-reflection may or
may not prove to be arewarding experience. But the experience is always instructive. Naturally, what one does not
wish to behold in amirror is ugliness: "It is very difficult for the evil one to gaze at his ugliness. / Goodness, like a
mirror, comes toward him / to refute by his ugliness one who thinks he is beautiful” (Virg. X1.1, McV 307). "Become
his mirror," exhorts Ephrem, "that in your beauty she may see the beauty of the Word" (HdF LXXXI111.10, Mathews
1994b, 64).

"Using afavorite metaphor,” writes McVey, Ephrem employs "the mirror as the instrument of divine ethical |essons"
(McV 37). Thereis some evidence to suggest that the community of Ephrem wasin ethical competition, so to speak,
with their Christian rivals, the Bardaisanites *. The Edessan native Bardaisan* had high ethical standards for his
followers. The exercise of free will was, in the views of both religious
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figures, of greatest importance. This ought to come as no surprise, as the metaphor of the heart asamirror isa
favorite patristic theme generally. "'Polish thisinterior mirror of yours," Brock observes, "is the repeated exhortation
of Syriac writers from St. Ephrem onwards" (1982d, 138).

Experiential: The Pearl

True to the Christian Orient, the goal of existenceis full and perfect deification, augmented through self-purification,
agodly life of spiritual service, not of mere lip-service, culminating in the complete trandation of body and soul into
the realm of the spirit. Towards this end, the life of the celibate and of the continent was considered exemplary, a
boon to the soul and to the world around it. Those who took a vow of sexual holiness formed the élite of the Church
and served as models for less-disciplined Christians.

As a church within the Church, the sexually pure engendered a visible spirituality, which provided aleaven of
enthusiasm for the upliftment of the entire Church (which metaphor Aphrahat * [Aph. Dem. XIV.680.25-26] applied
to bishops; see SCK 87, n. 4). Taken together, the chaste and the virgins could be seen as "a peacock of the spirit."
Virgins were deemed to be the very jewel of the Church, asin thisverse: "Abounding in fasts/ and in supplications/
its bones are its treasures, / itstears are its talents; / its eye isits spring, / and its virginity / isitsjewel withinit,/ a
peacock of the spirit / which wears its adornments / upon its members!” (CH XLI1.9-10, SCK 75). The term for
"Jjewel" hereisliterally beryl (SCK 75, n. 2). Christians who kept themselves purethat is, chasteare thus compared by
Ephrem to various types of ornaments, particularly gems and pearls. This type of imagery glorifies and ennobles the
ascetic path.

More so than jewels, the pearl emerged as Ephrem’'s most important symbol of virginity. "Probably his most famous
symbol," states Murray, "is the pearl" (1976, 8). "Perhaps Ephrem's favorite and best known image," Mathews
concurs, "isthat of the pearl" (SPW 54; cf. 1994b. 54). The image of the pearl (marganita*) is explored in Ephrem's
Hymns on the Pear| (Madrase*'al-Marganita*), a collection of five hymns within the larger cycle known as
theHymns on Faith, an anti-Arian cycle of hymns. The Hymns on the Pear| begins. "One day, my brothers, / | picked
up apearl. | saw within it mysteries, / O sons of the kingdom, images and types/ of that Majesty. It became a
fountain / and from it | drank of the mysteries of the Son. / Refrain: Blessed is He who compared the kingdom on
high to apearl” (HdF LXXXI1.1, Mathews 1994b, 57). Compare Brock's rendition: "One day, my brethren, | took a
pearl into my hands; / init | beheld symbols which told of
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the Kingdom, / images and figures of God's majesty. / It became a fountain from which | drank the mysteries of the
Son" (HAF LXXX1.1).

Virginity, in Syriac spirituality, as well as sexual holinessin general, was essential for cultivating a purity of heart.
Syriac Christianity's emphasis on virginity and chastity arose from a number of influences, not the least of which was
the model of Mary, the virgin mother of Jesus, and Christ himself, who was also avirgin. Ephrem speaks
devotionally of Mary, and of the Virgin Birth, of her "the womb" that "conceived Y ou without intercourse” (Nat.
XV.16, McV 146). It should also be noted that Ephrem's conception of virginity extends far beyond human sexuality,
for Nature, in her pristine form, exemplifies virginity: "The virgin earth gave birth to that Adam, head of the earth; /
the Virgin today gave birth to [second] Adam, head of heaven" (Nat. 1.16, McV 65). For Ephrem, Nature imagery
provides an important symbolic warrant for virginity.

His references to the Virgin Birth take on a dlightly different complexion when advancing more strained and exotic
analogies from nature, such as this one: "The Spirit spoke a parable in the worm, for it reproduces without sexual
union” (Nat. 1.10, McV 64). Here is amove beyond the confessional to the apologetic: "That which is by nature/
mortal, gains life by chastity, / which is beyond nature" (Nat. X1V.18, McV 144). The symbol of the pearl functions
in the same symbolic vein. The pearl, for Ephrem, was a perfect symbol of virginity, as the science of the day held
that the pearl was formed by lightning striking the shell of the oyster (LUMESS). Thus, the "mother" of the pearla
poetic allusion to the Virgin Maryisreferred to as "avirgin of the sea’ (Pearlll.2).

TheHymns on the Pearlexhibit the polyvalency of Ephrem’s key symbols. The term for "mysteries" that occurs in the
opening verseisraze *.In this context, Mathews glossesraze* thus: "Ephrem uses this word, of Persian origin, most
often to indicate those elements in nature that figure heavenly redlities’ (1994b, 57, n. 50). We see thisin evidence
throughout the fiveHymns on the Pearl.An invidious comparison might be that of the pearl as a crystal ball, in which
an array of images are said to appear. In contemplation of the pearl, Ephrem relates: "Inits clarity | saw the Clear
One (sapyuta*) / who is not clouded. Inits purity / a great mystery: the body of our Lord / which isunsullied" (Pearl
1.3). The wordsapyuta* also means "lucid, luminous, pure, limpid" and often denotes the ideal vision of faith, the
"luminous eye." Thisis also the ideal condition of a perfectly burnished mirror (LUMES5). God is pure and luminous,
and for the eye of faith to be pure and luminous, purity of body and soul is required.

TheHymns on the Pearlare both timeless yet historically referenced. The symbol of the pearl is polyvalent, even to
the point of being protean, yet it is definitely anti-Arian in Ephrem’s use of it. The pearl

< previous page page 124 next page >



< previous page page_125 next page >
Page 125

arbitrates in matters of faith. Itsintegrity, its spherical indivisibility isto be admired rather than argued over, whileits
radiance is an eloquent witness to its recondite mystery. The pearl is an object of meditation to deepen one's faith. In
this respect, the symbolic value of the pearl can never be exhausted. Its symbolism can, however, be frustrated or
obscured. In permutating the manifold mysteries of the pearl, Ephrem draws a sharp distinction between
contemplation and the Arian rationalism or "investigation™: "Even the diver does not investigate (bsa *) / his pearl.
Init all merchants/ rejoice. They do not investigate (bsa*) / when it came to be. Nor does the king / who is crowned
with it analyze (hmas) it" (HdF LXXXIV.3, Mathews 1994b, 67). "The pearl is a single substance (gnoma*) / that is
full of light,” Ephrem writes, while "Faith is an integral substance (kyana*) / that cannot be corrupted”(vv. 8 and 10,
ibid., 68-69). It cannot be analyzed without fragmenting it (v. 9). What has been done to the pearl in such a case has
been done to the Church. Its pristine unity is said to have been shattered by the Arian controversy.

In fine, the pearl's perfection, its luminosity and radiance defy any attempt to fathom its mystery. This does not mean
that the pearl is without meaning. The significance of the pearl isreflective. When seen in the light of revelation, itis
Christ. When viewed as a precious ornament for the pious Christian, it becomes, quite clearly, the "pearl of
virginity."

Mythic: Tree of Life

In the Persian Diatessaron, Jesus says: "I am the fruit-tree of truth (man dirakht-i miva-yi*rasti*)" (Messina 1951,
322, cited in SCK 96). Thisis an oblique biblical affirmation of what Christians would later say about Jesus Christ,
viz., that heisthe Tree of Life. "The Tree of Lifeisan important symbol for Ephrem," according to McVey (McV
64, n. 8). "Thetree of life," Murray concurs, "[is] arich and important theme in fourth-century authors' (1982, 13).
"The cross asthe "Tree of Life' and source of the sacraments," writes Amar, "is a popularimage among Syriac-
speaking authors® (SPW 280, n. 40), asis"vine imagery" (278, n. 32). As Simo Parpola’s recent study attests, the
Tree of Lifeisavenerable symbol, attested as far back as fourth-millennium Mesopotamia (1993, 161).

Sincethe Tree of Lifeisboth biblical and Mesopotamian, it is at once a native Syriac symbol aswell as afamiliar
scriptural symbol. Linking the Tree of Life with Christ is a simple matter of typology. Typology often begins as
analogy or parallelism. A good example is Enoch, who was trandlated into Paradise. Although immortality was
conferred on him before the dispensation of Christ in historical time, the mechanism of immortality in sacred timein
some way derived
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from the Tree of Life. Thisiswhy Ephrem says: "And, if Enoch, who got life, was unable to obtain life / without the
Tree of Lifewho is[then] able to obtain life/ without the living Son, the fruit of him who giveslife to everything"
(Eccl. L.8,Motifs160).

Transitionally, the Tree of Life reappears throughout salvation history, in both historic and sacred time. In the
beginning, the Tree of Life resides in primordia Paradise. Personification is effectively employed by Ephrem to
endow the Tree of Life with human aswell as divine qualities. "Very sad wasthe Tree of Life/ that saw Adam
hidden from him. / Into the virgin earth he sank and was buried, / but he arose and shone forth from Golgotha' (Virg.
XV1.10, McV 332; cf.HyP60-61;Motifs133). In a subsequent dispensation, the Tree of Life reappears in the episode
of Noah: "In the beginning again upon the wood alighted the weary dove. / On Y ou, the Tree of Life, came, took
refuge [or, "symbolized," "typified"], and alighted the weary Testament; Revelations gazed at Y ou; similes awaited
Y ou; / symbols expected Y ou; likenesses longed for Y ou; / parablestook refugein You" (Virg. VII1.5-6, McV 298;
cf.Motifs199).

Beyond parallelism is typology. Ephrem'’s use of typology is predominantly Christological. Beyond parallelism and
typology is complete identification. Ephrem often equates the Tree of Life with Christ, and in so doing condenses
salvation history into asingle, polyvalent symbol. In his Commentary on the Diatessaron, Ephrem corroboratesin
prose what he doesin verse. He explicitly identifies "the cross' with "the tree of life" (Comm. Diat. XXI.2, SEC
317). The two symbols merge into one.

Now, this one symbol can then bifurcate into two or more discretely distinctive myths. For instance, the Tree of Life,
traditionally associated with Paradise, suddenly and dramatically makes its appearance in Hell: "The Blossom,
troubled by / gloom and darkness and night / sprouted [into] aflower in Sheol. / It became the Tree of Life that saved
creation” (Virg. L1.8, McV 463). Afterwards, and still in sacred time, the Tree of Life reappears in Paradise, where it
stands supreme at the summit of Paradise. There, the Tree of Life ceases to be a symbol, except referentially, as
Ephrem suggests: "Asfor that part of the Garden, my beloved, / which is situated so gloriously / a the summit of that
height / where dwells the Glory, / not even its symbol / can be depicted in man's thought" (HdP 111.1,HyP90).
Although technically the "Glory" or Shekinah denotes the presence of God and not the Tree of Life, Ephrem speaks
of the Tree of Lifein the verse following asif to conflate the two. In ancient Near Eastern imagery, "Glory" isa solar
image. So when Ephrem describes the radiance of the Tree, conflation of Glory and Tree has taken place: " Perhaps
that blessed tree, / the Tree of Life, / is, by itsrays, / the sun of Paradise" (HdP I11.2,HyP91). Compare Kronholm's
trandation: "Certainly, the blessed
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tree, thetree of life ('yin hy' *), / with itsrays (bzlygwhy), is the sun of Paradise (mh dprdysMotifs73). This
conclusion is original, although it seems anticipated by Kronholm, who comments: "The outstanding pre-eminence
of the tree of life mirrors the foremost position of the divine Shekinah in the top/centre of Paradise (cf. Parad. 11, 11,
6)" (Motifs74).

In sum, in Ephrem's formally creative yet thematically consistent use of this symbol, the Tree of Life punctuates
salvation history and sacred time. The Tree of Life appearsin Eden, in the aftermath of the Deluge, in Sheol, and
finally in eschatological Paradise. Complementing its decisive interventionsin the unfolding of Ephrem’s grand
soteriological scheme, to the past and future Ephrem adds the present, in the Tree of Life'sinitiatory rolein the
sacrament of prebaptismal "signing” (chrism), and in the diurnal nourishment of the Christian in the form of daily
communion.

The Tree of Life isthe source of the sacraments, as Joseph Amar observes: "The cross as the Tree of Life' and source
of the sacramentsis a popular image among Syriac-speaking authors" (SPW 280, n. 40). Sacramentally, it provides
the antidote to the "disease of mortality” that afflicts humankind: "The Tree of Life brings hope' [Prov. 12:13 (Pes.)]
to the dying," Ephrem writes, speaking of the immortality the Tree confers. Thus, typologicaly, "the hidden saying
of Solomon found its explanation today" (Nat. 1.8, McV 64). The essence of the Tree of Lifeisitsoil, sacramentally
used as a "white chrism," pressed from its fruit, the olive. "For oil became the key of the hidden treasure-house of
symbols. / It propounds for us the similes of God Who became human. / The whole creation gave Him all the
symbols hidden in it. / The scriptures also gave their parables, and they were explained in Him. / And the writings
[gave] al their types and the Law also its shadows. / The olive tree stripped off and gave to the Anointed the
comeliness of the symbols uponit" (Virg. V. 16, McV 286; cf.Motifs196). Asto communion in relation to the Tree
of Life, Ephrem writes: "The assembly of saints/ bears resemblance to Paradise: / in it each day is plucked / the fruit
of Him who giveslifeto al / init, my brethren, istrodden / the cluster of grapes, to be the Medicine of Life" (HdP
V1.8,HyP111). Here we see a shift from olive imagery to vine imagery. On this dual imagery, Murray remarks: "The
Tree of Lifeinit [Paradise] isthe type of Christ as source of the Church's life, with reference both to the Eucharist
and to the sacraments involving anointing, especially the pre-baptismal 'signing’ (rusma*). This means that the Tree
of Life' isrepresented simultaneously as vine and as olive" (SCK 125).

In trying to solve the problem of consistency in this simultaneous symbolism of olive and vine, atext cameto light
that suggests that Ephrem has conceived of the grape vine as actually having been grafted onto the olive tree:
"Blessed are you, O shoot that Truth
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cultivated; / He engrafted your medicine into the Tree of Life. / Your fruit exults and rejoices at all times/ to drink
the drink of the Book of Life" (Virg. XXIV.4, McV 366). Asaresult of the elixir of the sacraments, flowing from the
Tree of Life, the Syriac Christian receives divinization, is transformed, and anticipates an eschatological lifein
Paradise.

Social: Paradise

Susan Ashbrook Harvey characterizes the Syriac view of Paradise as restoration to a primordial state: "Salvation lies
in humanity'sreturn to its original state, asit was in Paradise before the Fall. The regaining of Paradiseis a central
concern for these Odes, as for much other literature of the time" (1993, 130). The following passage, from theHymns
on Unleavened Bread,corroborates this generalization: "The spiritual Bread of the Eucharist makes light and causes
to fly: / the Peoples have been wafted up and have settled in Paradise. / Through the second Adam who entered
Paradise everyone has entered it, / for through the first Adam who l€eft it everyone left it. / By means of the Spiritual
Bread, everyone becomes / an eagle who reaches as far as Paradise. / Whoever eats of the Living Bread of the Son /
fliesto meet Him in the very clouds' (Azym. XVI1.9-12,LumE79). The metaphor of the eagleis striking. Even more
striking is the description of the sacramentsin paradisal terms, not as an anticipated ascension, but as an experience
of rapture in the here-and-now.

Recalling this verse, "The assembly of saints/ bears resemblance to Paradise" (HdP V1.8,HyP111), Ephrem states
that the Church is a prototype of heaven. Yet it appears that what Ephrem is really doing is using Paradise as an
extended metaphor for the Church! This conclusion is borne out by Murray's own observation: "Paradise is the type,
aswell asthe eschatological goal, of the Church” (SCK 125). This theme will be explored in some detail in section
7.1 below. Indeed, Ephrem's eschatology is bound up with his view of Paradise, something Kronholm refersto as an
"original/ultimate unity" (Motifs61). With reference to HdP V1.8, Kronholm observes. "Paradise and Church are
melted together into a unity" (Motifsl114).

Conclusion.The key symbols described in this "symbolic profile" neither exhaust nor fully elucidate Ephrem's
complex symbol system. Perforce, this selection was to the exclusion of other key symbols. For this reason, the
opinions of various Syriacists (or "Syriacisants") were adduced in order to provide some corroboration of the
selection of the dozen or so symbols here represented. Given the constraints of space, it was not possible to flesh out
the various constellations of subordinate symbols necessarily associated with each key symbol. However, some
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of the more important subsidiary symbols were treated. Most of these key symbols were found have some descriptive
or thematic connection with Paradise. Upon reflection, thisis quite natural to expect, as Paradise is the beatific vision
of ideals.

The Syriac Paradigm of Purity

This study has situated Ephrem'’s hymns within the web of controversies among competing forms of Christianity. A
complex of fourth-century influences must be borne in mind in the study of Ephrem’'s writings. Early in the fourth
century, an Edessene could witness the vestiges of Marcionism, the influence of Manichaeism, the success of
Bardaisanite * Christianity, and the divisiveness of Arianism. The threat of Arianism served as a catalyst for
orthodox self-definition in Christological and doxological terms. The Marcionites forced areappraisal of what
eventually became defined as the "canon™ of scriptures. In the SyriacLife of Ephrem,it is said that nine heresies
flourished in Edessain the mid-fourth century. In this light, early Syriac Christianity may be analyzed as a response
to avery localized form of Late Antiquity, as well as afurther development in continuity with local tradition.

Ephrem lived on the border between Rome and Persia. On the other side of the border was the rival religion
Zoroastrianism, but on his side of the political divide, Ephrem had to deal with divisions within his own religion:
Marcionism, Bardaisanism*, and Arianism. Manichaeism, a post-Christian religion, also posed athreat. Except for
Arianism, these divisions were preschismatic in the sense that they represented more of a plurality of religionsin
Late Antique Syriarather than self-conscious schisms reacting against the authority of a council. Nevertheless, these
"heresies’ did, in a sense, set athematic agenda, and establish categories and structures of discourse within which
Ephrem's positive formulation of Christianity would be expressed.

A unique witness to the indigenously Syriac forms of spirituality of histime, Ephrem’'s hymns are particularly
relevant to the study of early Syriac Christianity, for they bridge the divide between so-called officia versus popular
forms of religiosity, having been intoned in the pew as well as the pulpit. Syriac, adialect of Aramaic, was the
language spoken in Edessa and its province Osrhoéne in northern Mesopotamia. The composition of Ephrem's cycles
of Hymns (madrase*) may well have received an impetus from the use of such hymnsin the dominant form of
Syriac Christianity in his day, Bardaisanism*, and possibly from the use of similar hymns in the successful local
practice of Manichaeism, as attested in the Manichaean Psalm-Book, which survivesin Coptic trandation from the
Syriac (cf. Sdve-Soderbergh
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1949). The Syriac provenance of the work is now generally accepted (SCK 27). Arius had originated similar
techniques of propagandain Alexandria. It was natural, therefore, that Ephrem would have seen the composition of
hymns to be an effective antidote to the poison of heresy.

Orthodoxy (in Ephrem’s view of it) had a precarious foothold in fourth-century Edessa. In Edessa, we recall that
Ephrem's congregation was known as the "Palutians * " after Addai's disciple Palut*, an early bishop of Edessa (CH
XXI11.5). By Constantine's conversion, the advent of imperial Christianity greatly affected the situation in Edessa.
The fortunes of the so-called Palutians* were augmented by the fact that "orthodox™ Christianity could now
forcefully assert itself. So recent was this sudden turnaround for the Palutians* in Edessa that the Chronicle of
Edessa admits that the first orthodox church was not begun in Edessa until 313C.E.It was completed in 324, after the
Council of Nicea (Bundy 1985, 606). Around the same time, the orthodox church in Nisibis was built under Jacob of
Nisibis, during the years 313-320C.E.(Mathews SPW, 27). Of his own congregation, the Palutians*, Ephrem wrote:
"Their hands have let go [plt*]of everything. There are no handles to grasp. They even called us Palutians*, but we
have spewed [plt*] them out and cast away [the name]. May there be a curse on those who are called by the name of
Palut*, and not by the name of Christ" (Segal 1970, 81). Note Ephrem's word play on two Syriac words that sound
like Palut*.

The Palutians* were but one of awelter of competing forms of Christianity. In both verse and prose, Ephrem refutes
each of theserivals. All told, the presence of rival faith-communitiesin large measure determined Ephrem's literary
agenda. To heretics of al ilks Ephrem alludes. "They receive the cup, in which the sons of the serpent / have mixed
the dragon's gall" (Nat. XXVI11.8, McV 217; cf. CH 1.11).

In fourth-century Nisibis and Edessa, the various forms of Christianity were, for the most part, communities of
sanctification. Among all of these disparate and competing spiritual communities, there were interpenetrating
influences. Asceticism was one such influence. Mesopotamia, moreover, was permeated by an ascetic fervor. Except
for Bardaisan* and Quq, enthusiasm for sexual holiness was "all but universal in the Syriac world" (SCK 11). Why is
this? What was at stake? One reason for thisis simple: If salvation istotal, the body isincluded. In effect, the body
became the pivot of salvation. Spirituality in early Syriac Christianity was based on competing notions of purity.
Marcionite purity, to the extent that the religion was still practiced in the fourth century, was essentially ascetic and
antimaterial. The practice of Syrian asceticism may have intensified under Manichaean influence.
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Mani's* system was also antimaterial. It was anticosmic as well. For Manichaeans, purity meant freeing captive
Light from the matter in which it was imprisoned. Mani's* system is based on arather complex myth, which
basically recounts the attack of darkness (evil) on the world of Light. (Bardaisan* and Mani* relied heavily on pagan
myths, whereas Ephrem's cosmogony is primarily scriptural.) A succinct characterization of Manichaean
anthroprogony is given by Sundermann: "[M]an became a prison for Light under the rule of Lust" (Elr 6: 313). In
terms of salvation, Ephrem refers to the Manichaean " Column of Glory" (estun* subha*), also called the Perfect Man
(Mid. Pers.mard ig*ispurr), through which Light trapped in matter is purified and transported to the moon, whence it
ascends into the ship of the sun and thence to the Paradise of Light (ibid., 312). Knowledge (Gk.gnosis*, Mid.
Per.danisn*) was a prerequisite for salvation, which was predicated on arather speculative and highly mythical
cosmogony that seems to have had more to do with notions of physicality rather than spirituality. Here, thereis
clearly an ontological dualism in view, rather than an ethical dualism.

Bardaisan's* system presents a stark contrast. "The key word for Bardaisan's* life and world view isliberty," writes
Drijvers. "One could hardly expect otherwise of a man entertaining close ties with the Parthian feudal nobility, to
which he may himself have belonged. We meet with the concept both in his anthropology and his cosmology, for the
two are correlates” (Bark 219). True liberty was to be achieved by ethical rigora concomitant and guarantor of
salvationthrough the efficacy of personal will. Ephrem's own focus on spiritual freedom probably reflects the
Bardaisanite* agenda and offers an alternative to it. Whereas the key to salvation for Bardaisan* was purification by
righteousness through the exercise of free will, and Mani's* salvation was by knowledge and asceticism, Ephrem's
system of salvation consisted of an exercise of righteousness and premendicant asceticism through the saving
sanctification of Jesus Christ (cf. Bou Mansour 1984).

For Ephrem, and for Eastern and Oriental Christian traditions generally, salvation istypically not expressed in terms
of forensic, juridical, or pecuniary metaphors so dominant in the Western patristic and especially Anselmian
tradition. Sanctification may be defined as "the synergistic notion of interaction between the divine grace of God and
the human will" (Fr. Andrew Morbey, Ottawa, p.c. 15 Feb. 1996). The goal is"divinization" (theosis*), aterm that
expresses communion with God. For Ephrem, thereisno "Fall" in the sense of Original Sin. Rather, the "Fall" (a
term he does not use) in Syriac Christian theology was the mortality that is the human condition, which came about
when Adam forfeited immortality through the separation of hiswill from that of God's. It was not God's wrath that
needed to be placated or appeased, but humanity's own imperilment that had to be addressed. It
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is deifying grace that transforms the true Christian, not vicarious atonement.

For Ephrem, Christ was "the Purifier of all" (Virg. XV.1, McV 326). The mystic investment of the "Robe of Glory"
at baptism was a purification by grace. Ephrem epitomizes the work of Christ so: "His birth gives us purification, /
His baptism gives us forgiveness, / His death islifeto us, / His ascension is our exaltation” (Res. 1.16,Harp29). This
practically reads like an "order of salvation.” In Ephrem's thought, salvation is a means, not an ultimate goal.
Salvation, by way of atonement, is the necessary precondition for sanctification. After baptism, a state of grace or
purity required commitment and discipline. Sanctification was the path to some form of "union” or dynamic
relationship with deity. But the effects of salvation could, in some respects, be forfeited or thwarted by the misuse of
free will.

One proof of thisis Ephrem's teachings on beatific vision. What are the conditions under which the soul may
experience the presence of God? In aword, purity. Consider Ephrem's first hymn in his cycle,Hymns on
Fasting:"Fasting secretly purifies the soul / So it can gaze on God and grow by the vision of Him. / For the weight
that is from the earth, bends it back to the earth. / Blessed is he who gave us fasts,/The sheer wings by which we fly
to Him" (leiun. 1.2). Thisidea of purification as a means to rarefication is a predominant theme in the HdP. Ephrem
reiterates. "Fasting is bright and beautiful for any who bright enough / To gaze on God. The Turbid One, stirred up
by anything / Cannot fix the eye on that Clear One. He who possesses a clear eye / He can gaze upon him; as much
asitisgivento himto gaze. / Instead of the clarifying wine, let us clarify our thought / So that we will be able to see
the Clear One/ Who overcame the Evil One by means of fasting, that Disturber of All" (leiun. 1.3., translated by
Gary A. Anderson, Sidney Griffith, and Robin Darling Y oung, "Saint Ephrem'sHymns on Fasting: An Annotated
Trandation and Concordance” (electronic document posted on the World Wide Web).

In these two stanzas, it is interesting to note, beatific vision does not seem to require the instrumentality of the senses,
which isthe standard Syriac rationale for a belief in corporeal resurrection, a belief that Ephrem accepts but radically
spiritualizes. Assuming that beatific vision is the ultimate mystical experience, and the goal of the ascetic
contemplative, the condition of purity that must be met overrides any other consideration. Purity, or sanctification, is
the order of salvation beyond forgiveness. Purity is as much areflex of willasin the example of fastingasit is of love.
This exercise of will entails a state of freedom to choose, resulting in greater freedom from carnality and the bondage
of sin. Through the efficacy of the sacraments, divine energies were communicated in a cultic life of sacramental
transformation.
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For Ephrem's Christiansthose known as Pal utians * purity meant total personal consecration. The most intimate
condition of both mental and physical purity was virginity. Virginity was seen as a spiritual crown. Marital
continence wasideal. For it was the life of angels. More importantly, sexual purity emulates the life of Christ. The
great symbol of purity was the "pearl” of virginity. Virginity istotal purity, not narrowly defined as asexuality.
Ephrem likens virginity to beryls and pearls (Virg. 11.5-6). Creation exemplifies virginity. Originally, God's creation
was pure, virgin. The sin of Adam violated it. But baptism in Christ recoversit. Through Christ, original virginity is
restored. The newly baptized Christian isthus avirgin (see SCK 12-18, which summarizesidem, 1975a).

Why was virginity so exalted? For the Christian, virginity was the seal of commitment to Christ, a vow taken to keep
one's self pure for Christ, the Bridegroom, in anticipation of the eschatological wedding Feast, which was the pious
hope of every Christian. Renunciation of marital intercourse was not based on a denigration of the "flesh” as
inherently evil, asin some dualist models, but was positively founded on "three powerful conceptual models,”
according to Brock: (1) a betrothal to Christ as the mystical and eschatological Bridegroom; (2) the related notion of
the believer's soul and the corporate Church being the "bride of Christ"the sexually pure body consecrated as the
"Bridal Chamber" of Christ; and (3) baptism as areentry into Paradise, in which abstinence is practiced in imitation
of the marital life of pre-Fallen Adam and Eve (HyP25-33). Observes one author: "Ephraem considered the church to
be the sacramental situation of paradise restored” (de Halleux 1983, cited by Griffith 1990, 28).

Thus, Syriac Christianity had its own model of sanctityone of exemplary separation, of singleness, of inner unity, of
adherence to a special "Covenant" (Qyama*). Celibacy was consecrated, although the spirituality of Ephrem’s time
was still at a premonastic stage of development. "Ephrem's view of virginity," Murray observes, "like that of his
Syriac predecessors, lacks an explicitly ecclesiological dimension; it is amatter of persona union with Christ" (SCK
156-57). Y et, those who took vows of celibacy formed a kind of "church within the Church"a spiritual €elite, who
belonged to what was known asbenay / benat* Qyama*" (SCK 13).

While Qyama* istypically rendered "Covenant," this term had rich and complex connotations, which included: (1)
the act of "standing" (as indicated by the etymology of the word), indicative of such Christians who "took their
stand" (gamu*) for Christ by joining the consecrated Qyama* at baptism, and in vicariously participating with the
angelic "Watchers' ('ire*) in unceasing praise of God; (2) a"pact” in respect of a promise or commitment to serve
Christ unencumbered by sexual distractions; (3) expressing a commitment to celibacy, acall to
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"holy war," asin Aphrahat's * allegorical use of the Gideon story (Deut. 20:1-8) along with New Testament passages
on spiritual warfare(SCK13-15). A less attested connotation might have been the notion of resurrection.

The Covenant was a state of mind and lifestyle in which one devoted one's entire being for a spiritual purpose.
"Holiness" (gqaddisuta*) orconsecrated "virginity" (btuluta*) became the practice of the "single one" (ihidaya*). The
term singleness (ihidayuta*) was the most basic concept in Syrian asceticism, connoting not only the sense of
celibacy but of singlehearted devotion as well. In some ways, sexual holiness was liberating. For women, there were
social advantages, according to Peter Brown (1988), in which the practice of ascetical ideals redounded to human
dignity: (1) in social independence won by women; (2) in care for the poor; (3) in the significance of dress, affording
decency and respect to those of low status vulnerable to the exploitations of nakedness.

Sexual holiness was not restricted to women. From a position of spiritual strength, male and female alike were
encouraged to take vows of positive, socialy involved celibacy. For married individuals, this meant alife of
continence. But what of those who chose not to take vows of celibacy, asin the case of couples who raised families?
Married Christians were also considered pure. Sexual intercourse performed within the marriage vow was pure. But
it was not angelic. As Ephrem states: "For, in three ways that law is conveyed to us, sinceit gives family (igara*),
continence (qudsa*) and virginity (btuluta*), possession (genyana*), privation (suraga*), and perfection (gmiruta*)"
(CH XLV. 10, Edakaathur 1994, 47-48).

In Syriac hagiography, three key terms for spirituality stand out: "purity” (dakyuta*), modesty (nakputa*), and
holiness (gaddisuta*)" (Harvey 1996, 33-34). For the broadest representation, the Syriac concept of "purity” may be
privileged as paradigmatic. Syriac spirituality, as represented by Ephrem, is based on amodel of transformational
purity. By "transformational purity" with regard to Syriac Christianity, | mean sacramental deification through the
leading of an angelic life, alife that transcends sexuality, in a covenantal betrothal to Christ, in a positive embrace of
the body, pressed into the service of Christ and Church, on the battlefield of free will. The life of purity was both the
exercise of free will and the resulting freedom from carnality. In aword, purity was the paradigm of early Syriac
Christianity, in which God, through Christ, would "teach [Adam/man] and bring him [back] to purity (nlp nytywhy
syd* dkyt")" (HAF XX XI1V.7f.,Motifs122), leading to full participation in the energy and spirit of Christ's divinity.
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v
A Historical Profile of the Bahali * Faith

Introduction

Principles practicaly have alife of their own. They restructure consciousness. They act as socia forces. They can
revolutionize world-views. They crystallize into symbols. They can become institutions. They are dynamics of world
building. A system of principles wrestles the social monster of chaos, and the creation myth becomes arecreative
reality. Social evolution is catalyzed. Perspectivally, a paradigm can function as aworldview. It patterns what we
perceive. A paradigm shift, like the mirrorsin a kaleidoscope, changes this pattern. Bahaullah* hastried to effect a
paradigm shift in the direction of world unity through a set of principles.

Ideas are anchored in history. This chapter introduces the Bahai* paradigm of unity in its historical context,
providing a necessary background for understanding Bahai* ideals variously symbolized as images of paradise,
without which the images themselves are seen as discarnate ghosts of aworldview, without a past to interpret the
present.

Bahau'llah*

Despite a wealth of information about his teachings, as a historical figure, Bahaullah* remains rather enigmatic and
abstract. It isdifficult to paint a picture of him. One Westerner has, fortunately, given arare pen-portrait of
Bahaullah*, that not only gives an impression of his extraordinary charisma, but indicates the essence of histeaching
aswell. Cambridge Orientalist Edward Granville Browne, in his historic first interview with Bahaullah* in 1890,
records his first impressions when the former was granted an audience with the latter:

< previous page page 135 next page >



< previous page page 136 next page >
Page 136

The face of him [Bahaullah *] on whom | gazed | can never forget, though | cannot describe it. Those
piercing eyes seemed to read one's very soul; power and authority sat on that ample brow; while the deep
lines on the forehead and face implied an age which the jet-black hair and beard flowing down in
indistinguishable luxuriance amost to the waist seemed to belie. No need to ask in whose presence | stood,
as | bowed myself before one who is the object of a devotion and love which kings might envy and
emperors sigh for in vain!

A mild dignified voice bade me be seated, and then continued: "Praise be to God that thou hast attained! . .
. Thou hast come to see a prisoner and an exile .... We desire but the good of the world and the happiness
of the nations; yet they deem us a stirrer up of strife and sedition worthy of bondage and banishment. . . .
That all nations should become one in faith and all men as brothers; that the bonds of affection and unity
between the sons of men should be strengthened; that diversity of religion should cease, and differences of
race be annulledwhat harm istherein this?. . .

Yet so it shal be; these fruitless strifes, these ruinous wars shall pass away, and the 'Most Great Peace'
shall come. . .. Do not you in Europe need this also? s not this that which Christ foretold?. . . Yet dowe
see your kings and rulers lavishing their treasures more freely on means for the destruction of the human
race than on that which would conduce to the happiness of mankind. . .. These strifes and this bloodshed
and discord must cease, and all men be as one kindred and one family. . .. Let not aman glory in this, that
he loves his country; let him rather glory in this, that he loves hiskind. (Edward Granville Browne, Sir
Thomas Adams Professor of Arabic, Cambridge University. Interview with Bahaullah*, 'Akka*, Palestine,
15 April 1890. Browne 1891, 2: xxxix-xl)

The most complete biography of Bahaullah* in English is Hasan Balyuzi (1980). Sources for the life of Bahaullah*,
for the most part, remain unpublished. Known primary sources for the life of Bahaullah* include: (1) Nabil's*
Narrative, especially part two; (2)Mathnavi-i* Nabil-i* Zarandi* (chronological poem published in Egypt); (3) the
chronicle of Aga* Rida* Qannad-i Shirazi*; (4) the chronicle of Aga* Husayn* Ashchi*; (5) the chronicle of
Muhammad-'Ali* Salmani*; (6) notes of Mirza* Tarazu'llah* Samandari*; (7) the chronicle of Mirza* Habibu'llah*
Afnan*; (8) The memoires of Zayn al-Mugarrabin*; (9/10) Tarikh-i* Zuhur* al-Haqg* (vols. 4 and 5) which contains
many primary sources. Other narratives were commissioned by Shoghi Effendi, but there is as yet no public access to
them (p.c. Dr. Ahang Rabbani, 2 Jan. 1996).
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Bahaullah * ("Splendor/Glory of God") was born Husayn-'Ali* on 2 Muharram 1233/12 November 1817 in Tehran.
Heis claimed to have been a descendant of the last Sasanian king, Y azdagird 111 (see "The Ancestry of Bahaullah*,"
in Balyuzi 1980, 9-12). His father, Mirza* Abbas*, known as Mirza* Buzurg-i Vazir*, served the court of Fath-'Ali*
Shah* Qgjar* (1797-1834). As a high-ranking official, Mirza* Buzurg belonged to a class of hereditary bureaucrats
in Iran who dealt with administration, finance, and tax collection. The Nuri* family had extensive land holdings
around its ancestral village of Takur* (asindicated by the name of Mirza* Buzurg's father: Mirza* Riza-Quli* Big
Takuri*) in Nur*, adistrict in the Persian province of Mazandaran*.

In 1844, at the age of twenty-seven, Mirza* Husayn-'Ali* Nuri* became afollower of the Bab* (d. 1850), whom he
never met but with whom he corresponded. However, according to Amanat, it was only after 1847 that Husayn-'Ali*
became openly active in the Tehran Babi* circle (Amanat 1989, 361-62). Partly by virtue of his prestige asalocal
notable, the charismatic Husayn-Ali* became one of the leading figures of the Babi* movement. In the summer of
1848, at the Babi* conference at Badasht, in response to a call from the Bab* that the Babis* ought to glorify God by
adopting divine names, Bahaullah* took on the spiritual title, Baha*' ("Splendor," "Glory").

In 1852, at the age of thirty-five, while incarcerated in an underground dungeon following a mass arrest of Babis*
triggered by an assassination attempt on the Shah, Bahaullah* experienced hisinitial prophetic call, which took place
through a series of dreams and visions. In one autobiographical statement, Bahaullah* recalls: "By the righteousness
of God! We were in no wise connected with that evil deed, and Our innocence was indisputably established by the
tribunals. Nevertheless, they apprehended Us, and from Niyavaran*, which was then the residence of His Majesty,
conducted Us, on foot and in chains, with bared head and bare feet, to the dungeon of Tihran*. . .. We were
consigned for four months to a place foul beyond comparison. . .. Upon Our arrival We were first conducted along a
pitch-black corridor, from whence We descended three steep flights of stairsto the place of confinement assigned to
Us."

"The dungeon was wrapped in thick darkness,' Bahaullah* continues, "and Our fellow prisoners numbered nearly a
hundred and fifty souls: thieves, assassins and highwaymen. Though crowded, it had no other outlet than the passage
by which We entered. No pen can depict that place, nor any tongue describe its loathsome smell. Most of these men
had neither clothes nor bedding to lie on. God alone knoweth what befell Us in that most foul-smelling and gloomy
place? In such dire circumstances, an event transpired which would alter the course of Bahaullahs* life, and giverise
to anew world religion, which he would eventually establish later in the course of his ministry.
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"One night in adream," Bahaullah * concludes, "these exalted words were heard on every side: 'Verily, We shall
render Thee victorious by Thyself and by Thy pen. Grieve Thou not for that which hath befallen Thee, neither be
Thou afraid, for Thou art in safety. Ere long will God raise up the treasures of the earthmen who will aid Thee
through Thyself and through Thy Name, wherewith God hath revived the hearts of such as have recognized Him™
(ESW 20-21). Thisisarare glimpse into the personality of messianic consciousness. This event precipitated within
Bahaullah* an acute sense of destiny and purpose. In another passage, Bahaullah* recalls: "During the days| lay in
the prison of Tihran*, though the galling weight of the chains and the stench-filled air allowed Me but little sleep,
still in those infrequent moments of slumber | felt asif something flowed from the crown of My head over My
breast, even as a mighty torrent that precipitateth itself upon the earth from the summit of alofty mountain. Every
limb of My body would, as aresult, be set afire. At such moments My tongue recited what no man could bear to
hear" (ESW 22).

In his Sura* of the Temple (Surat*al-Haykal),Bahaullah* describes a vision in which he beheld a celestial Maiden:
"While engulfed in tribulations | heard a most wondrous, a most sweet voice, calling above My head. Turning My
face, | beheld a Maidenthe embodiment of the remembrance of the name of My Lordsuspended in the air before Me.
... Pointing with her finger unto My head, she addressed all who are in heaven and all who are on earth, saying: 'By
God! Thisisthe Best-Beloved of the worlds, and yet ye comprehend not. Thisis the Beauty of God amongst you,
and the power of His sovereignty within you, could ye but understand. Thisisthe Mystery of God and His Treasure,
the Cause of God and His glory unto all who are in the kingdoms of Revelation and of creation, if ye be of them that
perceive™ (GPB 101-102). This Maiden of Heaven isa salient Bahai* symbol. Briefly, the Maiden is taken by
Bahais* to be avisionary personification of the Holy Spirit.

Bahaullah* had intimations of his prophetic calling while still ayouth. He recounts an experience in his early years
that changed hislife, when he had read Mulla* Muhammad* Bagir* Mgjlisi's* (d. 1111A.H./ 1699C.E.) traditional
account of the treachery of the Jewish tribe of Banu* Qurayza*, whose betrayal had placed the earliest Muslim
community in mortal danger. On grounds of treason, the prophet Muhammad* upheld ajudge's order to punitively
massacre all male members of that tribe (cf. Q. 33:26). MacEoin notes the impact of all this on the impressionable
youth, writing that "the effect of this was to plunge him [Bahaullah*] into a state of acute depression for some time,
despite his recognition that ‘what occurred had been the decree of God™ (MacEoin 1983, 223 on MA 7: 136; cf. ISH
34 and |QT 116ff). This characterization of the event truncates Bahaullahs* own account of this psychological
turning point.
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Further in the narrative, Bahaullah * discloses how he implored God to reveal to him the path to concord, amity, and
unity among the peoples of the world. Bahaullah* relates how, on his birthday (2 Muharram* 1279A.H.= 30 June
1862; Cole 1998, 115) in the year before the "Dawning' (Declaration in Baghdad, 22 April 1863), he experienced a
transformation (ingilab*), a euphoria of ascendancy and exaltation, evidently akind of transfiguration. This
experience of inspiration and sense of mission lasted for twelve days, during which time he felt the full power of the
revelation (zuhur*) given to him (MA 7: 136; RB 2: 348-49, citing AA 2: 17-18). However, there was a certain
reluctance on the part of Bahaullah* to accept his prophetic vocation: "Whenever | chose to hold My peace and be
still, 1o, the Voice of the Holy Spirit, standing on My right hand, aroused Me, and the Most Great Spirit appeared
before My face, and Gabriel overshadowed Me, and the Spirit of Glory stirred within My bosom, bidding Me arise
and break My silence” (GPB 102). Bahaullah* began to "reveal” a number of "Tablets" for the edification of his
Babi* compatriots. He effectively kept his messianic identity a secret, although intimations of it lent his writings an
aura of eschatological tension and imminent disclosure.

After four months of captivity, Bahaullah* was released from prison in Tehran, and spent the next decade in exilein
Baghdad (1853-1863), where he maintained his messianic secrecy. Then, on 22 April 1863on the eve of his departure
to Constantinople (Istanbul)Bahaullah* broke his silence and privately, over a period of twelve days, declared his
mission to a select few of his Babi* companions. (These twelve days of Ridvan* [Paradiseg], as Bahais* refer to the
event, appear to mirror the twelve days of Bahaullahs* transfiguration in 1862 [Cole 1998, 116].) At thistime,
Bahaullah* made three major pronouncements: Bahaullah* " (1) abrogated the Isslamo-Babi* law . . . of offensive
'holy War' (jihad*), advocating a pacifist attitude to the propagation of Babism,; (2) asserted that no independent
Messenger or Manifestation of God would appear (presumably after him) forat least a millennium (1,000
[presumably solar] years); and (3) claimed that through his declarative utterance, creation had been renewed"
(Lambden 1991, 82, citing the Iran National Bahai* Archives [Private Printing] 44: 225). Bahaullah* states that he,
as commissioned by God, had abrogated whatever had been the source of suffering and disunity, having, in their
place, promulgated principles that would ensure the unity of the human race (MA 7:136; RB 2: 348-49, citing AA 2.
17-18).

Bahaullah* spent the next several monthsin exile in Constantinople, from which the Ottoman regime removed him
to Adrianople. There, in 1866, Bahaullah* commenced his public proclamation in a series of open letters addressed
to political and religious leaders. Due to his growing influence, in 1868, Ottoman authorities finally banished
Bahaullah* to the fortress-city of 'Akka* in Palestine. From the
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prison at 'Akka*, Bahaullah* continued to address open letters to the leaders of Europe and America. The majority
of epistles Bahaullah* sent to individual monarchs and religious leaders were, in fact, revealed shortly after his
arrival in the prison of 'Akka* (AQA 1:341, Cole 1998, 60 and 207, n. 36).

Analysis discloses two sets of proclamations: (1) Tablets to kings and ecclesiastics, declaring Bahaullahs* advent;
and (2) Tablets universally addressed to the peoples of the world, announcing Bahaullahs* world reforms. Of the
summons to monarchs and pontiffs, the majority of these epistles were addressed to the leaders of the Great Powers,
the leaders of the West. Apart from his collective apostrophes to world rulers, individual "Tablets" or epistles were
sent to: (1) Queen Victoria, (2) Napoleon 111, (3) Czar Nicolaevitch Alexander 11, (4) Nasiri‘d-Din* Shah*, (5)
Sultan* 'Abdu’l-'Aziz*, and (6) Pope Pius I X. In open letters woven into the text of theKitab-i* Aqdas,Bahaullah*
also addressed Francis Joseph, Emperor of Austriaand Hungary (K85), Kaiser Wilhelm I, King of Prussia (K86) and,
collectively, Presidents of the Republics of the Americas (K88). Western sovereigns outnumbered Oriental rulers as
recipients of this proclamation to royalty.

Actual delivery of such Tabletsto their intended recipients must be verified on a case-by-case basis. For instance,
successful dispatch of Bahaullahs* Tablet to Queen Victoria remains unconfirmed. Bahaullah*, in hislast major
work, Epistle to the Son of the Wolf,expresses the wish that: "Likewise, We mention some verses from the Tablet of
Her Majesty, the Queen [Queen Victorialmay God, exalted and glorified be He, assist her. Our purpose is that haply
the breezes of Revelation may envelop thee, and cause thee to arise, wholly for the sake of God, and serve His Cause,
and that thou mayest transmit any of the Tablets of the kings which might have remained undelivered. This mission
isagreat mission, and this service agreat service" (ESW 59).

Independent attestation of this wish of Bahaullah* is provided by "Count Cottrell" (Henry Edward Plantagenet), who
was one of avery few Europeans who had actually met Bahaullah*. Count Cottrell wasin'Akka* during the last year
or two of Bahaullahs* life, in connection with the 'Akka-Damascus* railway. Together with his wife and daughter,
Count Cottrell had enjoyed Bahaullahs* hospitality sometime between 1891 and 1892. On that occasion, the Count
was given a copy of the Kitab-i* Aqdasin the hand of Mirza* Aga* Jan*, Bahaullahs* amenuensis. Count Cottrell
wrote:

| have personal and intimate knowledge of the present leaders of the Babist movement in Persia, the four

sons of the late Mirza Hussein, who are political prisonersin Akka, though the Shah within the last twelve
months has repealed the penal laws
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against the sect, and is now very friendly. These princes have alarge library of books written by their
father on the peculiar doctrines of the sect, which aim at nothing less than the reconciliation of Buddhism,
Chrigtianity, and Mahomedanism. The father in hiswill directed his sonsto transmit to all the sovereigns of
Europe copies of certain of hisworks, accompanied by an autograph letter. The late Czar of Russia, since
MirzaHossein's decease, sent to the sons and obtained copies of severa of the principal works and had
them translated into Russian. The princes are very anxious to carry out the wish of their late father
[Bahaullah *], and to have copies of the works presented to Her Majesty the Queen; and also to obtain,
unofficialy, the countenance of the British Foreign Office to enable them to reach the other sovereigns
with asimilar object. They have furnished me with summaries of the principal worksin Arabic and
Persian, with the object of having them translated and published in Britain and in the United States of
America. (Momen, 1981, 236)

The second set of proclamations concerns Bahaullahs* announcement of his message. Thisiswhat isreferred to by
Cottrell when he says: "They have furnished me with summaries of the principal worksin Arabic and Persian, with
the object of having them translated and published in Britain and in the United States of America.”

Bahaullahs* writings were, and still are, considered sacred scripture. They constitute what is popularly characterized
as the "creative Word of God" in respect of the text's motivating and integrating intention. "Creative" in this sense
relates to the individual's response to the revelation. The charismatic leader's power to inspire his followersto
meritorious deeds is summed up very nicely by Dilthey: "The creative principle emphasizes making a difference (the
opposite of sameness), in which the new replaces the old. It generally functions as an assumption of volitional
efficacy in the making of factof willpower, work, and effort, whether human or divine" (1989, 30). Bahaullahs*
extant works are the residue of his charisma, the source of inspiration and edification for Bahais* down to the
present.

After aforty-year ministry, Bahaullah* died in 1892. He had penned or dictated in excess of fifteen thousand
"tablets’ (alwah*; sing.,lawh*) in Persian and Arabic. In sheer volume, it isestimated that the entirety of Bahaullahs*
writings would, if bound together, comprise around one hundred volumes, or at least forty thousand manuscript
pages. Actual counts and estimated total counts of the number of individual works written by Bahaullah*, 'Abdu’l-
Baha*, and Shoghi Effendi, which, together with the writings of the Bab*, constitute a vast corpus of authoritative
texts: Bahau'llah* :Unique Archival Items: 7,160;Estimated Total I1tems:15,000. 'Abdu’l-Baha* :Unique Archival
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Items: 15,549;Estimated Total Items: 30,800.Shoghi Effendi: Unique Archival Items:16,370; Estimated Total
Items: 30,100 (Anon. 1993, 48-49). Remarkably prolific, the preponderance of this primary source materia is,
nonethel ess, correspondence.

The more formally universal writings of Bahaullah * clearly form a class of their own, in view of their privileged
status and their widespread use by Bahais*. These texts are programmatic expositions of Bahaullahs* world reforms,
such the Tablet of Glad-Tidings (Lawh-i* Bisharat*). This exemplar of Bahaullahs* major principles will be analyzed
in the sections that follow.

The Bahai* Faith as a Response to Modernity

The preéminent Bahai* scripture isthe Most Holy Book (al-Kitab* al-Aqdas,Persianized asKitab-i* Aqdas),a text
revealed (or compiled) in 1873, in which Bahaullah* propounds his major laws and principles. Not all of these
principles were for public proclamation. Obviously, some of them were, and it is evident that Baha'u'llah* selected
precisely which principles of the Aqdas to proclaim. In this selection process, it should be borne in mind that the
Kitab-i* Aqdas exhibits a certain textual and ideological extensibility through the phenomenon of "re-revelation"a
term coined by Adib Taherzadeh (RB 4:372). By "re-rev-élation™ is meant those works of Bahaullah* that are
excerpted and quoted (and thus, "re-revealed") within other works (also considered revelation). The best example of
atext that contains a great wealth of previously revealed material is Bahaullahs* last book,Epistle to the Son of the
Wolf(1891). Another such text the Tablet of Glad-Tidings (Lawh-i* Bisharat*), one of Bahau'llah's* more well-
known works revealed in 1885 or later. Proposed reforms advocated in the Tablet of Glad-Tidings evidently derived
from Bahau'llah's* Kitab-i* Aqdas, or from Tablets considered supplemental to it. In thislight, the Tablet of Glad-
Tidings may be seen as a programmatic summary of Bahaullahs* world reforms. Thiswork may be considered a
distillation of the Agdas for proclamation. TheLawh-i* Bisharat* will thus be examined in three dimensions: (1) its
function as a"Proclamatory Aqdas"; (2) its Aqdas and Aqdas-related content in the context of "re-revelation”; (3) the
text as aresponse to modernity.

The Lawh-i* Bisharat*as a "Proclamatory Aqdas’ and its textual history.What larger purpose did the Tablet of Glad-
Tidings serve? As an epitome of Bahai* principles, it appears that Bahaullah* revealed the Glad-Tidings so that
leaders in the West, and Westerners in general, might become familiarized with some of hisworld reforms, as
enshrined in the Most Holy Book and in related texts. As such, this Tablet functioned in much the same way that a
"press release” would to-
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day. Indeed, the Tablet of Glad-Tidings engaged the interest of two prominent Orientalists: Edward Granville
Browne and Baron Rosen.

Oddly, in the copy of the Glad-Tidings that the Bahais * of 1shqabad sent to Baron Rosen in 1892, the fifteenth Glad-
Tiding on constitutional monarchy was conspicuously absent (Rosen 1892a, 187). This occurrence was described by
Browne as an "expedient’ suppression (1893, xxv, n. 1.) Being the scholar that he was, Baron Rosen quickly found
out about the fifteenth Glad-Tiding from his colleague at Cambridge. This discovery prompted a separate study, such
that Baron Rosen actually published two journal articles on the Glad-Tidings. These are possibly the very first
academic studies published on asingle Bahai* text (1892a, 1892b). The first study was on the publication of the text
itself, accompanied with a Russian trandlation of the Tablet in the form in which he had received it (1892a, 187).
Soon after, Rosen found out about the missing section, and compared variants against another manuscript,
presumably the Cambridge MS. Whether or not the omission was deliberate, or due to a scribal error, has not yet
been determined. The second article therefore concerned the fifteenth Glad-Tiding and minor textual variants
between the St. Petersburg and Cambridge manuscripts (1892b, 312-13). We do know from the testimony of Western
missionaries and diplomats alike that Bahaullah* took personal interest in the dissemination and delivery, the
trandation and even publication of such texts.

Bahaullah* was also concerned about fair treatment by the press. In the "sixth Taraz*" [Ornament] of theTarazat*,
Bahaullah* writes: "In this Day the secrets of the earth are laid bare before the eyes of men. The pages of swiftly
appearing newspapers are indeed the mirror of the world. They reflect the deeds and the pursuits of divers peoples
and kindreds. They both reflect them and make them known. They are a mirror endowed with hearing, sight and
speech. Thisis an amazing and potent phenomenon” (TB 39). Hefurther states. "However, it behoveth the writers
thereof to be purged from the promptings of evil passions and desires and to be attired with the raiment of justice and
equity. They should enquire into situations as much as possible and ascertain the facts, then set them down in

writing. Concerning this Wronged One, most of the things reported in the newspapers are devoid of truth. Fair speech
and truthfulness, by reason of their lofty rank and position, are regarded as a sun shining above the horizon of
knowledge" (TB 39-40).

Here, revelation has taken note of one of the salient features of modernitythe press. Indeed, the ubiquitousness of the
press was destined to become one of the most profound influences on postmodernity. Newspapers are thus described
as one of the marvels of the age. But the accuracy of journalists, in Bahaullahs* estimation, left much to be desired.
At one point in his ministry, Bahaullah* addressed a Tablet to
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the LondonTimes,exhorting theTimesto remain true to principled journalistic standards. Because the press had not
treated him or his movement fairly, this may be one of the reasons behind the way in which the Tablet of Glad-
Tidings opens:

Thisisthe Call of the All-Glorious which is proclaimed from the Supreme Horizon in the Prison of 'Akka *.
He is the Expounder, the All-Knowing, the All-Informed.

God, the True One (hagq*), testifieth and the Revealers of His names and attributes bear witness that Our
sole purpose in raising the Call and in proclaiming His sublime Word (kawthar-i bayan*) is that the ear of
the entire creation may, through the living waters of divine utterance, be purged from lying tales (gisas-

i* kaziba*) and become attuned to the holy, the glorious and exalted Word which hath issued forth from the
repository of the knowledge ( 'ilm) of the Maker of the Heavens and the Creator of Names. Happy are they
that judge with fairness. (TB 2/MMM 116)

Steingass glosses gisas* as "histories, tales, stories, fables' (PED 973). The word itself is neutralit may have either a
positive or negative connotation, depending on the context. The negative context is supplied by the second element
of the construct, kaziba*, the feminine form of kazib*, which means "aliar; false" (PED 1001). Since the outside
world was laboring under false conceptions as to what Bahaullahs* mission really was, the Tablet of Glad-Tidings
was revealed as akind of corrective counterpart to a press release, even though it was not, to my knowledge,
specifically sent to a newspaper as such.

Aqdas content in the context of "re-revelation".One of the s