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Preface

This book delineates an intellectual and institutional history of the
scholastic culture of the Church of the East in the late antique and early
Islamic periods. The primary focus will be on the School of Nisibis, the
major intellectual center of the Church of the East in the sixth and early
seventh centuries C.E. and an institution of learning unprecedented
in antiquity. The significance of the School of Nisibis has been appreci-
ated by some scholars, but only a few have studied its sources. However,
like Nisibis itself, sitting on the border between the Roman and Sasanian
Empires, the sources from the School—and Syriac studies in general—
stand at the convergence of several diverse fields and therefore deserve
far greater consideration.

Aside from the interest that this book may have to scholars who work
in Syriac studies and on “Oriental” Christianity more broadly, it is my
hope that the analysis contained herein will be of use to scholars in
closely related but unfortunately often intellectually and institutionally
separate fields. The study of the East-Syrian school movement promises
to shed light on the development of Christian paideia in Late Antiquity,
the rise of the Babylonian Jewish academies, and the background to the
burgeoning Muslim intellectual culture of the early ‘Abbasid period.

I am aware that a synthetic study such as this is premature due to the
amount of foundational work that still needs to be done in the Syriac
sources (such as editing of texts). I hope that my intellectual saltation
from source to source and from topic to topic will be indulged by those
who work within the field of Syriac studies and that this work will direct
scholars of other fields towards examining the fascinating sources of the
Church of the East.

The current scholarly project of erasing the false boundaries created
by early Christian notions of heresy contains in its historiographical par-
adigm an implicit political critique of an approach to human social life
that fails to accept the inevitability of difference in the past as well as in
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the present. The historiography of Christianity continues to push beyond
the boundaries of ecclesiastical history established by the heresiologists
and church historians of the patristic age. This book does not engage
with the recent scholarly subversion of “heresy,” but points to the kind of
history that can be done when such false distinctions are ignored and
indigenous Christian traditions are studied as semi-autonomous histori-
cal developments.! Christianity, like any other generative and widespread
cultural institution, has been and no doubt will always be pluriform, and
the Syriac tradition itself is a genus with a number of species.

Although as a historian I tend to focus on the radical discontinuities
between one period and another, examining these discontinuities as the
central points of renegotiation in the transition from one author or one
period to the next, it would be disingenuous of me to fail to acknowledge
the living churches which identify with the tradition of which I am a stu-
dent. The East Syrians or “Nestorians,” as their enemies preferred to call
them, continue to exist today in the Middle East, South India, and the
worldwide diaspora that spans from Sweden to the American Midwest to
Australia.? They have been divided into a number of churches, including
the two main ones of their ancestral homeland, the Holy Apostolic Cath-
olic Assyrian Church of the East and the Chaldean Catholic Church, but
the members of each—as well as their longtime historical adversaries,
such as the Syrian Orthodox (West-Syrian) Church—identify strongly
with the Syriac tradition, even elevating it, not unlike many Jews since
the rise of Zionism, to a national status, one even requiring, according
to some, the national autonomy that this implies.

I do not presume to speak for Syriac Christians. However, as one whose
country now occupies the land where many of these Christians have
lived for centuries, I am concerned about the present complex of cir-
cumstances endangering the Syriac communities of Mesopotamia and
can’t help but notice the striking similarity between these circumstances
and those which led to the more traumatic episodes in the history of
Syriac Christians over the last two centuries, including the slaughter of
many during what is commonly known as the Armenian genocide. On
the one side, some nationalists in Iraq and those Muslims with an espe-
cially reified and newfangled notion of the Umma are at times complicit
in attacks on Syriac Christians, whom they consider part of a larger
Western Christian (and “Zionist”) conspiracy to strip Iraq of its auton-
omy and natural resources. On the other, foreign invaders often employ
universalist notions, whether “Christian fellowship” or its secularized
twin, “Human Rights,” which fail to recognize the autonomous value of
indigenous Christianity and the local forms of negotiating differences
with Muslim compatriots. Christian love and the Rights of Man (and
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Woman) are all well and good. But often in the history of foreign inter-
action with Christians of the Middle East local Christian cultures have
been disdained, even despised, for a one-size-fits-all form of Christianity,
and local Christians have suffered immeasurably from the larger geopo-
litical conflicts of which they often serve as mere pawns.

ol “ar‘a slama w-sabra taba la-bnay nasa
—Luke 2:14 (Peshitta Version)
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Note on Transliteration, Spelling,
and Terminology

I have decided to transliterate all Syriac words in the text in order to
make the book more accessible to scholars with a knowledge of other
Semitic languages. In transliterating Syriac words and names I have tried
to be accurate without being tedious. For the letter shin I use 3. The letters
heth and teth are marked by an under dot (h, t). It may seem arbitrary to
the purist, but for the sake of simplicity I decided of the bgadkephat let-
ters to differentiate only between “p” (qus$ayd) and the spirantized form,
“ph” (rukkaka), for example, in the common word “yullphana” and its
cognates. Macrons appear over the long vowels i, o, and u, despite the fact
that this is a historical transliteration and Syriac itself does not note the
difference in vowel quantity between the long and short forms of these
vowels. I have inserted half vowels (€) to make the pronunciation of
Syriac names easier for nonspecialists. Names that have familiar Western
equivalents I have rendered in the more commonly recognizable form,
for example, Simeon instead of Sem‘on. All translations are mine unless
otherwise stated. I have occasionally altered others’ translations to fit the
Syriac better, to emphasize some aspect of the text important to my greater
argument, or to be consistent with the general practice of the volume.

I am aware of the numerous terminological problems that arise in any
discussion of “Syriac Christianity,” itself a term not wholly unambiguous.
I opted for the politically correct and more accurate “Miaphysite” in-
stead of the more commonly recognized “Monophysite.” The difference
is subtle, but “Monophysite” suggests the allowance for only one nature
in the Incarnation, while “Miaphysite” places an emphasis on the incar-
nate Word’s unity of nature, which derives originally from two distinct
natures. “West-Syrian” is used to refer to Syriac Christian Miaphysites, al-
though this term becomes problematic when used for the earlier period
when such identities were still developing. “East-Syrian” is certainly a
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better term than “Nestorian” for the “Church of the East,” that is, Chris-
tians in the Sasanian Empire who maintained a more conservative Anti-
ochene theology and identified themselves with the figure of Nestorius.
The historical Nestorius and his actual theological positions have only
been reconstructed with difficulty in modernity.
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363

373
399
c. 400

428

431

435/6

449

451

457

474-475, 476-91
489

c. 500

503
c. 510-569

517/26
521
527-565
531-579
533-543

c. 536
542—c. 549

540-552
553

Julian the Apostate dies; Nisibis ceded to the
Sasanian Empire; Ephrem of Nisibis migrates to
Edessa

Ephrem dies

Evagrius of Pontus dies

Greek Patristic literature begins to be translated
into Syriac

Theodore of Mopsuestia dies

Council of Ephesus (Third Ecumenical Council)
Bishop Rabbula of Edessa dies

“Robber” Council of Ephesus

Council of Chalcedon (Fourth Ecumenical Council)
Ibas, Bishop of Edessa, dies

Reign of Zeno

Closure of the School of the Persians of Edessa
Neoplatonic Commentaries begin to be translated
into Syriac

Narsai dies after this date

Abraham of Bét Rabban, head of the School of
Nisibis

Ammonius the Neoplatonist dies

Jacob of Sarug dies

Reign of Justinian

Khosro I

Three Chapters Controversy

Sergius of Ré3‘ayna dies

Junillus Africanus, Quaestor Sacri Palatii at
Justinian’s court

Catholicate of Mar Aba
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Council)



xvi Chronology

569 Terminus post quem for the Ecclesiastical History of
Barhadbésabba
571-c. 610 Hénana, head of the School of Nisibis; period in
which the Causewas composed (probably before
605)
c. 571 Monastery of Abraham of Kaskar founded
590-628 Khosro II
596 East-Syrian Synod under Catholicos Sabri§o
602 Proem of the Statutes of the School of Nisibis
605 East-Syrian Synod under Catholicos Gregory I
612 East-Syrian Synod under Babai the Great
614/15 Gabriel’s Colophon
628 or 630 Babai the Great dies
637 Fall of Seleucia-Ctesiphon to the Arabs
659 Catholicos 156°yahb III dies

late 7th century

Isaac of Niniveh, Dadi$6‘ Qatraya, Simeon
d-Taybutéh

823 Timothy I dies
late 8th—
mid-9th century 136°dénah of Basra, Book of Chastity
9th century Thomas of Marga, Book of Governors
912-1020  Chronicle of Siirt



Introduction

This book was completed in the twenty-fifth year of Khosro, the son of Hurmuz,
King of the Persians (614/5 C.E.}, in the sacred city of Nisibis during the tenure
of the diligent bishop, Mar Basia the Metropolitan, and Mar Matthew, Head of
the Exegetes, and Mar Aha the Reader, and Mar Barsahdé the Elementary In-
structor. The worthless sinner, Gabriel from Bét Qatrayé, possessed it as his own
and collated it with a great effort in the presence of the true teacher, Mar Mar-
anz€ka, from among the fathers, that it might be a benefit for himself and for his
companions. Anyone who looks upon it and reads it, let him pray to the Lord for
him that he might receive mercy by grace and let him not cut out from it a dot
or a letter except with great enquiry. Glory to the Father and the Son and the
Holy Spirit, one nature, three persons, one power, one will, incomprehensible,
for ever and ever.!

It may have been the same scribe, Gabriel of Bét Qatrayé,? who, on the
outer margin of the page on which this colophon appears, incised what
seem to be magical characters, evidence of another ritual practice (like
the colophon itself) that would protect the artifact as well as signify the
end of the scribe’s labors. After the arduous task of creating a manu-
script, it must have been a small additional burden, yet one full of plea-
sure, to compose a colophon. Perhaps the colophon’s phrasing, despite
its clichés and commonplaces, rolled around in the scribe’s mind as he
fantasized about the completion of his task. Like a preface, a colophon,
with its mulled-over statement of authorial identity, offers a view, if only
for a moment, into the world in which a manuscript was produced.
Like Roman thinkers (such as Cicero himself) who made extended
stays in the Greek East in order to acquire the cultural capital of philos-
ophy and rhetoric, or medieval Muslim scholars who roamed as far as
the Umma stretched in search of knowledge, Gabriel had traveled far from
his home in the Qatar region to study at Nisibis in northwest Meso-
potamia, from the southern climes of the Sasanian Empire to its north-
western border with Rome.? Nisibis, or Nusaybin in modern Turkey, lies
on the plain just south of the Tur ‘Abdin (“the mountain of the slaves
[of God]”), a rocky plateau which, with its numerous village churches
and monasteries, some still occupied, remains the actual and spiritual
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homeland for many Syrian Orthodox (West-Syrian) Christians today.
Thirty kilometers northwest of Nisibis was the Roman fort town of Dara,
clearly delineating where one empire began and another ended. The sta-
tus of Nisibis as a border town may in fact explain why the school at
which Gabriel studied was established there in the first place: in 489 C.k.
the Roman emperor Zeno gave the bishop of Edessa permission to close
the theologically aberrant School of the Persians, whose members then
fled into the Persian Empire and founded the School of Nisibis.

After the removal of the School of the Persians from Edessa, Narsai, the
first head of the School of Nisibis, traveled to Nisibis where, according
to the School’s own tradition, he was implored by the bishop of the city,
the controversial Barsauma, to settle there and refound the School.* As the
first head of the School, Narsai seems to have brought the exegesis and
scholarly practices of Edessa with him to Nisibis; under the influence of
the monastic movement the new school was provided with canons regu-
lating the behavior of students and teachers and limiting their interac-
tion with the outside world. Narsai led the School until his death in c. 503.°
Elisha bar Quzbayé (c. 503-510) followed, and then Abraham of Bét Rab-
ban held the office of head exegete until 569. However, the chronology
is confused and it seems that there were other leaders who guided the
School at this time, including from 565 to 568 136‘yahb of Arzin, who
would go on to be [36yahb I, Catholicos of the Church of the East (582-
595). The period of Abraham of Bét Rabban’s tenure of office was a
time of rapid growth for the School. The canons established by Narsai
were ratified, the School received a local village as an endowment, baths
were constructed, and some students began to study medicine.

When Hénana of Adiabene, the director of the School of Nisibis in
the late sixth and early seventh centuries (c. 571—c. 612), was accused of
straying outside the Church of the East’s exegetical and theological lim-
its as set forth by the standard found in the writings of Theodore of
Mopsuestia, the controversy that resulted led to the mass exodus of much
of the School’s personnel. Hénana was condemned by a church council
in 605 as well as polemicized against by Babai the Great, the major intel-
lectual and ecclesiastical leader of the day.® While Hénana led the School
new canons were introduced in 590, with further ratification and a proem
added in 602 that alludes, however darkly, to recent tensions within the
community.’

Gabriel of Bét Qatrayé was copying a manuscript of the Gospels soon
after these events. The colophon of this manuscript is dated by the ten-
ure of officeholders in the three institutional hierarchies to which he
owed his allegiance: shah, bishop, and schoolmaster. Following the prac-
tice found in other sources for the School of Nisibis, Gabriel divides the
different schoolmasters into a tripartite hierarchy, running from the



Introduction 3

elementary reading instructor to the teacher of advanced exegesis, a hier-
archy that is reminiscent of the three ranks of teachers in classical antiq-
uity. The final figure in the list, Mar Maranzeka, seems to be Gabriel’s
de facto master in the School, perhaps an interpreter (bddéga) under whom
he studied.

Gabriel was writing at a tumultuous time both for his school and for the
Church of the East as a whole. The doxology at the end of the colophon
is not the mere repetition of an age-old formula, but, like most creedal
statements, it contemporaneously rejects all statements other than its own
affirmations. The statements of faith proposed by the series of church
councils from the late fifth through the seventh centuries suggest that
the theology of the Church of the East was continually under threat (or
at least was perceived to be).? By the late sixth century West-Syrian, or
Miaphysite, Christology had made inroads into the East, and East Syrians
had reason to fear, especially since the shah, Khosro II (591-628), re-
tained the Miaphysite Gabriel of Sinjar as his court physician.® When the
East-Syrian Catholicos Gregory I died in 608/9, Khosro would not per-
mit a new Catholicos to be selected, and the church would continue in
this acephalous state until 628.1° The shah even called an assembly in 612,
at which East and West Syrians engaged in christological dispute.!! The
church gained several well-known martyrs at this time, the most famous
being George (born Mihrmah-gushnasp), an attendee at the assembly
of 612 whose life and martyrdom were memorialized by Babai the Great
(d. 628).'2 At the same time, schism and apostasy continued to destabilize
the church. Only a few years after the Hénana episode, the church was
challenged by Sahdona (Martyrios), an East-Syrian ascetic writer and alum-
nus of Nisibis, who stirred a controversy when he apparently apostatized
from East-Syrian orthodoxy.!®

These events were only the beginning of a difficult century for the
Church of the East. Despite the little impact it had on their position vis-
a-vis the powers that be, the Church of the East, like the Jews as well as
other Christian communities in the region, had its own apocalyptic re-
sponse to the radical changes brought on by the Arab conquest.!* Even
before the fall of Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 637 and the rest of Mesopotamia
soon after, within a year of Gabriel’s colophon the Persians besieged and
laid waste to Jerusalem (614), a city now sacred to all Christians, even
those outside the Roman Empire.1

However, despite the difficulty of the times, a culture of learning per-
sisted at the School of Nisibis. Perhaps Gabriel had traveled all the way
from Bét Qatrayé because of the great prestige of the School. Though
his humility may not have acknowledged such grasping for distinction,
the learning he would receive there and, perhaps even more signifi-
cantly, the connections he could make would have launched him on a
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successful career within the ecclesiastical hierarchy or as a leader in one
of the many monasteries sprouting up throughout the East from the late
sixth century onwards. He could also have proceeded to a position at
another East-Syrian school, or even founded his own. Two of the School’s
many alumni, whom Gabriel may have known and who would make a
name for themselves within the church, were the two Catholicoi, I55‘yahb
II (628-644,/6 C.E.) and 136‘yahb III (647/50-659), both of whom left the
School during the controversy surrounding Hénana.

A Gabriel of Bét Qatrayée, who was possibly a relative of the great East-
Syrian mystic Isaac of Nineveh and may even have been—although it is
unlikely—identical with the Gabriel of the above colophon, taught at the
School of Seleucia in the capital of the Sasanian Empire, where he was
the teacher of Hénaniso!, the Catholicos of the Church of the East, who was
banished from his office in 692.* He lived his last years in a monastery
outside Nineveh until he succumbed to the plague in 699/700.17 In its
entry on the works of Hénani$6® “the Lame,” ‘Abdi§6° bar Bérika of
Nisibis’s great fourteenth-century poetical bibliography of Syriac writers
states that among Hénanis6*’s works there were “two treatises of use to
the school and an elucidation of the Analytics (of Aristotle).”® The tra-
dition of learned Catholicoi, going back to the great Mar Aba (d. 552),
an alumnus of the School of Nisibis in the mid-sixth century, would con-
tinue, most notably with Timothy I, whom the ‘Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi
(d. 785) commissioned to translate Aristotle’s Topics into Arabic along
with AbG-Nih, a Christian in the bureau of the governor of Mosul.!®

Thus, among the East (and West) Syrians, a learned class was devel-
oping that would play a significant role in the early Arabic translation
movement.2’ However, while scholars generally acknowledge the role of
Syriac Christians in the early days of the grand cultural project of trans-
ferring Greek philosophy and science into a Semitic language, and while
figures such as Hunayn ibn Ishaq or even the earlier West-Syrian Sergius
of Rés‘ayna are cited as noteworthy translators, insufficient recognition
has been given to the intellectual culture that made Sergius’s work rele-
vant in the Fast and Hunayn’s possible at all: that is, the East-Syrian
school movement, the importance of which is overshadowed by the mas-
sive influence of the very endeavors for which the school movement
served as a catalyst.?! The significance of the East-Syrian school move-
ment as the background to the intellectual culture to come has not yet
been fully appreciated.

Furthermore, understanding the school movement may shed light on
similar phenomena contemporary with it. The culture of the love of learn-
ing and respect for the master’s authority—which we catch a glimpse of
in Gabriel’s colophon—flourished at the same time and in the same
place as that of the producers of one of the great cultural products of
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the late antique and early medieval Near East: the Babylonian Talmud.?
Jews and Christians in Mesopotamia spoke the same language, lived under
the same rulers, practiced the same magic, engaged in mystical and es-
chatological speculation, and shared scriptures as well as a similar fixa-
tion on the ongoing and eternal relevance of those scriptures.?? They
developed similar institutions aimed at inculcating an identity in young
males that defined each of them as essentially a homo discens, a learning
human, or rather, a res discens, a learning entity, since learning was under-
stood as an essential characteristic of their humanity.

The preceding historical pastiche of late antique Mesopotamian intel-
lectual life is a depiction of the broader world with which this book is
engaged.?* For in what follows I examine the development of the East-
Syrian school movement, focusing in particular on the evolution of the
“School of the Persians,” a thinly attested intellectual circle, into the mon-
astic School of Nisibis, a socially distinct institution of learning signifi-
cant of, as well as a formative influence on, the school culture of late
antique Mesopotamia.?® As far as I have been able to tell there are no
extant artifacts or material remains from the School of Nisibis except
the manuscript of the Gospels that Gabriel of Bét Qatrayé copied and
collated in the period after the School’s apogee.

All remains from the School of Nisibis and from East-Syrian school cul-
ture in this period are literary. The main intellectual-historical source
for the School of Nisibis and the source for much of this book is centered
around is the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools (=Cause). Composed in
the late sixth century, the Causeis an address to the incoming class of the
School of Nisibis that purports to give a history of the transmission of
learning, beginning with God’s instruction of the angels at the time of
creation and concluding with the tenure of Hénana of Adiabene as head
of the School at the time of the speech’s composition.

In its course, the Causeidiosyncratically combines diverse intellectual
traditions, such as the theology of the fifth-century Greek church father
Theodore of Mopsuestia and the indigenous ideas of the fourth-century
master of Syriac poetry, Ephrem of Nisibis. Influenced by Neoplatonic texts
and apparently advocating the first step in spiritual development accord-
ing to the influential monastic writer, Evagrius of Pontus (345-399), the
Cause incorporates Aristotelian logic to develop an epistemological and
ontological perspective that allows for a kind of natural theology: it
argues that the rational order of creation in all its diversity allows us to
know God. The Cause thus presents a snapshot of life at the School of
Nisibis at the end of the sixth century, but it also serves as a major source
for the early history of the School and its predecessor institution, the
School of the Persians. Although the Cause culminates in a panegyric to
Hénana, the contemporary head of the School, evidence suggests that its
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author was one of many schoolmen to leave, along with the two future
Catholicoi, I86yahb II and iéé?ahb III, during the crisis that occurred
under Hénana’s tenure of office.?®

Continuity and Change in the
Transmission of Knowledge in Late Antiquity

The Greco-Roman rhetorical form of learning that developed in the Classi-
cal period and became standardized in the Hellenistic period was left
relatively unaltered by the progressive Christianization of the Roman
Empire in Late Antiquity.?’” The ancient form of learning was central to
the continuing coherence of the ancient elite and, as long as Rome or at
least a sense of what we might call Romanitas among the elite in places
such as Gaul persisted, so did ancient institutions of learning.?® In fact,
they even thrived. To be sure, there were attempts at creating a new,
alternative form of Christian education—by replacing the pagan classics
with poetic renditions of the Gospels, for example—but these were
exceptions that arose in the more overt instances of Kulturkampf such
as occurred under the emperor Julian the Apostate (d. 363). Julian had
tried to ban the use of pagan classics, such as Homer and Virgil, by
Christian teachers, thus effectively preventing them from carrying out
any instruction at all, since the ancient curriculum for non-Christians
and Christians alike was based upon the classics.?®

The more common Christian sentiment can be found rather in the
work of such figures as Gregory of Nazianzus (d. 390), who argued
against Julian that the word “Greek” could be bifurcated into two distinct
meanings, “pagan” and “civilized,” and that these two separate categor-
ies need not be conflated.?® Furthermore, lest we unfairly misunderstand
them as hypocrites or as bearing bad faith, fourth- and fifth-century fig-
ures such as Nonnos of Panopolis, who “is obviously someone to be taken
as a man of his age and not to be divided into a schizophrenic with pagan
and Christian sides—or a pagan past and a Christian present, or the
opposite,” or Synesius of Cyrene, the “Philosopher-Bishop,” must be seen
as examples of the hybridity that could exist between the poles of Chris-
tianity and Hellenism.?? An explicit agenda of appropriating classical learn-
ing can be found in various works of the patristic corpus, most notably
in the West in Augustine’s De Doctrina Christiana (early fifth century).%
However, in the newly fledged monastic movement a scripturally based
culture developed which acted as a stimulus to the creation of a form of
learning with new textual and intellectual priorities. And yet, despite some
exceptions, this new form of learning was not an alternative to tradi-
tional forms, because it functioned in a completely different way.
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To be sure, the Bible was the central text for earlier Christian intel-
lectuals, such as Origen of Alexandria in the third century, who incor-
porated a classical text-critical and hermeneutical methodology into the
study of scripture. However, it is doubtful whether Origen was attempt-
ing to develop a completely autonomous Christian culture. Rather, for
him and for other Christian intellectuals after him, the traditional cur-
riculum was a tried and true method of learning. Christian intellectuals
of the second and third centuries such as Justin Martyr, certain so-called
Gnostics (e.g., Basileides, Valentinus), and Origen were masters of small
circles of disciples and must be understood as playing a role similar to
that of the philosopher or rhetor.?* They taught select groups out of the
small number of people who had access to literate education.?® Beyond
individual intellectuals and their circles, anything resembling a large-scale,
specifically Christian form of learning can be found only in the scrip-
tural study of the monastery from the fourth century onward. This monas-
tic literate culture was distinct from the mainstream rhetorical culture
and spread to places as far afield as Ireland, England, and Mesopotamia,
all places on the margins of Roman space where classical learning would
have offered little benefit. In its place, this new form of learning pro-
moted the study of Christian scripture and eventually the works of exege-
tical and ascetic “Fathers,” such as, among the East Syrians, Theodore of
Mopsuestia and Evagrius of Pontus.

However, we must be wary of viewing the disappearance of classical
learning and the growth of monastic learning as a simple displacement
of the one by the other. The traditional form of learning continued in
some places deep into the Middle Ages. Countering his previous state-
ments about Late Antiquity being a culture of decline, Henri Marrou, the
great historian of ancient education, argued that paideia disappeared in
the West only because of the turmoil caused by the barbarian invasions,
and not because of Christianity per se.3” His student Pierre Riché went
one step further and demonstrated how this form of lay education can be
found up to the sixth and seventh centuries in Gaul, Spain, and North
Africa, and even later in Italy.®

In a concise treatment of the subject, Peter Heather builds on Riché’s
work and explains the complex manner in which classical learning even-
tually disappeared from Gaul.* The new, post-Roman states that formed
in this period relied on Roman provincial practices; however, the Roman
bureaucracy to which paideia often provided access no longer existed,
and therefore the utility of the classical curriculum was lost. Of course
there was also some Christian antipathy toward classical learning (Cae-
sarius of Arles, for example, allegorizes the learning of this world into
the ten plagues of Egypt*®), but there was just as much continued interest
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in traditional learning among the old aristocratic class. State support, if
it was significant enough to have had much effect in the first place, dis-
appeared.*! In addition, new literary forms may have drawn some inter-
est away from traditional ones. However, the most significant factor is
that classical learning no longer retained the function it served under
the empire—that of distinguishing elites. Over several hundred years,
new virtues developed as the aristocratic class was transformed into a
military elite and classical learning slowly disappeared.®

The continued existence of lay learning must be seen as a backdrop
to the slow development of Christian forms of learning. Otherwise, the
aims and significance of certain Christian authors will be misconstrued.
For example, Cassiodorus (d. 583), composed his influential Institutes in
two books: one on biblical interpretation and the other on the liberal
arts.* In the later Middle Ages, when classical learning was hard to come
by, the second book of the Institutes enjoyed its own separate textual trans-
mission on account of its popularity. Modern scholars followed medieval
Christians’ interests and understood Cassiodorus’s project to be one of
preserving the dying culture of antiquity. This misses Cassiodorus’s whole
point: he specifically states in his introduction that his greater project
was inspired by the fact that secular schools were flourishing.* The sec-
ond book of the Institutes should be seen as an appendix for those who
have not been fortunate enough to acquire classical learning, or perhaps
as a review, but not as something central to his project, which is biblical
interpretation.

Both Augustine and Cassiodorus bring classical techniques to the study
of scripture, but take for granted that classical learning in its own right
is a good thing and a requirement for elite men. In contrast, the Vener-
able Bede (d. 735) could only put forth a monophonic Christian form
of learning, because in his Northumbrian monastery in the early eighth
century the background melody of the classical transmission of knowl-
edge could no longer be heard.* This can be seen in the fact that whereas
Christians since Justin Martyr (relying on a second-temple Jewish claim)
argued that Greek (i.e., secular) wisdom derives from the Bible, Bede re-
peats this assertion in a context in which there never were any Greeks
(i.e., people with secular learning). In Bede’s world, the learned traditions
of the Mediterranean were mainlined directly from Rome via the knowl-
edge and manuscripts brought north by such figures as Theodore of Tarsus,
Archbishop of Canterbury (d. 690), and Benedict Biscop (d. 690).¥

The slow decline of classical learning in the West suggests that there
were even stronger continuities in the Greek East, where, despite inter-
mittent Persian wars and other phenomena leading to social anomie
(such as the plague), less destabilization occurred than in the West until
the Arab conquest in the mid-seventh century. However, even further East,
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in the Sasanian Empire, elites did not distinguish themselves through
classical learning, and Christians were a generally tolerated, occasion-
ally persecuted religious community distinct from the aristocratic and
priestly cultures of the ruling class. The East-Syrian school movement,
the subject of this book, shares a certain resemblance to the bookish cul-
ture of Northumbria, since both developed outside Roman space, spurred
on by the new monastic focus on scripture and the cannibalization of cer-
tain classical texts and ideas. Because the rhetorical training that gave
coherence to imperial elites had no function outside the empire, the East
Syrians, like the Northumbrians, developed a new curriculum, based
upon the study of scripture while employing classical learning as found
in books being brought from Mediterranean intellectual centers.

Learning in the Syriac Milieu

Some form of pre-Christian Aramaic literary culture existed, although
its aesthetic was not as finely developed as that of Greek and Latin liter-
ature and the number of its works was probably small in comparison.
The corpus of ancient Jewish literature extant in Aramaic is part of the
broader literate Aramaic culture of the Near East. To be sure, Jews may
have had a particular relationship to the written word that distinguished
them from their neighbors, but it is also quite likely that the extant wis-
dom tale and proverbs of Ahiqar, the various early inscriptions, and the
more mundane legal documents extant from the third century point to
a literate culture whose history has been erased by the arbitrary selec-
tion of textual transmission as well as by the un-Egyptian climate of Meso-
potamia, which does not preserve documents well.*® Sources are few, and
the seemingly random preservation of one text as opposed to another
can sharply affect our perspective on this whole period.* No doubt a
combination of Jewish and local learning lay behind the Peshitta itself,
the Syriac version of the Bible translated from the Hebrew some time in
the late second or early third centuries.*® Such a massive and demon-
strably meticulous project would have required a sophisticated culture of
(scribal) learning.

Furthermore, the wide dissemination of Aramaic inscriptions, even to
the distant opposite end of the Roman Empire, demonstrates the impor-
tance of the written form of the language to its speakers. In particular,
this can be seen with the Palmyrene inscriptions, which may reflect the
strong local ethnic identity of this Aramaic-speaking cosmopolitan cen-
ter.! We may assume that this literate culture had some form of scribal
learning that was in some way related to traditional Near Eastern prac-
tices.’ By the late fourth century we already have evidence of Christian
scribal training based upon the Psalms.5
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One of the earliest pieces of Syriac literature, the Book of the Laws of
the Countries of Bardaisan, is a philosophical dialogue on the power that
custom wields over human beings and how it can overcome even the fate
given them by the stars. It is a sophisticated, even elegant, piece of liter-
ature that is clearly modeled on the genre of the Platonic dialogue.5
Such literature was probably not created ex nihilo, but it, along with arti-
facts such as the figures of the proud, elite families depicted in Edessene
tomb mosaics from c. 200, points to a local aristocratic culture and to
the literary interests that this culture enjoyed.® Edessa, apparently the
center of this literary culture, was ruled by a royal family, the Abgarids,
whose fame spread to the West (and lasted for centuries with the devel-
opment of the myth of the king’s conversion to Christianity, as we find,
for example, in the Teaching of Addai).>®

Further to the east within the Sasanian realm, Aphrahat, the so-called
Persian Sage, composed his Demonstrations in the 330s and 340s. This
corpus must have come from a literate context in which the work of a
homilist and the scriptural learning it entailed were not uncommon.”
Similarly, the oeuvre of Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373) raises questions
about a previous poetic literary tradition in Syriac, since the undisputed
heavyweight champion of Syriac poetry must have been participating in
some kind of previous tradition.’® (Even “Homer” had predecessors of
sorts!) Bardaisan was supposedly writing madrasé (stanzaic poems) c. 200,%
and from the mid-third century onwards the corpus of Manichean poetry
spread throughout the Near East and Mediterranean.®® Poetry would
continue to be a major tool of theological speculation and controversy
in Syriac for some time. In the late fifth and early sixth centuries, Jacob
of Sarug, the brilliant poet in the line of Ephrem, and Narsai, his far
more prosaic elder, used poetry to articulate their particular brand of
theology and exegesis. However, by this time the production of Syriac lit-
erature was proceeding apace.

An important factor with regard to the rise of Syriac literary culture
is Hellenization.®! Bardaisan’s Platonic dialogue is an obvious example,
but recently even Ephrem has been put under the Greek microscope.®?
Scholars can no longer generalize about Syriac with throwaway lines
about its “pure Semitic” or “unhellenized” nature.®® This simplistic para-
digm is as absurd as the second-century Syrian Christian Tatian’s state-
ment in his Oratio ad Graecos, where he argues for the superiority of the
Barbaroi over the wicked Greeks using a Greek peppered with the urbane
rhetoric of the classroom (thus repeating the notion going back to
Herodotus and Plato that Barbarian wisdom precedes the Greek).%

The scholarly debates over whether the original language of most of
the extant Syriac literature predating Aphrahat and Ephrem was Syriac
or Greek reveal the bilingual/bicultural context of early Syriac literature.%
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A perfect analogy for our problem is in the dual identity of Edessa itself,
which most likely received its Greek name in 303/2 B.C.E. from the
eponymous city in Macedonia but continued to be called Urhai in Ara-
maic for centuries. It did not immediately become Edessa, the hellenized
city, once it was taken from the Achaemenids. We have to come to terms
with Urhai and Edessa existing at the same time and the same place. For
the pre-Christian period, we simply do not have enough information to
say exactly when one city began and the other ended. One of the Edes-
sene funerary mosaics will suffice to show how Urhai and Edessa could
coexist. We see a handsome man with a turban—does this signify him as
an Easterner, as it does in classical art, or just as a local?—strumming a
harp, with various animals attentively gazing at him, and although the writ-
ing on the piece is in Syriac, the figure is obviously the Greek Orpheus.5

Some elites in Roman Syria received a Greek education. Lucian of
Samosata, the famous Greek satirist and stylist of the second century
C.E., was always self-conscious of the slight Syriac accent that could be
heard when he spoke Greek.®” This Greek learning in a predominantly
Aramaic-speaking region may have continued until the end of the late
antique period. Our limited evidence must be read in the correct man-
ner. The references to lay Greek learning are few, but this paucity may
indicate that the institution was so common that it was taken for granted
by the sources. This is the same problem that Riché dealt with in the
West: at what point does silence in the sources change from evidence of
a commonplace to evidence of an absence?

In the Life of Rabbula, we read about the young aristocrat receiving
training in “Greek letters and literature”® before his eventual career as
the (overly) zealous bishop of Edessa (d. 435/6). In a Syriac fragment of
a speech he gave in Greek in Constantinople in 431, he admits the dis-
comfort he feels in speaking, perhaps alluding to his poor Greek, and
yet it is just as likely that this is merely an instance of the traditional recu-
satio.® In the sixth century John of Tella is depicted as receiving the same
training in “Greek letters and literature” before he flees into the monas-
tery.” It is significant that his Life places John in a wholly Christian soci-
ety where Greek institutions persist. These unexplained references to
“Greek letters and literature” imply a context where what such learning
entailed was common knowledge: it was the same paideia that had existed
for centuries. There is a parallel phenomenon in the Life of Mar Aba, which
tells us that the future Catholicos receives training in “Persian letters and
literature” but not what such training entailed. Much less is known of elite
forms of learning in Persia.” In the case of Aba, however, the scribal
training that the text refers to would have required the painstaking ac-
quisition of the system of expressing Persian words via Aramaic ideo-
grams that had developed over several centuries. The training of elites
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in Greek paideia and Sasanian aristocratic pastimes such as horseman-
ship and hunting, as well as the more mundane scribal training required
to maintain society (and those elites), are wholly different phenomena
from the new form of learning developing in a new location for the
transmission of knowledge: the East-Syrian School.”

The East-Syrian School Movement:
A New Ideology and Practice of Learning

Aside from its place within the trajectory of learning in Late Antiquity,
the development of the East-Syrian school movement must be understood
within the broader context of the evolution of a distinct East-Syrian com-
munal identity. In contrast to the Chalcedonian and Miaphysite (including
West-Syrian) churches of the Christian Roman Empire, the Church of
the East existed as a minority institution in the Zoroastrian-dominated
Sasanian Empire.” In this context a specifically East-Syrian form of
Christianity developed. In fact, the contours of the East-Syrian commu-
nal identity that we find in the Islamic period were already in place by the
late Sasanian period.™ The following events in the early fifth through
the sixth centuries contributed to the evolution of this communal iden-
tity: the assimilation and subordination of the church to the structure of
the Sasanian empire,” the development of a distinctly East-Syrian Chris-
tology,” the spread of East-Syrian “reform” monasticism,” the forma-
tion of East-Syrian exegesis,” and the growth of canon law.”

However, despite its formation in tandem with the development of an
autonomous East-Syrian church, the East-Syrian school movement may
be examined as a distinct phenomenon in its own right. It is tempting to
use the term “scholasticism” to describe the object of this study. Slipping
into such a usage is made even easier by the terms actually used by East
Syrians themselves to describe the different parts of the school move-
ment. The words for “school” (Syriac eskéla or eskolé) and “student or per-
son associated with a school” (Syriac eskolaya) clearly derive from the
Greek scholé, which is obviously also the root of Western cognate terms.
However, the use of the word “scholastic” to describe the culture of the
East-Syrian school movement should not be based solely upon this sim-
ple etymological link. A broader comparative and heuristic usage of this
term, which is usually applied only to a particular intellectual movement
in the West,% may shed light on the East-Syrian school movement.

In his book Buddhism and Language: A Study of Indo-Tibetan Scholast-
icism, and later in the introduction to Scholasticism: Cross-Cultural and
Comparative Perspectives, José Ignacio Cabezén argues for the inclusion of
scholasticism as an analytical category in the repertoire of scholarly
heuristic tools.?! He suggests that we may begin to define this category
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loosely as containing certain characteristics: for example, a focus on
tradition, rationalism, and an awareness of problems of language and
hermeneutics.’ While both East- and West-Syrian Christians developed
some, if not all, of these characteristics in their centers of learning, the
East-Syrian tradition in particular might be categorized as “scholastic,”
since, unlike the West Syrians, the East Syrians did not have a strong tra-
dition of “secular” studies but rather incorporated the Greek literature
they found more fully into their theological and exegetical system.* The
Cause itself manifests many of the characteristics of scholasticism; the
assimilation of material from the later Neoplatonists, who themselves have
been described as “scholastic,” could confirm this linkage.®* Although I
find Cabezon’s category useful for characterizing what we find in the
Church of the East, I am reluctant to cast this whole study as an exami-
nation of this cross-cultural phenomenon, especially according to Cabe-
z6n’s particular delimitation of it; the reader herself may decide on the
usefulness of this category.

Going beyond Cabezdén’s work, an examination of “scholasticism”
among the East Syrians need not be centered on their intellectual prac-
tices alone. The East-Syrian school movement was a social phenomenon
as well, that is, a way of life led by a group that identified itself and was
identified by others as semi-distinct from the rest of the Church and
from society as a whole. Thus, “scholasticism” may be reflected not only
in the manner in which a group studies scripture but also in its whole
way of life, from its members’ dress and deportment to the type of insti-
tution they live in and the relations they have with outsiders. Inquiring
into the social phenomenon of scholasticism does not preclude looking
at intellectual developments; rather, it sets them within an institutional
context. Social history can be distinguished from intellectual history when
the elite sources of intellectual history derive from or represent different
segments of society from those we find in the sources of social history.
However, there is less risk that my project will conflate unrelated intel-
lectual and social historical material, since intellectuals are the subject
of this history. The study of intellectuals—aside from being solipsistic—
is simpler because as a social group they are motivated, at least in part,
by intellectual concerns. In other words, they take their books seriously
and often act according to them.

Another characteristic by which we might define scholasticism, al-
though perhaps not exclusive to it, is the existence of a fabricated origin
and a history of scholarly practices that are retrojected into the past as
well as projected into heaven. Just as the scholastics of Western Europe
saw themselves as standing on the shoulders of giants (i.e., the Fathers of
the Church), or as many European thinkers from the Renaissance onward
took the Greeks and Romans as their fictional predecessors, the East
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Syrians too invented a past upon which to found their intellectual en-
deavors. They, like the Rabbis who shared their milieu, attributed their
own scholasticism to both God in heaven and the Biblical patriarchs of
ages past.%

For example, the Cause presents a “scholastic” version of history by
appropriating the “chain of transmission” ultimately derived from the
historiography of the classical schools of philosophy and incorporating
it into Christian historiography. While the Cause does not eradicate his-
torical change or innovation completely in its formulation of chains of
transmission (this would be contrary to the Antiochene exegetical ten-
dency), it does stereotype the different figures of history: all historical
figures, both the good and the bad, from Adam to Jesus and beyond, are
understood in pedagogical terms. A comparison with contemporaneous
Rabbinic material and with some of the slightly later Muslim sources
would demonstrate the prevalence of this historiographical practice among
intellectuals in the late antique Near East as a way of establishing an
authoritative succession of tradition.®® The comparison to the Rabbinic
material is particularly apt, since the two traditions used some similar
technical terminology and were working in comparable institutions of
learning. Related to this use of the “chain” is the fact that both the East
Syrians and the Rabbis project contemporary academic practices back-
ward into the time of the Patriarchs.

Another important feature of East-Syrian scholasticism that coincides
with other institutionalized forms of learning in the late antique and
early Islamic periods is a tendency towards public debate. The evidence,
especially that from the School of Seleucia and the School of Nisibis,
suggests that East Syrians associated with the schools engaged in public
debates with those outside the East-Syrian community, Christian and
otherwise. The contents of some of their attested literary output tell us
that training in one of the schools, especially when it entailed a higher
degree of learning than simple literacy, was designed, or at least func-
tioned, as a tool for intercreedal dispute. This would certainly help to
explain the employment of Aristotelian logic in the schools.?’

Finally, scholasticism is a useful rubric under which to understand the
East-Syrian school movement because it suggests a culture where study
and intellectual labor are not distinct from prayer and ritual. Study at
the East-Syrian school was a religious act. Yet this claim needs to be quali-
fied. The category “religious” loses some of its heuristic value in any analy-
sis of premodernity. “Religion” is an anachronistic term for addressing
antiquity because “religion” is constituted by the “secular”/”modern.”
We are talking about “religion” before “religion,” and therefore state-
ments about “religion” are not about a distinct sphere. They are rather
statements about an integrated world where politics, economics, literature,
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religion, and various other realms are neither completely distinct nor dis-
embedded from one another. Although it may seem paradoxical, what
made study at the East-Syrian school “religious” was this wholism as well
as the rhetorical positioning of the sources, which draw a clear distinc-
tion between “the fear of God” (dehlat alaha) and the errors of idolatry,
Judaism, and heresy.®® Fear of the Lord, that is, being Christian, was lit-
erally only the beginning of wisdom.

In the last chapter of this book, as a contrast to the “scholastic” East-
Syrian school movement, I examine another group within the Church of
the East that seems at points to be in tension with the school movement.
Monks in the East-Syrian “reform” monasteries, who under the influence
of the writings of Evagrius of Pontus developed an epistemology allow-
ing for easier access to the divine through both revelation in prayer and
private reading of scripture and who rejected the close social life of the
school, will serve as a foil for the school movement. A comparison of the
two groups, that is, the members of the school movement and the “re-
form” monasteries, will aid us further in visualizing the school move-
ment as a distinct phenomenon. The epistemological and hermeneutical
differences between these two groups and the social tensions deriving
from these differences are common to scripturally based religions. How-
ever, I will argue that they represent two steps in the larger East-Syrian
system of socioreligious development.

Differences regarding the issue of authority in the interpretation of
scripture are common to Jews, Muslims, and Christians. The type of con-
flict attested to in the East-Syrian sources—one between the monastic
hermeneutic positing a more open access to the divine and the scholas-
tic, more bookish reliance on reason and tradition—is apparent in
Augustine’s criticisms in the preface to his De Doctrina Christiana.

A third class of critic consists of those who either interpret the divine scriptures
quite correctly or think they do. Because they see, or at least believe, that they
have gained their ability to expound the holy books without recourse to any rules
of the kind that I have now undertaken to give, they will clamour that these rules
are not needed by anybody, and that all worthwhile illumination of the
difficulties of these texts can come by a special gift of God.®®

It has been argued that Augustine is here specifically responding to the
likes of John Cassian, a monastic writer who brought to the West the
desert wisdom of Egypt and, more significantly, the Origenist philosophy
of Evagrius.® This is comparable to the difference between the School
movement and its monastic counterparts, who disliked what they saw as
the schools’ excessive reliance on the restrictive tools of language and
rationality in their approach to God.”’ To apply the terms of another
Syrian writer, Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite, the difference between
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the school movement and “reform” monasticism can be summed up as a
tension between the kataphatic and apophatic theologies that each re-
spectively developed by overlaying translated Greek material from the
West onto the theology of Ephrem the Syrian, to whom both groups are
heirs. The influence of Evagrius of Pontus further reinforced this tension.

As 1 stated above, intellectual groups take their ideas seriously and
often act according to them. In relation to this we will see that the dif-
fering epistemologies of the school and the monastery correlate with
their respective members’ estimation of social interaction. The school,
which emphasized tradition and a focus on language, required group
study and prayer, while the monastery, which maintained a notion of the
divine as more immediately accessible, downplayed the importance of,
and even denigrated, group life. Thus, each had a mutually correspond-
ing intellectual approach and view of the importance of social contact
for the Christian elite.

The usual course of training, which ran from school to monastery,
suggests a trend towards apophaticism and a concomitant subordination
of the kataphatic to the apophatic, and this may correspond to similar
developments in the larger Near Eastern and Mediterranean world. For
example, Richard Lim has argued that the social problems caused by
theological dispute in Late Antiquity provided an impetus for advocat-
ing apophaticism and an ideology of simplicity within the later Roman
Empire.” Similarly, the East Syrians in this later period contained the
logos, as Lim would put it, by subordinating social, public rationality to
the private inspiration and authoritarian discipline of the monastery.
However, at the same time, the school discipline required of a student
prior to his entry into a private cell, as well as the social and physical
location of the monastery, would have helped to tame the opposite,
socially divisive tendency of freewheeling inspiration.

Daniel Boyarin has recently built on the work of Lim and others to
argue that such a development can be seen in the Rabbinic sources.
Boyarin suggests that the “fundamental discursive difference between
the Palestinian (redacted fourth-century) and Babylonian (sixth-century)
Talmuds” is “an instance of a wider epistemic shift taking place around
the Mediterranean in the relevant centuries.”™ Boyarin characterizes
this shift in the Rabbinic sources as a move towards the “virtually apo- .
phatic with respect to the divine mind, its text, and intentions for prac-
tice, as well.”* This epistemic shift is related to the rabbis’ invention of
the Yavneh legend, which Boyarin compares to the revisionist understand-
ing of the Council of Nicaea. The East-Syrian equivalent in this analogy
would be the implementation of the canons of Nicaea in Seleucia under
the auspices of Yazdgard I in 410, an event discussed by Lim.%

However, although my project is clearly related to the phenomena
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examined by these scholars, in this book I am not looking at a shift in
thinking which took place over a few centuries or an institutional attempt
to control debate formally and limit the schismatic effects of rational
thought. This may have happened for the East Syrians as well, but I am
studying rather an epistemic shift the individual East-Syrian male would
have experienced when, after being trained at an East-Syrian school, he
entered the monastery. This shift reflects the socioinstitutional unfolding
of a tension between the kataphatic and apophatic, a tension inherited
from Ephrem of Nisibis and Evagrius of Pontus.

% ok

I hope that this book and the larger project of which it is a part will con-
tribute to four fields that are too often treated as wholly distinct: Syriac
studies, the study of the reception of Greek philosophy into Arabic, Rab-
binics, and the study of Christianity in Late Antiquity. Within Syriac
studies this book, aside from its obvious relevance to the study of the
East-Syrian schools, and especially the School of the Persians in Edessa
and the School of Nisibis, will also shed light on the development of an
East-Syrian identity in the late Sasanian and early Islamic periods. More-
over, by looking at the schools this project will help to draw a better pic-
ture of the institutions in which East-Syrian exegesis was transmitted and
created.

Syriac-speaking Christians were central to the early translation move-
ment that rendered Greek texts into Arabic. In the long history of trans-
mission by which Greek medical, philosophical, and scientific literature
went from Greek into Arabic and then from Arabic into Latin and thus
to the West, Syriac-speaking Christians played a disproportionately im-
portant role as early intermediaries. Soon the translation movement and
creative intellectual work concomitant with it took on a rich and diverse
life of its own, and the Arabic study of Greek philosophical texts went far
beyond the study of these texts that we find among Syriac Christians in
the sixth and seventh centuries. This has been largely recognized, but
few people have looked at the cultural milieu out of which these earlier
Syriac intellectuals came.*® Scholars have considered it sufficient merely
to recognize the Syriac Christian—especially West-Syrian—importance
in this cultural transmission while tending not to focus on the sources
for the very Syriac institutions and intellectual proclivities that in part
made the early translation process possible. One problem has been the
presupposition that the value attributed to classical learning is inherent
and the same in all places at all times. However, we must come to terms
with why Syriac-speaking people living in Mesopotamia in Late Antiquity
chose to study the logical works of Aristotle.%
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The study of the East-Syrian school movement may also help to clar-
ify the elusive history of the development of the Rabbinic academies
(yeshivot) and their literary correlative, the Babylonian Talmud, the cor-
nerstone document of many Jewish communities of learning even to the
present. East-Syrian schools are the only contemporary intellectual insti-
tutions in Mesopotamia immediately comparable to the Rabbinic acad-
emies. While some reference to the School of Nisibis has appeared in
past scholarship and some mention has been made in more recent work,
Shaye ]J. D. Cohen’s 1981 comment is unfortunately still true: “A full
comparative study of the school of Nisibis and the rabbinic academies of
Babylonia is a desideratum.™®

The failure to take up this challenge derives from the ideological clo-
sure that persists in some areas.® Many historians of Judaism and Chris-
tianity—who are mainly Jews and Christians themselves—continue to
hold to a model of Jewish-Christian relations that posits a break between
the two communities soon after the late first or early second centuries
and a formal institutionalization of their differences that prevented any
meaningful contact or interaction between them, aside from regular
hostility and occasional influence. This model, which has been referred
to as the “Parting of the Ways,” too heavily prioritizes diachronic rup-
ture and fails to take into account the numerous shared discourses that
continued to exist between and within two communities occupying the
same geographic and at times social space. This model has also affected
scholarship on a practical level, in that it has led to the closure of indi-
vidual fields of study (i.e., Syriacists are often Orientalists, while people
who work on Rabbinics are in Jewish Studies). Abandoning the “Parting
of the Ways” model will perhaps bring Syriacists and Rabbinics scholars
together and will produce fresh insights into Jewish and Christian insti-
tutions of learning in Late Antiquity and the early Islamic period.1%

Finally, this book fits within some of the broader, often more theoret-
ical discussions in the scholarship on Christianity in Late Antiquity. My
speculation about the East-Syrian culture of learning that developed
in Late Antiquity belongs to the larger discussion of the cultural rene-
gotiation that occurred with Christianization and the abundance of
scholarship in recent years addressing the topic of Christianity as a new
discursive formation. Taking an approach between one that sees Chris-
tianity as something radically new to the ancient world and one that sees
Christianity, especially Christian intellectuals, as merely continuing the
classical heritage, recent work, much of it ultimately looking back to
Michel Foucault’s project in the History of Sexuality—and of course even
further back to Peter Brown’s The World of Late Antiquity—has demon-
strated that Christianity participated in and at the same time subverted
the discourses of the ancient world.'"
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Much of the historiography on early Christianity and Late Antiquity
focuses on how Christians received and transformed the physical and
spiritual world of antiquity. For example, Judith Perkins examines how
early Christians participated in the contemporary cultural milieu’s notions
of the self but performed a “representational revolution” in their privi-
leging of the idea of the self as that which suffers.!*? Not surprisingly, at
the same time that the suffering self was emphasized, Christians attempted
to demonstrate that of all the sufferers, they suffered the most and the
best. Thus, we see the formation of a discursive field in which Christians
can form and prove themselves as subjects. The notion of the suffering
self should not be seen as a mere ideological reflection of the fact that
Christians were being persecuted, as a kind of palliative serving to jus-
tify Christian suffering, especially since even when martyrdom ended
the idea of martyrdom continued as a form of self-presentation and self-
understanding.!® Symbolic systems affect and reflect reality but they do
not necessarily draw their existence solely from the “real” world.

In contrast to the suffering self, my project examines “the learning
self,” that is, the Christian understanding of the self as an entity which
learns. An understanding fundamental to the Cause and to much East-
Syrian thought is that the human being exists in this world to learn
about the Creator, creation itself serving to help in this endeavor. While
such a notion of the self as an entity which learns has its predecessors
in ancient thought, a new and particular type of Christian subject was
developed and maintained, especially within East-Syrian institutions of
learning. As I will argue in Chapter Nine, differences of opinion con-
cerning the most appropriate approach and setting for learning about
the divine led to tensions within the Church of the East and a commonly
expressed antipathy toward the East-Syrian schools and academic prac-
tices among East-Syrian monks. The centrality of the pedagogical under-
standing of the Christian life which had so fully evolved within the Church
of the East led to an occasionally contentious relationship between school
and monastery, two institutions whose differences in pedagogy directly
reflect their differences in epistemology and the estimation of social
interaction.

Along with the reevaluation of the evidence for late antique institu-
tions of learning—note my wariness of using the term “education,” which
has certain implications not present in the ancient system—this book
is an attempt to examine learning as not merely an intellectual exer-
cise performed by one half of the Platonic/Cartesian human being. The
slipperiness of the term “school” should not cause us to misrecognize
ancient learning as equivalent to the “education” that is supposed to
occur in our own contemporary schools, especially since modern edu-
cation is often closely tied to the larger secularizing project of modernity.
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East-Syrian learning had a cosmic significance, inasmuch as the students
were understood to be imitating the study practices of the angels.
Learning was embodied through ritualized study, heavy institutionaliza-
tion, and the marking of the East-Syrian “schoolman” (eskoldya) as a dis-
tinct social entity. At the School of Nisibis homo discens submitted both
his mind and his body to the authority of his masters and the larger insti-
tution: learning was a form of devotion performed in the body.

*k * *

The structure of this book, a large part of which will focus on the late
sixth-century Cause of the Foundation of the Schools, is as follows. The Cause
and the East-Syrian school movement as a whole engage in an ongoing
Christian tendency, particularly in the Syriac milieu, to “scholasticize”
Christianity, that is, to understand Christian belief and practice in ped-
agogical terms. Chapter One will examine this tendency as well as the
related motif, found in several texts, of conversion to Christianity as a
kind of pedagogical conversion.

Chapters Two and Three reassess the history of the School of the Per-
sians in Edessa. Scholars have traditionally taken the School of Nisibis to
be an immediate and direct descendant of the School of the Persians.
However, Chapter Two offers a critical reading of the sources for the
School of the Persians and suggests that we know far less about this institu-
tion than was previously thought. Chapter Three then places the evidence
that we do have for the School of the Persians in a better framework, one
appropriate to and plausible within fifth-century Edessene life. In Chap-
ter Four we finally turn to the School of Nisibis. This chapter sets out
the evidence for the foundation and daily life of the School as well as its
curriculum.

Chapters Five through Seven address the intellectual life of the
School by closely examing the Cause. Chapter Five addresses the genre
of the Cause as exemplary of the academic practice and ideology of the
School of Nisibis. The genre of the text is especially important, because
if the origins of the School are being addressed in a genre associated
with the explication of the Christian liturgical cycle, then this would
suggest that the school year was seen as part of the holy calendar and
therefore that study itself was, to a certain extent, a form of liturgy. The
next two chapters, Six and Seven, address the intellectual pedigree of the
School of Nisibis by closely analyzing the contents of the Cause and plac-
ing it within its larger context. Chapter Six demonstrates the depen-
dence of the Causeon a sixth-century version of the thought of Theodore
of Mopsuestia attested not only in the Church of the East but in West-
ern Greek and Latin writers as well. Chapter Seven closely analyzes the
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Neoplatonic version of Aristotelian logic that crept into the Church of
the East from the early sixth century onward and how the Cause employs
such material to maintain a natural theology reminiscent of the work of
the fourth-century Ephrem of Nisibis and Evagrius of Pontus.

Finally, in the last two chapters, the School itself is recontextualized,
and it and the East-Syrian school movement as a whole are placed within
the broader spectrum of East-Syrian monasticism. Chapter Eight pro-
vides a survey of evidence for the different types of East-Syrian schools in
late antique and early Islamic Mesopotamia. Chapter Nine argues that
although institutions like the School of Nisibis cannot be understood
outside the rise of monasticism, institutional and intellectual differences
existed within the Church of the East that resulted in the schools’ devel-
opment into entities semi-distinct from East-Syrian monasteries. This
chapter ends with a discussion of the apparent decline of the School of
Nisibis in the early seventh century and its possible connection to the
controversy surrounding Hénana of Adiabene, the head of the School at
the time.

I conclude this book by speculating about the embodied practice that
the intellectual and socioinstitutional life reflected in the sources en-
tails, a practice that is not only reflected in the Causebut also evoked and
maintained by such texts. As is emphasized in much of this book, the
scholastic way of life consists of more than just intellectual endeavor; it
also requires a notion of study as religious practice.



Chapter 1

Divine Pedagogy and the Transmission
of the Knowledge of God: The Discursive
Background of the School Movement

Therefore every scribe who has been trained for the kingdom of heaven is like
the master of a household who brings out of his treasure what is new and what
is old. (Mt 13:52)

Thoughtful Christians will concede that, although theology has an essential
function, theological discourse does not necessarily depend on a clear-cut con-
ception of the cosmic framework on the part of a religious actor. Discourse
involved in practice is not the same as that involved in speaking about practice.
It is 2 modern idea that a practitioner cannot know how to live religiously with-
out being able to articulate knowledge.!

A pedagogical understanding of the human being’s place in the world is
apparent throughout East-Syrian literature. A feature of the Cause of the
Foundation of the Schools that strikes the reader immediately is its schema-
tization of all human history into a long series of schools. Such a set of
metaphors and motifs corresponds to the East-Syrian school movement
as an underlying ideology that would have maintained and been main-
tained by the social institutions of the schools.? However, while this ped-
agogical ideology was perpetuated through, for example, the School of
Nisibis by its various rules and its community life, its origins lie outside
the East-Syrian schools. It may seem counter-intuitive, but I would argue
that what might be referred to as the pedagogical model was in existence
before there were actual Syriac schools, and that in time the model was
reinforced and found a easier fit within the East-Syrian school movement.
In other words, Syriac Christians were talking about schools before they
existed, and it was only later that, in a sense, the metaphor became real-
ity. To be sure, this pedagogical model was not static. It developed and
was transformed at the same time as the institutions it both affected and
reflected.?

In a sense, certain aspects of the East-Syrian pedagogical understanding
of Christianity were always there in potential in various receptacles such
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as tradition and Christian literature. When the conditions of theology,
economics, and monastic development, for example, were right, this seed
took root. The purpose of this chapter is to delineate the background of
this pedagogical model and demonstrate how it was employed in under-
standing conversion to Christianity.

Pedagogical Imagery in the Syriac Milieu

A pedagogical ideology existed within Christianity from the very begin-
ning. Early Christians borrowed ways of talking about themselves from
the institutional discourses of the Greco-Roman world. Christianity could
be characterized variously as a new nation (éthnos) or polity (politeia), a
kind of family, the “true” Israel, or a school among the many philosophies
of the day.* Even in the first century, Philo and Josephus describe Judaism
as a having “schools of thought (Gr. hairéseis),” and the Gospels present
Jesus and his followers as a teacher (rabbi) and his students (disciples).®
Christian discipleship was metaphorically and concretely a pedagogical
relationship, something easily lost in the all too familiar term “disciple.”
This pedagogical notion is readily apparent exegetically already in second-
temple Jewish literature. For example, regarding Adam’s naming of the
animals, Philo writes:

So Moses says that God brought all the animals to Adam, wishing to see what
appellations he would assign to them severally. Not that He was in any doubt—
for to God nothing is unknown—but because He knew that He had formed in
mortal man the natural ability to reason of his own motion, that so He Himself
might have no share in faulty action. No, He was putting man to the test, as a
teacher does a pupil, kindling his innate capacity, and calling on him to put
forth some faculty of his own.

Numerous examples can be provided from the second-temple Jewish
background to this material. In negotiating a comfortable relationship
with the dominant Hellenistic culture of which it was part, second-temple
Jewish culture had to find a fit with paideia, that is, the traditional Greek
and later Roman form of forming elite adult males, and paideia in turn
would affect Jewish cultural self-understanding. Early Christians took up
many of the techniques of dealing with cultural difference that second-
temple Jewish intellectuals had already developed, such as the subversive
reversal and elevation implicit in the notion of “barbarian wisdom,” which
can be found in the Christian idea that Greek culture and learning
could be trumped by the simple philosophy of Aramaic-speaking fisher-
men. Furthermore, from early on, the Jesus movement set itself up as a
counter to the so-called wisdom of this world (e.g., 1 Cor 1-2).

The pedagogical model is present in the Christian appropriation of
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the term havresis (originally meaning “school of thought”) from the an-
cient classroom to talk about those who were theologically aberrant.®
This model is also apparent in the fact that many ecclesiastical docu-
ments were referred to as “teaching.”™ At times this pedagogical model
reflected the actual social reality of the writers of the documents in which
it appears. For example, Christian Greek writers of the second and third
centuries, such as Justin Martyr, Clement of Alexandria, and Origen,
were engaged in intellectual activity in the mold of ancient philosophers
and so understood Christianity in pedagogical terms.'® Their peers, the
so-called Gnostics, such as Valentinus, also maintained study circles and
at the same time a notion of Jesus as instructor.’! David Brakke has sug-
gested that one of the great shifts in ecclesial models was the changeover
from an “academic” Christianity to a “catholic” Christianity in the fourth
century under Athanasius, Bishop of Alexandria.'? Furthermore, this peda-
gogical understanding of Christianity was part of the immense project of
accommodating classical culture in which Christian intellectuals from
Clement of Alexandria to Basil of Caesarea were engaged. Thus, by the
time of Theodore of Mopsuestia, who will be addressed in more detail in
a later chapter, casting God in the role of pedagogue would have seemed
a natural thing to do.

The earliest Syriac sources attest to an understanding of Christianity
as a form of learning.!® This is apparent explicitly in the imagery that is
often employed in the sources, but also implicitly in the understanding
of the human being’s relationship with God as imitative. Thus the strong
emphasis on the imitation of Christ in some of the earliest Syriac litera-
ture, including the famous twin motif in texts such as the Acts of Thomas,
corresponds with the pedagogical model. Self-identification with the bride-
groom, such as we find in the line from Aphrahat’s sixth Demonstration
from the mid-fourth century (“The solitary [#hidaya] from the bosom of
his father gives pleasure to all the solitaries [Zhidaye] ™*), is analogous to
the mimetic understanding of learning common in antiquity.

Some of the earliest explicit examples in Syriac literature of the ten-
dency to employ pedagogical terms can be found in the Peshitta. Simple
instances are provided by the common use of the word yullphdna, mean-
ing “learning” or “teaching,” and a number of other cognate words based
on the same Syriac root, which serve as key pedagogical terms in later
texts, such as the Cause. While many of these usages are not particularly
striking, some certainly would have been suggestive to a reader with a
mind for pedagogy. For example, in Exodus 18 Jethro warns Moses that
he is going to wear himself out resolving all the disputes of the people.
In the middle of Jethro’s advice to Moses, the Hebrew text reads, “You
should represent the people before God” (Ex 18:19),'5 while the Peshitta
has, “You, be a teacher to the people from God.”
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Michael Weitzman has argued that the corruption of the Hebrew Vor-
lage of the Peshitta version of Chronicles compelled the translator(s) of
this text “to guess and so reveal his attitudes.”® Weitzman relies on this
Syriac version of Chronicles in his attempt to resolve the question of the
origins of the Peshitta, whether Jewish or Christian. Following Weitzman’s
method, we might also look at pedagogical terminology in the Peshitta
of Chronicles. There are a number of examples where the translator has
added pedagogical terminology.!”

1 Chr 5:1218

MT Joel the chief, Shapham the second, Jannai, and Shaphat in
Bashan . ..

P Joel went out at their head, and he was judging them and teaching
them the scriptures well.

1 Chr 22:13

MT . .. the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord commanded
Moses for Israel.

P ... the statutes and the ordinances that the Lord commanded Moses
to teach Israel.

2 Chr 30:3%°

MT For they could not keep it at its proper time because the priests
had not sanctified themselves in sufficient number, nor had the people
assembled in Jerusalem.

P For they could not keep it at its proper time because the priests had
not sanctified themselves, nor had the teachers of the people gathered
unto Jerusalem.

2 Chr 34:22%

MT So Hilkiah and those whom the king had sent went to the prophet
Huldah, the wife of Shallum son of Tokhath son of Hasrah, keeper of
the wardrobe (who lived in Jerusalem in the Second Quarter) and spoke
to her to that effect.

P So Hilkiah and those whom the king had sent went to the prophet
Huldah, the wife of Shallum son of Tokhath son of Hasrah, keeper of
the wardrobe (lit. vessels), and she was sitting in Jerusalem in teaching,
and they spoke with her in accordance with the king’s commandment.

This last example is especially interesting because not only does the trans-
lator, following the targum, read the unvocalized manuscript’s misneh,
the “second” quarter of the city, as misnah (Syriac rendering: yullphana),
but by doing so he shifts the meaning of y-t-b, the Syriac equivalent of the
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Hebrew root y-s-b (lit. “to sit,” translated here as “to live”), to its later
technical sense, found in both Hebrew and Syriac, of “to sit in study”
(i.e., as in Hebrew yesibah) 2! Although Chronicles was not part of the East-
Syrian canon, these examples demonstrate the predisposition of the cul-
ture in which the Peshitta was produced.

Other renderings in the Peshitta text of the Hebrew Bible show the
same tendency as the above quotations and would later have affected how
the biblical narrative was understood. Twice in 1 Kings Eljjah’s “servant”
(Hebr. na‘ar, lit. “young boy”; LXX paiddrion) is translated as his “stu-
dent” (Syr. talmida). This change is repeated in four references to Elisha’s
“servant” Gehazi in 2 Kings.?? The Hebrew na‘ar is used over ten times
in 1 Kings and over twenty times in 2 Kings; thus, these changes show
a particular interpretation of the relationship between Elijah and Elisha
and between Elisha and Gehazi. Furthermore, putting these two rela-
tionships together would suggest an ongoing pedagogical succession:
Elijah taught Elisha and Elisha taught Gehazi. The Peshitta version would
have made it easier for the author of the Cause to imagine a “school” of
prophets in the wilderness, as he does.?

It should also be noted that certain aspects of scripture that might
lose their meaning in a Western context, or rather take on a more exotic
feel, could maintain their original valence in a Syriac milieu. For example,
in Mt 23:8 (“But you are not to be called Rabbi, for your teacher is one,
and you are all brothers”) the word for “teacher” in the original Greek
version is diddskalos, which is translated as rabbain the Syriac (i.e., rabbkon).
The original Palestinian sense of this line from the Gospel is maintained
because of the linguistic and cultural continuity of the Syriac milieu with
first-century Palestine.

Along with the Peshitta, the works of Ephrem of Nisibis demonstrate
the early development of certain pedagogical conceptions. They also
served as ideological and literary models for later Syriac writers. The
conception of God as pedagogically guiding creation to knowledge of
God himself is ubiquitous in Ephrem’s works.?* In his introductory vol-
ume to Ephrem, Sebastian Brock describes what he calls “the three
modes of divine self-revelation” by which the Creator bridges the chasm
between himself and his creation.?

We can isolate three main ways by which Ephrem understands this process of
divine self-revelation to take place: through types and symbols which are present
in both Nature and Scripture; through “names,” or metaphors, which God allows
to be used of himself in Scripture; and above all of course in the Incarnation.”

Ephrem’s thinking is much broader than the simple and direct use of
pedagogical imagery and metaphors in the Causeand other texts, but sig-
nificantly it serves as an underlying model for the relationship between
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the human being and God that is found over and over again in the
sources. Throughout his works, Ephrem shows a constant concern for
how we can know God without limiting the divine essence. For example,
the fifth of his Hymns on Paradise—Ephrem’s meditation on both the text
of Gen 2-3 and the very experience of reading that text—provides a
clear delineation of his notion of nature and scripture and the parallel
function of the two as ways of revealing the divine.?” A humorous passage
from the Hymns on Faith (in which Ephrem compares God’s relationship
to the human being to a person trying to teach a parrot to speak while
hiding behind a mirror) demonstrates the two common themes of divine
pedagogy and God’s use of metaphors and a “garment of names” to com-
municate with us.?® Learning itself can be hypostasized in Ephrem’s
works, as in the fifth Sermon on Faith, where the personification of learn-
ing is reminiscent of that of Wisdom in Hebrew scripture.? The unstated
assumption in this particular text is that ultimately there is only one
object of learning: God. However, since he cannot be known in himself,
“learning” immediately unfolds into numerous realms and their constit-
uent sciences.

Along with Theodore of Mopsuestia, Ephrem was a figure of the ut-
most authority for later Syriac Christians. Even despite the concerns that
some held about his theological ambiguity, many parts of his works found
their way into Syriac liturgical collections.? Many of the underlying ideas
about epistemology in his texts can be seen in a more developed form in
later Syriac literature. When the “modes of divine self-revelation,” that
is, “types and symbols which are present in both Nature and Scripture,”
and the ““names,” or metaphors, which God allows to be used of himself
in Scripture,”®! were qualified and condensed, a more explicitly defined,
pedagogical and scripturally based system came into focus. For example,
the idea that types and symbols are present in nature and scripture would
eventually be institutionalized in a school setting where the close exeget-
ical study of scripture and the transmission of this knowledge would
occur. Furthermore, Ephrem’s emphasis on the importance of silence,
that is, the recognition of those aspects of the divine about which we
cannot speculate, would play a part in later apophatic theology.??

By the late fourth century the project of translating Greek patristic liter-
ature into Syriac had begun. Like other translation corpora from antig-
uity, the history of the translation from Greek into Syriac goes from loose,
receptor-language oriented renderings to consistent, source-language
oriented, word-for-word translations.?® Thus, as with the Peshitta, early
translations reveal much about the assumptions and tendencies of the
culture in which they were produced. For example, in the Syriac ver-
sion of Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, translated perhaps in the late
fourth century,® indigenous Syrian terminology creeps into the text of
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Book II, where Eusebius uses Philo’s account of the Therapeutae (De Vita
Contemplativa) as evidence for early Christian monasticism. Words asso-
ciated with early Syriac asceticism such as #hidayd and gaddisata replace
more familiar Greek words. However, the translator also imports ped-
agogical terminology into the Syriac version; for example, he uses the
terms “ones who have become pupils” (mettalmdin) for “acquaintances”
(gnorimoi); “instruction, discipleship” (tulmada) for “the race” (to génos);
and “learning, doctrine” (yullphana) for “way of life” (politeia).3® Thus,
early on and prior to the translation of patristic works promoting a ped-
agogical version of Christianity, most notably those of Theodore of Mop-
suestia, there had already been both the idea of God as pedagogue and
the understanding of Christianity as as a form of learning in the Syriac
milieu.

Examples of pedagogical imagery abound in the Syriac writers of the
fifth and early sixth centuries. In the early fifth century John of Apamea,
in the introduction to the first Dialogue on the Soul, writes, “as it is man
alone that God wanted to train by the teaching of his wisdom, he has set
up all of nature.” The Teaching of Addai (Doctrina Addai), a text which
received its final redaction in the fifth century (an earlier version of which
Eusebius himself used in the Ecclesiastical History, Bk 1), employs legal
and scribal metaphors to describe the perfect world of the eschaton.?” In
the early sixth century, Philoxenus of Mabbug begins his eighth homily
with a portrayal of Jesus as a teacher.®® The pedagogical model is a com-
monplace in the writings of Jacob of Sarug. For example, in his letter to
Stephen bar Sudaili, the purported author of the Book of the Holy Hiero-
theos (to be discussed in a later chapter), Jacob refers to Jesus in a long
theological exhortation as “the great scribe (saphra rabba)” who “came
down from heaven and became a teacher to the world and creation was
illuminated with his teaching.”

Jacob’s fourth homily (mémra) against the Jews, entitled by its editor
“De la pédagogie divine,” describes the progressive revelation of the Son
by the Father to the world. For Jacob, the scribal office entails instruc-
tion of students. The collection begins with an invocation to God: “Oh
skilled* scribe (saphra mhir@), be for me a master (rabbd) full of wisdoms,
/ and I will be full of understanding for your word as a student (fal-
midd).”* In the seventh homily he draws a striking metaphor with the
cross: “The cross was a scribe for the world and from it (the world)
learned / to worship the Father in spirit in all places.™? Such metaphors
may derive from the fact that here Jacob is writing against the Jews, the
wicked scribes in the New Testament, who in late antique Edessa and its
environs may have continued to have a scribal appearance (though due
to a lack of evidence we do not know exactly how similar the Jews of
Edessa were in this respect to their contemporaries in the South, i.e.,
Palestine and Babylonia).
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The expression Jacob uses for God, “skilled scribe,” is worth further
analysis. It is employed to describe the different heads of the School of
Nisibis in a partially extant homily (mémrd@) that was apparently produced
at the School.*® The origins of the expression may be biblical. It shows
up twice in the Hebrew Bible: at Ezra 7:6 (“He was a scribe skilled in the
law of Moses that the Lord the God of Israel had given; and the king
granted him all that he asked, for the hand of the Lord his God was
upon him.” NRSV) and metaphorically at Ps 45:2 (“I address my verse
to the king; my tongue is like the pen of a ready scribe.” NRSV) The
Peshitta of the former has “wise scribe” (saphra hakkima); the Peshitta of
the latter has the Syriac equivalent (saphra mhira). From the verses fol-
lowing Jacob’s use of this expression it is clear he is writing with Ps 45 in
mind (line 5 “My tongue is your pen, now write with it true things”).
However, the new context of these lines provides a new meaning. Both
uses of the “skilled scribe” in the Hebrew Bible refer to the scribe at the
side of a king. However, for Jacob it is God who is the scribe and the scribe
is associated with an institution of learning; he has students, which fits
with the usage of the expression to describe the heads of the School of
Nisibis. Perhaps Jacob is not relying solely on Ps 45 for this expression;
perhaps it was extant from the scribal culture that had previously existed
in the Aramaic milieu, which would help explain his use of it here. This
previous scribal culture may, in part, explain the scribal practices con-
temporary to Jacob. Sebastian Brock has noted that Syriac scribes seem
to be more self-conscious than their Greek counterparts.* For example,
in the mid-third-century Syriac parchments from Dura-Europos and its
environs the Syriac scribes regularly identify themselves, while in the
Greek documents they do not.®* Likewise, we know that a number of early
dated manuscripts come from Edessa specifically because the scribes felt
the urge to tell us s0.% In early manuscripts scribes often give their
names, some specifying themselves as an “Edessene scribe,” even if the
manuscript was not produced in Edessal?’

The use of scribal metaphors in Jacob’s poetry also fits with Jacob’s use
of imagery reflecting the formal transmission of knowledge. The under-
lying pedagogical understanding of God found in Jacob’s fourth homily
against the Jews becomes explicit in an extended metaphor in which
God is compared to a schoolmaster who teaches students little by little.

A scribe also does not first give full writing

To the child to read, but he trains him in all the syllables.

From the letters he begins to write and show him

And by the vocalizing (hegyand) of words (lit. names=nouns) he causes him to
ascend.

And when he is full-grown to read beautifully, thus he gives him

A great book in which is found all wisdoms.

Also God who is the scribe of human beings

Little by little he caused them to ascend to perfection.*®
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The basis of Jacob’s metaphor seems to be the regular practice in antig-
uity for teaching children how to read, which, despite some differences
between the Semitic writing system and that of Latin and Greek (i.e.,
a lack of vowel notation), can be better understood from the classical
sources.* The complexity of Jacob’s metaphor corresponds to the devel-
opment of more formal “schools” typical of the late fifth and early sixth
centuries. Thus the pedagogical imagery is more closely related to an en-
vironment of Christian “schools,” as is the case with the Cause. Whereas
Ephrem spoke about instruction and learning in general Jacob uses more
concrete terms: pens, books, and ink, the actual implements of Edessene
learning.

As I will argue in Chapter Seven with regard to the East-Syrian usage
of a Neoplatonic version of Aristotle, cultural appropriation runs along
previously existing paths. The importation of new ideas and practices is
often mapped onto older systems. The Syriac Christian tendency to em-
ploy pedagogical language may reflect a prior Aramaic scribal culture.
Note the ancient usage of the scribal epithet “skilled (mhira)” above. In
further analysis, the evidence of this prior scribal culture may help to
illuminate why Syriac school culture developed in the way it did. The
language of the various texts translated into Syriac (the Hebrew Bible,
the New Testament, and Greek patristic literature) may not sufficiently
explain the origins of the pedagogical notions I have examined so far.
Rather, perhaps we can see in this imagery one instance of where Chris-
tianization and the new literacy it brought failed to obscure the indige-
nous culture of the region. The pedagogical model can therefore be
placed within the larger framework of scholarly ideologies and repre-
sentations we find in the ancient and Greco-Roman Near East.’* Other
instances of the ancient Mesopotamian background of Syriac Christian-
ity have been noted. Brock cites as an example the expression, often used
by Ephrem (and others), sam hayyé (“medicine of life”), which derives
from an earlier Akkadian term.5! Another example is provided by the
popular Syriac genre of the “dispute poem,” which is based upon ancient
Mesopotamian precedents.>

The scribe as religious figure had already had a long history in Meso-
potamia; the Babylonian patron of scribes, Nebo (Nabu), remained a
popular deity even in Late Antiquity.%® That he was son of the main god,
Marduk-Bel, makes for an analogy between him and Jesus the peda-
gogue son of God, especially since “as a divine scribe Nebo is the inven-
tor of script and the holder of the tablets of destiny, of divine laws valid
for everybody.”* The common belief in a god typically depicted with a
stylus in hand suggests that the developing scribal form of Christianity
did not require a complete reformulation of the local religious imagina-
tion to seem plausible. And of course we should recall the popularity
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of the story and sayings of that representative of ancient Near Eastern
scribal wisdom, Ahiqar, the earliest Christian version of which is the
Syriac one.%®

Conversion to Christianity as the Rejection of One Form of
Learning for Another

The early biographers of Christian saints wrote in the context of this conflict
between a tradition emphasizing the rejection of worldly learning and the purity
of the ideal Christian, on the one hand, and the need, not only to accommodate
literacy in the Church, but even to create forms for and enhance the value of
learning and culture in an established Church, on the other.%

The latter tendency to displace worldly learning with a new ecclesiastical
culture is typical of the Syriac hagiographical texts, in which flight from
worldly learning is not to the life of a simple lay Christian, but rather to
that of the learned ascetic. Although the pedagogical aspects of the
transformation into an ascetic—both learning from an ascetic and sub-
sequently teaching as one—are common to hagiography from its origins
onward,? it plays a more significant role in Syriac literature than in other
forms of Christian literature.

The Pethion-Adurhormizd-Anahid cycle from the Acts of the Persian
Martyrs offers an excellent example of the pedagogical understanding of
Christianity in the Syriac milieu, particularly the idea of conversion to
Christianity as a rejection of one form of learning and the acceptance of
another. The Acts of the Persian Martyrs® are a diverse group of texts; how-
ever, those from the first couple of centuries of composition are less
sophisticated than the later Acts, e.g., Babai the Great’s Life of George as
well as his Life of Gregory, and Western Syriac hagiographies such as the
Life of John of Tella (to be discussed below). The language of the early Acts
is often a simple Syriac prose, in contrast to more learned and esoteric
Syriac philosophical and theological literature, and we may assume that
their meaning was readily apparent to a larger number of people, if the
genre followed its assumed function as texts to be read to congregations
on martyrs’ festivals and at holy places. This makes the Acts better rep-
resentatives of the views commonly held within the Church of the East,
since such stories would be heard by youths who would one day partici-
pate in the school movement.

The Pethion-Adurhormizd-Anahid cycle describes the Christianization
of the Zoroastrian upper class through several generations, up to the per-
secution (ca. 446—448) under the Sasanian king Yazdgard II, who ruled
in 438-457.5 In summary form the story is as follows: Mihryar, a Zoroas-
trian, has two sons, Yazdin and Dadgushnasp. The first flees his Zoroastrian
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education and eventually becomes a monk. After decades he returns,
converts his brother, and takes his nephew, Pethion, as a disciple. Some
years later Pethion heals Anahid, who converts to Christianity, followed
by her father, Adurhormizd, who is martyred. An3ihid then meets the same
fate.® The cycle concludes with the martyrdom of Pethion.

This text offers an excellent example of the matter-offact usage of
pedagogical language in Syriac lives of saints. In fact, it might be argued
that it sets Christianity up as a form of learning alternative to Zoroas-
trianism. One of Mihryar’s virtues described at the beginning of the text
is his great learning in Zoroastrian religious knowledge.®! Learning is a
central issue in the description of Yazdin’s flight as a youth from the
Zoroastrian school.

And not long after the youths grew up, one of them, whose name was Yazdin, was
given by his father, Mihryar, to a magian school (bét mgiisé) that he might learn

and become wise in the magian learning (yullphana da-mgisitd) and that he
might be skilled (mh#rd) and wise in the murmuring® of the magi. But after Yaz-
din was at the school (bét yullphand) [or: in learning] among the magi for a few
days, he left the school of the magi (et yullphanhon da-mgise), fled, and came to
the house of his foster parents.5?

Yazdin’s flight is then announced to his family by the priest to whom he
had been handed over. After a long search he is discovered and beaten
severely by Mihryar. He is sent back to the school but again flees, and his
father finally gives up on him. Yazdin’s brother, Dadgushnasp, is sent to
school instead, while Yazdin is allowed to remain with his foster parents,
with whom he regularly visits church. There he becomes acquainted with
the lections (geryana da-ktabe qaddise)® and the liturgy. Yazdin eventually
runs off, gets baptized, and becomes a monk, at which point “he learned
also the psalms and to read the holy scriptures.”®

Pethion’s conversion and discipleship under Yazdin is described in
pedagogical terms. “He became a student to him and Pethion would also
cling to Yazdin. He learned from him the psalms and the holy scriptures.
He would imitate his ways and the excellence of his master (rabbéh).”®®
The two together become a “blessed pair (zawga).” Their “wonderful and
great instruction (tulmada)™® spreads throughout the land. After Yazdin’s
death, Pethion continues to benefit “non-Christians” (lit. “outsiders,”
barrayé) with his “instruction” (fulmada).®® Adurhormizd puts his trust in
the “learning of the magi” (yullphdna da-mguse),” but they, as well as the
Jews and the Manichees, cannot help when his daughter is ill. Once Anahid
is healed, “When [Pethion] instructed and taught her, our Lord opened
her heart to receive his teaching pleasantly.””! With the conversion of his
daughter, Adurhormizd himself also submits to Pethion’s teaching.”

The news of Adurhormizd’s conversion spreads quickly, and his fellow
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magi confront him about it. When verbal and physical persuasion fail,
the shah sends Adurfrazgard, “who is exalted in their learning and
renowned in their religion [lit. “fear”], that he might come and teach, in-
struct, and turn [Adurhormizd] to their worship.””® A great assembly is
present at the debate between Adurhormizd and Adurfrazgard.”* Much
of their discussion centers around Zoroastrian myth: Adurhormizd, as
well as the author of this text, is certainly knowledgeable of the system
he condemns. Zoriastrianism is a form of “learning”” to be contrasted
with Christianity. At the end of the debate, Adurhormizd says, “I wonder
at you that while you are with the learning (yullphaneh) of Satan, you rashly
name the straight faith of the fear of God the learning of Satan.”” Later,
in prison, Adurhormizd turns to Jesus, who among other things “judged
me worthy that I might be named by the name of his discipleship (tal-
miditéh).”™ After his martyrdom, the body of Adurhormizd is brought
back to the hut of Pethion, “where he had become a disciple (ettalmad)
and was baptized.””

The narrative then returns to Anihid,” who, soon after setting up her
own hut near Pethion’s in order to lead an ascetic life, is sought by the
same magi responsible for her father’s death. When the horsemen sent
to find Anahid enter her hut, they find her praying. Part of her prayer
repeats the story of the original knowledge of God and decline into idol-
atry found in Romans 1:18-32, a passage important for Christian nat-
ural theology.

Mighty God who existed before the world did, establisher, provisioner, and guide
of all that is in it; you gave to human beings intelligence and a discerning mind
more than to any other corporeal creature, . . . but when they went astray from
knowledge of you and strayed from your dominion, erring after all sorts of evil
idols, you did not act toward them as their wickedness deserved, but instead you
sent your beloved Son, our Lord Jesus Christ, the glorious Power who issues from
you, the image of your divinity, and through your life-giving illumination he
gathered them together, leading them away from all sorts of idols and false
beliefs into a knowledge of you; through the grace of the Spirit given in baptism
you made them worthy of illumination and heavenly glory, and you held me wor-
thy, too, Lord, . . . for you brought me into the blessed sheepfold of your flock,
into the sacred fold of your sheep, by means of the watchful and true shepherd,
Mar Pethion, the teacher whom you provided in your grace. Now, Lord, that I
have become aware of the way of your dominion and the path to salvation, and
know how to travel along them towards those treasures of yours in heaven, . . . 8

Although the sentiments of Anahid’s prayer are not uncommon, they
take on a greater significance when juxtaposed with the strong focus on
teaching, learning, and knowledge already seen in the text as well as the
emphasis on knowledge of God in Romans 1:18-32, the passage on which
it is based. Anahid traces a cycle from the original human knowledge
of God to humans straying from this knowledge and finally to the return
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of this knowledge through Jesus Christ. She fits herself into this cycle by
way of her relationship with Pethion, her “teacher.” Like her father,
when confronted with her apostasy from the religion of her birth, Anahid
is capable of providing a learned critique of Zoroastrianism. Also like
her father, after a lot of talk, she is martyred.

The text then finally returns to Pethion, the instigator of the last sev-
eral dozen pages of trouble. The magi begin to complain about him as “the
destroyer of our learning” who is giving them a bad name before the
king, who is “zealous for our learning.”® Pethion is arrested (and in fact
converts those who arrest him) and thrown in jail. In a debate with his
accuser who, as in other parts of this text as well as in the Persian Martyr

e

Acts as whole, refers to Christians as “sorcerers (harrdsé),” he claims:

I am not, as you say, a sorcerer and one who misleads Christians, but you magi
are sorcerers and misleaders of human beings, far from the knowledge of God,
but I myself am a teacher of the knowledge of God.®®

After several instances of miraculous protection, including the bonds
falling off him and his fellow inmates (and his convincing them to stay
in jail nonetheless!), the magi are infuriated and Pethion is slowly dis-
membered, day by day, with a prayer given after each mutilation, until
he is finally beheaded. There is no pedagogical language through this
whole section. Finally, in the author’s summation of his life, Pethion is
called “a teacher of truth” thrice,®* his “instruction” is mentioned thrice,®
his making of disciples twice,® his “spiritual learning” twice,¥ and “the
knowledge of the Messiah he offered.”®

The Pethion-Adurhormizd-Anahid cycle consists of a series of rejec-
tions of upper class Sasanian society and the religious learning expected
of its youth. Despite the miraculous power of his prayer both in healing
Anahid and in his protection through various trials, Pethion is most
significantly a learned figure who is able to teach Anahid and her father,
both of whom are depicted as knowledgeable in the religion of the magi.
While some texts such as the History of Mar Qardagh depict the upper-
class Christian convert from Zoroastrianism as previously excelling in
the traditional virtues of Persian society, such as archery, polo, and hunt-
ing,® the Pethion-Adurhormizd-Anahid cycle depicts Persian sub-elites
of a more learned taste, those who would receive a priestly training, and
in the end draws a parallel between Christianity and Zoroastrianism as
two forms of learning in order to demonstrate the superiority of the one
over the other. This superiority consists not only of the content of the
learning, but also of its truth and, more significantly, its capacity for
being upheld in debate. Both Adurhormizd and Anahid can out-argue
their interlocutors, whether the subject be the true God of Christianity
or the falsehood of Zoroastrian myth.
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The cycle’s motif of rejection/conversion is common to late antique
hagiography. It is a central part of the Christian literary attempt to cre-
ate boundaries with the surrounding culture and of the production of a
discourse which casts Christianity as something new and different.®® How-
ever, just as conversion to Christianity often entailed a conversion to a
specifically ascetic form of the religion, so also, as we shall see in the fol-
lowing texts, casting the acceptance of Christianity as the taking up of
an alternative form of learning is especially common in the Syriac milieu.

The near-contemporary Life of John of Tella and Life of Mar Aba, both
of which describe the lives and persecution of distinguished churchmen
of the sixth century, prove that the rejection of traditional elite learning
and the acceptance of a new form of paideia was a Syriac Christian theme
on both sides of the border dividing Persia from Rome. John of Tella,
born in Callinicum (modern ar-Raqqah), became the Miaphysite bishop
of Tella/Constantina/Constantia (modern Viranshehir) in 519, but was
removed by Justin in 521. He visited Constantinople in 533 and was im-
prisoned by the Neochalcedonian Ephrem, patriarch of Antioch (529-44),
from 537 until his death in 538.%! He may be best known for ordaining
John of Amid (modern Diyarbakir), the church historian more commonly
known as John of Ephesus. Mar Aba, after his conversion to Christian-
ity, went to the School of Nisibis, traveled to the West (where he most not-
ably influenced the Greek author known as Cosmas Indicopleustes), and
eventually became Catholicos of the Church of the East, only to spend
most of his Catholicate (c. 540-52) in prison, until his death in 552.%2

The Life of John of Tella was apparently composed soon after 542.% It
provides the story of John’s rejection of an elite Greck form of learning
in tandem with his gradual withdrawal into the ascetic way of life. His
family, particularly his widowed and pious mother,

were training him in the literature (sephra) and wisdom of the Greeks, and when
he was twenty years old, they put him in the service of the praetorium of the dux
of that same city, that he might be trained and instructed, so they thought.?* He
was clothed in desirable garments according to the rank of his service, and dif-
ferent sturdy foods were prepared for him with all care; he was not extravagant
or indulgent, and they handed him over to a tutor (Gr. paidagogds) to guide him.%

John’s mother’s good intention is to find him a suitable wife, but he, a
blameless “man of God” from his youth, aspires to something greater.
John flees his home and lives with a local monk, but his mother comes
and drags him home, asking him:

Are you not able to please God also when you are in the world in the same man-
ner that so-and-so and so-and-so have pleased him, although they were in the
world and masters of riches?%
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John acknowledges that some individuals can bifurcate their allegiance,
rendering unto Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s, but
that this is not possible for him. The text continues:

One day he took up the book containing the story of the blessed Thekla, who
became a disciple (ettalmdat) to the blessed Apostle, and he read from it.%’

In a like manner, John then takes up the Apostle Paul’s writings and reads.

When at that point he became a disciple (eftalmad) in truth to the blessed
Apostle, like the blessed Thekla, he built for himself within his chamber a small
upper room and he was continually in it. He and his tutor alone made a pact
between themselves that his mother would not know his thought or the deed he
was doing. He refrained from eating flesh and from drinking wine, and his meals
the tutor would eat. From eventide to late in the evening he would eat only dry
bread, and later he would take a taste of something once every two days. When
no one had yet perceived the secret that was between them and when he would
sit to enjoy the meals which were ascending to this holy man at evening time, as
the tutor would narrate it before us, the blessed one would stand and bend as
doubled up like a hook with his hands bound behind him and the hair of his
head would rest upon the ground. He would wait thus until deep in the evening.
Then he would cast himself upon the ground and lie down for a little bit. He also
learned the psalms in Syriac and the two of them would perform the liturgy,
because his tutor also learned the psalms with him. When his mother, worthy of
blessings, saw that the color of her son’s face and the radiance of his youth had
changed, she began to ask his tutor, “What is this intention which I see in my son
that he is wholly in sadness?” He said to her in order to please her with his
speech, “It is because he was up late in much reading.” She was pleased by this
because he would—so she thought®®—be instructed in the reading of the pagan
Greek writers (lit. the reading of the outsiders).%

John continues in this way and is encouraged to be tonsured both by the
holy men he meets outside the city and by the holy scriptures (lit. geryanée
gaddise).'*® Finally, to his mother’s chagrin, John follows his ambitions:
he divides his wealth and finds a spiritual father and becomes his “stu-
dent” (talmidéh) ** Under him John remains continually in prayer, fasting,
vigils, and the reading (geryané)!%? of the holy scriptures.

The Story of the Wonderful and Divine Struggles of the Holy Mar Aba, com-
posed sometime in the late sixth century, describes the life and martyrdom
of Mar Ab3, the East-Syrian Catholicos (died 552).1% Despite the sig-
nificance of the final office Aba attains, the preface of the work empha-
sizes his role as a “teacher.”'%* The story begins before his conversion to
Christianity, when Mar Aba “exceeded many pagans in his paganism.™%
Since he was “trained in Persian letters and literature (sephra)”% and was
a sharp-witted young Zoroastrian, Aba caught the eye of local officials
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and embarked on a career in the imperial bureaucracy. Being a pagan,
Aba naturally despised Christians—that is, until the day when Jesus
decided to “spread his net upon him.”%’

When he was going to cross from the town of Halé to his ancestral homeland (lit.
the land of his fathers), he was sitting with others in a little boat in order to cross
the Tigris. Jesus had sent a teacher of the schools (lit. “a schoolman, a teacher”;
eskolaya had mallphand), a man poor and ascetic, gentle and humble, whose attire
(eskémaw[ hy)) was modest and chaste,1%®

This schoolman (eskdlaya) gets into the boat with the other passengers and

After the holy man (Aba) saw his attire and thought that he was a monk (bar
gyamd), he hit him and took his bag, which was with him, and threw it onto the
dry land. He forced him to get up out of the boat. The schoolman (eskslaya) did
not give a response to these things, but got up out of the boat and was sitting at
the edge of the Tigris.'®

The boat starts to cross the river, but when it reaches the open water the
wind and waves become rough, tossing the boat about. The frightened
passengers return to land and the schoolman (eskélaya) tries to get into
the boat, but is again ejected by Aba. The boat fails to cross the river and
must return a second time. The passengers disembark and Aba, curious
about the schoolman’s (eskélaya) odd attire, strikes up a conversation with
him. Amazed at the wisdom and humility of the schoolman, Aba decides
to “make himself a disciple (nettalmad) to the household of Christ.”110
He begins to fast and pray continually, and soon must give up his scribal
profession when his employer finds out about his conversion and threat-
ens to report him to the authorities, who have banned the conversion of
Zoroastrians to Christianity. Aba leaves and is baptized, thus giving up
his “letters and his work.”!!! He decides to go to the wilderness where he
might please God. However, at this point the story continues:

After he went up and arrived at the city of Nisibis, he entered the holy school
there and the study (‘enyan) of the divine books was loved by him more than all
his life. And he learned (the psalms of) David in a few days and began medita-
tion on the divine books.!?

Aba thrives at the School, while still finding time to go to the countryside
and silence heretics with his learning. He then leaves for Alexandria, to
visit holy sites and to dispute with a certain Sergius (probably Sergius of
Rés‘ayna), but on his way he stops in Edessa, where he meets his future
disciple, Thomas, from whom he learns Greek. The two of them visit Alex-
andria, Athens, Corinth, Constantinople, and Antioch, and in each place
Ab2a amazes people with his teaching as well as his miracles. In Athens
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he turns people away from worldly learning, while in Corinth, a group
of sophists are so awed by Abd’s teaching that they immediately burn all
their “silly” books.!1?

On his way home to Nisibis highwaymen approach Aba, and without
resistance he offers them his one possession, a learned scroll. In this
brief anecdote, we see the integration of the three virtues of patience,
poverty, and learning. Aba now resembles the schoolman (eskslaya) whom
he mistreated on the banks of the Tigris. The story of Mar Aba’s early
life is one of conversion to an ascetic and “scholastic” form of Christian-
ity as well as an explicit rejection of the traditional Persian and Greek
forms of learning. What most impresses Aba about the schoolman
(eskolaya) whom he meets on the banks of the Tigris is not his fancy spec-
ulation or theology but rather his humble deportment and asceticism. In
sum, for the author of the Life of Mdr Abd, the school movement provides
not just an intellectual approach, but also a way of life.!14

In contrast to Mar Aba, John of Tella is raised by a Christian mother
and given an education in “the letters and wisdom of the Greeks” so that
he may have a career in the “praetorium” of the “dux.” John rejects this
learning, preferring ascesis and scripture. The text represents John’s
rejection of one form of learning and the status it led to for another.!'®
It is significant that John converts to a form of Christianity (monasticism),
while Mar Aba converts to Christianity as such. A key element behind
both these narratives is the life “in the world” to which the traditional form
of learning leads. The rejection of such learning is also the rejection of
a public career and all the social distinctions and relations it entails.

The Life of John tries to apologize for his mother’s obstructing his
attempts at leading a holy life and for her trying to marry him off.*'¢ This
is necessary because the text must negotiate between elevating the holy
life and not completely disparaging Christian life “in the world.” John
and the author of his life lived in a thoroughly Christian society. Further-
more, the monks of John’s world were more engaged with, and often had
a background in, classical and Christian Greek learning. In contrast,
Mar Aba’s biographer perhaps came from the capital of the Persian Empire,
Seleucia-Ctesiphon, far from the classical culture of the Mediterranean
and the majority Christian society of the Roman Empire.!'” In Aba’s life
the flight to the monastery, so common in late antique literature, be-
comes the flight to the School of Nisibis.

Conclusion

The pedagogical model, that is, the understanding of Christianity as a
form of learning to be transmitted from master to student, a form of
learning that ultimately derives from and concerns God himself, is the
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linchpin holding together the intellectual and social historical realms to
be examined in the following chapters. It provides the broader discur-
sive space in which more complex theology and pedagogical speculation
took place. As the second epigraph for this chapter suggests, we must
distinguish between the practical knowledge of Christianity as under-
stood in pedagogical terms from the more complex theoretical and the-
ological knowledge that one might arrive at by following the calling of
Christ within an institution of learning.

The former type of knowledge entails a family of terminology and
imagery that might occur to anyone engaged with the Christian tradi-
tion. Syriac Christians of this period would have been confronted on an
ongoing basis with the pedagogical model through regular church atten-
dance and Christian fellowship. Jesus was understood as a teacher, and
discipleship was then taken in the literal sense of the word (i.e., “tal-
mida” means “student”). The mimetic imperative in many of Jesus’ and
Paul’s statements was similar to the age-old exhortations, both ancient
Near Eastern and Greek, emphasizing the importance of imitation in
the transmission of knowledge. Furthermore, a broader theology of divine
pedagogy would be imprinted on a Christian from the Syriac liturgical
and homiletical tradition.

In contrast to the informal knowledge of the pedagogical model, for-
mal theological knowledge was an erudite system of thought requiring
participation in the pedagogical tradition of the School. For example,
this would entail the “scholastic” version of history presented by the Cause,
a theology and an anthropology of divine pedagogy from the study of
Theodore of Mopsuestia’s works, and perhaps some knowledge of Aris-
totle’s logical works and their commentarial tradition. The Cause, as we
shall see, represents both these forms of knowledge, that is, the peda-
gogical model and the theology of divine paideia. This is what makes it
an appropriate introductory speech for newcomers to the School. It
leads the audience through some of the intricacies of the School’s the-
ology while employing a pedagogical language that would have been
familiar to any Syriac listener.

Christianity has derived from scripture and tradition clusters of meta-
phors which have allowed Christians at different times and in different
places to define for themselves the essence of Christianity and herald it
to others. This panoply of images, metaphors, and expressions was con-
tinually adapted to fit the needs and circumstances of any particular
locale.!’® The pedagogical model of Christianity, as discussed in this
chapter, is one of these clusters. Furthermore, as we will see in later chap-
ters, this cluster of pedagogical metaphors was reduced and lost its
metaphorical valence with the development of the East-Syrian school
movement; Christianity for certain East-Syrian elite males was literally a



40 Chapter 1

form of pedagogy with its own institutions and way of life. This led to the
development of a whole social group who could be imagined as such. For
example, the third canon of the Council of Seleucia-Ctesiphon of 585/6
addresses the special relationship between students and masters, com-
paring it to that of a father and his son as well as to God’s paternal and
didactic relationship with human beings.!’® The Catholicos at the time
of this council was i§63/ahb I (582-95/6), who had been head of the School
from 565 to 568. This canon, therefore, may serve as evidence for how,
although the pedagogical model had its own distinct origins prior to the
rise of the Schools, in these new conditions it affected and reflected the
real-world institutions established for the transmission of knowledge.

A parallel example of this phenomenon may be found in metaphors
of Christian militarism. Although certain military language was always
present in the tradition, only at certain times do actual social organiza-
tions such as the Salvation Army, and movements such as the Crusades,
develop, reflecting and reinforcing the original metaphorical, linguistic
cluster of the milites Christi (the soldiers of Christ). More recently, a num-
ber of American soldiers, prior to the siege of Falluja, were baptized
while listening to homilies on David prevailing over the Philistines. David
as military man and David as metaphor for grace and submission to
divine will are thus collapsed, and warriors for God become simply sol-
diers. Similarly, ideas of Christian discipleship and following Christ
found in the earliest Christian documents proved an important ideolog-
ical background to the development of monasticism, a phenomenon
which in turn had a strong influence on the school movement.



Chapter 2
The School of the Persians (Part 1):
Rereading the Sources

The pedagogical model became the dominant form of imagining Chris-
tianity at the School of Nisibis and within the East-Syrian school move-
ment due to the evolution of a specific institutional structure in which
metaphors of learning could be reduced to their concrete equivalents
and Christianity could be equated with the transmission of knowledge.
However, we must step back from the time of Mar Aba in the sixth cen-
tury and examine the institutional predecessor to the School of Nisibis,
the School of the Persians in Edessa, which was closed in 489 due to its
aberrant Christological teaching. Its members—or at least Narsai and per-
haps several others—Ileft Edessa, modern Urfa, and traveled eastward
several hundred kilometers until they crossed the border and exited the
Roman Empire, arriving at Nisibis. This emigration from Roman space
was a reversal of an earlier migration of Syriac Christians from Nisibis
to Edessa after the death of Julian the Apostate in 363, when Nisibis
was ceded to the Persians. The flight of Christians to Edessa in the late
fourth century seems to have infused the city with the skills and learn-
ing of the Nisibene Christian community, exemplified by the master
Syriac poet, Ephrem the Syrian (d. 373), who spent the last ten years of
his life in Edessa. Similarly, the flight from Edessa in 489 resulted in
Nisibis becoming the foremost intellectual center of the Church of the
East for at least the next century.

The School of the Persians in Edessa is essential for understanding
the institutional background to the School of Nisibis. The evidence for
this school needs to be reassessed and placed in a more historically accu-
rate framework than has been employed by previous scholars. This chap-
ter and the following one will examine the origins of the School of
Nisibis insofar as they derive from the School of the Persians in Edessa.
This chapter lays out the evidence for the School and addresses the his-
toriographical problems that have come about due to both ancient and
modern authors’ tendency to project the sixth-century School of Nisibis
and the controversy surrounding it onto fifth-century Edessa.

A reassessment of each of the sources may seem tedious, but it is
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needed because scholarship on or referring to the School of the Persians
has been plagued by three main problems. The first of these is a failure
to place the evidence into a plausible framework that fits our knowledge
of education (or transmission of knowledge, to use a less anachronistic
term) in the ancient world. This problem stems ultimately from the un-
fortunate cognate relationship between our word “school” (or the French
“école” or the German “Schule”) and the Greek word “scholé” and the
Syriac and Latin loan words, “esko6lé” and “schola.” I will not here go into
the origins of the word “scholé,” so let it suffice to say that although by
Late Antiquity this ancient Greek word meaning “leisure” had taken on
various meanings, in matters of learning it generally was used to refer to
the activity of learning and the milieu in which that activity took place.!
This is in contrast to the modern usage of the word, which usually entails
a corporate structure with a set of courses arranged around a formal-
ized curriculum.? Scholarship on the School of the Persians has tended
to ignore these distinctions and to understand “school” in our modern
sense of the word.

Examples abound. The secondary literature refers to the School of the
Persians and the School of Nisibis as theological academies, exegetical
schools, or even schools for missionaries. Its head is described as a prin-
cipal, a head lecturer, director, or administrator.? Teachers there are de-
scribed as lecturers and a curriculum is spoken of. Similar language
is used in discussions of the School of Nisibis; for example, the School is
described as having a “medical faculty” because the study of medicine is
said to have been appended to the School in the sixth century.* I myself
use some of these terms in this study, but their usage must always be
qualified in order to prevent misunderstandings arising from the ana-
chronistic projection I mentioned before. Similar problems can be seen
in the scholarship on the catechetical School of Alexandria.’?

The next problem with the secondary literature is that it generally
overlooks the full significance of the fact that many sources for the
School refer to it as the “School of the Persians” and not as the “School
of Edessa.” Scholars, however, regularly refer to this institution, what-
ever it was, as the “School of Edessa.” Some of the scholarship has gone
so far as to see the School of the Persians as a part of some broader
School of Edessa. For example, in his 1995 essay “The School of Edessa:
Greek Learning and Local Culture,” Han J. W. Drijvers presents a dis-
cussion of the School of Edessa before the rise of School of the Persians.®

Drijvers is certainly correct that Edessa was a center of learning from
the second century onward. For example, we read in Sozomen’s Ecclesi-
astical History (I11.6) of Eusebius of Emesa (d. 359) being trained in scrip-
ture and then Greek learning there. However, the phenomenon which
Drijvers is describing, that is, the continuity of elite intellectual culture
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in an urban center, does not require the name “school.” Rome was an
intellectual center, and so was Apamea, but we do not refer to the Schools
of Rome and Apamea. Drijvers, as previous scholars have done, takes the
term “School of Edessa” from the discussion of the School of the Per-
sians and applies it to an earlier period.” The use of the term “school”
here is chronologically and categorically ambiguous and potentially mis-
leading. In contrast, I would argue that, considering the paucity of evi-
dence for the School, we should take more seriously the implications of
the ethnic portion of its name, “of the Persians,” and not treat this as a
mere epiphenomenon of the influx of Persians into the city, or as some-
thing nonessential for understanding what kind of institution it was.

The third problem with the way scholars have approached the sources
for the School of the Persians has been a failure to keep in mind the polem-
ical context in which these literary sources were composed. Scholars have
read these sources uncritically, cutting and pasting the evidence accord-
ing to their needs and failing to employ a systematic approach to the
material. With one exception, all references to the School of the Per-
sians are dated after its closure in 489. An obvious fact, which has unfor-
tunately been ignored by most of the previous scholarship, must be stated:
the authors of the various sources for the School of the Persians were not
interested in preserving a historically accurate picture of the School, but
rather wrote in response to the ecclesiastical events and partisan politics
of their own day. The apologetic and/or polemical goals of each source
must be identified before we can begin to glean historical data from
them. Unfortunately, as will be demonstrated below, I have found that
the sources contain less trustworthy information concerning the School
of the Persians than a simple glance at them would suggest.

In fact, in analyzing the sources for the School of the Persians we must
remain aware of their retrospective bias. With the exception of the Acts
of the second Council of Ephesus of 449, all the sources for the School
of the Persians come from after several events which would have certainly
affected how they depict the School. Of these events, the Council of
Chalcedon of 451 and the actual closure of the School in 489 would have
been the most significant.

The East Syrians had a mixed reaction to Chalcedon, in contrast to
their complete rejection of both Councils of Ephesus (431, 449). In fact,
some of the canons of Chalcedon were being transmitted in East-Syrian
circles by the sixth century.® This is not surprising, since in various ways
Chalcedon could be construed as supporting the East-Syrian cause. First,
it overturned the blatantly Miaphysite Council of Ephesus of 449 by rein-
stating figures such as Theodoret and Ibas, while chastising Dioscorus for
his extreme actions. Second, the Christological statement of Chalcedon,
“in two natures,” which infuriated the Miaphysites, was acceptable to



44 Chapter 2

East Syrians. However, East-Syrian sources often show no interest at all
in Chalcedon. For example, the Ecclesiastical History of Barhadbésabba,
written outside the Roman Empire and thus beyond the jurisdiction of
Constantinople, makes no mention of the Councils of 449 or 451.°

The Miaphysites, on the other hand, would spend the decades follow-
ing Chalcedon attempting to overturn its decisions. In examining Chal-
cedon and its effects we should not allow our hindsight perspective to
affect our understanding of the late fifth and early sixth centuries. It was
not until the reigns of Justin and Justinian that open persecution against
Miaphysites began (518), at which point figures such as Jacob Baradaeus
(d. 578) and John of Ephesus (d. 589) began to engage themselves in the
creation of a separate Miaphysite ecclesiastical structure.!® Before this
point, and even after, Miaphysites looked to the emperor as an arbiter
and aimed to win their cause through theological and rhetorical per-
suasion. The parting of the ways whereby a separate West-Syrian church
structure developed took a long time and may not have been complete
until the Islamic period.

Miaphysite hopes were reasonable. Since the Council of Ephesus of
449 had been overturned and the authority of other lesser councils of
the past diminished, they could hope to see Chalcedon removed from
the books. Furthermore, certain emperors showed signs of a willingness
to do just this. Zeno’s Henotikon of 482 was clearly an attempt at bring-
ing Chalcedonians and Miaphysites together. It is in this context as well
that we should see the closure of the School of the Persians under Zeno.
The emperor Anastasius (491-518) was openly pro-Miaphysite. Further-
more, even after the persecution of Miaphysites had begun, they looked
to imperial power for support. Justinian’s empress, Theodora, was a
known supporter of the Miaphysite cause, and Justinian himself did not
seem to mind that John of Ephesus was a Miaphysite when he commis-
sioned him to convert the pagans of Asia Minor to Christianity.

The Miaphysite dependence on the emperor to “do the right thing”
can be seen in their construal of the events around and after Chalcedon.
With the exception of the East Syrians and others not living under the
Roman Empire, few Christians in the late Roman world could resist the
tempting yet theodically challenging ideology of Caesaropapism. The long
period of post-Chalcedonian ambiguity during the reigns of Zeno (474—
91) and Anastasius (491-518), before Justin reasserted Chalcedonian
orthodoxy in 518, would have given the Miaphysites reason to believe
they would eventually get their way. Thus they were bent on using persua-
sion and at times would find excuses for the errors of the monarch." The
Miaphysites’ belief that they would have their way helps to explain the
abundance of literary propaganda they produced in support of their cause.
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The closure of the School of the Persians in 489 for being a strong-
hold of Nestorianism would also have affected the various sources for
the School that were composed after this date. In reality, the theology of
the School in the mid-fifth century, if it even had a distinctive theology,
was not necessarily equivalent to a later East-Syrian one, even if Antio-
chene writers, such as Diodore of Tarsus, were read there. All the sources
project their understanding of the School as defined by its closure and
by its being the predecessor of the “Nestorian” School of Nisibis back
onto the School of the fifth century. All sides would be complicit in this
falsification: the predecessor of the School of Nisibis would be reviled by
West Syrians and lauded by East Syrians.

Another event which would affect the historical understanding of the
School was the Miaphysite condemnation of Ibas, the bishop of Edessa
(d. 457). In some of the sources, such as the Chronicle of Arbela, the con-
demnation and death of Ibas and the closure of the School are con-
flated. This will be discussed below in regard to Ibas’s Letter to Mari,
which was one of the documents condemned as one of the Three Chap-
ters at the Fifth Ecumenical Council of 553.

Finally, it should be added that in the period between the closure of
the School of the Persians and the later references to it, the area of
Edessa, as well as the whole march between the Roman and Persian Em-
pires, was devastated by plague and the Persian War of 502-6. Pseudo-
Joshua the Stylite details the breakdown of civic life in Edessa and its
environs as a result of this double disaster,’? which would have made
memories of past events and institutions even more tenuous.

In presenting an alternative reading of the sources for the School of
the Persians, I occasionally make reference to previous scholars’ opin-
ions, but due to limitations of space I cannot fully cite all the places I
find authors’ arguments to be lacking.!® Before beginning my reassess-
ment it will be helpful here to set out some of the commonly held opin-
ions concerning the School that I would like to question. A standard view
of the secondary literature can be summarized as follows. The School of
the Persians was a part of a broader School of Edessa. The ethnic appel-
lation “of the Persians” may be relevant to the origins of the School, but
it does not have continuing significance through the fifth century. Ibas,
Bishop of Edessa (435—457), taught at the School and was even its head.!*
Greek philosophical texts, particularly the logical works of Aristotle,
were studied there.’® The School was connected to the “Nestorian” cause
from early on, even during the time of the bishops Rabbula and Ibas
(412-435, 435-457).16 The School had a corporate semi-monastic struc-
ture like the School of Nisibis,!” and these two institutions were in imme-
diate continuity with one another.!®
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The Sources

In reassessing the sources for the School I will analyze them in chrono-
logical order and according to provenance (West-Syrian, Constantinopol-
itan, and East-Syrian). The quality of a source should not always be based
upon its temporal proximity to that which it describes, but it is impor-
tant to lay out a chronology because it will help to demonstrate how the
story, or myth, of the School of the Persians developed over time. Such
an analysis, although methodologically necessary, may be ignored with-
out loss by readers concerned primarily with the general flow of my argu-
ment. I would suggest that those not interested in detailed comments on
the sources skip ahead to the following chapter.

Following are the main sources in chronological order, along with their
approximate dates of composition. Aside from the earliest one (listed
first), I have labeled them as West-Syrian (=W), East-Syrian (=E), and
Constantinopolitan (=C).

* The Acts of the second Council of Ephesus or the “Latrocinium”

Council of 449 (preserved by West Syrians)

Closure of the School of the Persians in 4891°

The letter of Simeon of Bét Arsam (505—c. 540)—W

Letter XIV of Jacob of Sarug (510-21)—W

Theodore Anagnostes (after 518 and perhaps even later)—C

Interpolation in the Life of Alexander Akoimetes (mid-sixth century)—C

Chronicle of Edessa—The author was “[a] Chalcedonian with ‘Nes-

torian’ leanings, writing in Edessa soon after 54072

¢ John of Ephesus (566-68)—W

® Ecclesiastical History of Barhadbé&sabba (third quarter of the sixth
century)—E

® The Cause of the Foundation of the Schools (c. 600)—E

* Proem to the Statutes of the School of Nisibis (602)—LFE

® Chronicle of Arbela (date uncertain, perhaps from mid-sixth century,
but could also be a modern forgery)—E

¢ Chronicle of Siirt (9th or 10th century)—E

¢ Chronicle of Michael the Syrian (late 12th century)—W

Although the Acts of the “Latrocinium” Council of 449 serve as the ear-
liest attestation to the School, the analysis of this text will be put off until
the beginning of the next chapter. Rather I will now discuss the post-
closure sources for the School of the Persians and demonstrate how the
failure to read these sources in light of the polemical context of their com-
position and the literary practices of the time has led to the develop-
ment within the secondary literature of a false reconstructed history and
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understanding of the School. To highlight my argument, I will focus on
one particular issue: the secondary literature’s oft-cited claim that Ibas,
the Bishop of Edessa from 439 to 457 (minus a temporary removal in
449-51), was a major figure in the School, even the “headmaster” there
for some time.?! The treatment of the figure of Ibas by the primary and
the secondary literature is a good example of the kind of problems I find
in both the sources for the School of the Persians and the secondary lit-
erature relying on those sources.

The West-Syrian Sources and Miaphysite Propaganda

As stated above, the Miaphysite sources for the School of the Persians
must be understood within the context of Miaphysite attempts to over-
turn the decisions of Chalcedon. While Miaphysites were responding to
and in competition with the “Nestorians,” their anti-Nestorian statements
must also be understood as intended for a Chalcedonian Orthodox audi-
ence. Attacks on “Nestorians” were indirectly attacks on Chalcedon itself,
especially since the “two natures” doctrine of Chalcedon was “Nestorian”
in the eyes of the Miaphysites. Furthermore, Chalcedonians had more
power and were thus far more of a threat to Miaphysites than the East
Syrians, whose center of power was slowly shifting outside the Roman
Empire (as well as to the Latin West). The earliest source for the School,
the Acts of the “Latrocinium” Council of Ephesus in 449, preserved by
the West Syrians, will be discussed in the next chapter because it stands
out as the only source composed before the closure of the School in 489.

The earliest Miaphysite source, one that has had an exceptional influ-
ence on the scholarly reconstruction of the School of the Persians, is a
letter by Simeon of B&t ArSam. Simeon, the Syrian Orthodox bishop of
Bét ArSam (near the Tigris, not far from Seleucia-Ctesiphon), acquired
his nickname, “The Disputer,” from his successful debates with East Syr-
ians, most notably his supposed victory over the East-Syrian Catholicos
Babai, after which Simeon received his own bishopric (between 497 and
502/3).22 Living among East Syrians in Persian territory as well as trav-
eling throughout the beleaguered Miaphysite world, Simeon would have
had to hone his skills in theological persuasion. He has left us two works.

One, which comes down to us in different recensions, treats the per-
secution of Christians by the Jewish king of the Himyarites, Dhu Nuwas;*
the other describes the spread of the “Nestorian” heresy to the East.
The second of these texts, the one of interest to us here, is difficult to
date. Setting it around the time of the former document dates it to c. 520
(it often appears in the secondary literature with no speculative exact
date).? The reference it contains to Anastasius (491-518)2 may suggest
a date before 518, but judging from Simeon’s selective depiction of
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events he could just as well be ignoring the new anti-Miaphysite regimes
of Justin and Justinian. The East-Syrian Catholicos, Babai, seems to be
dead, making 502/3 a terminus post quem.? Philoxenus of Mabbug may
be dead, thus placing the letter after 523.% The latest prosopographical
reference for Simeon is that he was in Constantinople sometime before
the death of the Empress Theodora in 548,

Simeon’s letter has been used in the past as a straightforward histor-
ical source for the Schools of the Persians and of Nisibis, as well as for
the dissemination of “Nestorianism” in the Sasanian Empire. Thus, it is
important to examine closely the text and the history it purports to be
presenting of the origins of “Nestorianism.” It begins by stating that “the
error of the Nestorians began from Hannan and Caiphas, the high priests,
with the rest of the Jews.”? Simeon then explains that the Jews of Jesus’s
day debated about his nature, but all agreed that he was a mere man. “It
is this same opinion which is passed down (metyabbld) among the Nestor-
ians until today.”® At first, this passage seems to be merely reiterating
the common slur uttered against the Nestorians, i.e., that they were Jews,
since according to their enemies they denied the divinity of Christ. How-
ever, Simeon then describes an actual chain of transmission connecting
the Nestorians directly by intellectual descent to the Jews.

Now Simon Magus (Harrasa) received (qabbel) (this teaching) from the Jews. . .
he opposed the apostles in Rome . . . and he thought that he himself was the
Messiah, just as he had received (it) from Hannan and Caiphas, his companions
and masters (rabbanaw(hy)). From Simon Ebion received (it) and from Ebion
Artemon received (it) and from him Paul of Samosata.3!

Simeon then describes Paul and how “the heresy of the two natures was
demonstrated” by him. “From Paul Diodore of Tarsus received (it) . . .
From Diodore Theodore of Mopsuestia received (it).”* Theodore pre-
sented a “Jewish opinion” in the exegesis, which he had learned from his
“masters” (rabbanaw(hy)).®® “From Theodore Nestorius received (it).”**
Nestorius then publicly declared this heresy in order that it might receive
his name! “From Nestorius Theodoret of Cyrrhus received (it)"* “From
Theodoret Ibas received (it).”

From Ibas someone whose name was Mari from Bét Hardasir received (it). From
there the land of the Persians began to be harmed by Nestorianism through the
letters of Ibas, the interpretations of homilies (mémré) and the commentaries
(torgamé) of his masters.

This is the same Mari of Ibas’s Letter to Mari, a text which had become a
focal point of Miaphysite dispute at the time. Ibas’s letter was originally
produced as evidence against him at Ephesus in 449. After his exoneration
at Chalcedon in 451, the condemnation of this letter became a rallying
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point for Miaphysites. It would eventually be condemned as one of the
Three Chapters in the Council of Constantinople of 553, part of Justin-
ian’s attempt to appease the Miaphysites.

The exact identity of Mari is still not clear, nor is it certain how much
more Simeon knew about him. Contrary to the traditional acceptance of
Simeon’s account as a source, Van Esbroeck has argued that “Mari the
Persian was archimandrite of the convent of the Akoimetoi on the Asiatic
shore of the Bosphorus 15 miles north of Constantinople.”® Simeon and
other sources clearly knew very little, if anything, about him except his
place of origin (“Bét Hardasir”). Perhaps Simeon’s knowledge of Marij,
or rather, even his idea of fitting this Mari into his chain of heresy, only
came from what he extrapolated from some written source, perhaps the
“Latrocinium” Acts of 449, and from what he knew about him from
Ibas’s letter.’” We know there was confusion about the identity of Mari
even in antiquity.® Mari’s connection to the sleepless monks of Constan-
tinople, the Akoimetoi, will help to explain the origins of the passage on
the “schools” in the Life of Alexander the Sleepless below.

Perhaps Ibas’s letter is in fact the very reason why Ibas himself ap-
pears in Simeon’s letter. We know very little about Ibas and only recently
has anyone devoted close study to him.* Our ignorance concerning him
may be due to the lack of interest that later writers had in his biograph-
ical details. While during his lifetime his letter to Mari was produced to
condemn him, decades later he and his letter became a focal point for
anti-Chalcedonian ire. By condemning his letter, Miaphysites were con-
demning the Council that exonerated him. By Simeon’s time the letter
was no longer just a way to attack the person: it had attained greater
significance to the Miaphysites as a symbol of the errors of Chalcedon.

Simeon continues:

And after Mari a presbyter (¢assisa) from Edessa whose name was Mariin "Elita%®
received (it) from Ibas. He was a scribe (saphra) of the school (eskolé) of the Per-
sians, which was in the city of Edessa at that time. And there were in the school
of Edessa at that time (those) who were Persians of whom these are some of
them (w-hdwén hwaw b-eskole d’urhdy bzabnd d-parsayé d-itayhon menhon halén).*!

Note the two different appellations used for the school in this passage. A
list then follows of those Persians who held opinions similar to Ibas (bnay
tariteh d-ihiba).*? Simeon maligns each of them with epithets. These
include Barsauma and Narsai (whom he also refers to as “the Leper”).
After this Simeon lists those who did not agree with Ibas, including Phil-
oxenus of Mabbug (d. 523).

The above passage is the earliest piece of evidence connecting Ibas to
the School of the Persians. However, the connection is thin. The text only
states that a scribe at the School of the Persians received his heretical
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doctrine from Ibas, and this is in the context of a long list of obviously
fictional successions.
Simeon continues:

After the death of Ibas all the Persians were expelled (etfred(w)) from Edessa
with the rest of the Edessene writers who were in agreement with them, and
through the diligence of the blessed Mar Qfira, Bishop of Edessa, and by the
commandment of Zeno, the emperor of the Romans, the school in which the
Persians were learning in Edessa was uprooted (et‘agraf) and in its place a tem-
ple in the name of mistress Mary the Theotokos (yaldat alaha) was built.*®

Simeon then describes how those who were expelled went into Persia and
became bishops there and “Narsai the leprous was a teacher in Nisibis.
Note that there is no mention of the founding of the School of Nisibis.
Rather, Simeon seems perhaps to agree with the Ecclesiastical History of
Barhadbésabba and the Chronicle of Siirt, which mention a school exist-
ing prior to Narsai’s flight.*® The list provided by Simeon of those who
left Edessa after the closure of the School is misleading: there are figures
on it who certainly left before 489.4

Significantly, Simeon’s abbreviated account seems to conflate the death
of Ibas in 457 with the closing of the School of the Persians in 489. The
apparent simultaneity of the two events has been used to suggest Ibas’s
connection to the School and has been reinforced by the late, and ques-
tionable, Chronicle of Arbela (see below). This has led to much confusion,
and scholars have made various attempts to resolve this dating quandary,
even going so far as to suggest that the School of the Persians was closed
twice.¥

Simeon’s letter belongs to a whole corpus of Miaphysite literature from
the late fifth and early sixth centuries that served as propaganda against
“Nestorianism” and what was regarded as its covert twin brother, Chalced-
onianism. This corpus consists of a variety of different works written in
different genres.*® These works include the Florilegium Antechalcedonium
(a Greek collection of the fifth century);* Timothy Aelurus’s pedantic
part-by-part critique of the Tome of Leo;™ a fictitious letter of the Jews
to the emperor Marcian asking that Jews no longer be harassed since
they are in accord with Chalcedonian Christology (i.e., that Christ was
human);?! the anti-life tradition of Nestorius;5? the Plerophories of John
Rufus, a large collection of visions and prophecies against Chalcedon
and its supporters, which derives from certain Palestinian circles;? and
others.5*

Many of the works of Severus of Antioch and Philoxenus of Mabbug
would fit into this group of texts. Of particular interest to the examina-
tion of Simeon’s letter are the instances where Severus of Antioch and
Philoxenus of Mabbug provide a similar genealogy for “Nestorianism.”
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The idea that there was a succession from the time of Jesus to the pres-
ent of those who would deny the divinity of Christ is not original to Simeon.
Besides being related to the general heresiological tendency to create
heretical chains of transmission mirroring the apostolic succession and
to the practices of texts like Mishnah Tractate Avot, Simeon’s letter relies
on a specific chain of transmission that shows up in the writings of
Severus and Philoxenus.”* De Halleux went through the different sources
for this fictitious genealogy and suggested that it derives from circles in
Edessa.*® He later edited Philoxenus’s second letter to the monasteries of
Bét Gaugal, part of which presents this genealogy of “Nestorianism.™’
While this letter shows some similarities to Simeon’s in its occasional use
of pedagogical language,’® overall it tends to use vegetal language for
the spread of “Nestorianism.”®

Simeon uses a distinctive pedagogical language, e.g., the repeated use
of gabbel with an assumed direct object (as we find in Mishnah Avot).%
Through the use of certain technical terminology deriving from Greek
diadochic tradition, Simeon has created a continuous heretical chain of
transmission from the time of Jesus to his own day. Scholars have too
often read Simeon’s letter without the caution that his false genealogy
ought to inspire. There is little reason to think that Simeon starts to tell
the truth when his narrative reaches the fifth century or that the con-
nections he makes between certain fifth-century figures should be taken
at face value. The diadochic language of Simeon’s letter is similar to
the chains of tranmission used in a more positive sence within the East-
Syrian Cause, as will be discussed in Chapter Five.

Scholars at times take the connections Simeon makes even further by
smoothing out the rough edges of his chain. For example, Simeon does
not explicitly connect Ibas to the School of the Persians, nor does he say
that Narsai founded the School of Nisibis. Beyond this, his reconstruc-
tion has often been accepted as an objective account of the so-called
“Nestorianization” of the Church of the East. Only recently have schol-
ars questioned this historical paradigm whereby the Church of the East
became “Nestorian” due to the influx of refugees from the West. We must
keep in mind that the polemical context in which Simeon was writing
compelled him to explain how “Nestorianism” arrived in Persia: we
would not expect him to say that the Church of the East had always had
certain underlying theological ties to traditional Antiochene theology.
In sum, Simeon’s letter is not as accurate or useful a source as it has
been traditionally regarded within the secondary literature. He and the
other Miaphysite sources have an agenda in their descriptions of events
of the recent and not-so-recent past, and many of the problems that arise
in using his letter as a source also appear when we examine other sources
for the School of the Persians.
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Jacob of Sarug’s Letter XIV is one of our earliest references to the
School and its closure and is often taken as evidence that he studied in
the School of the Persians. In this letter to “the saints of Bét Mar Abbas,”
Jacob describes how certain monks came to him and asked him if he had
anathematized Diodore of Tarsus and Theodore of Mopsuestia. Accord-
ing to his letter, Jacob readily replied.

Because of this I am informing Your Modesty that forty-five years ago, when I was
sitting in the readings of the divine scriptures in the city of Edessa, (and) at that
very time the books of the wicked Diodore were being translated from Greek

into Syriac, and there was in the city a school of Persians (eskolé d-parsayé) who
held the teaching of the foolish Diodore with much love. And by that school all

of the East was harmed. This (school) by the diligence of him who is worthy of
good memory, Mar Qiira, Bishop of Edessa, and by the command of the faithful
emperor Zeno, was uprooted from the city. Then at the same time that those
wicked books were being translated from Greek to Syriac, I was as a child who is
in need of learning. I came across one of these books of Diodore and I found it
full of all ambiguities and all thoughts, which are quite far from the truth.®!

Jacob died in 521. This makes 476 the terminus ante quem for the events
he is describing. Since Jacob was born c. 450, the events described here
probably took place in the late 460s or early 470s, making the more likely
date of composition c. 515.

I have not translated eskolé d-parsaye here as “School of the Persians,”
because a relative clause follows pdrsayé, thus qualifying it (see under-
lined portion). Moreover, the particle it in the phrase i (h)wa (“there
was”) is unsuffixed and logically takes an indeterminate object. This sug-
gests that eskolé be translated as “a school” as opposed to “the school.” In
other words, Jacob is not referring to the School of the Persians here by
name, but rather describing a particular school which was composed of
Persians, a significant difference. Jacob’s statement that the School harmed
the East parallels the idea of the Nestorianization of the East that we find
in Simeon’s letter.

The purpose of Jacob’s letter is apologetic: he needed to defend him-
self against charges of dyophysitism. Jacob was certainly influenced by
Antiochene exegesis. For example, his poetical homilies (mémré) on cre-
ation provide ample evidence of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s influence
on him.%? Although he does not explicitly state that he studied at this
school, this passage from Letter XIV is usually taken as evidence for just
that.5® However, Jacob’s epistolary statement does not decisively determine
whether he was “in” the School or not. It stands to reason that if he is
defending himself it would be foolish to mention the School in the first
place. Rather, his reference to it seems to be an attempt to separate him-
self from the heretical works studied there. If the School was composed
of Persians, as he states, would it not be assumed by the reader that
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Jacob, who was not Persian, was therefore not part of the School? His
purpose is to apologize for having read heretical books, and he seems to
be blaming the presence of these books in the Edessa of his youth on this
“school of Persians.” However, following the Chronicle of Siirt (to be dis-
cussed below), perhaps Jacob was associated with the School in some in-
formal way.% Perhaps his interest in Theodore of Mopsuestia brought him
close to this circle, just as Ibas’s association with the School by some of
the sources was most likely due to his theological position and not to any
active “membership.” I have not found any other references to the School
of the Persians in the biographical tradition of Jacob; however, West-
Syrian sources would certainly prefer not to preserve such material.®

The next mention of the School of the Persians chronologically is in
the mid-sixth-century Chronicle of Edessa, which contains a brief reference
to its closure: “In the year 800 (i.e., 489) the School of the Persians was
uprooted from Edessa.”® This line also appears as a lemma in the West-
Syrian Chronicle of Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre (completed in 775).5
Despite its brevity, this reference is important because it is an indepen-
dent attestation to the 489 date of closure, and it also suggests that it was
a significant enough event to be fixed in a relatively sparse chronicle.

Not much later than the last dated entries in the Chronicle of Edessa,
reference to the School of the Persians appears in the writing of John of
Ephesus, another polemicist for the Miaphysite cause. John’s eponym is
a bit misleading, for, although he was ordained bishop of that city which
was so symbolically important to Miaphysites, he never actually took his
see. Like his predecessors, Jacob Baradaeus and Simeon of Bét ArSam,
John led a peripatetic life, spending time in the monastery and then trav-
eling on mission for the Miaphysite cause. His Lives of the Eastern Saints,
composed in 56668, has a description of the School of the Persians in
the chapter on the life of Simeon of Bét ArSam.5

This holy Simeon then even before the period of his episcopacy, besides the fer-
vent zeal and enthusiasm for the true faith unto death which he possessed, was
deeply versed in the Scriptures, and he was also ardent in practicing debate,
beyond (in my opinion) any other man, even the ancient fathers; because
besides the gift of God this other fact too summoned him to it, because he was
also a Persian, and he lived in Persia, and it is in that country especially that the
teaching of the school of (yullphand d-bét) Theodore and Nestorius is very wide-
spread, so that believing bishops and their dioceses are few there, and further
besides this teaching that of the school of (yullphana d-bét) Mani and Marcion
and Bardaisan also had from this cause been much disseminated there, and
Mani traveled much there in the same country, and there also they flayed him
alive, and he died there; and Bardaisan and Marcion, because there was once a
school (eskolé) of Persians at Edessa, and the Persians are in general keen inquir-
ers, they were trained in the tenets of Bardaisan and of Marcion and became
immersed in them; and they carried this evil plant down and planted it in that
country; even as Hiba (i.e., Ibas) the blasphemer who was once ruler there (of



54 Chapter 2

the church of Edessa) made himself a promoter of that same school (eskole);
because this man not only blasphemed like Nestorius, but even surpassed him in
wickedness. When this bitter plant was spreading in the city of Edessa, the holy
bishop Cyrus discovered it, and tore it out from its roots, and did not allow the
school (eskole) of the Persians to be mentioned there again, as had been the case
before; and this school was from that time established in the city of Nisibis, from
which all that country drinks dregs of gall, so that even in this our country, the
country of the Romans, some men taste of it.5

It is likely that Simeon’s letter, discussed above, lies behind this passage
and that, like the letter, it aims to explain the origins of “Nestorianism”
in Persia.”® We have a parallel for this in John’s reliance on Simeon’s
Letter on the Himyarite Martyrs, which he found in Pseudo-Zachariah of
Mitylene’s Church History (Pseudo-Dionysius of Tel-Mahre later relied on
John).™ As in Jacob’s Letter XIV, the Syriac of the first reference to the
School suggests that the translation be “a school of Persians,” as opposed
to the more formal and definite “the School of the Persians.”

John has extended the heretical pedigree of the School of the Persians
by suggesting that the works of Bardaisan and Marcion were studied in
the School prior to those of Theodore and Nestorius. However, Mani, Bar-
daisan, and Marcion are standard heretical figures among Syriac writers.
While in Ephrem’s day these three represented powerful and threaten-
ing theological positions, by John’s time, despite the ongoing existence
of their followers, they had become standard heresiological bad guys.

John’s account is more streamlined than Simeon’s. It describes Ibas as
a promoter (Syriac mrabydnd) of the School. John was writing later in the
sixth century, when Ibas’s Letter to Mari had become even more central
in the dispute surrounding the posterity of Chalcedon. His antipathy
towards Ibas’s Letter and to the dyophysite School of Nisibis would have
given him more reason to connect Ibas to the School of the Persians, the
predecessor of his enemies’ intellectual center.

The next Miaphysite source, the Chronicle of Michael, the Syrian Ortho-
dox Patriarch (1166-99), incorporates a document by the West-Syrian
Mariitd of Takrit concerning the controversial East-Syrian Bishop of
Nisibis, Barsauma, “ostensibly written at the request of the Miaphysite
patriarch John of Antioch (630-648).”"2 In setting the context for his dis-
cussion of Barsauma, Maruta mentions what seems to be the School of
the Persians.

After Nestorius was anathematized and deposed to Patmos by the council of
Ephesus, then Rabbula brought these despicable commentaries of Theodore and
his master Diodore (to Edessa). After they were read, all of the church of God
anathematized them, for the emperor Theodosius ordered that wherever they
were found any of their writings should be burned and everyone who agreed
with them should die. When Rabbula returned to Edessa he found in the School
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of the Orientals books of Theodore and he burned them in the middle of the
city, and those of the opinion of this heresy fled to Nisibis, which was on the bor-
der with the Persians at that time.”

Whether this passage is taken directly from Marata (the historicity of
which has been questioned™) or has been altered by Michael’s hand, it
seems to be telescoping events of the fifth century.” The reference to
Rabbula burning the books of Theodore is attested earlier, for example,
in the Cause.” However, the Cause does not place the translation of these
texts in the School of the Persians. In fact, it specifically states that Theo-
dore’s works only came into the School of the Persians after they were
translated into Syriac.”” The flight referred to seems to be that of 489.
Furthermore, the name “School of the Orientals” is not attested any-
where else and may be an attempt to attach this School more closely to
the theologically aberrant East Syrians. This kind of conflation of events
can also be found in the later East-Syrian Chronicle of Arbela (see below).

Constantinopolitan Sources for the School of the Persians

The first of the Western Greek sources for the School of the Persians is
two brief references in the Ecclesiastical History of Theodore Anagnostes
(“the Lector”). Theodore’s history was composed after 518, and may
in fact have been composed a bit later since there was a tendency for
church historians to avoid treating contemporary events (e.g., Eusebius
on Arianism, the three Theodosian historians on Nestorius, Evagrius
Scholasticus on certain events under Justinian).

In the city of Edessa there was a Christian school of Persian study, as they say
(didaskaleion Christianikon . . . Persikés, has phasin, diatribés), from which I think
the Persians take the side of Nestorius, since some were taking pleasure in the
views of Nestorius and Theodore and presiding over the place and transmitting
their own opinions to the Persians.”

He says that Zeno gave a command and overturned the so-called School (dia-
triben) of the Persians in Edessa since it was transmitting the teachings of Nestor-
ius, Diodore, and Theodore.”

The first quotation maintains the tradition we have already seen in other
texts that Persia was “Nestorianized” via the School of the Persians.
Although Theodore uses the words “diatribé” and “didaskaleion” and
not “scholé,” the form “of the Persians” in the second quotation is con-
sistent with the other sources. In contrast to some of the above-cited
sources, which do not necessarily use “School of the Persians” as a for-
mal name for the School, Theodore attests this formal usage when he
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says “so-called” (kalouménén). Theodore takes the word “scholé,” the only
term that appears in all the Syriac sources, to be interchangeable with
other names for places of learning, “didaskaleion” and “diatribé.” This may
in fact confuse things, since it is not exactly clear what “school” meant
in its Edessene usage. Furthermore, the use of “didaskaleion” and “dia-
tribé” may reflect the influence of Eusebius’s description of the so-called
School of Alexandria, since both terms are used in his description.®
Apparently, Theodore does not think the School’s ethnic appellation is
due to its members being Persian, but rather connects the name to the
“Nestorianization” of Persia as an apparent explanation.

The other Greek source from Constantinople is more complex in
both its dating and its content. The Life of Alexander the Sleepless is a prob-
lematic work. It is extant in only one manuscript from the tenth or elev-
enth century.?! Its editor has suggested that the portion of the text in which
the protagonist meets up with and converts the famous Rabbula of Edessa
is a later interpolation.®? Even if this section is part of the original work,
it seems doubtful that the material in the section about Rabbula is
authentic.®® In contrast, Blum and Véobus take this text’s statements
about schools in Edessa at face value.®

For when the bishop of Edessa took his final rest and the whole city and environs
were seeking him (i.e., Rabbula) for pastor, by the vote of many he was chosen
leader of the people (hégolimenos toll laoG = princeps populi?). Edessa was the
metropolis of Mesopotamia.®® Judged worthy of the episcopate, he became a
port of divine knowledge, not only of Syria and Armenia and Persia, but also of
the whole inhabited world. In this city the Lord established from the beginning
schools (paideutéria) of the Syriac language. For the leaders and powerful in liveli-
hood send their children to be educated in it. Then the bishop Rabbula came
into power and with the holy spirit working with him he was zealous to make as
one all (the citizens) into the true and sturdy faith, always struggling to act as a
teacher. And truly at this it is possible to say: it is sufficient for a student that he
be as his teacher (Mt 10:25). I will describe (it) and this is a good thing which
this blessed man did, for it will benefit those who pay attention. For he was not
less a father of widows and orphans. Inviting the foreign children of the pagans
(lit. Greeks) from their schools twice a month and bringing them together unto
himself he would teach them the word of truth (or: a speech about the truth),
and taking the seal of the holy spirit, thus being benefited the greatest, they went
to their homelands. And as time progressed, entering a good habit, they trans-
mit it to their children unto today.3

The number of discrepancies between this text’s account of Rabbula and
what we know of the bishop from more authentic sources on his career
points to the lack of historicity of this account. The Life of Rabbula does
not mention “schools” in its long discussion of his many reforms in the
city. It has been suggested that the Life of Alexander is responding to the
early sixth-century accusations against the Akoimetoi in Constantinople
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of being Nestorians.?” In the polemical context of mid-sixth-century Con-
stantinople the author may have assumed that a reader would know that
Rabbula was the enemy of Ibas and the adamant supporter of Cyril of
Alexandria. If it is the author’s purpose to defend Alexander from accu-
sations of Nestorianism, what better way to do this than to make him the
one who converted Rabbula to Christianity! This, of course, shows a lack
of acquaintance with the Life of Rabbula, which gives the famous bishop
a typically pagan father and a Christian mother and narrates a very dif-
ferent story of his conversion.® If the text was interpolated, it points to
a mid-sixth-century date of composition, for this was when the Akoimetoi
were under attack.® Part of this antipathy towards the Akoimétoi may also
derive from the fact that the addressee of Ibas’s Letter to Mari was prob-
ably a monk in the monastery of Eirenaion at the time of Marcellus, suc-
cessor of John, who was the successor of Alexander himself.* The letters
between Marcellus and Theodoret indicate his theological leanings, and
Marcellus signed the condemnation of Eutyches in Flavian’s attack on
him in 448.%! As Grillmeier notes, the Sleepless monks were accused of
producing “historically pregnant” forgeries.%

It might seem farfetched, but I would suggest that this whole passage
may be an extrapolation from the Acts of the “Latrocinium” Council of
449 (to be addressed in the following chapter) or some intermediary
source. In the Acts there is a reference to the Schools of the Persians, of
the Syrians, and of the Armenians, and to how they participate in the
anathematizing of Ibas. The author seems to have heard of these three
schools and made up this story according to how he imagined them. This
would explain why the Schools are presented here as if they were estab-
lished for children, while all other evidence points to the “Schools”
being far more advanced and learned than the elementary level. This
would not be the only doctored document to come from the Akoimétoi.*®
The most recent work on the Life of Alexander the Sleepless confirms some
of my speculations. Caner suggests that a late-fifth or early-sixth-century
date for the text is probable and agrees that the Rabbula material is an
interpolation by a later hand.*

East-Syrian Sources for the School of the Persians

In comparison with the West-Syrian sources, which clearly demonstrate
antipathy toward the School of the Persians, and the Constantinopolitan
sources, which show little knowledge of it at all, the East-Syrian sources
may contain the most information about the School, but information no
less distorted by time and historiographical politics. The two most impor-
tant East-Syrian sources for the School of the Persians are the Cause and
the Ecclesiastical History of Barhadb&Sabba(s). Elsewhere I have addressed
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the possibility that the authors of these two texts are the same person, as
well as the dependence of the Cause either on the Ecclesiastical History or
on some shared source.® Whatever our position may be concerning the
relationship between these two texts and their author(s), it is significant
that they represent the perspective of members of the School of Nisibis,
the purported successor institution to the School of the Persians, and
thus should be examined together.

The given title of the Ecclesiastical History in the one remaining manu-
script of the work is “The History of the holy fathers who were perse-
cuted because of the truth.” This text, composed not long after 569,
consists mainly of a large collection of biographies of famous church-
men. The final one is of Abraham of Bét Rabban, thus dating the text
to the mid- to later sixth century.®” The material on the School of the
Persians is found in the second to last chapter, which treats the life of
Narsai, the famous Syriac poet associated with the School of the Persians
and later the first head of the School of Nisibis.®® Since the text is inter-
ested in the persecution of individual righteous Christians, it describes
what appear to be the events surrounding the closure of the School of
the Persians as the personal story of Narsai. Ibas is not mentioned in this
source. In fact, the last event mentioned by the text before the chapter
treating the life of Narsai is the condemnation of Nestorius at the Coun-
cil of Ephesus in 431. Thus, the text ignores most of the Western eccle-
siastical events of the mid- to later fifth century.

We should recall that in contrast to the West Syrians, East Syrians
show little interest in the ecclesiastical events of the Roman Empire; they
do not seem to have had any particular desire to defend Ibas, if they
even knew much about him at all. The little East-Syrian evidence for Ibas
is thin. ‘Abdi$6° attributes a number of works to him, but we know little
else.% For example, British Library Add. 12138, copied at the monastery
of Mar Gabriel near Harran by Babai the deacon in 899, includes on its
last page some “traditions of the masters of the Schools.” It mentions
that Ibas translated Theodore of Mopsuestia’s works, but this could have
been learned from the various references in Western church canons from
the fifth century. 1% Furthermore, Ibas anathematized Nestorius at Chal-
cedon and thus would not have been a hero in the East—perhaps the
story of the charges of corruption against him continued in the East as
well. The sixth-century debate surrounding his Letter to Mari (e.g., the
Three Chapters controversy 533-43) seems to have been a Western con-
cern, caused by the tensions deriving ultimately from Chalcedon itself.

The Ecclesiastical History, from the latter part of the sixth century,
refers to the School as the “School of Edessa” and as the “assembly”
(knusya) . Two factors may explain why this title is used and not also
“School of the Persians.” First, as we saw with Jacob of Sarug’s Letter



The School of the Persians (Part 1) 59

X1V, the more indefinite “School of Persians” may be the better render-
ing of the ethnically tagged title as it appears in some of the sources, as
opposed to “The School of the Persians.” For Christians in Nisibis, who
might have seen themselves as Persian either because of their ethnicity
or at least because of the empire in which they had lived, adding “of
Persians” would have been redundant. Persians visiting other Persians in
Edessa would certainly need not specify among themselves which “School”
they were visiting aside from the fact that it was in Edessa. Second, the
ethnic title may have stuck in the West because it would be useful for
propaganda purposes: it would suggest that its members (i.e., the East
Syrians) were traitors to the Roman Empire.

The second major East-Syrian source for the School of the Persians is
the Cause, which we can date to c. 600.192 Like Simeon'’s letter, the Cause
uses diadochic language stemming from Greek literary practice to em-
phasize the continuity of traditions. This use of diadochic language,
which resembles a similar practice in Rabbinic texts such as Awvot, will be
addressed also in Chapter Five. In contrast to the Ecclesiastical History, the
Cause depicts the closure of the School as a communal phenomenon and
not as a misfortune that befell Narsai alone. Again, Ibas is not mentioned.
The Causerefers to the School as “the assembly” “in Edessa.”® St. Ephrem
“made a great assembly of a school there.”%* The terms “assembly” and
“school” are used throughout the Cause for the many schools described
therein.

Both of these sources will be important for the reconstructive work to
be done in the following chapter. However, it is important to emphasize
that the dependence of the Cause on the Ecclesiastical History or on some
shared source means that instances where the two texts agree should not
immediately be accepted as instances of multiple attestation of evidence
in the sources. Furthermore, besides mutually ignoring the figure of Ibas,
the two texts disagree about key facts concerning the School of the Per-
sians, such as who the leader was prior to Narsai (one text says “a certain
Rabbula”, the other “Qyoré”—notably both of these names belong to
renowned enemies of the School), and this may suggest that by the
mid- to later sixth century the actual story of the school that preceded
the School of Nisibis had become obscure.}®

Another striking difference between the two texts is that the later one,
the Cause, presents a more streamlined and consistent version of the story
of the transferral from Edessa to Nisibis. In contrast, the version in the
Ecclesiastical History contains more ambiguities and loose ends. In fact, an
analogy can be drawn between the earlier West-Syrian letter of Simeon
and the later West-Syrian version of John of Ephesus, and between the
earlier East-Syrian Ecclesiastical History and the later East-Syrian Cause: in
both the West-Syrian and the East-Syrian cases the version of the story
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becomes clearer and more streamlined in the later source. This stream-
lining of history can also be seen in the fact that the later East-Syrian
source, the Cause, incorporates the false tradition that Ephrem founded
the School of the Persians.!® Judging from the apparent increase in the
clarity of these sources over time, both West-Syrian and East-Syrian, I
would suggest that our sources are not becoming more trustworthy, but
rather are engaging in a process of narrativization, whereby disparate
facts are fitted into a clear, yet not necessarily factually based, storyline.

This process can be seen in a much later source, the Chronicle of Siert.
Although it apparently relies on the Cause or on some related source, it
may nevertheless provide some useful information, if not on the School of
the Persians itself, then at least on the resettling and foundation in Nisi-
bis.’ In its chapter on the life of Narsai, when Narsai flees to Nisibis, he
finds “a small school” which belonged to “Simeon of Bét Garmai” (al-
Jarmaqgani).!% If there is truth to this (the founding of the School of
Nisibis will be discussed in Chapter Four), it further destabilizes the sup-
posed direct and immediate continuity between the Schools of Edessa
and Nisibis. As mentioned above, the Chronicle states that Jacob of Sarug
studied at the School of Edessa with Barsauma and was of “orthodox”
belief. However, when he saw that the emperor was supporting the party
of Severus (i.e., the Miaphysites), he switched sides.®® Perhaps by the
time of the Chronicle’s or its source’s composition the West-Syrian accu-
sations against Jacob connecting him to the School of the Persians had
reached the East Syrians, and the author decided to use this information
to demonstrate the eminent West-Syrian poet to be a scoundrel.

Another East-Syrian source, the Chronicle of Arbela, is also a problem-
atic work (the text may be a late nineteenth-century forgery). The last
historical reference it makes is from the mid-sixth century.*?

In this time a perfect man, Mar Hibay (i.e., Ibas) the Bishop, was known in
Edessa, from whose labors Orthodoxy benefited very much; what pains and dif-
ficulties he endured from the students of the sinners a pen is not able to depict.
In the School of Edessa he unceasingly would teach correct things. He utterly
defeated the perversities until the hour of his death. After his death the students
of deceit gathered and became strong and were able to drive out of the city all
of the Persian students. These came to their lands and planted in them many
schools so that they would flee before Satan. Barsauma of Nisibis settled Narsaj by
his side as a celebrated teacher and he set up a great school of much intercourse
between the brothers and it did not cease to grow with sons and celebrated
teachers for the Catholicos. There he interpreted all the divine scriptures and he
did not slip away not even in one thing from the teaching of the interpreter. Many
from our land went to him as I have learned from some trustworthy people.!!!

As with some of the West-Syrian sources discussed above, it seems that
the Chronicle of Arbela telescopes the events of fifth-century Edessa and
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makes Ibas the head of the School until his death, after which the School
moves to Nisibis. It is interesting that only one of our latest sources, one
that is extremely untrustworthy, is the text that directly connects Ibas to
the School. This connection seems to be a further instance of the nar-
rativizing process mentioned above.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to point out significant problems in the
various sources employed in the reconstruction of the School of the
Persians. The sources are less reliable than previously thought, because
of both their mutual dependence on one another and their complicity in
projecting sixth century institutions and concerns back onto those of
the fifth century. The silence of a number of sources may also be telling
in this matter; for example, several texts that preserve earlier informa-
tion on Edessa are silent about the School. Even more striking, consid-
ering some of the speculation of the secondary literature, no schools at
all are mentioned in the Life of Rabbula, which seems to have been com-
posed not long after his death in 435/6.

A significant parallelism exists between the sources for the School of
the Persians from the sixth century onwards and the scholarly recon-
structions of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. In an attempt to
understand the School of the Persians, particularly its closure in 489, the
ancient authors employed a school paradigm either to condemn it as a
bastion of heresy or to laud it as a besieged stronghold of orthodoxy. This
school paradigm allowed for members of both sides of the theological
divide to imagine it as the predecessor of the School of Nisibis. These imag-
inative historical reconstructions, which developed within a strongly
polemical context, represent only a version of reality, one that was palat-
able and useful to those engaged in such polemic. Modern scholars have
failed to take into account the discursive context in which the sources
were produced and thus have been misled by them.



Chapter 3
The School of the Persians (Part 2):
From Ethnic Circle to Theological School

The purpose of the previous chapter was to destabilize the traditional
view of the School of the Persians, particularly by demonstrating the
inconsistencies and motivations of its various sources. The goal of this
one is to put forward a different framework for understanding the little
evidence we have for the School. A more plausible historical reconstruc-
tion of the School of the Persians imagines this institution as a loosely
knit study circle, more like an ancient voluntary association than a for-
mal school, and as having only begun to develop a more coherent inter-
nal structure at the time of its expulsion from Edessa. Of the numerous
sources attesting to the School of the Persians, only one was composed
before the closure of the School in 489: the Acts of the “Latrocinium” or
“Robber” Council of Ephesus of 449. Despite the relative paucity of in-
formation it provides, it is perhaps the most important and telling of the
sources because it was not motivated by the conflict around and follow-
ing the closure of the School. Therefore, a more critical approach to the
School must begin with this text.

The Acts of the “Latrocinium” Council

The earliest reference to the School of the Persians is found in the Acts
of the second Council of Ephesus (the so-called “Latrocinium” council).!
On August 22 in 449, the second Council of Ephesus reconvened to con-
demn and depose, one by one, bishops whose beliefs were obstacles to
the theological harmony sought by the emperor, Theodosius II. Some
years before this, at the Council of Ephesus of 431, Cyril of Alexandria
had forced through the recognition of Mary as Theotokos (“Bearer of God”)
as well as the condemnation of Nestorius, despite the protest of the im-
perial authorities. This time at Ephesus, Dioscorus, who had succeeded
Cyril as bishop of Alexandria in 444, was attempting to live up to his men-
tor’s example in furthering the case against the dyophysites. The coun-
cil first met on August 8, but things had got out of hand when Flavian,
Bishop of Constantinople, and Eusebius of Dorylacum were condemned.
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These two had been responsible for the condemnation of Eutyches at
Constantinople a year earlier in November 448, and since this council
had just exculpated Eutyches of any theological error, it seemed right to
condemn his accusers (even though one of them was the first to accuse
Nestorius of theological error!). Violence broke out and imperial sol-
diers rushed in to restore order. Flavian died several days later from the
wounds he received in the mélée and Eusebius fled to Rome.

By August 22, the majority of the over one hundred bishops in atten-
dance at this highly staged event in the Church of Mary were supporters
of Dioscorus. Dioscorus’s adversaries had been chased away or, in the case
of the theologically sophisticated Theodoret of Cyrrhus, told specifically
by the emperor himself not to come. The proceedings against Ibas, Bishop
of Edessa, began with the recitation of an imperial letter from the fifth
day before the Calends of July asking the synod to relieve Edessa from
the burden of such an unworthy bishop and replace him. At this point
“John, the Presbyter and first notary” announced: “Monks who are from
the city of Edessa are standing outside and say that they have imperial
documents. What then does Your Holiness order (us to do) about them?™?
This was certainly a formality, since in the Acts, just before the reading
of the above mentioned imperial letter, Bishop Thalassius of Caesarea
suggests that they keep things moving so as not to cause a delay for “the
monks who are here.” The monks were invited in and a letter was read,
dated to June of the same year, from the emperor to a certain Jacob, in-
viting him to Ephesus. John the Notary then announced that there were
similar letters, which had been sent to eleven other archimandrites.*

The Acts then describe the city’s various complaints against Ibas.> We
have no way of knowing if these were true. Drijvers suggests that although
some of the charges against Ibas may be fabricated or exaggerated there
nevertheless was a sharp contrast between Ibas and his enemy and pre-
decessor as bishop, Rabbula (d. 435/6). Ibas was a “worldly scholar” and
Rabbula an “ascetic bishop.”® However, Drijvers’s characterization of the
two exaggerates their differences. Ibas may have been behind the trans-
lation of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s works, but Rabbula may have pre-
ceded him in such endeavors with his translation of Cyril of Alexandria’s
works.” Ibas seems to have been from an important family, judging from
the fact that he and his brother were bishops, but we know from his Life
that Rabbula came from a rich family and received a Greek education.®
Drijvers correctly notes: “it is highly interesting that the vita Rabbulae em-
phasizes exactly those qualities of the bishop that are totally missing with
Hiba [Ibas] according to the charges brought against him for the comes
Chaireas.”® However, those making accusations against Ibas at Ephesus
and those who had previously organized the acclamations to Chaireas
on his approach to the city were probably from the same Miaphysite
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circles in which the Life was produced. Of course Ibas’s flaws and Rab-
bula’s virtues matched. The contrast that Drijvers draws between the two
figures is too stark, and we do not know nearly enough about Ibas to make
such statements about him. There is no evidence for resistance to his
return to the episcopal see after the Council of Chalcedon two years later
in 451, and the fact that he successfully defended himself at two councils
prior to Ephesus may suggest that the charges against him were fabricated.

According to the Acts, one of various acclamations made against Ibas
was signed by citizens from all sectors of the city of Edessa.

They set their hand to it (i.e. subscribed): all the clergy and heads of monaster-
ies, monks and members of orders (bnay gyamd), worthies (Gr. axiomatikoi) and
citizens (Gr. politeuémenoi) and Romans and the Schools of the Armenians, of the
Persians, and of the Syrians, and the artisans and the whole city.!?

This is the earliest reference we have to the School of the Persians.!! As
stated above, it is significant because it is the only reference to the School
before its closure in 489, after which it became a cause célebre for Nestor-
ians and a béte noire for others.

It is unlikely that “the whole city” asked for the removal of Ibas. In fact,
from the proceedings of the Acts, we can only be sure that Ibas had a
large number of enemies in monastic circles.!? This would not be surpris-
ing, considering the monastic interests of his infamous predecessor,
Rabbula, bishop until his death in 435. The monks opposed to Ibas were
probably followers of Rabbula and, and as suggested above, may have
been connected to the same circles that produced his Life not long after
his death. Some members of these same circles may have tended to the
cultic site that developed around his grave.!3

The titles of the three schools mentioned in this passage suggest that
we take more seriously the ethnic aspect of the “School of the Persians.”
Apparently, the three “schools” were important enough within the city
that their names were included in this attempt to sack the bishop. This
passage also would lead us to believe that Ibas was not associated with
the School of the Persians and that the School was not generally known
for its dyophysite leanings. While most of the secondary literature says
that Ibas was a major figure at the School, this text—the only source con-
temporary with him—suggests that he had no direct connection to it:
otherwise the monks’ claims would be absurd. Perhaps in the mid-fifth
century the schools did not have easily identifiable theological positions
but rather were essentially ethnic groupings.

“Schools” in Fifth-Century Edessa

We can only speculate as to what the three “schools” mentioned in the
“Latrocinium” Acts were in 449. Previous scholars have suggested that
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the origins of this “School of the Persians” may stem from the exodus of
Christians from certain regions ceded to the Sasanians by Jovian in 363.
After the death of Julian the Apostate, the new emperor Jovian made a
speedy peace with the Persians and handed over to them five transtigri-
tine provinces, two of which had Armenian populations.’ The Christian
population of Nisibis migrated to Amida (Diyarbakir) when the Persians
took control of Nisibis.”® That Ephrem, the most famous refugee from
Nisibis, ended up in Edessa tells us that some of these Eastern Christians
settled there. Thus the three schools mentioned in the Acts may reflect
the mixed ethnic and religious makeup of the Christian community
of Edessa, especially after the immigration of Armenian and Persian
Christians.

A Christianity in conformity with proto-Orthodox and later Ortho-
dox standards came late to Edessa. The sources reveal a heterogen-
eity within Edessene Christianity lasting into the fifth century.’® We may
note Bishop Rabbula’s many actions against heretics and his various re-
forms. Furthermore, we have evidence that when Christian populations
migrated or were moved they would continue to maintain the practices
of their homeland. For example, Greek-speaking Christians taken into
captivity in Mesopotamia in the third century seem to have held onto
a distinct ethnic Greek identity while living side by side with Syriac-
speaking Christians.!” Similarly, in the non-Christian sphere, recent work
on religion at Dura-Europas has demonstrated that Palmyrenes at Dura
kept their own religious practices.’® We might also temporarily suspend
our belief in Christian statements of universalism and see how—at least
in practice—different Christian communities were organized along eth-
nic lines. A similar pre-Christian local cultural diversity can be seen in
“pagan” cults of second- and third-century Edessa as well.!® Perhaps the
three schools represented variations within what was reckoned as the
pale of legitimacy by the city’s contemporary Orthodoxy and were in
communion with each other, in contrast to the many others we know of
in Edessa who were considered heretics by the Orthodox, such as Mani-
chees, Arians, and Jewish-Christians. At times in the early Church, cer-
tain forms of diversity were permitted, as we see with the existence of
Quartodecimans in different parts of the Church.?

Ignoring for a moment the more obvious and immediate academic
meaning of the term “school,” perhaps the language of “schools” pro-
vided a means for the Orthodox Edessene community to deal with the
diversity of their Christianity. It is possible that the word “school” has a
metaphorical meaning—even a metaphorical origin—and only in time
did these “schools” become organizations for the transmission of knowl-
edge. We should recall how early Christians borrowed terms from the
institutional discourses of the Greco-Roman world to talk about them-
selves and their movement. This was particularly the case, as I described
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in Chapter One, with pedagogical imagery among Syriac-speaking Chris-
tians. Thus, just as hadresis was a way of explaining and condemning
Christian diversity, perhaps the notion of there being several “schools”
of Christianity in Edessa was a way to come to terms with that city’s eth-
nic and religious diversity. It also should be noted that this same peda-
gogical discourse may have affected the sources for the School of the
Persians, thus making it more likely that the material would be set in
pedagogical terms, as we saw in the previous chapter for Simeon of Bét
Arsam’s letter.

This ethno-religious diversity would have been continually maintained
by the influx of mixed populations into the city. Despite the long series of
wars between Rome and Persia, the borders between the two empires re-
mained easily permeable.?! Trade continued, and from the little prosopo-
graphical evidence we have for the School of the Persians, we know that
most of those associated with it came from the Persian realm. This means
that the School continued to have links with the Church of the East, a
fact which would no doubt be useful propaganda for Cyrus, the bishop
of the city, in convincing the Emperor Zeno to shut it down. Whether the
origins of these different “schools” lie in the exodus from Persia of 363
or not, these groups may have come from and/or been perpetuated by
the movement of Christians along the trade routes that connected Edessa
to Syria, Armenia, and the Sasanian realm.

In addition to its rise as a trade center, but related to it, was the devel-
opment of Edessa as a center of pilgrimage. Egeria, the fourth-century
pilgrim who has left us an account of her travels in the East, visited the
city, and its relics, such as the letter and portrait of Jesus and the body
of St. Thomas, would draw pilgrims for centuries to come.? The fame of
the city’s spring festival in honor of St. Thomas was such that it reached
Gregory of Tours, who has left us an account of it.2? Significantly, the
possible location of the School of the Persians is directly across from where
the Church of St. Thomas stood. The various guesthouses mentioned in
the sources would have made travel for both commercial and religious
reasons easier.? For example, in Amida, modern Diyarbakir, a Greek
inscription from 437/8 on the gate on the north side of the city—also
known in the past as the Bab al-Arman (“The Gate of the Armenians”)—
commemorates the construction of a hospice for travelers by the deacon
Appius.? There is also reference to a monastery of the Edessenes and a
“school called that of the Urtaye,” apparently composed of, or at least
founded by, immigrants from Anzitene, east of Amida.?® There were
other ethnically associated institutions in the vicinity of Edessa itself, as
suggested by the names of certain monasteries: for example, we read of
the “Monastery of the Persians” and the “Monastery of the Orientals.”’

Christians within the region would have also traveled in order to
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acquire knowledge. The Chronicle of Siirt records that after peace was
pledged between Yazdgard and Theodosius certain Persians migrated
to Edessa to seek learning.?® Of the many lives of ascetic holy men de-
scribed by Theodoret of Cyrrhus, the Historia Religiosa includes a certain
Aphrahat, a Persian from a good family who in the mid- to later fourth
century came to Edessa to live outside the city as an ascetic before going
on to Antioch. What would have inspired an ascetic to travel so far when
he could have practiced his devotion on the Sasanian side of the border?*

One answer is that there was a culture of wandering that developed
among the ascetics of Syria. The Messalians and the so-called sleepless
monks (Akoimetoi) are two well-known groups with an ideology of tran-
sience in this region of commercial movement.3® Hagiographical sources
reveal a similar interest. According to his Life, the saint known as the
“Man of God” of Edessa hid his true noble identity and came from Rome
to live among the poor in Edessa.®! The Apocryphal Acts, such as the Acts
of Thomas and the late Acts of Addai, describe apostles wandering from
land to land.2

We lack sufficient evidence to grasp fully the nature of the Persian
population’s religious and intellectual activities in Edessa, especially in
the early fifth century. However, perhaps we can draw a line connecting
the late fourth century Nisibene immigrants, exemplified by Ephrem of
Nisibis, to the figures from the mid- to later fifth century, such as Ma‘na,
Narsai, and Barsauma.* Philoxenus of Mabbug himself, the great enemy
of the “Nestorians,” seems to have come from Persia as well, and an early
association with the School of the Persians, prior to his transformation
into a Miaphysite enforcer, would explain his acquaintance with the work
of Theodore of Mopsuestia.*

We might try to fill in some of the gaps in our knowledge of fifth-
century Edessa by introducing evidence from the Armenian sources, which
may shed some light on this dark period in the history of the Edessene
“schools.” In c. 400 Mastots (361/2—440), along with the Catholicos
Sahak (350—439), invented the Armenian alphabet in Samosata.*® He then
sent disciples out to Constantinople and Edessa, one city having more
prestige, the other having more local cultural significance, since Edessa
and Syriac Christianity in general would play a major role in the early
development—liturgical, intellectual, and otherwise—of the Armenian
church. Edessa was the major intellectual center in the vicinity of Armenia
and continued to be so for some time. According to Armenian tradition,
at some point in the mid-fifth century, Moses Khorenats‘i traveled to the
city and employed its archives (perhaps most famous for Eusebius of
Caesarea’s possible use of them).¥” However, such an early date for this
author has been contested.® Similarly, Eznik of Kolb was sent to Edessa
by Sahak and Mastots when Armenian literacy was still in its infancy, and
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his life and literary work attest to the further burgeoning of literate cul-
ture in fifth-century Edessa.®

The School of the Armenians was perhaps the intellectual circle or
center that Armenian ecclesiastics, ascetics, and merchants engaged with
on their sojourns in the city.* It probably consisted of visitors and the
local Armenian population that had developed in the city (a population
which was perhaps continous with the Armenian community that lived
in Edessa until the ethnic cleansing of the region in the early twentieth
century). The one other reference to this school I have come across is in
a manuscript from 599, in a colophon of a copy of the Peshitta version
of Joshua, which is based on a text, according to this colophon, collated
with a manuscript produced in the School of the Armenians.* There
may also be a reference to members of this school when Pseudo-Joshua
the Stylite, writing c. 510, mentions that some “brothers from our schools”
were killed in an earthquake while visiting Armenia.*?

The Armenian material may also elucidate the intellectual immigrant
culture of Edessa. Just as the roads from Edessa went north into Arme-
nia, so also they went east into Persia. The origins of both the School of
the Armenians and the School of the Persians may lie in the Christian
exodus from the East in 363. Both communities and their respective
associations would have retained their ethnic identity amid the contin-
ual influx of peoples into the city due to its being a center of trade,
learning, and asceticism. The “School of the Syrians” cited in the Acts of
449 is the most obscure of the three schools. Since “Syria” and “Syrian”
are multivalent terms which have been and still are used to refer to a vari-
ety of peoples and places, it is not clear whether the “School of the Syri-
ans” was composed of immigrants who would have come from the south
and southwest of the city or of those indigenous Christians from the city
itself who were simply being differentiated from the other peoples such
as Armenians and Persians who were flowing in.

The development of these different “schools” would have most likely
been for purely practical reasons. Immigrant and ethnic groups in a multi-
ethnic environment tend to maintain their communal networks so long
as it is practically useful. If Edessa was an ethnically diverse city, as we
know it was, then it stands to reason that the intellectual circles of the
city may have reflected this diversity. Classical education was an assimi-
lating system: all who took part in it learned Greek. However, Edessa, as
the numerous pre-Christian Syriac inscriptions attest, was already on the
margins of this system, and Christianity provided further potential—
partially due, oddly enough, to a Greek understanding of language that
insisted on the priority of the signified over the signifier—for a non-
Greek-speaking intellectual culture to thrive and schism to occur.
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School as Voluntary Association

As I suggested above, “school” at first meant only one of several legiti-
mate groups of Christians within the ethnically diverse community of
Edessa. Only gradually did it take on its more specific academic mean-
ing and eventually become a separate institution, particularly after the
Schootl of the Persians moved from Edessa to Nisibis. The origins of the
School of the Persians and the other ethnic “schools” of Edessa may
be better understood if placed within the broad spectrum of voluntary
associations that we find attested throughout the ancient world. Moshe
Weinfeld has made a similar argument for the community at Qumran.*
These associations, which have a multitude of appellations (the Greek
thiasos, éranos, and koinon; and the Latin collegium, secta, and factio; the
Syriac gawwa appears to be an equivalent term), varied in objective and
in level of commitment, but it is useful to examine them as a whole be-
cause they tell us about the social organizations usually ignored by tra-
ditional analysis, which focuses on formal political and ecclesiastical
organizations only. Furthermore, it would be difficult to develop a strict
typology of the different kinds of organizations, since their “boundaries
and terminology were fluid.”* Attested in various sources from the four-
teenth century B.C.E. to the third century C.E., the marzeah may be seen
as a Near Eastern version of the various Greco-Roman organizations.*

Literacy seems to have played a role in many of these groups.* An oft-
cited fragment of Posidonius, the first-century B.C.E. philosopher and his-
torian, may point to the literary relevance of such groups in the Near
East. In criticizing the luxury of the Syrians, he writes:

Hence they held many gatherings at which they feasted continually, using the
gymnasia as if they were baths, anointing themselves with expensive oils and per-
fumes, and living in the grammateia—for so they called the commons where din-
ers met—as though they were their private houses, . . .47

This Near Eastern voluntary association, which engaged in a practice
equivalent to the Greek symposium, seems to have played an important
role in the region in the socialization and informal education of youths,
as the symposium did for their counterparts in the West.

Another institution that has been better understood using the cate-
gory of voluntary association is the synagogue, which, inasmuch as it was
an ethnic communal space where elementary learning for children as
well as higher study for adults could take place, is certainly comparable
to the School of the Persians. Philo of Alexandria was willing to make such
a comparison between the synagogue and the voluntary association.*
Does the kind of complex relationship between ethnicity and religion
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attested, for example, in the Aphrodisias synagogue inscription serve as
a comparandum for the makeup of the School of the Persians?* This
third-century inscription, along with the abundance of evidence we have
for “God-Fearers” in antiquity, shows how gentiles could be incorporated
into Jewish institutions, perhaps in the same way we might imagine
non-Persians, such as Jacob of Sarug, hanging around the School of the
Persians.

It is worth noting that some decades before the closure of the School
of the Persians, the Jews of Edessa suffered the same fate that befell the
School. In both cases, a form of damnatio memoriae was practiced, when
the building that was closed down was replaced with one representative
of the exactly opposite ideology. The Chronicle of Edessa records:

In the year 723 (411/2 c.E.) Rabbula was bishop in Edessa. He built the House
of Mar Stephen which had earlier been the House of the Sabbath of the Jews. He
built it by order of the emperor.>

The letter of Simeon of Bét Ar§am records that a church of Mary the The-
otokos (yaldat alaha) was built in the place of the School of the Persians.5!
These two events are similar. Appropriately, both of these actions were
taken by the bishop with the permission of the emperor, at least accord-
ing to the sources. Just as Stephen the protomartyr was “persecuted” by
the Jews (cf. Acts 6:8-8:1), so also, according to the West Syrians, Mary
the Mother of God was persecuted by the Nestorians, who on the basis
of their Christology remained intransigent in their refusal to call her by
the esteemed title “Theotokos.” The similarity of these two events helps
further to demonstrate the continuing connections between, or rather
the inseparability of, ethnicity and religion in Edessa and the history of
the School of the Persians.

The School of the Persians: Its Appearance and Closure

Perhaps the School of the Persians became an irritant to the Miaphysites
of the city only after it had become a more internally coherent and dis-
tinct institution. Several developments would have led to this. The first
of these is the emergence of an internal hierarchy within the School.5?
The two main East-Syrian sources, the Cause and the Ecclesiastical History,
describe the organization of the School as being divided into a tripartite
hierarchy of teachers not long before its closure.

Although this event is described by the two separate sources, we lack
more than one attestation for it, since the two passages which describe it
are one of the several instances where the Cause and the Ecclesiastical His-
tory overlap, either because they share a source or because the Cause de-
pends on the Ecclesiastical History.5* The later Causerenders the expressions
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for the different subjects of learning found in the Ecclesiastical History
into abstract technical terms (e.g., hegyana, geryana, and pussaqa become
mhagyanitd, maqryanita, and mphasqanitd). The later source may be reify-
ing the duties of the fifth-century school and understanding them accord-
ing to late-sixth-century Nisibene practices. Furthermore, since the offices
attributed to the School of the Persians by these two sources were clearly
offices that existed in Nisibis, it is possible that the description of their
creation in Edessa at the School of the Persians may be a projection back
onto the School, a kind of foundation myth for the Nisibene hierarchy,
and that such an organization never developed at Edessa.

However, despite the motivation of these sources, perhaps there is
some truth to their claims about the formation of a hierarchy in Edessa.
We know there were some schools for elementary literacy in the Syriac
milieu.’®* The School of the Persians, whatever it was, maintained more
than just training in literacy; exegesis was studied and practiced there.
As we will also discuss in following chapter, the School of Nisibis, the suc-
cessor institution to the School of the Persians, had a three-tiered system
of instruction. It may be significant that this system was similar to that of
the Greco-Roman educational system. There was the mhagyana, who seems
to have taught the alphabet and, as the name suggests, how to vocalize a
text. He would be equivalent to the magister ludi. There was then the
maqryand, or reader, who would fill the position of the ancient grammar-
ian, and then on top was the mphasqana, or exegete, similar to the rhetor
or philosopher. Although they disagree about the identity of the person,
both the Ecclesiastical History of Barhadbésabba and the Cause mention
that the head of the School created distinct offices and formalized its
hierarchy. However, the ancient ideal of education found in the sources
should not be confused with the real. There were not usually schools in
our sense of the word with different classes, as if all three teachers—the
elementary teacher, the grammarian, and the rhetorician—were part of
one institution.’ Nevertheless, depending on how Hellenized we take
Nisibis and the Persian realm to have been, the three-tiered system would
perhaps have to derive from the more classically influenced milieu of
Edessa rather than that of Nisibis.

Other evidence for school offices in Edessa comes from sources
which seem to have been composed in the city itself in the late fifth cen-
tury. Sometime prior to his flight from Edessa to Nisibis, Narsai wrote
self-defensive statements in his homilies, at the same time attacking his
enemies.

It was not in fear of their words that I turned aside from my discourse;
Upon them I have turned lest they hinder the journey of truth.
I have been extremely zealous against the impudence of their minds,

Because, although ignorant, they are usurping the ranks of the office of “rabban.”’
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The foolish zeal of those who mingle (the natures) has compelled me to say it!
It was not of my own desire that I have attempted to ascend to the height above;
those (minglers) I want to bring down to earth because they have shown so much
insolence.

It is not pride that has taken hold of me to strive after things secret;

It is the arrogance of their blasphemous words that I have sought to repress!

It was not the rank of the office of “rabban” that I have sought to usurp for
myself!

The childish of heart have uttered such a preposterous assertion, and it has dis-
pleased me!*®

These passages seem to derive from Narsai’s Edessene period, when he
was in conflict with the pro-Cyril party. The context of Narsai’s polemic
can be rendered in different ways. One possibility is that his enemies
were not in the School of the Persians, but perhaps in the School of the
Armenians. If this was the case, then the office referred to in the first
quotation is in a different school from his own and the referent in the
second quotation is to members of yet another school who are casting
aspersions on Narsai’s rank in the School of the Persians. Taking the
enemies of whom he is speaking as part of the School of the Persians
changes the whole dynamic of the conflict. In that case the conflict would
center around the leadership of the School of the Persians, which would
mean that the School had a Cyriline party that eventually lost. If this was
in fact the situation, the event these two passages refer to could be Nar-
sai’s creation of the three offices of the School, elevating the position of
the head of the School by creating sub-offices under it. This would fit
with the envy of him that the Ecclesiastical History describes.5

This process of institutionalization would have no doubt been spurred
on by similar developments within the monasteries. Even the title “rab-
ban” used by Narsai above is a term often used of monastic masters.
Thus it is noteworthy that the Ecclesiastical History's “Life of Narsai” de-
scribes the hero as moving back and forth for several years between the
monastery and the School of the Persians.®

Along with the formal development of offices in the School, another
development notably contributing to the internal coherence of the School
was the gradual evolution of a particular tradition of exegesis.5! At least
according to the much later Cause, this exegetical tradition can be divided
into two parts: what is referred to as “the tradition of the school” and the
commentary tradition of Theodore of Mopsuestia. The Cause states:

For also that which we call the tradition of the school, we do not mean the inter-
pretation of the Interpreter (i.e., Theodore), but rather these other things that
were transmitted from mouth to ear of old. Then afterwards the blessed Mar
Narsai mixed them into his homilies and the rest of his writings.5?
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The Cause states that this tradition goes back to Ephrem, and before him
to the mythical Mar Addai, “who was at first the founder of that assem-
bly of Edessa.”®® Narsai’s work is understood to be comparable to Theo-
dore’s prior massive exegetical project, which is described in detail by
the Cause.5* If the Cause can be trusted, then it reveals to us here the com-
munity’s memories, some over one hundred years old, of the history of
their exegetical tradition.

As will be discussed in Chapter Seven, there is no evidence for the
philosophical endeavors attributed to the School of the Persians by con-
temporary scholars. Furthermore, it is not clear how much translation of
patristic material was done in the School itself. Even the Cause, not a
particularly trustworthy source because of its date of composition, states
specifically that translations of Theodore of Mopsuestia were transmit-
ted to the School after being translated into Syriac and that before this
exegesis was based on the works of Ephrem.% Jacob of Sarug says explic-
itly that the heretical works of Diodore were studied in the School, but
his statement about their translation does not mention the School. If the
School was ethnically based, as I have argued, then it is less plausible
that translation work would have been done there, since the members
would have been less likely to have the knowledge of Greek required for
such work. One figure which may prove an exception is the late fifth-
century Ma‘na of Shiraz, who was known for translating Greek into Syriac
in Edessa and later Syriac into Persian for the Catholicos.®® Both Ibas
and Rabbula had Greek educations and were involved in such projects.%
However, in this chapter and the last I have suggested that the connec-
tion between Ibas and the School of the Persians was looser than schol-
ars usually state. Ibas’s translation project is the most commonly cited
evidence for patristic translation at the School of the Persians, despite
the paucity of evidence. Furthermore, comparative evidence from other
instances of institutionalization of learning suggests that schools often
do not create their own secondary literature, but rather are formed after
the creation and compilation of it, that is, the literature helps to create
the school.®8

Contemporary theological developments would have also led to the
differentiation and separation of the School of the Persians from the
rest of Edessene Christian society. The School is usually described as
a hotbed of Nestorianism, and it is no doubt true that the School had
a predilection for Antiochene theology. However, Persian Christians
may have taken a liking to Theodore of Mopsuestia, for example, not
only because of his particular exegetical ingenuity but also because
of the shared background of Antiochene and early Syriac theology. I
would suggest that the School of the Persians did not become a bastion of
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Nestorianism, but instead, because of its being constantly fueled by an
influx of theologically traditional Christians from Persia, became an island
of a conservative Syriac theology.*® This theological tendency would have
been reinforced from within by the study of these newly translated texts
and defined from without by the antipathy of Miaphysites and the Ortho-
dox. Thus, what may have occurred is that the School was originally only
ethnically marked but because of this ethnic marking became theologi-
cally marked as well. In this way, the School of the Persians became a
problem only once it had become a “school” closer to our sense of the
word, that s, an institution and a school of thought. Only when the School
came into view due to its theological conservatism and its incipient insti-
tutionalization did it then seem an imminent threat to those who even-
tually shut it down.

These Edessene trends continued in Nisibis. The School’s internal co-
hesion increased even more on its arrival there when the community
took up formal rules. Its theological tendency was solidified with the
Church of the Fast’s formal acceptance in canon law of Theodore of
Mopsuestia as the exegetical authority. However, all this occurred in
another city and another school, the School of Nisibis, and therefore
belongs to another chapter.

The closure of the School of the Persians occurred in 489, by order
of the Emperor Zeno and under the auspices of the Bishop of Edessa,
Cyrus. This is the most trustworthy and consistent version of the story.
Voo6bus sets out the different views on the date of the School’s closure.
He divides the secondary literature into scholars who support a date of
departure of 489 and those who place it in 457.7 However, few of these
works make specific arguments for their positions and most merely fol-
low the dating according to the source at hand. After his own analysis of
the sources and the differing scholarly positions, V66bus concludes that
there were two exoduses from the School of the Persians, the first in 471
by Narsai and a second, larger one in 489.”! Vo6bus’s argument in this
section is rather confused and there are numerous problems with the
evidence he uses.”

One factor that led to Voobus’s confusion is that he failed to take into
account the tendency of each source. He imagines a mass exodus of
teachers and students from the Cause, and then from this thinks that the
Ecclesiastical History must be describing a different event because its ver-
sion of the story of Narsai is more personal.” Because Voo6bus fails to
see the institutional bias of the Cause (as well as the “lonely persecuted”
bias of the Ecclesiastical History),” he thinks that the exodus it describes
must be radically different from the exodus of Narsai from the city. How-
ever, none of the sources refer to two exoduses, and only two of them,
the Cause and the Ecclesiastical History, give any kind of detail about the
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event. Voobus essentially mistakes the confusion of the sources for a
confusion of reality and thus makes things far more complex than they
need to be.”™

In contrast to V66bus, I would argue that the sources point to one
exodus. Their obscurity is what would lead one to assume that there were
two. Three distinct sources mention the Emperor Zeno’s involvement in
the closure (Simeon of Bét Ar§am, Jacob of Sarug, and Theodore Anag-
nostes), which would probably have been related to the continual tension
on the border with Persia. A school of Persians may have sounded sus-
picious enough (perhaps, alas, as it would today!). Furthermore, the
eradication of a bastion of Nestorianism would have been helpful to the
emperor’s attempts at pleasing the anti-Chalcedonian Miaphysite party,
as his Henotikon in 482 was. Aside from the emperor, the Bishop Cyrus
is mentioned by even more sources as being involved in the School’s
closure.

The only truly useful and detailed source for the local dynamic at the
time of the closure of the School is the report in the Ecclesiatical History's
“Life of Narsai.””® This source is convoluted, but in its confusion—and
in fact because of its confusion—there seems to be some truth to it. This
report requires further study, but that study must be done as part of a
larger examination of the Ecclesiastical History as a whole, a work which
has not been examined enough. Moreover, any further study of the clo-
sure of the School will need to incorporate broader comparative evidence
for the imperial relationship with the provinces and the contemporary
power of the bishop. Also, the closure of the School of the Persians in
489 immediately calls to mind the closure of the pagan Neoplatonist school
in Athens in 529 by the emperor Justinian.” Finally, the relationship of
the various sources might also be further examined. For example, one
striking feature of the different sources is their use of similar terminol-
ogy. The School was “uprooted” (Syr. root “¢-r) according to several dis-
parate sources,”® which fits with Philoxenus’s usage of roots and plant
imagery in his description of heresy.”® Furthermore, several sources,
both West- and East-Syrian, pun on the name of the city Nisibis when
they say that the School was “planted” (n-s-b) there.®

Conclusion

In this chapter I have tried to present the evidence for the School of the
Persians in a different light. Hopefully this will result in a new under-
standing not only of the School of the Persians but also of the relation-
ship between the School of the Persians and the later School of Nisibis.
As will be seen in the following chapter, despite the historiographical
efforts of both its friends and its enemies, the School of Nisibis was in
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many ways discontinuous with the School of the Persians. This disconti-
nuity can be seen in the content of the two Schools’ studies; in their rela-
tionships to other institutions, such as the ecclesiastical structure and
the broader monastic movement; and in their formal institutional devel-
opment. The evidence for discontinuity counters Vo6bus’s emphasis on
the School of Nisibis’s immediate dependence on and derivation from
the “School of Edessa.” In contrast, I would argue that in the School of
Nisibis we see both the intensification of previous developments from
the School of the Persians (e.g., a formalizing of the internal hierarchy
of teachers) and the development of completely new realms of study
(e.g., Aristotle), as well as a new relationship with the church at large.
Further work on this subject could go in several directions. First, closer
examination of the Armenian material from the fifth century would
offer a perspective on Edessa that is obscured in, and even at times lost
from, the Syriac sources. Second, the ongoing scholarly synthesis of the
writings of Ephrem in the fourth century and the sources for Rabbula in
the fifth century might illustrate the state of the Church at the time of
the development of the Schools.®! Along with this work, an examination
of manuscripts might offer an interesting vantage point to the intellec-
tual-scribal culture of the day (for example, British Library Add. 12150,
produced in Edessa in 411). Finally, comparative evidence might ame-
liorate the problems in the study of Edessa caused by the paucity of
material. Jerusalem, Beirut, and Athens were intellectual centers in Late
Antiquity: are there similarities between the intellectual circles, some of
them ethnically based, which developed in these cities and in Edessa?
The differentiation and eventual expulsion of the School of the Persians
from the larger Edessene Christian community should be understood not
in purely dogmatic terms but as a social process taking place within and
around a social institution. It is my hope that future work in this area
will find greater heuristic value in a sociological analysis and ignore the
inevitable claims of the sources, which are guided by a polemical impe-
tus and an interest in a transcendental truth irrelevant to the historian.



Chapter 4
The School of Nisibis

[36°yahb to Hormizd, my brother in our Lord, peace.

You were extremely bold, oh Chaste One, and offered a great abundance for the
increase of my patience. May Your Chastity then pray that for all the disgrace of
Your Wisdom a recipient like unto me be present, so that there will perhaps re-
main for you in the length of time a remnant of those who love you. For while I
myself receive with pleasure your childish bites upon the body of my thoughts, I
endure greatly, lest I am ever forced by a change of [character]! to be deprived
of the sweetness of my patience, while I am engaged in answering the nonsense
which is in your letter with the praises which fit Your Honor. Perhaps you are in
doubt as to whether, if I am willing, this is able to happen. May God give to you
wisdom in everything and may he empower you to guard the unity of love with
a bond of peace.?

This loving, humorous, and playfully convoluted letter was written by the
bishop of Mosul (620-28) to his friend and cellmate from their days at
the School of Nisibis (bar gelayta da-b-eskolé da-nsibin). 186°yahb would later
become Metropolitan of Arbela and finally, as iéé%/ahb 111, the Catholicos
of the Church of the East (650/1 or 647/8-657/8). In Duval’s edition of
the letters, Hormizd is the individual who receives the most of [36‘yahb’s
letters.®> The above letter indicates how an intimate social bond could
develop within the School of Nisibis, and the friendship which it attests
may serve as an example of one link in the complex social network cre-
ated and maintained within the School and in the East-Syrian schools in
general.

The School of Nisibis was founded after the expulsion of the commun-
ity of “Nestorian” Persian Christians from Edessa in 489. Within only a
few decades its fame would reach the Western Mediterranean and it
would begin to play a foundational role in the intellectual and ecclesi-
astical life of the Church of the East. In this chapter I will discuss the
establishment of the School of Nisibis and provide a preliminary descrip-
tion of its workings, including its curriculum.

The Establishment and Endowment of the School of Nisibis

New social institutions are not created ex nihilo. Precedents are needed.
Put simply, what was the model for the establishment of the School of
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Nisibis? The School of Nisibis, both in its founding and in its contin-
uous embellishment during the course of the sixth century, shares many
aspects with contemporary monastic institutions. However, many of the
sources draw a close relation between the School of Nisibis and the
School of the Persians in Edessa. At one point the Cause states: “Edessa
grew dark and Nisibis gave forth light.” Implicit in this line and explicit
in the Cause’s linking of Edessa and Nisibis is the notion that the School
of Nisibis was the successor to the School of the Persians in Edessa. How-
ever, when the Cause and the Ecclesiastical History of Barhadbésabba are
read synoptically it becomes apparent that the Cause, which is later than
and apparently dependent on the Ecclesiastical History or some shared
source, streamlines the historical narrative and creates a communal move-
ment from Edessa to Nisibis. Furthermore, in the previous two chapters
I made the case that the level of institutionalization in the School of the
Persians was much lower than scholars have previously thought, and that
this scholarly error is partly due to a failure to recognize that the sources
tend to project sixth-century Nisibene institutions onto fifth-century
Edessa. In sum, there is far more novelty and innovation within the
School of Nisibis and a greater discontinuity between it and that of the
Persians in Edessa than the sources would have us believe.

I do not intend to produce a detailed analysis of the establishment of
the school in Nisibis, especially since it has been discussed thoroughly
elsewhere.? Stephen Gero has made a cogent case for believing the tra-
dition found in several sources that Barsauma, the bishop of Nisibis,
played a major role in inducing Narsai to remain in the city on his
arrival there and in supporting the establishment of the School.® Despite
the sources that seem to envision a smooth continuity between Edessa
and Nisibis, one tradition attests to an institution that existed in Nisibis
prior to the closure of the School of the Persians and should therefore
be examined more closely. The Ecclesiastical History states:

He (i.e., Barsauma) bought a school, a caravansary (lit. a place of camels) on
the side of the church, and because there had been a school there previously and
an interpreter (mphasgana) from Kaskar, whose name was Simeon, a great and
excellent man, there was no hindrance in this matter.”

Depending on how one reads the following three lines, the Ecclesiastical
History might even be suggesting that Simeon’s students then joined
Narsai’s school.® This tradition is repeated by the Chronicle of Siért:

Then he (i.e., Narsai) fled to Nisibis, where he came upon the little school set

up by Simeon alJramqani, and he established himself there. The metropolitan
Barsauma was interested in it and assisted his undertaking.’

That Simeon was from Kaskar, modern Wasit in Iraq (not to be confused
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with the later, more famous Kashgar, now in modern Xinjiang), is not
surprising: a large number of important figures came from this city
throughout the sixth century, and a tradition of learning was associated
with it. The Acts of Mar Mari offers an alternative version of the story of
the founding of the School, describing it as being established in the
apostolic age, but this story is clearly a later development probably dat-
ing from after the Arab conquest.!®

The Simeon tradition is important because it raises the question of
whether there was a tradition of schools in the Church of the East prior
to the establishment of the School of Nisibis. As the prosopography of
the Church of the East in the sixth and seventh century attests, the School
of Nisibis was extremely influential, not least in the spread of East-Syrian
schools. But were there previous schools? Furthermore, in lexicographi-
cal terms, was the word “school” (Syr. eskolé)used in Mesopotamia prior
to the existence of the School of Nisibis?

The evidence for the Simeon tradition does not necessarily mean that
there were schools in any formal sense, especially institutions of higher
learning, prior to the foundation of the School of Nisibis. Perhaps Sime-
on’s “school” was more like the village schools, which will be discussed
in Chapter Eight.!! Certainly the School of Nisibis was something new: it
is by far the earliest attested institution of higher learning with formal-
ized rules and a hierarchy of teachers. As Gero notes, “the life of the
school was meant to approximate that of a strictly regulated cenobitic
monastery.”*?

The establishment and financial endowment of the School of Nisibis
were comparable to those of monasteries in the same period made by
both clergy and laity. As Cynthia J. Villagomez notes in her dissertation
on the economic life at Nestorian monasteries: “The founding of the
school of Nisibis in the last quarter of the fifth century is an early case
of ecclesiastical patronage supporting a particular institution.”® Such
economic foundations were important for the development of a distinct
East-Syrian identity.!* The economic basis of the School had two parts: 1)
the establishment of the School in its own distinct building by the bishop
of the city and 2) the endowment and new construction projects, as well
as safeguards set up within the School’s canons to ensure that students
were provided for by their own labors.

In the “Life of Abraham” in the Eeclesiastical History we are told how
Abraham of B&t Rabban, the director of the School (510-569),%® built a
hospice (xenodocheion).

When first he built for them a xenodocheion so that they not stray in the city and
be dispersed and mocked, as that one who said: Who is sick and I myself am not sick?
(2 Cor 11:29); he piled up and set therein all kinds of things and he filled it for
them with all the necessities. Three times a day he would visit the sick who were
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in it, according to the Lord’s saying, which says: I was sick and you visited me (Mt
25:36).16

The creation of this hospice fits with monastic tendencies in the West,
but also with the Syriac focus on the tradition of the “stranger” (Syr. akse-
naya, Gr. xénos).!” Furthermore, it may reflect a growing interest in med-
icine at the School, which is attested by the reference to the study of
medicine in the School canons.’® Abraham himself probably took on the
financial burden of this construction, and since he was able to fill the
hospice “with all the necessities” he probably came from a family of some
means. However, the expense of running the hospice was significant and
the School was in need of more cells. Apparently, a number of members
lived in cells away from the School itself and had trouble working to pay
for their room and board.' Both of these expenses were allayed through
the patronage of Qaswi, a medical doctor of the shah.

On account of this after the blessed one of the Lord saw all these things and oth-
ers like them, he sought a place (to build in) from Qaswi, the believer and doc-
tor of the king, and when he gave it to him, he busied himself and built eighty
cells at his own expense, and he divided it into three courts. He built there baths,
one for the honor of the brothers, the second for the expenses of the xenodo-
cheion. Because there was not yet a place from which the reader (magryana) and
the elementary instructor {(mhagyand) could be sustained, he bought a village for
a thousand staters and ordered that the proceeds of it go to the teachers, and if
there was any surplus from that, it would go to the xenodocheion of the brothers.?

It seems the members of the School maintained their distance from the
larger community, even in quotidian activities like bathing. It should be
borne in mind that baths would have been a major architectural endeavor,
one appropriate to an institution with a village as parts of its endowment.!
Qaswi’s endowment corresponds with the shift we find between the ear-
lier and later canons of the School: by the end of the sixth century resi-
dence at the School itself was required, room and board were provided
for, and contact with the town was not smiled upon.?

Qaswi’s endowment to the School seems to reflect a traditional euer-
getist system of patronage, while he himself belongs to the tradition of
Christian doctors who used their proximity to the shah in order to patron-
ize their religious community, the most famous being Gabriel of Sinjar,
the West-Syrian physician who, via his connection to Khosro II (d. 628),
wreaked havoc upon the Church of the East in the early seventh cen-
tury.?® That a village could be “bought” and then given to the School is
distinctive of the Persian feudal system,?* but also demonstrates the rel-
ative comfort East-Syrian institutions felt with wealth.? This is all the more
striking if we recall the emphasis on monastic poverty in Syriac spiritual
literature. Stories such as that of the creation and financial endowment
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of the School of Nisibis are in fact common in the history of the Church
of the East. Elite clergy and laity played an influential, and at times con-
troversial, role in the life of the church by means of the financial lever-
age they could bring to bear. For example, as we will see in Chapter 9,
I56°yahb III (661-680/681) attempted to endow the monastery of Bét ‘Abé
with a school, after he had already built a “new temple” (i.e., nave) there.?
But he was also known among the West Syrians for bribing the authori-
ties to forbid West Syrians from building at Mosul.?’ Like Abraham of Bét
Rabban at the School of Nisibis, George I, the Catholicos who succeeded
I56‘yahb III, came from an affluent family and gave the village of Bét
Habba, out of his very own family estate, to the monastery of Bét ‘Abé.2

There is also strong evidence of the lay patronage of monasteries. One
extreme example is the story of a mid-eighth-century Persian, “Hugayr
the believing nobleman,” who, “wishing to emulate good and prosperous
men” “named the monastery [which he built] by the Persian name of
‘Hugayr-abad,” after the manner of the Magians from whose race he had
sprung.” He then entreated the metropolitan to go to the monastery
with “teachers and school students.” 2 Averse to the pride (and implicit
paganism) behind the monastery’s construction and Hugayr’s naming it
after himself, the metropolitan refused to consecrate the building.

The establishment of the School of Nisibis had its idiosyncrasies: an
institution that had been developing in Edessa was suddenly shut down
and then refounded in the location of a prior place of learning. How-
ever, the economics of its establishment fit within the broader economy
of church and monastic patronage in the Church of the East. This con-
nection to the monastery becomes more apparent on even the most
superficial examination of the School’s canons, which were clearly based
on those of the monastery.

The Canons of the School of Nisibis

Several scholars have discussed the canons of the School of Nisibis.? By
simply laying out the contents of these canons we have a better perspec-
tive on the structure and life of the School.*! As they have been published
by Vé6bus, the canon collection consists of the following sections: the
proem of 602, the canons of Narsai, the ratification under Abraham of
Bét Rabban, the canons of Hénana from 590, and the ratification of 602.

The proem of 602 is similar to the colophon cited at the beginning of
the introduction of this book in that it locates itself according to the reg-
nal year of Khosro 11, described as a divine king who is “preserved by the
mercy from heaven,” as well as by the bishop of the city, the metropoli-
tan of Nisibis. In fact, all dates on these documents are according to the
regnal and local episcopal years. After citing the date the members of
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the community make a formal proclamation: “the prominent brothers, the
interpreters (badoge), with the readers and the steward (rabbayta) and the
elementary instructor of the assembly of those who reside in Nisibis,
whose names are written below” ask the metropolitan to reinstitute the
canons of their predecessors at the School.® “Spiritual gain” is expected
from this.

But particularly we were prepared to come to this petition and supplication
through the evil operation of Satan and through the multitude of the sins of the
community in these hard and evil times which have happened to us — so that
(all) in like manner were sifted in a sieve, and the true brothers were not recog-
nized from the false ones.®

Although it acknowledges internal dissension within the School, in a man-
ner reminiscent of the community rules from Qumran, the proem reveals
this information in allusive, obfuscating language, leaving it to us to fig-
ure out who the “false brothers” and “insolent ones” are,** who are the
“lightminded persons,”® and who are the “quarrelsome ones.™® It is pos-
sible that the problems referred to in the proem relate to the dispute
concerning Hénana of Adiabene, which would eventually lead to the
exodus of a large part of the student population in the early seventh cen-
tury; however, at this point we can only speculate about the referents in
this text.

According to the proem, the first set of canons, dated to 496, was in
fact a second attempt at instituting rules for the School.¥” These former
“Canons of Narsai” are as follows:

Canon 1: On the selection of the steward (rabbaytd).

Canon 2: The steward (rabbaytd) must work with others and not rule
arbitrarily.

Canon 3: Transgressions that lead to expulsion from the School and the
town: taking of a wife, adultery, fornication, theft, witchcraft (harrasata),
unorthodox views, and “vanities” (“slander, plotting, confusion, lies, in-
trigue” at banquets, and “contention of rebellion” [estasirutd, from
Greek stdsis]).

Canon 4: “Those brothers who are in the school are not allowed to go over
to the country of the Romans without precept and order of the brothers
and that of the rabbayta of the school for the cause of the instruction
(yullphana) nor because of a pretense of prayer, also not in order to buy
or to sell.”

Canon 5: “No one of the brothers shall practice business (Gr. pragmateia)
or craft. But if it is necessary to buy and sell (then) from the month ‘Ab
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until Tedr1 qadim® outside of Nisibis in other countries. In Nisibis, how-
ever, except the workers (pa‘i¢), they are not allowed to practice business.
A craft however, that is not shameful, they may work for three months.”#

Canon 6: Against usury.
Canon 7: On instruction upon entrance into the community.

Canon 8: “The brothers, however, who (already) are in the rank of the
eskolayé are not allowed to cease from writing, reading (hegyana) and
interpretation of the school and the ‘recitation of the choirs’ (geryana d-
st‘atha) without an urgent affair.”

Canon 9: “In the time, however, of the great mawtbd when they have
recited the psalm of the evening, everyone shall go into his cell. And
when the cock crows everybody shall come and take (his) place. The one
that was taken from the evening is not valid. Those, however, who come
at the cock’s crow shall leave one row before the bench to be for the
brothers-presbyters, and shall take places in the other row.”

Ganon 10: Brothers cannot live alone or with only one other brother.
Canon 11: Cellmates shall take care of a sick cellmate.

Canon 12: Differences should be settled within the community and not
at a “court of the outsiders” (i.e., a secular court), unless permission is

granted.

Canon 13: Ejection from community and town of those untrained who
cause confusion by speaking out of turn.

Canon 14: On the required notification concerning lost or forgotten
possessions.

Canon 15: If a brother does not tell the steward when another brother
fails to change his ways after being corrected by him, then that brother
receives the same punishment as the brother he corrected.

Canon 16: On punishment for false accusation.

Canon 17: On witnesses to a will.

Canon 18: On punishment for violence against a brother.
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Canon 19: On the fourth offense a brother is expelled from the com-
munity and the town.

Canon 20: “But the magryané and the mhagyane, those in the school, if
they despise and neglect the order of reading by syllables (kegyana) and
reading (geryana) that is laid upon them, without a reason of sickness
and permission of our rabban, they shall receive a rebuke; sustenance
which they are entitled to receive, is withheld from them; and they can-
not be present to hear the judgement of the school.”#

Canon 21: Those who do not accept punishment but rather seek outside
aid from clergy or laity shall be driven from the town.

Canon 22: If the steward does not follow these rules he will give the
School ten dinars of gold and leave both the community and the town.

These canons were ratified during Abraham of Bét Rabban’s tenure of
the office of head exegete (d. c. 569).** Then again later during the ten-
ureship of Hénana of Adiabene in 590 further canons were added.*

Canon 1: Institution of the office of warden of the hospice (xenodoch-
efon). Financial matters arranged along with “the Teacher” (i.e., the rab-
ban). Fine and expulsion from community and town for failure to fulfill
his responsibilities.

Canon 2: So long as space permits, no one shall stay in town.

Canon 3: The steward is responsible for feeding the brothers and serv-
ing as their patron. He shall not go to town.

Canon 4: “No one shall leave under the pretext of righteousness the
dwelling-place with the brothers and go out and build for himself a hut
outside the town or by the side of the town, but shall keep the lawful
dwelling place. If he desires to excel he may go into a monastery or into
the desert.”®

Canon 5: Brothers must have an excuse to miss study times. The “heads
of cells” or the steward are to seek them out when missing.

Canon 6: Brothers who leave before finishing or who break the rules,
“shall not share in the law of the community of the school.” Yet their
honor is greater than seculars, if they deserve it.
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Canon 7: “The brothers who excel in the learning and further appear
(that they are) able to teach others, and are ordered by the mallphdna to
go and to teach, and because they are possessed by the school and the
long stay which they had in the town, it is difficult for them to separate,
are not allowed to be in the school, not even to stay in the town.”*

Canon 8: Expulsion from community and town for stealing or chang-
ing books or erasing the names of deceased brothers (e.g., from a
colophon).

Canon 9: “Of the brothers who live together, each of them shall not eat
bread by himself, but their life (dubbarion) shall be in common as their
study (yullphanhon).”

Canon 10: “In the time of harvest or (season of) the workers, no one
shall calumniate his companion and in his wretchedness, because of his
avidity, shall not turn and deny the stipulation which he previously had
made with his brothers regarding the work.”"

Canon 11: On not missing the vigils or services for the dead and the
punishment for this.

Canon 12: “The brothers who come to the school because of study, are
not allowed to found a school of boys in the town so that they may not
be ensnared by other (things). Those, however, who seem not to be able
to work whether because of age or because of weakness, shall be per-
mitted to obtain up to 2 or 3 boys; if they are found that they take more
than this number, they shall be excommunicated by the school, they and
their disciples also.”®

Canon 13: Restriction and punishment of brothers who keep vigil in the
town or eat at commemorations (of saints?).

Canon 14: The steward should care for those good schoolmen who are
too weak or sickly to work. “However, they are not allowed to beg from
the believers, to ask something at the door of the rich ones or among the
women, under the pretext that they were sent from our rabban or from
the rabbayta or from the outstanding brothers.” Expulsion from com-
munity and town for infraction.

Canon 15: “The brothers who come to the instruction before the time
indicated for the reading of the words of the books and the hearing of
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the meaning (of them) shall not give themselves to the reading and
hearing of the group. These shall be tested with the canon by the rab-
bayta and outstanding brothers.”?

Canon 16: “The brothers who are in the school, so long as they are in the
school, shall not eat in the taverns and restaurants, they shall also not
arrange picnics and drinking parties in the gardens and parks, but shall
endure all in their cells as is becoming for the purpose and the manner
(eskéma) of their gyama.™!

Canon 17: “Along with learning the brothers of the school shall be dili-
gent also over the eskéma of the dress and hair: they shall not shave
entirely, also they shall not grow curls like the seculars but they shall go
about within the school and on the streets of the town in chaste tonsure
and dignified®? dress that is far from luxury, so that through these both
they shall be known to everybody—, to the stranger and to those belong-
ing to the household.”®

Canon 18: Brothers will be expelled from community and town for inter-
acting with women either in teaching them or in long conversation,
including the bendt gyama (consecrated lay virgins).

Canon 19: Brothers and physicians are not allowed to live together lest
“books of the craft of the world” “be read with the books of holiness.”*

Canon 20: Brothers who left School instruction for medicine are not per-
mitted back into the School unless there is good testimony about them
or they are actually from the town.

Canon 21: Brothers may not shelter captives or protect runaway slaves,
lest harm come to the community.

In a second ratification from 602, the same date as the original proem,
the whole community confirms these preceding canons, which are to “be
placed in the guardianship in the house of the school, and shall be read
one time before the entire community year after year so that the assidu-
ous ones may become more diligent from hearing them read,” and the lazy
might be corrected and encouraged.5® All then place their seals on the
document. The yearly reconfirmation ritual again is reminiscent of the
Qumran community.>®

A close study of the canons of the School of Nisibis would no doubt
be integral to reconstructing, among other things, the daily life of the
School of Nisibis; its economy (and the role of the steward in it); its hier-
archy, and the competition, even rivalry, among the brothers;*” and the
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level of social integration that existed between the School and the city of
Nisibis itself. The similarities between the Cause and the canons, for ex-
ample, in terminology and theology, could also be analyzed.

For now let it suffice to state that the canons of the School, like mon-
astic canons, created a scholarly kabitus for the members that provided
them with distinct notions of space, time, dress, correct social hierarchy
and interaction, legitimate ownership of property, and mission. The scrip-
tures of Moses and the Prophets are hardly mentioned in the canons,
and the logic of Aristotle not at all. Simply taking these canons as the
rules of a community that was interested only in ideas is to miss the
embodied nature of the way of life of the School. The strictures imposed
on the life of the eskolayé differentiated them from other Christians and
the citizens of Nisibis and played a role in the scholars’ development into
a semi-distinct social group within the larger Christian community.

Study at the School of Nisibis and Its Curriculum

Since this social group’s characteristic activity was study we can better un-
derstand them by attempting to reconstruct their curriculum. However,
the term “curriculum” needs to be qualified in order to avoid an ana-
chronistic understanding of how the School functioned. Some evidence
suggests that different levels of learning existed at the School correlating
to the different offices held, and furthermore, some of the documents to
be discussed below attest a focus on different parts of scripture at differ-
ent stages in the learning process. However, the only formal curriculum
of study that can be identified with some certainty is the movement of
students between the different ranks of instructors. This was probably more
of an informal process, similar to that of the tranmission of knowledge in
classical antiquity, rather than a system of accreditation such as we find
in modern learning, where the student’s movement forward by degrees
is based less on individual virtuosity and more on the academic calendar
and completion of a part of the curriculum by the class as a whole.

The structure of the formal curriculum may be speculatively sketched
out from the different offices of the School and presumably those of
other more developed schools (such as we find in the School of Tel
Dinawar discussed in Chapter Eight).*® The sources mention the follow-
ing offices: the steward (rabbayta), who was an administrator in charge
of the daily routine of the School; the elementary instructor (mhagyana);
the reader (magqryand); and finally the exegete (mphasgana). As mentioned
in the previous chapter, there is a striking parallel between the tripartite
system of elementary instructor, reader, and exegete and the similar sys-
tem found in classical education, in which a student would move from
an elementary instructor to a grammarian and then to either a rhetori-
cian or a philosopher. This parallel may suggest that the tripartite system
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had its origin in Edessa; however, this depends to a certain extent on
how hellenized we imagine Nisibis to be at the time of the foundation of
the School. It is possible that some form of Greek learning was present
there, as the fourth-century Greek inscriptions from the Church of Mar
Jacob (of Nisibis) would suggest.>

Other titles which seem to have been less clearly defined also appear
in the sources: the teacher (mallphana), which was apparently not a dis-
tinct office but a title given to various members of the School; the inter-
preter (badoqa), more specialized than a “teacher” but also not clearly
defined in the sources;*® and the “schoolman” (eskdldyd), a term applica-
ble to a broad range of figures: an elementary student, a more advanced
student, or even a learned person associated with the School. It is a “school-
man” on the banks of the Tigris who, according to the Life, inspired Mar
Aba to become a Christian (as described in Chapter One), and the name
remained a term for the designation of status within the Church of the
East for centuries to come.®!

The School’s students would have acquired their first literacy (and a
basic religious knowledge) from instruction in the reading of the psalms.
As with the system of classical learning, the basic course of literate edu-
cation entailed acquiring an acquaintance with the letters of the alpha-
bet, the sounding out of words from combined letters, and introductory
methods of how to read a manuscript.®® A passage from Thomas of Edes-
sa’s On the Birth of Christ describes the whole process, from basic literacy
to the copying of manuscripts, and we find the development of liter-
acy employed as a metaphor in the Cause itself as well as elsewhere.5
Judging from the etymological meaning of his title, which suggests “read-
ing syllable by syllable,”* the mhagyinda taught elementary aspects of
reading and writing, while the reader (magryand) provided more advanced
lessons.

It is not clear where the work of the reader ended and that of the exe-
gete (mphasqand) began. This is again similar to what we find in the
classical system, in which the students would often begin to acquire the
principles of rhetorical theory from the grammarian prior to their move
over to an actual rhetor.®® The exegete seems to have been the main
authority in the interpretation of scripture, along with certain writings
such as the commentaries of Theodore of Mopsuestia. His office also in-
volved leading the “choir” (Syr. sit4, literally meaning “troop” or “group”),
although it is not clear what this activity entailed.% The biographical tra-
dition of Narsai states that when he was asked to lead the School of the
Persians in Edessa, he declined until the burden of serving as elemen-
tary and intermediate teacher was removed from the office.®” The Cause
states that his other responsibility, besides interpretation, was leading
the choir.
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But if you make a reader (magryand) and an elementary instructor (mhagyand),
I will perhaps be able to interpret. After they did everything that he asked, then
that blessed man led the assembly for a time of twenty years, while daily leading
the choir and giving interpretation (lit. he spoke choir and interpretation).%®

The Cause attributes the same responsibility to Abraham of Bét Rabban.

After he (i.e., John of Bét Rabban) went to rest due to the great plague,® all of
the burden remained on Mar Abraham. With great fasting, continual prayer,
mighty vigils, and constant labors night and day, he led the assembly for a period
of sixty years, while interpreting, leading the choir, and resolving questions. He
also composed commentaries on the Prophets, Ben Sirach, Joshua bar Nun, and
Judges.™

That the exegete led both the interpretation and the “choir” may further
demonstrate the conflation of scriptural meaning and liturgical action
in study at the School. Furthermore, we should recall that the very genre
of interpretation that Narsai (as well as Jacob of Sarug and Ephrem) was
engaged in was a poetic liturgical practice. Numerous memré, or poetical
homilies, attributed to Narsai are extant, many of which he would have
chanted before the congregation of students.

A survey of the types of literature produced by members of the School
demonstrates the intellectual tendencies of the institution as a whole
and may tell us more about the curriculum of study.” The four domi-
nant forms of literature produced by members of the School of Nisibis
are biblical commentaries, liturgical works, cause literature, and polem-
ical and apologetic treatises.

By far the most common works were commentaries on scripture.”
The sources are obscure, but attest a school “tradition” (masimanita) of
exegesis.” In fact, as discussed in Chapter Three, the evidence from the
Cause suggests that part of the exegetical tradition of the School of Nisibis
was continuous with that of the School of the Persians. Narsai’s corpus
of mémvreé is large, and many of these texts entail close readings of bibli-
cal passages. Unfortunately, despite a massive number of testimonia and
fragments, none of the numerous exegetical works of the heads and
members of the School through the sixth and into the seventh century
are extant. This “Silence of the Sources,” as it has been called, is in part
because these earlier works were displaced by the later exegetical col-
lections from the eighth century onwards, such as the commentary on
the Old and New Testaments of 16°dad of Merv, who quotes from many
of the works composed in Nisibis at this time.”

Exegesis at the School changed through the sixth century in several
ways. It seems that the indigenous poetic mémra genre—typified in the
works of Ephrem, Narsai, and Jacob of Sarug—was soon given up for
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prose. Along with the composition of prose commentaries, the question-
and-answer genre, no doubt deriving from similar practices in Greek, was
begun.” Furthermore, by the end of the sixth century, a form of “spiri-
tual” exegesis usually associated with Alexandria rather than Antioch
and the exemplary Antiochene exegete, Theodore of Mopsuestia, had
crept into the East-Syrian exegetical practice and can be found in the
fragments of Hénana of Adiabene.” This coincided with the late sixth-
century rise of “reform” monasticism, to be discussed in the last chapter.
Broadly defined, it seems that the exegesis of the school movement tended
to be more conservative and to cling more closely to the Antiochene her-
itage, while that of the monastery was more open to the spiritual exege-
sis closer to an Alexandrian practice.”

As has been suggested by others, Junillus Africanus’s Instituta Regu-
laria Divinae Legis, a manual for biblical exegesis written in Latin by the
Quaestor Sacri Palatii at Justinian’s court in the 540s, may shed some light
on the School’s approach to scripture in the sixth century.”® Writing in
Constantinople, Junillus states that his work is based on the Rules (regu-
lae) of Paul the Persian, “who was educated at the Syrian School in the city
of Nisibis, where the Divine Law is taught in a disciplined and orderly
fashion by public teachers in the same way that in a secular education
grammar and rhetoric are taught in our cities.”” While it remains uncer-
tain how much of the Instituta’s contents we can attribute directly to the
School of Nisibis, suffice it to say that part of the formal approach that
Junillus provides for studying scripture is in accord with the format of
questions asked in the Neoplatonic prolegomena literature, the same lit-
erature which clearly lies behind the philosophical language and notions
in the Cause, as will be examined in Chapter Seven.®

Despite the primacy of biblical exegesis, the strong liturgical focus of
the East-Syrian schools was an aspect recognizable even to the East Syrians’
enemies. For example, the Life of Maritd, the West-Syrian Metropolitan
of Takrit (d. 649), describes the status of the East Syrians in northern
Mesopotamia at the time of Marata’s childhood in the later sixth century.

For the Nestorians of the East, while wanting to steal the simple for their error
and to enchant the hearing of those laity who are very easily stolen by sweet
melodies and modulations, but also for flattering the world and to rule over it,
as well as to eat in this the houses of widows and hypocrites, according to the say-
ing of the Gospel (Mt 23:13), with the pretext that they are lengthening their prayers,
they busy themselves and fix a school (eskolé) in every one of their villages, so to
speak. They order them with various chants, melodies, responses, and songs,
which are in every one of their places in the same way.?!

Members of the School produced a large corpus of liturgical works, as is
appropriate considering what seems to be the East-Syrian schools’ focus
on vigils and group prayer.?? These works, some of which are extant, serve
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a variety of functions and include prayers of thanksgiving,*® hymns of
praise (tesbhata),® responses (‘unydta),® stanzaic poems (madraie) % and
diverse forms of supplication.?” The liturgical reforms of Babai of G&bilta,
to be discussed in Chapter Eight, figure into these types of composition.
Along with these liturgical works there was also the “historical” inquiry
into and commentary on the liturgy itself. ‘“Abdi36° attributes to Thomas
of Edessa a “letter on ¢alg,” that is, strophes with prefixed versicles that
are chanted.?8 The Catholicos I56‘yahb I (582-595/6), who was head of
the School from 565 to 568, has a number of works on the liturgy and
church practice attributed to him, the one extant piece being his trea-
tise on the trishagion (Is 6:3 as it appears in the liturgy).®® Closely related
to these liturgical interests, and also part of their exegetical focus, was the
development of the so-called “massoretic” tradition of the School along
with the beginning of grammatical study.®* The concerns about the prob-
lem of homonymy reflect “the underlying need to preserve the religious
text and to respect the exact pronunciation of the words used in the rit-
ual.”! An emphasis on correct reading as well as the occasional difficul-
ties of the defective Syriac writing system required an extra effort on the
part of students.

Akin to the intellectual interests in the liturgy is the historical-
etiological genre of cause literature, which will be discussed in detail in
Chapter Five. Cause literature primarily addressed the origins of differ-
ent holidays, and therefore it was reflective of and instrumental to the
School’s blurring of the lines between study and prayer. However, inas-
much as the cause provides a clear presentation of the theology and his-
torical perspective of the East Syrians, it may also be understood next to
the numerous polemical and apologetic works produced in the School.
These kinds of texts, although not part of the biblical curriculum of the
School, point to the important role played by the School in training East
Syrians to engage with their theological opponents, both Christian and
non-Christian. In the Life of Marita, mentioned above, after the text de-
scribes the liturgical focus of the East-Syrian schools, it then states that
the West Syrians began to build schools in response, thus demonstrat-
ing how theological controversy was a major impetus for the spread of
institutions of learning throughout the region.® This is in accordance
with the polemical focus of a number of texts produced by figures at
the School. There were treatises against the Magi,* against “heretics,”
against astrology,® against the Jews,”” against Miaphysites,”® and against
Eutyches,” who was a figure associated with a radical Miaphysite position
and was regularly referred to in attacks on all Miaphysite theology. We
are told by ‘Abdi36° that the probable author of the Cause himself, Bar-
hadbesabba, wrote “disputes (drdsé) with all religions (dehlan) and their
refutation.”® These polemical works can be compared to a number of
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references to apologetic texts composed by members of the School, such
as Paul of Nisibis’s “Disputation with Caesar” and Elisha bar Quzbayé’s
defense of Christianity for the Shah Qawad, commissioned by the Cathol-
icos Acacius himself (d. 496), who had himself studied in Edessa.}?
Sometimes we witness church members turning the tools of polemic and
argumentation against their own, as occurred during the controversy
surrounding the figure of Hénana and his followers, which will be ad-
dressed below. Members of the School also worked in a number of other
genres. It is unfortunate that the collections of letters attributed to mem-
bers of the School are not extant, as they might offer still another per-
spective on its daily workings.1%

Despite the rich intellectual culture of the School and contrary to the
commonly expressed position in the secondary literature, there is no
immediate evidence that the study of philosophy took place there. To be
sure, we know that many East Syrians had a grasp of the Organon and its
commentary tradition—the Causeitself, as I will show in Chapter Seven,
is infused with philosophical material—but nowhere is there an explicit
reference to the study of this material in any formal sense at the School.
Study seems to have been limited to Aristotelian logic, an essential intel-
lectual tool for a wide range of intellectual activity, including debate and
theology. We should differentiate between philosophy in the stricter sense
of the word and the use of philosophical arguments and concepts. The East
Syrians relied heavily upon certain ideas, forms of argument, and ap-
proaches to interpretation deriving from philosophical texts. For exam-
ple, as already stated, Junillus Africanus’s Instituta Regularia advocates
an approach to biblical books taken from the prolegomena tradition.
However, the East Syrians’ intellectual practices, which placed a strong
emphasis on tradition and revelation, were not those of philosophers.

To add to our reconstruction of the kind of study practiced at the
School of Nisibis, we have extant two formal descriptions of school cur-
ricula. These two texts confirm what we might expect Nisibis’s curricu-
lum to resemble, based upon the centrality of scripture and liturgy at the
School. The first is preserved in ‘Abdi$o° bar Bérika’s Nomocanon, a col-
lection of synodical canons, and purports to be from the School of Nisi-
bis, although Vo6bus questions its authenticity.!%%

In the first year if there is bread in the school the mawtba shall be the second
week that is after the Sunday “After Their burial”®; and if there is no bread in
the school and the students have the need to eat from their labors, the second
week that is after the Sunday “Not from the living.”

The first year they shall write the first part of the bt mawtbé!® the book of Paul
and the Torah.

The one who teaches the chanting (si‘gtd) shall teach together with the lections
of the table the funeral hymns.!%
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But in the second year they shall write the second part of the bét mawthé and
David (i.e., the Book of Psalms) and the prophets; and together with the table of
lections they shall learn the ‘unydtd (responsa) of the Mysteries.

In the third year the third part of the bét mawtbé and the book of the New
Testament, and together with the table of lections they shall learn the ‘unydta.

If this passage is authentic and not a later composition from another
East-Syrian school that was attributed to the School of Nisibis, then it tells
us several things. First, the time of the semester was fit to the harvest as
dated by the liturgical cycle. Second, scripture was divided into its larger
constituent parts for purposes of study, and study entailed the copying
of texts.1%” Finally, scriptural study went hand in hand with learning the
liturgy.

The second formal description of a school curriculum is from the
Upper Monastery in Mosul, which was long famous as a leading monas-
tic center in the Church of the East.!®® Founded in the late sixth or per-
haps early seventh century, the monastery was known for its library.1® It
was an influential place of learning, mentioned in the letters of Timothy
I (Catholicos, d. 823), and still in existence in the mid- to later tenth cen-
tury, when Emmanuel bar Sahharé was a biblical exegete there.!10 A ver-
sion of its canons is extant in Arabic.!!!

1. Every Friday instruction in writing takes place in it under the direction of one
of the scholars from the priests first and then from the deacons, after both have
realized what is their task.

2. The functionaries shall exhibit a pedantic care and during the time of
spelling shall stand on their feet and listen attentively to the chapters.

3. In the service of the altar, every month one of the priests shall perform the
service of the altar without the deacons.

4. In the school of al-Mad@’in (i.e., Seleucia-Ctesiphon), the curriculum is divided
into three (parts).

5. For the boys (or youth) who are about to strive for the ascent of their ranks, there
is the little curriculum, and (also) for those who have not read the New Testament.
6. And if they have completed the New Testament and have started the Torah,
the middle curriculum will be assigned.

7. And to those who are through with the mawtbd''? and the prophets, the full
curriculum shall be assigned.

8. The teachers shall love the pupils and give them good education, and stimu-
late (censure?) them and keep them in instruction.

9. And for the pupils there shall be obedience as the obedience of sons towards
their fathers—and sonship in scholarship is more excellent than the sonship in
nature.

This text, aside from demonstrating the close, sentimental relations that
could develop in an East-Syrian school between teachers and students,
further confirms what we find in the text ‘Abdi’6° attributes to the
School of Nisibis.
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Further analysis would allow us to reconstruct the classroom setting
of the School. Certainly it would have been similar in a number of ways
to the classical classroom, which has been a focus of recent study.!!® The
Cause's creation narrative of God teaching the angels to read, which we
will examine in Chapters Six and Seven, provides us with a possible ex-
ample of the elementary format of learning.!* Apparently the teacher
read the text aloud and then the class repeated it. Perhaps in the higher
levels of instruction certain problems were solved by the teacher, the
oral equivalent of the question-and-answer genre.!!5

The classroom would have differed from the classical one in that litur-
gical practice was part of the curriculum. This performance of religious
ritual in the setting of learning, however, should not be seen as an excep-
tion to the students’ and teachers’ usual intellectual, classroom practice.
This is not school prayer in the modern, secular sense. The study of scrip-
ture and the performance of liturgy are not distinct but rather are two
sides of the same coin, since liturgy was also an object of study (and of
course consisted in part of excerpts from scripture) and the study of
scripture was scheduled around and treated as part of the liturgical cal-
endar. As I will suggest in the following chapter with regard to the Cause,
study itself seems to have been a form of devotion embedded in liturgi-
cal practice.

Finally there is the question of whether and to what extent medicine
was studied at the School. This is an important issue, because, just as the
study of philosophical texts at the School of Nisibis as well as other East-
Syrian institutions of learning serves as a precedent to the rise in philo-
sophical interests in the ‘Abbasid period, so too the East-Syrian study of
medicine may be one of the intermediaries between ancient and Islamic
medicine. In fact, the School of Nisibis has been introduced into an on-
going discussion of the origins of Islamic medicine.

In recent years scholars have questioned the tradition that there was
an influential medical school in Jundishapur, a city in Khuzistan known
in the Syriac sources as Bét Lapat, and have suggested that such a school
was a mythical invention of both ancient sources and contemporary
scholars.'¢ To be sure, the same anachronistic approach to premodern
learning that I have criticized in the scholarship on the School of the
Persians in Edessa and the School of Nisibis can be found in discussions
of Jundishapur. One scholarly article even refers to the school there as
“la premiére Institution scientifique iranienne bien organisée.”!?” Gerrit
Reinink has responded to these recent criticisms in part by putting for-
ward the Nisibene material to provide precedent to the Jundishapur tra-
dition.’® During the sixth century medicine became part of East-Syrian
learning, and Reinink essentially argues that medical study at Jundish-
apur originated in an East-Syrian school in the city.!*® Further study of
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the Syriac reception of Greek medicine and its role as an early interme-
diary to the Arabic medical tradition is required.!?® Moreover, we need
to account better for medicine’s place in school and monastic settings.
For example, the seventh-century monastic writer Simeon d-Taybatéh
employs medical language in his spiritual writing, demonstrating that
medicine was not solely an instrumental science aimed at healing human
bodies.!?! It was often associated with philosophy in antiquity, and thus
it is not surprising that the study of medicine was introduced at Nisibis
along with the study of certain philosophical texts. Furthermore, that
Qaswi, a major patron of the School, was a doctor may also have been an
impetus for the establishment of medical study there.

It is striking that, according to Canons 19 and 20 of Hénana, the
study of medicine and the study of scripture, as well as the two different
types of students who pursued them, were to be kept separate from one
another.?? It seems that the students of medicine were connected to the
hospice that had been built under Abraham of Bét Rabban but did not
intermingle freely with their peers at the School.!?® Medicine was per-
ceived to be a “craft of the world” (amanita d-‘alma), one that brothers
seeking “learning” (yullphana) had to avoid.'?* This fits with the tendency
to prevent the students from having contact with anyone except their
teachers and fellow students. The restrictions on outside reading and
access to outsiders are analogous in the canons. Study at the School was
thus a form of socialization, a process that created the “schoolman” as a
semi-distinct social entity.

This “schoolman” would then enter a monastery, where he would
build upon and go beyond the knowledge and method he acquired at the
School, or he would go on to join the ecclesiastical hierarchy. Some stu-
dents, however, would remain and be teachers themselves and compose
in a diversity of literary genres. In lieu of a conclusion, I would like to
end this chapter by looking briefly at the oeuvre of Michael the Inter-
preter and Barhadbésabba ‘Arbaya, both of whom were contemporaries
of Hénana of Adiabene.

However hazy they may appear in the sources, the work and career of
Michael the Interpreter (badoga) or the Teacher (mallphand), as he is vari-
ously referred to, may provide some details on the intellectual life of the
School.'® Michael is mentioned by the Chronicle of Siirt as one of the
members of the School who left at the time of Hénana’s tenureship of
the office of head exegete.'* Michael’s fame was great enough that he is
perhaps the same person referred to in the “Mémra on the Holy Fathers”
by Rabban Strin (“Mar Michael, the student of truth, a skilled scribe,
speech is too small to repeat the tale of his story”).’?” Unfortunately,
like his West-Syrian predecessor, Sergius of Res‘ayna, Michael has had a
number of compositions attributed to him by later tradition, and the
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project of determining what he actually wrote remains incomplete.'?
According to “Abdiso°, he composed a set of “questions (and answers)
on scripture in three volumes ($i’ale d-surat ktab ba-tlat pengyan).”* This
work is unfortunately lost, but there are later extant examples of such a
genre, which was taken up into Syriac from Greek usage from the mid- to
later sixth century onwards.!3

Abramowski and Goodman have published “a treatise” attributed to
Michael which lays out the problems the East Syrians had with their the-
ological adversaries.!®! If this is by Michael, then it shows an awareness
of the varied theological positions in the West, and yet it is more likely
that this is simply due to the influx of these theologies into the East. The
first part condemns the expression “Theotokos” (a bone of contention
foundational to the development of “Nestorianism”), while the latter three
parts address three different branches of Miaphysite thought.!3? Similarly,
Babai the Great, Michael’s contemporary, shows a greater concern for
and awareness of the Christological issues current in the West—and in
Constantinople in particular—than, for example, we find in Barhadbé-
Sabba’s sixth-century Ecclesiastical History. However, Babai’s and Michael’s
greater knowledge of theological subtleties was in part a response to the
more recent West-Syrian inroads made into traditionally East-Syrian ter-
ritory. Michael’s theological “treatise” suggests a context of debate and
the use of logic. For example, throughout he employs casuistic “if . . .
then” statements to attack the positions of his adversaries.

Another work attributed to Michael is a treatise on man as a micro-
cosm.** If this text goes back to Michael, it deserves further study, since
it would provide us with another perspective on learning at the School.
In its argument that the human being is a microcosm representative of the
whole of creation this text provides a detailed discussion of being, time,
the elements, and the body and soul, among other aspects of creation.

Another member of the School of Nisibis who left at the turn of the
seventh century due to the controversy surrounding Hénana of Adiabene
was Barhadbésabba ‘Arbaya.!3* Notably he too, like Michael, is referred
to as an interpreter (badogd). ‘Abdiso® provides the following entry on
Barhadbésabba in his Catalogue:

Barhadbesabba ‘Arbaya wrote a book of treasures in three parts, and disputes
(drase) with all religions (dehlan) and their refutation, and an ecclesiastical (his-
tory), and a cause of the followers (or “school” = bét) of Diodore, and a com-
mentary (maslmanitd) on Mark the evangelist and (the psalms of ) David.!?®

This same Barhadbé$abba may be the author of the Cause. In fact, it is
possible that ‘AbdiSo“’s reference to the “Cause of the Followers of
Diodore” is a recherché reference to this text.
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As is attested by the works of both Michael the Interpreter and Bar-
hadbés§abba ‘Arbaya, the School of Nisibis was a major center of intel-
lectual labor by the end of the sixth century. The diversity of their works
is representative of the rich intellectual life at this time. The following
three chapters will address more closely the intellectual life of the School
through a detailed analysis of the Cause. Finally, the last two chapters will
lay out the evidence for other East-Syrian schools and the broader mon-
astic context in which the school movement developed, as well as the
underlying tension that could exist between school and monastery. 1
will end the last chapter with a discussion of the apparent decline of the
School of Nisibis in the early seventh century.



Chapter 5
The Scholastic Genre: The Cause of
the Foundation of the Schools

The pedagogical mode], that is, the Christian tendency to understand
Christianity as a form of learning, flourished in the Syriac milieu and
culminated there in the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools, a text which
reduces all of human history to a long series of schools. The Cause and
the genre to which it belongs are representative of the scholastic men-
tality of the School of Nisibis and the understanding of ritualized intel-
lectual labor that was dominant there. The purpose of this chapter is to
introduce the Cause and situate it within the larger genre of East-Syrian
cause literature. If any one of the genres in which the members of the
East-Syrian school movement wrote encapsulates their understanding of
the scholastic endeavor and the burgeoning school culture, it is the cause
genre, the most striking example of which is the Cause of the Foundation
of the Schools.

The Cause is not a well-known work. Aside from Scher’s French trans-
lation, published with the edition of the Syriac text, it has only recently
been given serious scholarly attention.! Therefore, since most readers
will not be familiar with it, some space should be devoted to summariz-
ing the text as a whole. The Cause purports to be a speech given to the
incoming students at the School of Nisibis. The speaker regularly refers
to himself in the first person and employs a rhetorical self-presentation
typical of Syriac literary texts, particularly those which display the in-
fluence of a Greek rhetorical style.? Accordingly, the author employs a
large number of Greek words.

The text begins with a discussion of the goodness, wisdom, and power
of God.? The speaker then describes God’s grace toward himself and the
assembly, and refers to the future mission of the students.* There follows
a discussion on the nature of God and on the human capacity to learn
about him. God is prior in existence to creation,® and on account of this
he would be epistemologically inaccessible to us if he had not graciously
permitted himself to be known.5 He does this through the various distinc-
tions which exist in nature; these distinctions, when lined up side by side,
form a chain of being that connects all entities, including God himself,
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to each other and allows us to compare them. In this way he allows him-
self to be spoken about by us with terms that also apply to the natural
world.” The tools we employ to decipher the Creator through his crea-
tion are the human soul and the mind within it, the workings of which
the author describes in detail. The human soul is like a lamp and the
mind within it is illuminated by the divine light.® In relation to the other
aspects of the human being the mind is as a captain on a ship,® guiding
us while aiming at perfection of both intelligence and action and at its
own purification.!® The world we live in was created in order that the
rationality of the mind might be able to decipher order from the diver-
sity of creation and from this infer God the Creator.!!

The higher beings, the angels, maintain their existence above this
world.’? Humans, who have the ability to ascend to and descend from
these heights, are also given authority over creation,!®* but humanity fell
because of the deceiver.!* The creation of the world in six days was a les-
son for the angels to learn about the Creator and serves as a model for
all inferential learning about God in this world.’> There are two types of
angelic students: the lazy and the diligent. In what may be a subtle warn-
ing to the speech’s audience of students who have newly arrived at the
School, the text tells us how the lazy angels began to complain when God
commanded them to pay honor to human beings and how on account of
this they were beaten by their master and cast out of the school of heaven.
In contrast, the diligent angels were given different positions within the
celestial hierarchy.!®

After describing the angelic classroom of creation, the Cause relates
the long history of human schools, which began when God established a
school for Adam in the Garden of Eden. Adam erases the law from the
tablet he is given and is ejected from school.!” The schools where Cain
and Abel, Noah, and Abraham studied then follow.®* When God makes
Moses the Steward (rabbaytd) of the “great school of perfect philosophy,”?
humans are no longer just pupils but begin to be instructors in their own
schools.? Joshua receives this school from Moses; later, Solomon and the
prophets have their own schools as well.*

The Cause then describes the schools of the different Greek philoso-
phers, of the Zoroastrians, and of others who failed in their attempt to
imitate the schools previously established by God.?? After this period of
decline, Jesus came and “renewed the first school of his father.”™® He
“made John the Baptist a Reader and Interpreter (maqryand w-badoga)
and the apostle Peter the Steward (rabbayt@).”* The Cause goes on to
describe the schools of Paul and the apostles;® the school of Alexandria,
where scripture was first interpreted;? the various post-Nicene schools,
including that of Theodore of Mopsuestia;?’ the School of Edessa until
its closure;®® and finally the foundation and the different heads of the
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School of Nisibis.?® The text then addresses the origins of the School of
Nisibis’s semester system® and ends with an exhortation to the students
to work hard at the School®! and an admonition to avoid contact with
Satan, who would lead them astray.*

One way to divide the Cause into sections while still following its inter-
nal structure is to schematize it by its own rhetorical breaks. This pro-
vides us with seven uneven parts: (1) An introductory discussion on the
grace of God, who makes all things possible®®; (2) A philosophical dis-
cussion of God’s nature, his angelic pupils, and the creation of man®;
(3) A “scholastic” history running from Adam to the prophets®; (4) Pagan
teachers’ poor attempts at the imitation of their predecessors®; (5)
Renewal of the original school under Jesus and the succession of schools
up to the time of Theodore of Mopsuestia®’; (6) The school in Edessa, its
closure, and the move to Nisibis, followed by the various heads of the
school there3®; (7) A description of the school year, and an exhortation
and admonition to the students.®

As T have discussed elsewhere, there has been considerable confusion
about the author of the Cause, whether it was BarhadbéSabba ‘Arbaya or
Barhadbésabba of Halwan or even whether the two are the same per-
son.* For the interests of this study, not much is at stake in which way
this question is resolved. It is clear that the Cause was composed at the
School of Nisibis between 581 and c. 610, more likely on the earlier side
if the author is the same Barhadbé&sabba who left the School during the
controversy surrounding Hénana of Adiabene.

Related to the question of the authorship of the Cause is that of the
text’s relationship to the Ecclesiastical History of Barhadbé$abba ‘Arbaya,
that is, whether the former is dependent upon the latter or the two depend
on the same sources.* There are a number of verbal parallels between
the two texts which requires explanation one way or another. However,
again this question becomes less relevant if we consider that the two
texts were composed at approximately the same time at the School of
Nisibis. Whether the Ecclesiastical History was composed by the same author
several years before the Cause does not affect the way I would like to use
these texts for studying the intellectual and institutional history of the
School of Nisibis. In fact, the proximity between the two in date and pos-
sible authorship (or, at least, in sources employed) is all the more inter-
esting when we consider the differences between the two texts. The story
of the founding of the School is smoothed and streamlined over time
between the composition of the Ecclesiastical History and that of the Cause.

The apparent dependence of the Cause on the Ecclesiastical History or
its source is especially significant because it shows that the school model
used in the Cause—that is, the understanding of the School of the Per-
sians of Edessa as an institution for the transmission of learning with a
formal hierarchy and chain of succession—has been superimposed upon
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the story we find in the Ecclesiastical History. This school model is a later
development of the sixth century, and thus it is necessary to be far more
critical of the Cause as a source for fifth-century Edessene reality than
previous scholars have been in their use of the text. In other words, the
difference between the depiction of the history of the School of Nisibis
in the two texts reflects the further institutional development of the School
and in turn the crystallizing of a historical image that projects sixth-
century institutions onto the past. This scholasticizing of the imaginative
realm is characterized in the Causeboth by its content and by the several
genres in which it is constructed.

The Genre of the Cause

The structure and content of the Causewould suggest that it is, or is meant
to resemble, a speech given to the incoming students at the School of
Nisibis. There are four different, yet not mutually exclusive, literary gen-
res or modes of discourse by which the text may be understood: (1) the
East-Syrian cause genre; (2) Greek protreptic; (3) the scholastic chain of
transmission; and (4) collective biography.

CAUSE

Its title as well as its contents suggest that the Cause belongs to the broader
genre of cause literature produced within the Church of the East from
the mid-sixth century onwards. The label “cause” derives from the Syriac
word ‘eltg in the title of the numerous extant examples of testimonia to,
as well as works in this genre. However, other words are used to translate
‘eltd, most notably “explanation” in William Macomber’s edition of the
six “explanations” of Cyrus of Edessa.*?

There are several extant examples of this so-called “cause” genre from
the sixth century,*® but the only substantial work done on it has been
Macomber’s edition and translation of Cyrus’s six “explanations” On the
Fast, On the Pascha, On the Passion, On the Resurrection, On the Ascension, and
On Pentecost. The other extant sixth-century causes are two by Thomas of
Edessa (On the Birth of Christ, On the Epiphany); * one by I3ai, a teacher at
the School of Seleucia, on the holiday commemorating the martyrs that
falls on the first Thursday after Easter;* two by Hénana of Adiabene (On
Golden Friday [the first Friday after Pentecost], On the Rogation [i.e., on
the different kinds of prayer]);* one by Posi (On the Fast);*” and an anony-
mous one on Mary, attributed to “one of the teaching brethren of the
School of Nisibis.”® These all derive from a collection of “Explanations
of the Feasts of the Economy,” all copies of which go back to a sixteenth-
century manuscript.*® Finally, there is a text that seems to be a briefer
example of the cause genre composed by I§6‘yahb I (d. 595), a former
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member of the School of Nisibis, on the #rishagion, that is, Is 6:3 as it
appears in the liturgy.®

The cause was clearly a genre associated with the schools, since Cyrus,
Hénana, T3ai, and Thomas are known figures from the school movement.
Thomas and Cyrus were both disciples of Mar Aba, the mid-sixth-century
Catholicos who is commonly associated with the school movement in the
sources and who is also known for introducing Western texts and ideas
into the Church of the East. Macomber argues that Cyrus’s “explanations”
were composed and delivered at the School of Seleucia and that the col-
lection was made there, after which, he speculates, it was transferred to
Nisibis, where it found its other parts.’! These texts were later used by
the West Syrian Moses bar Képha (d. 903) in his own Causes of the Feasts.5?

Cyrus may have been the translator into Syriac of Nestorius’s Bazaar
of Heracleides, which was translated within the circle of Mar Aba (and which
is also a source used by the Ecclesiastical History) ** The translation of the
Bazaar, like many of the extant instances of the cause genre, is prefaced
with a series of questions about the text that derive from the questions
asked in the Greek philosophical prolegomena tradition.* These ques-
tions seem to have become part of the literary approach of the school
and were perhaps part of the curriculum.

Macomber cites several passages from the extant causes which he
takes as evidence of the oral performance of the genre.*® He suggests
that the students would write the speeches down upon hearing them and
later memorize them.% I accept Macomber’s evidence, with the qualifica-
tion that the texts’ gestures to an audience, as in the Cause of the Found-
ation of the Schools itself, may be mere literary affectation. The elevation
of an explicitly rhetorical style as an important literary characteristic
makes it difficult to discern whether a speech was actually written to be
given to a real audience. Some of the causes are rather long, and it is not
clear how often the students would have heard such texts. The refer-
ences to important figures in the audience in a number of them would
suggest that they were written to be read on formal occasions, when all
the members of the School were gathered together.”” Since they focus
often on particular holidays, perhaps they were read in preparation for
or at the beginning of important days.

Aside from these extant works, the Catalogue of ‘Abdi$6° cites numer-
ous other titles that are presumably instances of this genre. Some of these
references tell us very little. For example, 1§56 bar Niin (d. 828), Cyrus
of Edessa, Sallita of Rés‘ayna, and ‘Abdiso I (d. 986), we are told, each
wrote “causes.”™® However, the majority of the references to this genre con-
tain further qualifiers. Some of the texts referred to by ‘Abdi3o° are the
extant ones discussed above, such as those of Cyrus. Hénana of Adiabene
wrote “a cause of the festival of the Hosannas (i.e., Good Friday), a
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cause of the Friday of Gold, and (one) of the Rogation, and (one) of the
Discovery (of the Cross).”® Thomas of Edessa wrote “a cause of the Nativ-
ity and of the Epiphany.”® Of his “eighty-three books” Babai the Great
wrote “a cause of the Hosannas™! and “a cause of the festival of the
cross.” “He also made a book of causes, against Matthew the Wavering
(of mind) (or, the Wanderer), Abraham of Nisibis, and Gabriel of Qatar.”®
Joseph Hazzaya (“the Seer”) wrote “causes of the glorious festivals.”**
Abraham of Mahozé composed “a cause of all the festivals.” Kyriakos
of Nisibis wrote “a cause of the nativity and (one) of the epiphany.”®
Gregory of Sustéra wrote “causes of the festivals” in the eighth century.*’

The genre’s focus on the “causes” of the festivals has already been
addressed by Baumstark in his article reviewing this material.®® He notes
that in its several features, such as its fine style and evidence for Nestor-
ian festival and liturgical practices, the genre provides a good example of
Nestorian “dogmatics” in the sixth century.®® With very few exceptions,
such as Babai’s causes “against” certain persons, Baumstark’s generali-
zation holds true. The genre is devoted to the explanation of the two
related areas of liturgy and festivals. This focus deserves special emphasis,
as it has significant implications for how a text such as the Cause of the
Foundation of the Schools would have functioned as well as for how the mem-
bers of the School understood their own lives within this institution.

In the preface to his edition of the “explanations” of Cyrus of Edessa,
Macomber writes:

An “explanation” seems to represent a literary genre peculiar to the Nestorian
theological schools of the 6th to the 8th centuries. It was a lengthy theological
discourse that explained both the reasons for some liturgical or other celebra-
tion and different aspects of the theological mystery that lay behind it. Our col-
lection is the largest group of “explanations” that has survived; it explains the
principal feasts of the liturgical year. The only other “explanation” that remains
is that of Barhadbésabba of Helwan, which explains the opening of the scholas-
tic year. However, “Abdis6° of Nisibis informs us of the composition of numerous
others that have perished. Cyrus of Edessa indicates that his “explanations” were
originally delivered orally by his masters at the famous School of Nisibis and
notes that the students were accustomed to copy them down; Thomas of Edessa
seems to imply that they would even commit them to memory.”

In her Studies in the Syriac Preface, Eva Riad quotes this passage in full.
However, she then explains:

The origin of these ‘elldta is undoubtedly the many antiquarian histories of indi-
vidual Greek communities called Aitiae that were written in Hellenistic times, the
best known the Atthides, dealing with the antiquities of Attica. A principal con-
cern of these works was to provide a historical explanation for the origin of such
institutions as religious festivals and their celebrations.”



104 Chapter 5

This connection to the etiological aspect of Greek historiography can be
seen in other works. For example, in an article on the Greek historio-
graphical context of the early sixth-century Chronicle of Pseudo-Joshua the
Stylite, John W. Watt suggests that the purpose of the historical narrative
set at the beginning of the work is “to inform the reader of the ‘cause(s)’
(‘ell(a) ta) of the most recent war between the Romans and the Persians,
and in particular to demonstrate that its origin (Surr@yd, arché) goes back
beyond Anastasius to an earlier time.”” He also suggests that in the Chron-
icle's use of the Syriac ‘eltd we can see a rendering of both Herodotus’s
aitia and Thucydides’ prophasis.”™

At this point I would hesitate to follow Riad’s suggestions too closely—
there is not enough evidence to support them—and Watt’s argument,
however interesting, may be drawing connections that are a bit too neat.
The appearance of this genre in the mid-sixth century during or just
after the time of Mar Aba and his circle, a group which had a number of
connections with the Greek West, points to a Greek philosophical back-
ground for it. It is more likely that the origins of the historiographical
interest of the genre lie in the similar historiographical focus that can be
found in the introductions to the Neoplatonic commentaries on Axris-
totle. Further examination of this issue would entail an analysis of the
different strata of etiological language, such as the use of the term “cause”
(‘elta),” the common appellation of God as “Cause of All,”” and the
philosophical notions of causality. Study of later etiological writing in
Syriac, such as Job of Edessa’s early ninth-century Book of Treasures and
the tenth-century West-Syrian Causa Causarum’ might also be useful.

The etiological interests of the cause genre can be seen in an earlier
poetic form in the mémré of Narsai, which treat the different festival days.”
Comparison of these homilies with the “explanations” of Cyrus demon-
strates the close connection between the two. The main difference be-
tween them is that the former are metrical compositions while the latter
are in prose, clearly attesting to the prominence that prose was gaining
in Syriac literary composition in the sixth century with the influx of West-
ern prose texts.

The Causeseems to belong to a subgenre of cause literature. For prac-
tical purposes I maintain the title given to the Cause of the Foundation of
the Schools by Scher in his translation (i.e., Cause de la fondation des écoles).
This is based upon the work’s Syriac title in some of the manuscripts.”™
The Syriac, ‘elta da-syam mawtba d-eskole, is better rendered thus: “The
cause of the establishment of the session of the school.” The rationale
for this translation will become clear below.”™

There are several references in ‘Abdi3é’s Catalogue as well as in the
Chronicle of Siirt to works, no longer extant, bearing titles suggesting they
may be of the same subgenre as the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools.
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‘Abdi3o° tells us that Elijah of Merv wrote “a cause of the mawtbe (ses-
sions).” Mika composed “causes of the five mawtbe.”™! In the Arabic Chron-
icle of Siirt we are told that Elisha bar Quzbayé composed “a cause of
the establishment of the mawtba in the school” (sabab wad® almawth fi
*Leskil) .82 The Catalogue tells us he wrote “a cause of the mawtbé and (one)
of the martyrs.” The Chronicle states that Abraham of Bét Rabban com-
posed a “speech on the order of the mawtbad in the school” (kalam ‘ald tartib
al-mawtb f1 *Leskal) 5 In both these titles the translator of the Chronicle (or
its source) used different Arabic words to render the Syriac syam (“estab-
lishment”). It seems that for the second title the translator misread the
Syriac ‘elta (“cause”) as melta (“word”, “speech” = Arabic kalam), which is
possible if the author thought the Syriac’s waw-‘ayin was a mim.®® Thus,
the original Syriac would have matched ‘Abdi$6“’s notice for Abraham’s
work, “the cause of the mawtbé through summary chapters.”®®

The Syriac mawtba derives from the root y-t-b, meaning “to sit,” and is
etymologically related to the Hebrew y-§-b, both going back to the proto-
semitic *y-t-b. Mawtbd can mean simply “a sitting,” “a habitation,” “a set-
tlement,” or even “a seat.” For example, it is used for a bishop’s see or
throne. At Col. 1:16 the word is used in the Peshitta for the angelic
“thrones” of the Greek. However, there seem to be three technical mean-
ings which mawtba can have as it is used by “Abdi36°. First, it can have a
liturgical meaning for a division of the psalms (corresponding to the
Greek kdthisma).®" Second, it may refer to books of the Hebrew Bible not
included in the Torah and the prophets (in layman’s terms, the Syriac
equivalent of the Jewish “Writings”) .5 Third, mawtba can mean “academic
session or period” and thus serves as the Syriac equivalent of the well-
known Hebrew term yeshivah (yésibhah) and its Jewish Aramaic equiva-
lent, metivta.® It has been argued that the meaning of yeshivah/ metivta in
its academic sense shifted over time in Late Antiquity. Originally the
word was used to refer to a study session, something more informal than
an actual school. It was only later, perhaps in the Gaonic period, that it
took on the meaning of “school,” that is, a specific place of learning.*
The Syriac mawtha seems to have preserved this nonlocative earlier mean-
ing; however at the same time it was used for a far more specific time of
study, having a meaning equivalent to the English “semester.”

It is not certain whether all “causes” of “mawtbe” refer to this third
type (that of Mika, mentioned previously, could be to the different sec-
tions of the psalter), but those titles with sydm or the Arabic equivalent
seem to have this meaning. The Syriac idiom “to establish a session” (la-
msamu mawtba) is used by the Cause for the establishment of the two “ses-
sions” held at the School each year. This idiom in fact appears in a pas-
sage that occurs after the long history of learning that takes up the
majority of the text:

” &
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This is the cause (‘eltd) of the assemblies put in brief. The (academic) session
(mawtba) was arranged and established (etsim) in the two seasons of summer and
winter, not in an ordinary way,91 but because the human being is double, (com-
posed) of soul and body. These things are not able to survive one without its
companion; therefore the Fathers arranged things so that, just as we care for this
psychic nourishment, thus they distinguished for us times that are also conve-
nient for us for the labor of bodily nourishment. For also our Lord when he
taught the apostles the aim of spiritual prayer, because it is not able to exist with-
out this bodily (nourishment), he said to them: Give us today our daily bread (Mt
6:11); he also showed that this too is by necessity required. Thus also Paul taught:
We did not bring anything into the world and it is certain that we are not even able to
bring anything out of it. Because of this, food and covering are sufficient for us (I Tim
6:7). Thus also the Fathers did, since in the two times, which they arranged for
us, there are the two labors: before the summer session is the harvest, and then
the session of the Apostles. Before the winter session is the labor of the figs and
olives, and then the winter session. They taught us to occupy ourselves diligently
in the two of them. However, we should know which labor was for the sake of
which. For this spiritual one is not for the sake of the bodily, but rather the bod-
ily for the sake of the spiritnal. Thus also one of the wise men says: All human
beings seek to live so that they may eat, but I myself eat so that I may live.%

The use of the passive form of the idiom “to establish a session” in this
passage confirms the more accurate rendering of the title of the Cause as
“The cause of the establishment of the session of the school.”

As I stated above, the orientation of this genre toward festivals and
liturgy has significant implication for our understanding of how the East
Syrians perceived the religious valence of life in the school. It seems that
the sessions (mawtbe) of the school year were regarded as part of the sacred
calendar of the Church of the East and thus deserving of “explanation”
in the same way as Easter Sunday or Pentecost. In the analogy made to
Jesus’ statement in the Lord’s Prayer in the above passage, the school ses-
sion is specifically compared to “spiritual prayer,” while the off-season is
compared to the physical sustenance of “daily bread.” Furthermore, much
of the spiritual exhortation at the end of the text suggests that study
at the school was not seen as merely an intellectual exercise, but as a
chance to adorn oneself in preparation for the heavenly wedding feast.%

PROTREPTIC

The way the speaker attempts to encourage the audience, both at the
beginning of the text and in the peroration at the end, as well as how he
continually reminds them of the deeper meaning of the life of the school,
is reminiscent of the philosophical genre, or rather style, of protreptic.
The most famous instance of this exhortative genre is probably Cicero’s
now lost dialogue Hortensius, a text which Augustine acknowledged to
have changed his own life completely.®*
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In classical rhetoric, protreptic (ldgos protreptikds/ exhortatio) aims to win
someone over to the philosophical life (in contrast to parainesis, “which
consists of a series of concrete rules of conduct,” perhaps comparable
to the canons of the School in this case).® It is a feature of the general
proselytizing done by all the philosophical schools. Protreptic is not an
actual genre, but rather a mode of discourse. It can in fact appear in var-
ious genres (i.e., letter, discourse, anthology, etc.).® Schenkeveld pro-
poses that the proem of pseudo-Aristotle’s peri kosmou as an example of
this mode, since it begins with an encomium of philosophy.”” Interest-
ingly enough, this text is extant in a sixth-century Syriac translation.®
Another Syriac text from the sixth century with such an encomium of
philosophy at the beginning is Paul the Persian’s Introduction to Logic.
This text, which was originally composed in Persian, prefaces its descrip-
tion of the basics of Aristotle’s Organon by inviting its audience to the
philosophical life.® These texts might also be compared to the Greek
diatribe, but there are problems defining what the diatribe is specifically
and what its exact relation to protreptic was.!® In any case, such minor
differences are inconsequential here, since Syriac rhetorical theory was
not well developed at this point (in contrast to what we find later, for
example, in the early ninth century with Antony of Takrit).!”! Going
beyond specific Greek literary genres and modes of discourse, by look-
ing at such factors as the influx of a broader Greek homiletical frame-
work into Syriac usage at this time, would be beneficial to any future
analysis of the Syriac texts engaged in exhortation, such as the Cause.

THE ScrHoLASTIC CHAIN OF TRANSMISSION

The chain of transmission is a common literary device used in the ancient
world in order to create a fictional continuity between authoritative fig-
ures in a diverse assortment of institutions. It constructs a pedigree for
those institutions and validates the authority of their contemporary office
holders. There are three usages of the chain of transmission that serve
as parallels to its use in the Cause: (1) the classical one in philosophical
and related medical writings; (2) the apostolic and episcopal succession;
and (3) the chain as found in rabbinic sources.

The original usage of chains of transmission for philosophical and
medical institutions—from which the latter two, that is the Christian and
the Jewish usage, seem to derive—may have an ancient origin, and it cer-
tainly goes back at least into the Hellenistic period. Several instances of
this genre serve as excellent comparanda to the Cause. In the library of
philosophical material found in the Villa of the Papyri at Herculaneum
there are several philosophico-historiographical works, including the
Syntaxis or Index of Philosophers (“History of Philosophy”).12 One part of
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this, “The History of the Academy,” is similar to the Cause in its serial
presentation of the figures in the philosophical succession, numbering
the years each led the school and providing only a limited treatment of
particular aspects of their individual careers.!®® The Cause seems to have
been influenced by some of this philosophical literature, both in its tech-
nical terminology and in its strong etiological interests.’** In the latter
part of the Causethe literary oeuvre of each head of the School of Nisibis
is described, another striking similarity to the chain of transmission de-
vice as used in classical literature. It is possible that such philosophical
genealogies were translated into Syriac and served as a model for the
Cause, since information on the history of philosophy could be included
in the Neoplatonic prolegomena literature which was being translated
into Syriac at this time.

Syriac Christians would have also had access to examples of succes-
sion lists via other Christian sources. The Christian practice of drawing
up apostolic and episcopal succession lists derives from the classical
chains of transmission. Although this notion of succession first appears
in the second century, it is best attested in Eusebius of Caesarea’s Eccles:-
astical History, which like the Cause commonly lists each person’s works.
This text could have certainly influenced the Cause, since Eusebius was
a popular author in Syriac.!%

The development of the Christian notion of succession went in tandem
with the creation of genealogies for heretics. In Chapter Two I already
addressed such chains in my discussion of the sources for the School of
the Persians in Edessa, since this heresiological / apostolic model under-
lies and, as I argued, determines how these sources present their evi-
dence. Here let it suffice to say that the ideologically related literary forms
of ecclesiastical and heresiological history informed the Syriac Christian
notion of history as well as the way that that history was written.

In the rabbinic sources the chain of transmission is most famously
employed in Mishnah tractate Avot. In fact, a comparison of Avotand the
Cause (as well as other Syriac material) would most likely provide some
interesting results. Both texts rely on a chain of transmission as an un-
derlying structural principle, and the notion of “reception” is empha-
sized throughout the two. Since Bickermann’s oft-cited article it has been
known that the chain of transmission in Avot seems to be related to the
succession lists used by various ancient institutions, particularly the philo-
sophical schools.!® Implicit in Bickermann’s discussion is that the Hebrew
word ¢ibbél as it is used in Awvot is ultimately a calque on the Greek root
Vdech-, “to receive,” which lies behind the three cognate key words found
in succession lists: diadéchomai (“to receive in turn”), diddochos (“succes-
sor”), and diadoché (“succession”). Avot 1:1 begins: “Moses received the
Torah from Sinai, and transmitted it to Joshua”; the verse then continues
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with the transmission of the Torah from generation to generation. In
the historical stratum that structures the various sayings of Avot the
reception of Torah is the link between different figures. The word gibbel is
used through the next two chapters, but it is used without an object because
the original object from Avot 1:1, “Torah,” is apparently understood.!??

Recent discussion has focused on how Avot’s succession narrative re-
lates to early Christian episcopal and apostolic successions, including
those found in Eusebius’ Ecclesiastical History, which also rely on the
Hellenistic Greek model of succession narrative.’®® To be sure, the con-
nection between ¢ibbel and diadéchomai and its cognates is striking, but
no one has looked closely at how these words actually relate to one
another; the shared meaning of their roots (that is, “receive”) has appar-
ently served as sufficient justification for the connection made between
the two. The exact process of how the use of a word in the one language
led to the use of a similar word in the other has not been examined. It
seems that the assumed Hellenized Greco-Roman context has sufficed to
explain the simple osmosis or absorption from one language into the other.
However, the word diadéchomai is usually used either with an office or in-
stitutional position or with the person who is succeeded as its object. In
contrast, according to the traditional translation of the passages in which
it is used in Awot, gibbél is used for the reception of Torah. The three pas-
sages in the Mishnah that resemble Awvof's chain of transmission use
gqibbel for the reception of tradition and not for the transfer of office.!®

The use of the verb gabbel, the Syriac equivalent of ¢ibbél, and a chain
of transmission similar to that of Avot, can be found in the Cause. The
Cause uses gabbel in two distinct ways: the more common usage is for
describing the reception of learning, which resembles the usage we find
in Avot, while the other is for the succession of office. As we will see in
Chapters Six and Seven, the Cause depends heavily on Greek patristic lit-
erature, which began to be translated into Syriac in the early fifth cen-
tury, and even more on the Greek philosophical literature which began
to be translated into Syriac c. 500. It seems that the latter usage of gabbel
in this text, i.e., for institutional succession, derives from this translation
literature. In fact, the first instance of this usage in the text probably
comes ultimately from a prior translated source. In its description of the
various pagan schools between the time of the prophets and the coming
of Christ, the Cause reads:

After he (i.e., Plato) died, Aristotle received (gabbel) the assembly; he turned
and rejected the teaching and former tradition of his master and established his
own (tradition).110

The word gabbel is used several times again to describe the succession of
the different heads of the School of Nisibis. What is striking about gibbél/
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gabbel in the two texts is that the word in Avoy, as it is traditionally under-
stood, resembles the more common usage in the Cause—that is, for the
reception of learning-—more than it resembles the usage in the Cause
that seems to derive from diadéchomai and its cognates. In other words,
the meaning of ¢ibbel in Avot more closely resembles a usage in the Cause
that does not actually derive from the classical chain of transmission.
The relationship of technical terms in Avot and the Cause needs further
examination; however, the two texts are clearly comparable as academic
chains of transmission with an apologetic function for those who stand
as receptors at the end of the line of transmission.

The examination of the Cause within the broader spectrum of chains
of transmission allows us to see how the text is employing a notion of tra-
dition common to the ancient world, and particularly to ancient intel-
lectual life. The emphasis on the School’s tradition, which we find in the
Cause, coincides with the teaching practice of the School and the special
role that reason played for students attempting to learn about the divine
essence, as we will see in Chapter Seven. Other East Syrians, however,
were opposed to elevating reason, preferring instead to seek the divine
through more direct, less mediated, and less “rationalized” means. Just
as this emphasis on the use of reason belongs to an epistemology that fits
the culture of the School and the pedagogical understanding of Chris-
tianity that goes with it, so also does the literary form of the chain of
transmission fit this same school culture, especially one that is hesitant
about the human capacity to learn without earthly tools of learning such
as reason, scripture, and tradition.

COLLECTIVE BIOGRAPHY

Related to the histories of philosophy in which the chain of transmission
often occurs is what may be called “collective biography” or “group biog-
raphy.” In an extended essay on the collective biography, Patricia Cox
Miller raises several issues that may help us to see the Cause in another
interpretive light. Cox Miller argues that collective biography must be
seen as a literary genre and not just as a series of lives of individuals.
The juxtaposition of different lives in a collection changes the ways we
read each individual life. “A collection is different from mere accumula-
tion because ‘the collection is not constructed by its elements; rather,
it comes to exist by means of its principle of organization.’”!!! While ear-
lier collections such as Plutarch’s Parallel Lives, Philostratus’s Lives of the
Sophists, and Diogenes Laertius’s Lives of Eminent Philosophers present
series of different characters who often fall under the same type, collec-
tive biographies from the late fourth century onwards shift in their prin-
ciples of organization and tend to present individuals as static examples
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of the one underlying type or principle. Cox Miller quotes from the pro-
logue of Gregory of Tours’s late sixth-century Life of the Fathers, where
Gregory questions whether he should be speaking of the “lives” of the
fathers or the “life” of the fathers.!12

If the fathers share a single life, it is because the subjectivity of holiness is the
focus of the biographer, for whom the “diversity” of the particularities of their
existences is only important insofar as it serves the ideal of sameness. Further,
the center of the personality is no longer human but divine; thus comparison of
individuals is not only pointless but impossible. There is no longer an interplay
between type and individual or between sameness and difference; rather, any real
sense of difference between individuals evaporates to the extent that each one
exemplifies the subjectivity that is the heart of the collection’s interest.!1®

However, with regard to the Historia monachorum and Eunapius’s Viiae,
Cox Miller argues that “the hagiographical impulses of these two collec-
tions are indicative of a struggle for the power to define the authentic
human being.”

For the Cause the “authentic human being” as depicted repeatedly
through the course of the text is he who receives learning from his mas-
ter and employs his reason to discern the signs of the Creator in both
scripture and nature. The Cause reflects, creates, and maintains a sub-
jectivity of Christian discipleship, or rather studentship, centered within
a specific social organization. It treats the East-Syrian school “commu-
nity as a diachronic succession,” and thus presents us with a “group biog-
raphy”4 not unlike the many histories of monks and holy men that were
written in Late Antiquity. While many monastic histories make implicit
comparisons and connections between the biblical patriarchs and Chris-
tian holy men,'® the Cause explicitly makes the biblical patriarchs the
predecessors of contemporary members of the School of Nisibis. The
collection of schools, the long series of masters from the beginning to
the present day, functions to connect the present institution to those of
the past, a past which has been “reasserted.”!!® Similarly, the Ecclesiastical
History of Barhadbé$abba may also be understood as a “collective biog-
raphy,” inasmuch as it depicts ecclesiastical history from the time when
Christianity became a religio licita as a succession of “Orthodox” Chris-
tians suffering for the truth.!”

Both for being a “collective biography” and for its chain of transmis-
sion, the Cause may be compared to many Jewish, Muslim, and Christian
documents. For example, the Letter of Rav Sherira Gaon, written in 987,
contains, or rather, according to contemporary scholarship, creates, a
successive history of the Babylonian rabbinic academies and their heads.!'®
One near-contemporary text with which we might compare the Cause, and
which also serves as a source for the philosophical culture of the West
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that would have such a great influence on the School of Nisibis, is the
so-called Philosophical History of Damascius (c. 480 to c. 550), the Neo-
platonist philosopher who served as the last of the succession of heads
of the Academy of Athens.!'® On the closure of the Academy in 529 by
the emperor Justinian, Damascius, along with several others, went to the
court of Khosro I, but returned soon after. According to the fictitious
tradition of the Academy, Damascius was a link in the “golden chain” of
philosophers going back to Plato himself.'2® The Philosophical History, the
original of which has been lost and which can only be reconstructed
from numerous fragments, is, at least in part, a “group biography” of a
number of late pagan Neoplatonist philosophers.

Conclusion

The purpose of this chapter was to discuss the different genres, or
modes, in which the author of the Cause composed. In the end I hope
to have established that the Cause may be understood in light of several
genres and literary forms commonly employed, especially within institu-
tions of learning, in antiquity. Certain literary genres are appropriate to
certain settings. The Cause as a literary text purportedly written to be
performed before the students at the School of Nisibis would have intro-
duced the School’s new members to the historical and epistemological
foundation for the life upon which they were about to embark. We may
set this literary text next to the pedagogical understanding of Chris-
tianity, which it promotes and which served as a linchpin between the
ideology and social practice of the East-Syrian school. Furthermore, the
genre of the Cause links life at the School more closely to the religious
life. The generic ties between the Causeand the other examples of cause
literature tell us that the two academic sessions of the school year were
set within a sacred calendar, just as were any other Christian holidays the
East Syrians observed. Just as the East Syrians wrote causes of the holi-
days, such as Easter or Christmas, so also they wrote causes of the School
semesters. These events, both Christian holidays and the School session,
were instituted on the sacred calendar and piqued the etiological inter-
est of intellectuals in the East-Syrian schools.

Whatever literary form(s) the author may have been employing, the
Cause, as well as the daily life of the School of Nisibis as we can recon-
struct it, exhibits a particular understanding of Christianity, one that
conflates a pious Christian life—even Christianity itself—with learning
and intellectual activity. This then ties the Cause to the broader peda-
gogical framework in which Syriac Christians often imagined Chris-
tianity, as discussed in Chapter One. Furthermore, it firmly places the
Cause in the trajectory of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s thought as it devel-
oped in the Church of the East through the sixth century.



Chapter 6
The Reception of Theodore of Mopsuestia
in the School of Nisibis

For ninety years and a bit more Theodore lived,

Neither did he cease nor was he silent from the fight with the errant ones.
The just man was dressed all his life with a sword of the spirit,

And he fought with troops of heretics.

By the blade of his word he laid waste to the sons of error,

And he exposed the sorts of tricks of their teachings.!

These bland lines of verse were composed by the lesser of the two dis-
tinguished Syriac poets of the late fifth and early sixth century, Narsai,
the first head of the School of Nisibis. They attest to the process of ele-
vating Theodore of Mopsuestia to the central position of theological and
exegetical authority in the Church of the East, a process which culmi-
nated with the declaration at the synod held by the Catholicos Gregory I
in 605 that “each of us should receive and accept all the commentaries
and writings of the blessed Theodore the Interpreter.” In the century
and a half after his death in 428 Theodore’s fame spread, and not only
in the Syriac-speaking church. At the same time that he was being con-
demned at Constantinople in 553, his works were being studied in Greek,
Latin, and Syriac in a number of intellectual centers.? The popularity he
enjoyed was due in part to the esteem in which he was held at the School
of Nisibis. For a version of his thought flowed out from the School and
affected Greek-speaking Christians in Alexandria such as Cosmas Indi-
copleustes and Latin-speaking Christians such as Junillus Africanus.
Without ever naming Theodore as the source of his thought, Cosmas
depends on him for the fundamental structure of the universe he lays out
in the Christian Topography, a hybrid text consisting of a combination of
geography, cosmology, and travel writing.* Cosmas became acquainted
with Theodore’s thought from his meeting in Alexandria with Mar Aba,
an important figure in the East-Syrian school movement and the future
Catholicos of the Church of the East (d. 552). As we saw in Chapter One,
Mar Aba traveled to the West, including Alexandria, after studying at the
School of Nisibis and, according to Cosmas, Aba taught him the theology
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prevalent in the East at that time.® Similarly, Junillus Africanus, the
Quaestor Sacri Palatii in the court of Justinian in the 540s, borrowed a
Theodoran perspective from Paul the Persian, a certain teacher from
Nisibis who visited Constantinople.’

An examination of the place of Theodore’s thought at the School
of Nisibis offers a view not only into the intellectual life of the School
but also into the background to the Theodorism, which went out from
the School and across the Mediterranean. The aim of this chapter is
to examine the place of Theodore’s thought at the School of Nisibis
by exploring Barhadbésabba’s debt to Theodore and fitting this liter-
ary dependence into the broader discussion of how Theodore’s thought
was received in the sixth century. My purposes are several. First, while
Barhadbésabba’s dependence on Theodore has been acknowledged by
previous scholars, it has not been formally analyzed. As Macina, Wallace-
Hadrill, and Reinink have suggested, the Cause is dependent on Theo-
dore’s idea of divine paideia, in which divine providence directs the
present age until the future age of immortality and endows us with ratio-
nal minds to make decisions, laws to guide us, and bodily existence to
develop and test our virtues.” Scholars have certainly been correct in
emphasizing that the theological roots of the Cause lie in Theodore’s
writings. Often referred to by the East Syrians as “the Interpreter,”
Theodore was considered by them and by later scholars as the exegetical
and theological authority of the East-Syrian tradition, and his works
have been seen as providing a matrix upon which much of East-Syrian
thought is constructed.

However, a second reason for clearly delineating what the Cause
draws from Theodore is that it will make it easier to identify the non-
Theodoran material in the text, and thus to distinguish the different
strands of thought that came together in the School of Nisibis in the late
sixth century. Thirdly, Theodore was a contested figure in the sixth cen-
tury and central to the development of an East-Syrian identity; it will be
of interest to see how he, like the other two figures in the “Nestorian” tri-
umvirate, Diodore of Tarsus and Nestorius, was elevated to an authori-
tative, even mythic status. Finally, Theodore’s theological views may be
seen as an intellectualized form of the pedagogical model analyzed in
Chapter One. The Cause relies on his thought not just for a set of meta-
phors but for a consistent theological system based upon his notion of
divine paideia.

The translation of Theodore’s works was part of the larger reception
of the Greek patristic corpus into Syriac. Greek patristic texts began to
be translated into Syriac by the end of the fourth century, and this effort
increased through the fifth century. This translation project would con-
tribute to the loss of certain indigenous ideas and practices.® However,
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at the same time, the early translations were loose and showed the theo-
logical interests of Syriac-speaking Christianity. For example, in Chapter
One, I mentioned one of the earliest and perhaps most influential works
to be translated into Syriac, Eusebius’s Ecclesiastical History, which served
as a model for much of the succeeding ecclesiastical historiography via
both its influence on other Greek works and its direct influence in trans-
lation. The Syriac version is an example of a loose translation that often
expresses indigenous ideas.?

Most of the translating of Greek texts, especially after the theological
schism of the fifth century, was done by Miaphysites, that is, those who
would develop into the West-Syrian church. Each of the three Cappado-
cian fathers is well attested in Syriac, with Gregory of Nazianzus being
the one with the most works translated. All forty-five of his homilies, part
of his Carmina and letters, and a large pseudepigraphic collection are
extant in Syriac.!® These texts began to be translated from the fifth cen-
tury onwards. Often earlier versions of this literature were revised with
the incorporation of improved techniques of verbum e verbo translation.!
For example, in 624 the West-Syrian Paul of Edessa produced a completely
new version of Gregory’s homilies in line with contemporary translation
practice. He worked in the monasteries of Mar Zakkai at Kallinikos and
of Qennesdrin (Chalcis), which were the main West-Syrian centers of Greek
translation.'? Not coincidentally, the biblical translators Thomas of Harqel
and Paul of Tella were both from these same institutions.!?

The translated portions of Basil of Caesarea’s literary corpus provide
an exemplary case of how Greek patristic authors could be taken up in
the Syriac milieu.! First, some of his works were translated rather early
into loose renderings that often stray widely from the original Greek
text.!> The translations were then revised or redone in later centuries to
represent the Greek better. His works were well received; as Taylor notes,
in the mere number of citations in Wright’s catalogue of Syriac manu-
scripts at the British Library, only Ephrem, Jacob of Sarug, John Chryso-
stom, and Severus of Antioch outnumber Basil.'® Basil’s Homilies on the
Hexaemeron would have a strong influence on Syriac hexaemeral litera-
ture, as can be seen, for example, in Jacob of Edessa’s similar work.!” Char-
acteristic of Basil’s patristic authority in the East is the development of
the biographical tradition about him in Syriac. He appears in the Life of
Ephrem when Ephrem honors him with a visit and the two, one a Greek
speaker, the other Syriac, are miraculously able to converse with one
another.’® Taylor argues that the subordination of Ephrem to Basil in the
vita tradition is part of sixth and seventh-century West-Syrian apologet-
ics for why the Greek fathers should be studied.'® Herein we can see the
symbolic importance that these figures had, aside from the significance
of the actual content of their writings.
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The translation of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s works during the Chris-
tological disputes of the fifth century was part of a massive patristic
translation project that lasted some two hundred years. Much of this
translation work was done in Edessa and is thus an important part of the
fifth-century Edessene intellectual background to the School of Nisibis
and to many of the ideas we find in the Cause.?® Rabbula of Edessa (d.
435/6) was known for translating Cyril of Alexandria, while the transla-
tions of Theodore are attributed to Ibas (d. 457), Rabbula’s theological
enemy. Just as the Arian controversy in the Syriac milieu would have
served as an impetus for the translation of the fourth-century fathers, so
also the Christological controversy of the fifth century led to an “arms
race” of patristic argumentation. Theodore’s work seems to have had an
influence even beyond openly “Nestorian” circles, since Jacob of Sarug’s
Homilies on Creation demonstrate an obvious dependence on Theodore’s
exegesis of Genesis 1, despite Jacob’s denials of such allegations.?!

It is commonly accepted that Theodore became the theological and
exegetical authority par excellence for the East Syrians. Through the fifth
and into the sixth century he was a towering authority for many Chris-
tians, both in the Syriac milieu and well beyond it. As I noted above, his
influence could be felt in Alexandria in the writings of Cosmas Indico-
pleustes, but we can also trace his influence to the Latin West, where some
of his works lost in the original were transmitted. (This connection be-
tween Syriac- and Latin-speaking Christians is no surprise, considering
the Christological affinities they shared in the post-Chalcedonian dis-
putes.) By the late sixth century, the East Syrians were citing Theodore
as the authority on theological matters in their church synods. However,
the East-Syrian reliance on Theodore was not as complete as scholars,
often following the statements of the East Syrians themselves, have sug-
gested.?2 While the East Syrians continued to pay lip service to Theo-
dore’s authority—perhaps because his name had become an emblem of
their resistance to Western Christological formulations—they relied on
other sources and at times even engaged in exegetical activity of which
Theodore would have disapproved, such as allegorical exegesis. A pro-
cess of mythologizing key Greek patristic thinkers can be seen in the
sources, a mythologizing that should be read critically. Thus we should
remain aware of how the figure of Theodore (and of other fathers) also
had a symbolic value that transcended the actual content of his writings.
For example, Narsai’s Homily on the Learned Fathers employs epic battle
metaphors to describe Diodore of Tarsus, Nestorius, and Theodore of
Mopsuestia as valiant defenders of orthodoxy.? However, it is clear that
Narsai knew very little about Nestorius and that the whole text is more
exhortation and high-flown metaphor than descriptive theological con-
tent.?* This attribution of a mythic status to Theodore as the theological,
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and especially the exegetical, master appears in the Cause in its florid
description of Theodore’s project.?s

Furthermore, recent scholarship has revealed the complex relation-
ship between early Antiochene and Syriac exegesis. Whereas the earlier
model held that Theodore’s ideas were introduced into the Syriac milieu
when his books were brought to Edessa and translated into Syriac, we now
know that previous exegetical contact existed between Edessa and Antioch.
For example, Eusebius of Emesa (d. c. 359), whose work has only recently
been studied, came from Edessa but is considered part of the Antio-
chene school of exegesis.? This dual identity in a writer predating Theo-
dore suggests closer ties between Antiochene and Edessene exegesis than
were previously assumed, ties prior to the influx of Theodore’s works into
Edessa. Thus the East-Syrian attraction to the writings of Theodore may
be due to East-Syrian authors’ sharing a similar intellectual background
with him.?” Furthermore, we should bear in mind that his reception into
Syriac was mediated through a process of translation that modified his
works significantly.?®

Despite these qualifications, Theodore’s influence on the Church of
the East, including its Christology, exegesis, and sacramental theology,
was immense. His importance in exegesis alone can not be overstated.
‘Abdiso s Catalogue lists his many works known in Syriac.?® His commen-
tary on the Gospel of John comes down to us in full only in the Syriac ver-
sion (and is a key text for the reconstruction of his Christology).* His
commentary on the Psalms, of which only fragments remain, had an on-
going influence in the Church of the East.* The broad reception of his
works into Syriac by the sixth century explains how a text like the Cause
could be as thoroughly Theodoran as it is.

However, since Theodore was not a systematic theologian, his ideas
are often reconstructed from snippets of his exegetical, homiletical, and
polemical works. This problem is compounded by the fact that, for various
reasons, but mostly due to the condemnation of his works at the Fifth
Ecumenical Council in 553, Theodore’s works are largely preserved either
in fragments or in Latin and Syriac translations. Therefore, the recon-
struction of his thought is incomplete and there continues to be a lack
of consensus on certain aspects of it (e.g., the question of whether the
human being was originally created mortal). The most detailed work has
been done on his Catechetical Homilies, which are extant only in Syriac.*

These are the dominant themes of Theodore’s thought as they pertain
to the basic course of history and the human being’s place within the
world: there are two worlds, the present and the future one. We have
been set in this world, bounded by mortality, so that we may be trained
in the virtues. God has endowed us with free will so that we can choose
either good or bad. The training of the virtues comes about through the
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use of our reasoning faculty, which negotiates the desires and needs asso-
ciated with mortality on the one hand and the commandments of the law
on the other.®

As Norris emphasizes, Theodore has a particular notion of rationality.
While he follows the general Platonic outlook of his day in attributing
reason to the soul and thus connecting it to the invisible and immortal,
he goes against the mainstream of Greek thought in his characterization
of reason and its function. Theodore’s understanding of reason is not
contemplative; rather, he associates it only with moral and ethical choices
and the actions following from them. He sees reason as a capacity for
choosing the good, as opposed to the almost thoughtless performance
of the good that the Platonist would expect.3* Following his close reading
of Paul (cf. Rom 7:19, 21-23), Theodore disagrees with Plato, who thought
that one could not knowingly do evil. In contrast, for Theodore this world
is one of instruction. It is a proving ground for human reason. Furthermore,

Theodore sees man’s predicament primarily in historical terms, extended along
a temporal axis, rather than in ontological terms in a philosophical manner,
even though Platonic implications remain embedded in his thought.?

This notion of the world and emphasis on the “temporal axis” fits with
Antiochene exegetical theory and practice.

Much has been written on Antiochene exegesis and its relationship to
Alexandrian exegesis. The usual practice has been to juxtapose the two,
the former customarily characterized as “historical,” the latter as “alle-
gorical.” However, these labels do not do justice to either. The relation-
ship between the two seems to be more that of two points on a spectrum
than of opposite extremes or distinct poles. Instead of seeing the differ-
ence between the two “schools” of exegesis as a dispute between literal-
ists and allegorists, it has been suggested that the Antiochene school
reflects the ancient grammatical and rhetorical schools,? while the alle-
gory associated with Alexandrian Christianity derives from philosophy,
particularly the philosophical allegorical reading of Greek literature.*’
However, there seems to be more to Antiochene exegesis than merely a
Greek school background, since, as stated above, Antiochene exegesis had
a longstanding kinship with exegesis from the Syriac milieu, reflecting
perhaps an attitude towards the biblical text more in line with that of the
Rabbis.*® Whatever its exact origins, the Antiochene school of exegesis to
which Theodore belonged must not be understood as literalist or “histor-
ical” in our modern sense of the term, as if the “historical” explanation
derives from an “historical” interest. In contrast to the Alexandrians, who
more fully mapped the New Testament over the Old, the Antiochenes
attributed greater independence and meaningful integrity to the biblical
text and the narrative within it.%®
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Theodore’s notion of divine paideia belongs to this “historical” ap-
proach to scripture (and thus demonstrates the close connection between
his biblical historiography and his exegetical method).** The idea that
God is a pedagogue teaching each generation is appropriate to Antio-
chene exegesis, which refused to flatten out the diversity of scripture into
a single Christological theme in the manner of Alexandrian exegesis. It
should be noted that many of the pedagogical terms, which we find in
the Cause and in other East-Syrian literature and which are based upon
the same Syriac root (“-I-p; e.g., yullphand, mallphanita), appear through-
out the Syriac translation of Theodore’s Catechetical Homilies.* The im-
portance of teaching as well as the tendency to treat biblical texts as
having meanings beyond the merely Christological fits with the view of
progressive revelation we find in the Catechetical Homilies.*2

East-Syrian literature, especially that of the school movement, such as
the Cause, depends heavily on these notions, as well as on many other
aspects of Theodore’s thought. However, this dependence always entails
a certain development of Theodore’s ideas and not a static recitation of
them. For example, the theme of divine paideia becomes even more im-
portant in East-Syrian authors such as Narsai, who transform it into a
more concrete ideology at the same time as they popularize Theodore’s
ideas.*® This popularized version of Theodore’s thought can be found
throughout the cause literature. Furthermore, the prologue of the canons
of the School of Nisibis from 602, which was, like the Cause, written when
the School of Nisibis was led by Hénana of Adiabene, shares many ideas
as well as technical terms with the Cause, maintaining a similar Theo-
doran psychology and anthropology.*

The several instances of the cause genre composed by Cyrus of Edessa
in the mid-sixth century exhibit this notion of divine paideia, generally
in their idea of creation* but specifically in the pedagogical language
employed.

Accordingly, [because] that provider of our salvation, God our Lord, considered
our lack of training and, at the same time too, the harm that would be procured
us from those reason[s] that the discourse has indicated, like a compassionate
father who considers the imperfection of his children and does not put them in
charge over his possessions before the time that is proper, he first arranged for
us that we should live [as] in a sort of training-place in the school of this world
(b-bét durrasa medem b-eskolaw(hy) d-‘alma hang), full of sufferings and wearisome
with adversities, so that in it, at least, we might be taught as [in] a sort of gymna-
stum (netyallaph a(y)k da-d-bet agona), and, from the contrarieties with which it
abounds, we might distinguish good from evil; and (only) then, after we had been
disciplined as much as was proper and the choice of the good had been known
to us, did he make ready to give us [that] world to come, which is exempt from
all contradiction and in which there reigns perpetual life without end.*

These same notions of divine paideia that we find scattered throughout
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East-Syrian texts relatively contemporary to the Causeappear in the most
extreme form in the Cause itself.

In fact, all the ideas from Theodore’s thought highlighted above are
apparent in the Cause. For example, it states that the world is made up
of two tuggané (Greek katastdseis). The first one is the realm of the body
(gstmata), which “the Creator established (atgnah)” “as a training exercise
and a sign of his (i.e., the human being’s) freedom (a(y)k da-l-nuppaqeh
wa-l-ata d-heruteh).”

With his wisdom he (i.e., God) has provided for our construction (parnas -
tugganan) that it be double: one of mortality which suits those in need and the
pupils, and the other belonging to the perfect, one which suits the delight of the
righteous.*®

Further on, the Cause maintains a Theodoran understanding of God’s
gracious construction of the present world.

For it (i.e., the divine grace) is the cause of the construction (‘elta d-tugganéh) of
the world and of our first creation. For no one asked God to create the creatures,
except for his grace and mercy.*

The Cause also follows Theodore’s positive notion of law:

When we were found to be continually doing wrong and provoking (him), he in
his patience lifted us and bore us with life-giving laws that from generation to
generation®® have been established as for our benefit, especially that which was
given to the Israclite people through the blessed Moses, so that they might
acquire love for God and neighbor and distance themselves from the worship of
idols, and confess him who alone is the true God, existing for ever.>!

For the Cause, as for Theodore, the coming of Christ is a final instance of
God’s grace, in contrast to an Alexandrian perspective, which would hold
that it is by this event that all other events are to be understood.

After all these things that great, glorious, and ineffable thing was also given to
us: that is, the advent of Christ, through whom all the wealth of his (i.e., God’s)
kindness and immeasurable mercy were poured upon us.>

Finally, Theodore’s focus on employing reason to discern good from evil,
and on our possessing free will to follow the good once it has been found,
is attested in the Cause's long discussion of the psychology of the human
being.® In fact, despite its heavy reliance on Greek philosophical con-
cepts and terms (as will be demonstrated in the following chapter), the
foundation for much of the Cause’s anthropology and the human being’s
place within creation can be found in Theodore’s works.

The Cause’s dependence on Theodore’s thought is part of a broader
Theodorism emanating from the School of Nisibis in the sixth century.
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For example, the Christian Topography of Cosmas Indicopleustes and Nar-
sai’s Homilies on Creation share a number of parallels with the Cause. As
stated above, Cosmas learned from Mar Aba and maintains a Theodoran
outlook. More significantly, Narsai was the first head of the School of Nisi-
bis, and it is likely that the author of the Cause had access to his collec-
tion of homilies at the School. For example, the Cause’s description of
the jealousy of Satan and the account of the Fall fit with what we find in
both Cosmas and Narsai.

Because the mind has done what is opposed to the first teaching that it received,
and it has put out its eye of discernment from the understanding of rationality
and it has obeyed the words of its deceiver, that is, his older brother who first
sinned and fell from his rank, he who is a liar and the father of falsehood, this
one, who eagerly works in the sons of disobedience; on account of this a verdict
(Gr. apdphasis) goes out against him: You are dust and you will turn back to dust, and
you will eat the grass of the field (Gen 3:18, 19), however instruction and learn-
ing he (i.e., God) did not withhold from him (i.e., the mind); rather in many
changes he confers upon him learning concerning himself, lest when he neglects
it he perish completely and become a vessel of harm.>

Narsai and Cosmas also focus on Gen 3:17-19, Cosmas, like the Cause,
referring to it as a “verdict” or “sentence.”® Furthermore, the Causeseems
to depend directly on Narsai in presenting Satan’s hypothetical speech
when he is angered at God’s creation and elevation of man.*

One extremely common Antiochene motif that is significant in Theo-
dore’s works and also shows up in the Cause is the focus on the human
being as the “image” of God, which derives originally from exegesis of
Gen. 1:26.%" The following passage from the Causeshowcases Theodore’s
influence, despite the fact that the very tenor of the passage is strikingly
less sober than what we find in his works.

But lest this lower portion be saddened and envy the honor of its higher mate,
he honored it with the name “his image and likeness” (cf. Gen 1:26), and he
placed upon it the name of his divinity (or: his divine name): I have said, “You are
Gods and children of the Exalted all of you” (Ps 82:6). And he (i.e., God) gave it (i.e.,
the lower portion) the power to ascend to heaven and the upper vaults; and just
as in a royal palace (Gr. paldation) and the upper chambers (Gr. triklinos) to go about
in all the streets and ways (Gr. plateia) above the upper heavens. And sometimes
he (i.e. the lower portion) descends to take pleasure in that whole wide gulf be-
tween the firmament and heaven, while he is with himself as if in a royal palace
(Pers. apadna). And when he wants, he sends himself forth from there to this
bodily place beneath the firmament and he flies in that fiery place and he is not
scorched, and he goes over the stars as if over rocks in the midst of a river, and
he does not sink, and he converses with his spiritual brothers and all the orders
of angels with true love. And because from time to time he casts the glance of
his mind (re‘ydnéh) at the course of the sun and at the changes of the moon and
at the arrangement of the stars—something which is effected by the working of
his brothers—lest he be envious of them and grow sick from his bodily service,
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his Lord gives even to him from time to time authority over them (i.e., the lumi-
naries) that by his command they might be led, as we see Joshua bar Nun who
confined one over Gibeon and that other one he fastened over the Valley of
Aijalon (Jos 10:12); and Isaiah commanded it (i.e., a luminary) and it turned
back ten steps and he taught his mates that the luminaries are creatures, but not
creators (2 Kg 20:11).5®

Beyond the focus on the human being as the “image” of God, an empha-
sis which derives at least in part from Theodore’s works, this passage con-
tains several motifs that can be identified as part of the common stock
of Theodoran exegesis that developed in the Church of the East, partic-
ularly in the School of Nisibis.

A number of parallels exist between this passage and the works of
Cosmas and Narsai. Both emphasize the human being as image of God.
They also, like the Cause, specifically attribute the motion of the stars to
the angels, an idea that derives from Theodore.* Cosmas employs the
same biblical texts as the Cause, Joshua 10:12 and 2 Kings 20:11, to make
this argument.® Finally, the notion that heaven and earth are two distinct
realms divided by the firmament, a thick shell composed of the upper
waters brought together by God at creation, belongs to this later Theo-
doran thought (although it may ultimately derive from an ancient Near
Eastern source). Cosmas takes Theodore’s notion of the two katastdseis,
which are for Theodore essentially temporal and ontological categories,
and maps them on to the spatial division between heaven and earth.®
Like the Cause, Cosmas describes the heavens as “vaulted” and the firma-
ment as the abode of the angels, difficult to pass through.5?

The Cause provides us with an example of Theodore’s thought as it
had developed over the sixth century at the School of Nisibis. Its similar-
ities to the earlier works of Narsai allows us to grasp how his thought was
mediated through the School, while the numerous parallels to the Christian
Topography further confirm the dependence of Cosmas Indicopleustes
on the School’s version of Theodore. However, the notion of heavenly
ascent in this passage from the Cause points to the wall that we inevit-
ably hit in employing Theodore of Mopseuestia and his thought as it
had developed by the sixth century as a heuristic device for this text. For
example, this passage’s use of Ps 82:6 to suggest the human capacity for
transcendence points to another major influence on East-Syrian thought
in the sixth century, that is, the work of Evagrius of Pontus.

Another passage from the Cause demonstrates the depth of its depen-
dence on Theodore of Mopsuestia but also points to the limits of his
influence. This passage comes from the Cause's description of the cre-
ation of the world. It understands the six days of creation as the first
school in the long series of schools the text will later describe.

Because the spiritual powers are first in creation and more excellent in sub-
stance, God brought forth his teaching to them, lest they should fall in error and
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falsely suppose great things about themselves. He wrote a scroll of imperceptible
light with his finger of creative power, and with his command upon it®® he had
them read with an audible voice: Let there be light, and there was light (Gen 1:3) and
because there was an understanding mind in them, at that very moment they
understood that everything that comes into being came into being from another
and everyone who is in authority is commanded by someone who is in authority,
and from this they knew exactly that the one who brought this excellent nature
into being also created them. Therefore all of them in a group with an audible
voice repaid their creator with thanks, as it is said in Job, When I was creating the
stars of dawn, all my angels shouted with a loud voice and praised me (Jb 38:7).54

Theodore of Mopsuestia’s influence can be seen specifically in the above
passage’s exegesis of Genesis 1 and more generally in the way the Cause
depicts all of human history as a sequence of schools. A description of
Theodore’s exegesis of Genesis 1 and further discussion of his idea of
divine paideia will illustrate both these points of influence.

Insofar as it can be reconstructed, Theodore’s commentary on Gene-
sis clearly lies behind the Cause’'s understanding of Genesis 1.% It divides
the creation narrative, and thus the process of creation, into two parts.
In the first, the heavens, the earth, and various other entities whose cre-
ation is not mentioned by scripture (such as fire, darkness, and the angels)
came into being by God’s will alone. Genesis 1:1—"“In the beginning
God created the heavens and the earth”—is Moses’ abridged description
of this earlier creation. The second comes about through God’s verbal
fiats: “Let there be light!,” “Let there be a firmament!,” etc. Of course, God
did not need his word to bring about this second creation, but he used
it in order to teach the angels that it is he who is the Creator of everything
and that he wields authority over all. During the first creation, “there was
no one for whom it was fitting to learn anything from his word”;* hence
God’s silence.

Theodore’s understanding of the transcendence and omnipotence of
God directs his exegesis of Genesis 1. While some early Christians would
use God’s ability to create with his word alone as evidence of his power,
in Theodore’s view it seems to limit the divine omnipotence, which can
cause things to be by will alone. Thus, Theodore requires another reason
for the creation by fiat, and he finds it in the unknowability of God. The
angels recognize the Creator through the effect his creative word exerts
on the world. Furthermore, by comparing the objects of this world through
a process of analogy, the angels use their reason to learn about God.®’
By using his word (Gr. logos, Syr. melta), God allows himself to be recog-
nized by the angels who are rational (Gr. logikds, Syr. mlila) %

In the above quotation from the Cause, the creation of the angels prior
to the six days of creation described in Genesis, God’s desire to teach the
angels about himself, the angels’ rational deduction of God’s authority,
and even the use of Job 38:7 derive from Theodore’s commentary on
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Genesis. Further Theodoran influence can be seen more broadly in the
pedagogical schematization of history that follows. However, the rich
and detailed imagery of pedagogy that we find in the Cause has no par-
allel in Theodore’s works. To be sure, the Greek verb paideiiein can be
found behind the extant Syriac of his commentary on Genesis, but the
imagery goes no further than this. Moreover, just as the Cause takes
Theodore’s exegesis of Genesis to another level, so its presentation of
human history as a succession of schools puts Theodore’s idea of divine
paideia into far more concrete terms. Theodore may have understood
God to be instructing the angels at creation and humans throughout his-
tory, but he does not speak of classrooms and schools. His works fail to
explain the origin of the rich imagery of the Cause.

The works of Narsai clearly demonstrate the ways in which the concep-
tual institutionalization of heaven evolved along with a concrete institu-
tionalization on earth. Narsai was of the first generation of students in
Edessa to study the works of Theodore in Syriac translation. He was head
of the School of the Persians in Edessa until the exodus to Nisibis, where
he oversaw the formalization of its official rules. Narsai’s metrical hom-
ilies on creation reflect this process of institutionalization:

And he taught them a new book which they did not know,

As if (they were) children he wrote a sound (ba(7)t qdld) instead of letters,
And he had them pronounce in the writings, “Let there be light.”

In the form of a verse he directed the sound (gala) before their eyes,
And they began to shout, “Blessed is the creator who created the light.”®®

As if with a finger he was showing them the power of his essence,

“See, Angels, that I am the power over every power,”

As if with a pen he was writing for them a book in the mind,

And he was making them read syllable by syllable (or: meditate upon) the writ-
ings of the creator of all.

In the likeness of a Master (rabba) his gesture was standing at the head of their
rows,

And h(; was repeating (fané) to them the power of the meaning of his hidden
things.”

This passage is thoroughly Theodoran. Yet, at the same time, its use of
concrete scholastic metaphors represents a clear departure from Theo-
dore’s milder philosophical analogies. In fact, we witness in this excerpt
precisely the same type of elaboration that we have seen Theodore’s ideas
receive at the hand of the author of the Cause.

However, while Narsai is the first to describe creation as a school lesson
with books, pens, and other accoutrements, his language is often quali-
fied by simile markers (i.e., it is like a classroom). Narsai has enriched
the metaphorical meaning of Theodore’s paidetein, but it nonetheless
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remains metaphor. Like Narsai’s similes, the Cause makes an analogy
between heaven and earth; however, it goes a step beyond metaphor when
it suggests that God teaches with a “scroll of imperceptible light.”” This is
not a simile, but rather the projection of a mundane practice into heaven.
Similarly, when the Cause reports that God “had them read (agr?) aloud,”
it is clear that He is being imagined in the role of the “reader” (magry-
ana), one of the offices in the School of Nisibis.”? Such a correlation
between earthly and heavenly institutions is of course not uncommon:
for example, the real world of the monastery caused some Christians to
reimagine the heavenly city in monastic terms.” Transformations above
often conform to developments below.

I would tentatively suggest that the changeover from the use of metaphor
to constructing “spiritual” equivalents of earthly entities would have been
facilitated by the influx of Neoplatonic literature into the School of Nisi-
bis in the sixth century, the topic of the following chapter, as well as the
interest in metaphors of reading and writing in the Evagrian corpus.
Numerous scholars, as well as the East Syrians themselves, have empha-
sized that the Church of the East depended heavily on the thought of
Theodore of Mopsuestia. However, we must not lose sight of the East
Syrians’ agency and creativity in this process of reception. It was inevit-
able that in the transference from the Greek context of his original com-
positions to the Syriac culture of Nisibis and further east Theodore’s
thought would evolve in new and creative directions. This evolution
occurred within specific institutions, and its results were correlative to
the social practices of the East-Syrian school movement.
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Spelling God’s Name with the Letters of
Creation: The Use of Neoplatonic Aristotle
in the Cause

For Plato first made an assembly in Athens. More than a thousand men were
gathered before him, so they say. Even Aristotle was there before him. One day,
while he was expounding (mphasseq (k) wa), after he looked and did not see Aris-
totle, he spoke thus: “The friend of wisdom is not here. Where is the seeker of
the beautiful? I have a thousand and not one, but one is more than a thousand.”
(Cause 363.7-11)

This passage comes from the Cause of the Foundation of the Schools descrip-
tion of the pagan schools that existed before the coming of Christ. In
this portion of the text the author seems to be relying on a prior doxo-
graphical collection,! but this particular anecdote derives from the Greek
biographical tradition of Aristotle, and its incorporation into the Causeis
emblematic of the larger reception and assimilation of Greek philosoph-
ical material into much of Syriac literature from this period onward.?
Next to the thought of Theodore of Mopsuestia, as it had been develop-
ing through the sixth century, this reception of Greek philosophical
learning—particularly the Neoplatonic version of Aristotelian logic—
was the other major influence on the Cause. From the late fifth and early
sixth centuries onward, Greek philosophical texts were being translated
into Syriac, and Syriac authors began to integrate many of the notions
and terms they found in these texts into their own literature, often in
interesting ways.® This led to strikingly hybrid literary forms, such as
some portions of the Cause that I would like to analyze in this chapter.
The Cause shows numerous minor instances of dependence on earlier
sources deriving from a later Neoplatonic intellectual milieu. However,
despite the material deriving from, for example, Aristotelian psychology
and natural science, it seems that the only philosophical texts upon
which the Cause depends are Aristotle’s logical works, particularly the
Organon, and the Neoplatonic commentary tradition on them.* After a
broad historical sketch of the various routes by which philosophical
material may have reached Nisibis, I will return to the section of the
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Cause where the classroom established by God at the beginning of cre-
ation is described. This portion of the text, part of which I addressed in
the preceding chapter (Cause 348.4-13), showcases a hybrid use of philo-
sophical material and employs metaphors and terminology that help set
up a framework for examining the natural theology that is to be found
in the section of the Cause (333.8-345.6), which evidences a particularly
rich dependence on the Neoplatonic Aristotelian material.> This portion
of the text may be understood as an expansion on the metaphors of read-
ing and writing in Cause 348.4-349.13. Finally, I will speculate about how
this philosophical material was mapped onto a traditional Syriac, or as I will
suggest, Ephremic, framework when it was received by the East Syrians.

The Influx of Neoplatonic Aristotelian Material into Nisibis

I would like to sketch out briefly some of the possibilities for how philo-
sophical material may have reached Nisibis, a city in upper Mesopotamia
across the Roman border and within the Sasanian Empire. In the past, it
was believed that the works of Aristotle and Porphyry’s Isagoge were
translated and studied in Edessa in the fifth century, particularly at the
so-called “School of Edessa.” This is a common assumption in the sec-
ondary literature, even in the more recently published material.® Accord-
ing to this theory, philosophical material would have been imported into
Nisibis by the community of the School of the Persians when it was closed
in 489. This places the study of philosophy at the very origins of the
School of Nisibis. However, the evidence for philosophical studies in Syr-
iac in fifth-century Edessa is thin and, in fact, as Brock pointed out some
time ago, the basis of this theory comes ultimately from a misreading
of the Catalogue of “‘Abdiso° that led to dating Probus, the early Syriac
translator of and commentator on Aristotelian logical works, to the fifth
century and placing him in Edessa.”

This obsolete view is further based upon the false assumption that the
works of Aristotle and Porphyry were studied in their own right, and not
necessarily as part of the Neoplatonic curriculum. Although there is evi-
dence that, for example, Porphyry was school reading in Antioch,? it is
more likely that these texts were taken up within a later Neoplatonic cur-
riculum. There exists no textual evidence to support the claim that the
Antiochene fathers relied particularly on Aristotle.® Further evidence
militating against the theory that philosophy came to Edessa via the Anti-
ochene tradition is provided by the emphasis scholars have come to put
on the rhetorical foundation of Antiochene exegesis, in contrast to the
philosophically oriented “School of Alexandria.”?

The Aristotelian terms and concepts in the Cause do not derive sim-
ply from a reading of Aristotle; rather, Aristotle’s thought was mediated
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by the later Neoplatonic reception of this material. This notion of a Neo-
platonic version of Aristotle is set forth in Richard Sorabji’s edited col-
lection, Aristotle Transformed: The Ancient Commentators and Their Influence
(1990), which brings together past and more recent scholarship on the
later Neoplatonic commentary tradition. By “later Neoplatonic” I mean
specifically those texts and authors, both pagan and Christian, from the
time of Ammonius, the later Neoplatonic commentator (435/45-517/
26), onward. The first well known translator of these texts from Greek
into Syriac was Sergius of Rés‘ayna (d. c. 536), who followed the Alex-
andrian commentators in his work.!! If the School of the Persians in
Edessa was closed in 489, it is indeed unlikely that any of this later Neo-
platonic literature found its way to Edessa prior to the closure of the
School. Thus, it seems this material did not travel with the members of
the School on their exodus to Nisibis but rather reached the School of
Nisibis at some later point after its foundation. There are several possi-
bilities for how this may have occurred.

Brock has suggested that this material came from direct contacts
between Alexandria and Nisibis.’? The Life of Mar Abd depicts Aba (d.
552) as studying at the School of Nisibis, then travelling through Edessa
where he meets his disciple, Thomas, and later heading to Alexandria to
dispute with a certain Sergius, perhaps Sergius of Rés‘ayna himself.!
After moving on to Greece and then returning to Nisibis, Aba eventually
became Catholicos of the Church of the East. Cosmas Indicopleustes,
who relies heavily on a sixth-century version of the thought of Theodore
of Mopsuestia, states that he learned what he knew from this same Aba.!*
If we consider that in his De Opificio Mundi John Philoponus (c. 490-
¢.570) argues against the cosmogonic and cosmological views of Theo-
dore at approximately the same time that Cosmas is writing, it becomes
apparent that Nisibene influence may lie behind one of the great debates
of late antique Alexandria.’® Furthermore, the spread of the School of
Nisibis’s fame and ideas can also be seen in Junillus’s Instituta Regularia
Divinae Legis,'® where he cites as his source a certain Paul the Persian
from Nisibis.!” Cassiodorus, a writer who had a strong influence on the
Latin Middle Ages, knew Junillus’s text and mentions Paul the Persian at
the beginning of his Institutiones.'8

From the evidence above, it is clear that the East Syrians’ influence
could be felt in the West. This was also a time when Western influence
on the East was running along similar paths. For example, in her Studies
in the Syriac Preface, Eva Riad demonstrates how the structure of the Neo-
platonic prolegomena influenced the prologue form of various genres of
Syriac literature.’® She gathers together several examples of prolegom-
ena composed for Syriac texts and translations; not surprisingly, these
appear in works translated and composed from the time of Mar Aba
onwards, especially by figures known to have been associated with him
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and the school movement. For example, as mentioned in Chapter Five,
both the Syriac translation of Nestorius’s apology and self-defense, the
Bazaar of Heracleides, and a number of the extant examples of the cause
genre feature prefaces based upon the question format of the prolegom-
ena literature and date from this period or soon after. Finally, the
development of medical studies at the School of Nisibis suggests an Alex-
andrian background.?

We should also recall that the shah at the time, Khosro 1 (531-79),
was known for his patronage of philosophy. Justinian’s closure of the
Academy in Athens in 529 and the subsequent migration of its faculty to
the Persian court would have been approximately synchronous with Mar
Aba’s trip to Alexandria and Greece. One commonly cited text written
in the Sasanian court at this time is Paul the Persian’s Introduction to Logic,
which is dedicated to the King of Kings and was apparently originally
composed in Middle Persian.?! The philosophical interests of the Sasan-
ian court in the sixth century have been known for some time; however,
scholars have vet to integrate what we know about these interests into a
synthetic understanding of intellectual life in the Sasanian Empire.?2 What
we do know is that several men who held the position of Catholicos of
the East in Seleucia-Ctesiphon, starting with Mar Aba, showed an inter-
est in philosophical literature which coincided with the intellectual cul-
ture developing in the court.

Related to the question of the closing of the Academy in Athens is the
theory put forward by M. Tardieu, who argues that when the philoso-
phers returned from the Persian court, some of them settled in Harran,
which was known for its philosophical form of paganism that persisted
deep into the Islamic period.? This city and its pagan community, which
would have been just on the other side of the Roman imperial border
from Nisibis, has been the suggested origin for the extremely important
seventh-century Syriac manuscript British Library Add 14658.% Tardieu’s
theory in effect suggests the existence of a mini-Athens or Alexandria
just down the road from Edessa and not far from Nisibis. Unfortunately
this theory has been discounted.?

Another possible conduit of later philosophical material to Nisibis may
have been through the West Syrians, who started to flock into the Per-
sian Empire in the early sixth century. By the seventh century, West-Syrian
philosophically oriented intellectuals were applying systematic and con-
sistent methods of translation, originally developed for the translation of
scripture, to Aristotle’s logical works. They were also composing commen-
taries to these works.? Some of this scholarship was done in Sasanian and,
later, Islamic Mesopotamia. We can suppose that West Syrians were en-
gaged in such activities in the vicinity of Nisibis in the sixth century as
well, or at least that they were bringing this material into the Sasanian
realm at this time. One piece of evidence making this early introduction
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of philosophical material into this area by West Syrians more plausible
is the career of Simeon of Bét ArS§am, a West Syrian who intentionally
went into foreign lands to debate on behalf of the Miaphysite cause.?’
Simeon’s nickname was “the Disputer,” and he is even said to have
beaten the East-Syrian Catholicos himself in a debate. We should recall
that Aristotelian logic was a central tool in such debates. Thus, the
spread of Aristotle in the Sasanian and then Muslim realms may be
understood as part of an escalating philosophical “arms race” between
East- and West-Syrians (and eventually Muslims and some Jews).?® Simi-
larly, we may recall that a focus on logic also fits the ongoing Christo-
logical disputes, which were very much based on issues of ontology and
semantics. More foundational work needs to be done on the reception
of Greek philosophical texts and ideas in Syriac. For example, the earliest
Syriac translation of Aristotle’s Categories is still only in manuscript form.%

Beyond the more specific explanations for the influx of philosophical
texts into Nisibis, it should be noted how congenial the location of Nisi-
bis would have been for the importation of new ideas. Nisibis was a cen-
ter of trade, and its position on the route between East and West explains
why this city on the periphery of the Persian Empire was so central to
Persian Christianity.?® In fact, the multiple times the population of the
city suffered siege suggests that most entities, including both the politi-
cal and the intellectual, passed from both West to East and East to West
through Nisibis.

A Return to Genesis 1: The Cause’s Philosophical Reading
of Creation

Judging from the Cause itself, whatever the means of this tranmission of
philosophical material to Nisibis, it had a strong effect on learning at the
School. The Cause as a whole attests to the translation of various forms
of Greek literature into Syriac by the late sixth century. However, one
extended portion of the text (Cause 333.8-345.6) demonstrates a clear
reliance on philosophical ideas, which it employs to establish a natural
theology as well as a working anthropology, psychology, and cosmology.
Of course, philosophical terminology could have come into Syriac via
several routes. The influence of philosophy on the Syriac language be-
gan quite early, as is evidenced by the work of Bardaisan and even the
prose works of Ephrem.3! Much of the ancient Greek philosophical koine
can be found in other literary corpora that were translated into Syriac,
such as patristic literature and especially the works of Evagrius of Pontus,
who became a key author for the East Syrians by the late sixth century.
For example, the portion of the text (Cause 333.8~337.6) which addresses
God’s priority in existence and his epistemological inaccessibility shares
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its basic ideas with various texts that could have been found in a fifth-
century Edessene milieu, such as John Chrysostom’s Homilies on the In-
comprehensibility of God and Eznik of Kolb’s On God.?? Furthermore, there
are many obvious connections, both ideational and exegetical, that could
be drawn between parts of the Causeand the Homilies (mémr€) on Creation
of Jacob of Sarug and Narsai, both of whom ultimately rely on Theodore
of Mopsuestia.

Chapter Six concluded with a discussion of a passage from the Cause
describing God’s interaction with the angels at the time of creation in a
classroom where he taught them to read. This passage relies heavily on
the ideas of Theodore of Mopsuestia and his exegetical disciple, Narsai,
but it also contains a number of Greek philosophical ideas deriving from
the reception of Neoplatonic texts and ideas into Syriac. This passage is
immediately followed by one that continues the writing metaphor em-
ployed to expand on God’s fiat in Gen 1:3.

In a similar manner we have a practice, after we have a child read the simple let-
ters (atwdtd psitatd) and repeat them, we join them one to another and from them
we compose (mrakbinan) names that he may spell them out (also means: medi-
tate upon them) and be trained. Thus also that eternal teacher did, after he had
them repeat the alphabet, then he combined it (rakbék) (the alphabet) in the great
name which is the construction of the firmament and he read it in front of them
that they might understand that he is the creator of all of them, and as he orders
them, they complete his will, [on the six days of Creation]; and thence did he hand

over to_them the visible creation, that like letters they might write them in their

continuous variations and with them spell out (also means: meditate upon) the
name of the creator and organizer (mfaksdnd from Greek tdxis) of all. And he let

them go and allowed them to be in this place of the school, more spacious than
the earth.%

Aside from Theodore of Mopsuestia’s commentary on Genesis and its
understanding of Genesis 1, this text is dependent on the tradition found
in many late antique texts, particularly Jewish ones, such as the Sepher Yet-
strah, that God used letters to create the world, an idea which seems ulti-
mately to derive from the ambiguous meaning of the Greek word, stoich-
éion, which can mean both “element” and “letter.” However, the word used
here, gtwatd, does not mean “elements.” Rather, it is the plural form of atita,
which means “sign, character, or letter of the alphabet,” but also, interest-
ingly enough, can be the plural of 4ta, a cognate word (with an equiv-
alent in Hebrew), which means “sign or mark” and is the rendering of the
Greek word, sémeion, such as we find in the Peshitta NT for the “signs” that
Jesus performs (e.g., Jn 2:11-18). In other words, in the translation from
the Greek, the immediate meaning of “elements” is lost, as stoicheia has
been rendered atwata, which means “letters” or “signs” and never “elements.”

The above passage uses metaphors of writing and reading to describe
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God’s act of creation and the angelic recognition of God’s authority in
that creation. This fits with Theodore’s thought, in particular his notion
of analogy.®* However, the text seems to depend on later Neoplatonic
sources in its use of the term “simple letters,” a Syriac calque of the
Greek ta hapld stoicheia, which is used to refer to the smallest and there-
fore indivisible components of matter in Greek physics. Thus, God’s act
of putting the elements together is likened to his spelling out a word;
however, both sides of this simile are conflated inasmuch as the word and
the thing come into being when God places the letters together. For
example, note how the text refers to the word “firmament” as the “the
great name which is the construction of the firmament.”® God creates
the name and the thing at the same time. This passage makes more sense
if we recall that, according to various Syriac texts from the sixth century
onward, God spoke Syriac at the creation.3 However, this analogy between
writing and creating, reading and recognizing the Creator behind the
created thing, breaks down in the underlined portion of the above pas-
sage. There, the angels are described as writing the visible creation “like
letters” “in their continuous variations” and spelling out and/or meditat-
ing upon the name of the Creator and organizer of all. This is different
from recognizing the Creator in his acts of creation. In contrast to the
type of combination God engages in when he creates, that is, combining
elements (or “letters”), the angels spell God’s name by means of entities
that God has already created through various combinations of elements.
Moreover, class does not seem to end here: God then sends the angels
out into the school of the world, where they spell and meditate upon the
name of God. This idea in part depends on Theodore of Mopsuestia’s
notion of the present world being a school, as discussed in the previous
chapter. However, it still is not clear what the angels are doing in this “class-
room” nor what it means to spell the name of God—or even meditate
upon it—with the letters of the visible creation.

The immediate source for this extended metaphor of writing and read-
ing is certain passages that appear in the corpus of Evagrius of Pontus
(345-399). As we will see in Chapter Nine, Evagrius’s works were key texts
in the Church of the East by the later sixth century. One step in the mon-
astic course of discipline Evagrius advocated was contemplation of the
natural order of creation. In this thedria phusiké the monk attempted to
grasp the underlying principles of creation. For Evagrius—and this is es-
sential for understanding the relationship between the East-Syrian school
and monastery—this form of contemplation was inferior to later steps in
monastic discipline.

Evagrius regularly uses metaphors of reading and writing to talk about
this theoria phusiké.*” For example, his Letter to Melania, which serves as
an important summary of a number of Evagrius’s main ideas, employs a
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formulaic epistolary opening on the need to use letters to communicate
with those who are absent as a metaphor for the way that God relies on
creation as an intermediary in his contact with those who are distant from
him. The letter begins:

You know, good Sir, that if those who are far apart from each other, separated
by a long distance (something which is apt to happen for many varied reasons),
want to know or to make known to each other, their respective intentions and
secrets (which should not be learnt by everyone, but only by those who have a
mind akin to their own), they do this by means of letters (ktzbata).*®

Evagrius continues in the vein for a while and then finally reveals his
intention in discussing these matters.

Now all these things which are done through letters, are a kind of symbol of the
things which in truth are done by those who are far apart from God. For those
who are far from God have made a separation between themselves and their
Creator by their loathsome works. But God, out of his love, has provided cre-
ation as a mediator: it is like letters.®

It is important to emphasize how this type of apperception of the divine
is for Evagrius a distant second to more immediate contemplation of the
divine. It is only a first step towards the invisible via the visible.** The
intimacy of such a knowledge of God is secondhand and differs from
higher knowledge of God, just as epistolary correspondence differs from
personal interaction.*! This writing metaphor shows up numerous times
in Evagrius’s works, including his Kephalaia Gnostica, and it seems that
the Cause is relying on it in its own extended metaphorical usage.*?

The reading and writing that occurs in the classroom of creation rep-
resents Evagrius’s notion of thedria phusiké; however, as I hope to demon-
strate in the much of what follows, the Cause depends heavily on later
Neoplatonic sources in its understanding and communication of this
idea. The continual reshuffling of creation in order to spell out the name
of the Creator refers to the use of language and rationality, which are
related terms in both Greek and Syriac (Gr. légos and Syr. melta and their
various cognates). Language and rationality are tools for analyzing the
created order so that we may learn about God, the Creator who is essen-
tially unknowable.

At the end of this chapter I will suggest that these notions derive also
from a prior Syriac background, in addition to the works of Evagrius
of Pontus and a Neoplatonic appropriation of Aristotelian logic, inas-
much as they represent a developed version of ideas found in the fourth-
century writings of Ephrem of Nisibis. Notions found in works of Ephrem
as well as the writing of Evagrius provide a framework upon which is laid
much of the Greek philosophical material the Cause employs. Furthermore,
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by examining this material and the way it conveys the idea of “spelling
out names with creation,” which we find in the Cause, we will also better
understand how the Cause addresses human history and the human
schools that follow the angelic one.®® For even when it turns from the
angelic school in heaven to the history of human schools, the Cause de-
scribes “with what letters he (i.e., God) composed names, so it (i.e., the
human school) could read and be instructed.” Thus, the metaphors of
reading and writing and their extrapolation in the Cause are central for
understanding the text’s anthropology.

The Natural Theology of the Cause (333.8-345.6)

After his introductory statements, the speaker in the Cause turns to a dis-
cussion of God’s priority in existence (Cause 333.8-334.15), beginning
with the question of how we are able to investigate God (Cause 333.8~
334.6). This investigation into God is different from the investigation into
all other entities. The text posits that there are three “orders” by which
something may be understood (“according to its order,” “above its order,”
and “below its order”) (Syriac taksa from Greek tdxis; Cause 333.8-12).4
For example, the human being “according to its order” consists of body
and soul, while God is above the human order and animals are below it.
God is different from other beings because he can only be examined
according to his order and below it.

God is spoken about (metmallal lawl hy]) in two ways by creatures, either “as he
exists” or “below the way he exists.” But “above the way he exists” it is not possi-
ble to speak (netmallal). For if we say (@mrinan) that he is eternally existent,
infinite spirit, the cause of all, this is defined about him (ethatmat law[hy])) “as
the order.” But if we say (netmallal) he is composed (mrakba) and bodily, igno-
rant and needful, this is composed about him (etrakbat law[hy]) “below the order”
and inexactly.*®

Implicit here is the notion that since it is impossible to conceive of any-
thing greater than God we can not say anything about him above his order.
Furthermore, to attribute certain things to him, such as a body, would
be to suggest that he is below the order he holds.

Investigation into something begins with how we speak about it, and
this focus on speaking correctly about things resembles the Neoplaton-
ists’ method: semantics is the first step towards epistemology and ontology.
The focus on what we say about something in a discussion of how we
“comprehend” and “investigate” it seems to derive from the Neoplatonic
practice of drawing an explicit connection between words, things, and
concepts. Neoplatonic texts regularly conflate these three very different
ontological modes. In the prolegomenon to his commentary on the Cate-
gories, Ammonius explains that commentators in the past have disagreed
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as to whether the Categories treats words (phonai ), things (prigmata), or
concepts (noémata). He resolves this dispute by suggesting that all were
in part correct. “The Philosopher’s aim here, therefore, is to treat words
that mean things through mediating concepts.”” This explains why the
investigation into things in this section entails saying something about
them. While Aristotle’s Categories has perplexed contemporary philoso-
phers as to its intended purpose,* in antiquity it was understood by some,
including the Neoplatonists, to be a preface to Aristotle’s logical works,
“giving a theory of the meanings of the terms of which propositions are
composed.”™®

The use in this passage and elsewhere in the Cause of the passive form
of the verbs “to say” and “to speak” derives from the Syriac translation of
the Greek lgesthai and katégoreisthai. ° In later standardized translations of
Greek texts katégoreisthai is rendered by the quadralitteral root gtrg, but
early translations were not standardized and different forms were used.
The early sixth-century Syriac translation of the Isagoge regularly uses the
passive form of the Syriac “to say” (’mar) as an equivalent of both Greek
verbs and, like the Cause, uses the preposition “‘al” for the Greek “katd.”!

The connection between speaking of something and inquiring into it
is similar to the conflation of object and name that occurs in the discus-
sion of the creation narrative of the Cause. The very fact that how we
speak about something is a methodological concern points to a philo-
sophical awareness of the difference between object and speech, but the
conflation that occurs at the same time suggests a confusion between the
two. The origins of this conflation between thing and name are unclear:
it may derive from both a “Semitic” and a Neoplatonic background.*
Furthermore, stemming from ambiguities in the use of the Greek lggos,
the relation between words for “speech” and “reason” in Syriac would have
contributed to this confusion: melta means “word,” “speech,” or “reason”;
mitla means “capable of speech” and “capable of reason.”

Another verbal connection to Greek texts is the use of the verb “to
define” in the Syriac, which, especially in the passive form, as it is used
here, is a calque of the Greek horizesthai’® The impersonal usage, “it is
defined about him,” fits the Greek equivalent but also avoids the ques-
tionable implications of a statement such as “God is defined,” which would
impute a limitation to God.

The two different usages of the word “compose” (rakkeb) in this pas-
sage need to be explicated, especially since “composition” (rukkaba) is a
key concept in the description of God creating the world at Cause 348.4—
349.13. In the sentence, “But if we say he is composed (mrakbd) and bod-
ily, ignorant and needful, this is composed (etrakbat) about him ‘below the
order’ and inexactly,”* we find two different usages of the Syriac word
rakkeb, “to compose,” “to compound,” or “to combine. "

According to the first usage, God cannot be “composed,” because
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implicit in such a claim would be that he is a created being. Something
that is composed has parts that have been put together and at some point
could be taken apart again; God is therefore certainly a unity.*® An ear-
lier Syriac equivalent to the text’s avoidance of referring to God as “com-
posed” is found in Narsai’s Homilies on Creation, where God is called “he
who is without combination” (d-la rukkaba) .57 Narsai regularly uses rakkeb
as the verb to describe what God does when he puts together body and
soul to form the human being. Thus, by referring to God in this way,
Narsai means to draw a contrast between the uncomposed God and the
composed human being. A connection to Narsai’s usage may be seen in
this passage’s example of what we can say about the human being accord-
ing to his order, that is, that he is “soul and body.”™® The Cause’s use of
the adjective, instead of the noun as in Narsali, is in accord with general
shifts in Syriac morphological usage in the sixth century, the prolifera-
tion of adjectives and attributive participles in Syriac reflecting an imi-
tation of Greek prose where the two are common.

However, Narsai’s text does not fully illuminate the usage of the word
“composed” in this passage. The attributive adjective, “composed,” seems
to be a translation equivalent of the Greek sintheton, the opposite of the
Greek word hapléos, “simple.” Ammonius’s commentary on the Categories
serves as a framework for understanding the Syriac.

Some substance is simple, some composite. Some simple substance is better than
composite, some is inferior. Man and things of that sort are composite substances.
The substance of the gods is simple substance that is better than the composite.
Simple substance that is inferior to the composite is prime matter and form.
These latter <two> gain recognition on account of the composites, and things
recognized because of something else are always inferior to that on account of
which they are recognized. . . . But Aristotle will not discuss here what is simple
and superior to the composite (for that is theology), nor what is simple and infe-
rior to the composite (for that is the inquiry into natural causes and phenomena
[physiologial ), but rather the composite and relational, insofar as it is signified in
such a way.”

The Cause follows Ammonius in the idea that there are two kinds of sim-
ple entity: God, who is greater than all combined entities, and the basic
building blocks of the world, which are for the Cause the simple letters.
God’s lack of combination makes him unknowable, since the Cause seems
to follow the Neoplatonic idea that knowledge in this world is based
upon the knowledge of parts of a whole. However, God not being com-
posite in his substance does not mean that logical conclusions cannot be
“composed” about him. This leads to the second use of rakkeb in the pas-
sage above.

The second usage of rakkeb, “it is composed” (etrakbat), stems directly
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from the Syriac translations of Aristotle’s logical works. In the beginning
of the Categories, Aristotle writes: “Of things that are said, some involve
combination while others are said without combination” (1a16-17). The
Categories deals with things said without combination by describing the
different types of predicates. Things said with combination are first ad-
dressed in the next work in the Organon, De Interpretatione.® To be said with
combination means to have a subject and a predicate and, as Aristotle
emphasizes, for any statement to be judged according to its veracity it
must have a subject and a predicate.

For falsity and truth have to do with combination and separation. Thus names
and verbs by themselves—for instance “man” or “white” when nothing further is
added—are like the thoughts that are without combination and separation; for
so far they are neither true nor false.®!

The later Neoplatonic commentators, in their clarification and drawing
out of Aristotle’s thought, present a system of increasing complexity as
further combinations are made on the way to truth.®* A word is a com-
bination of letters or sounds; words are combined as subject and predi-
cate to form a simple proposition; and simple propositions combine to
form complex ones, until we have the syllogism and the ability to reason.

Ammonius even explains the order of the works of the Organon by this
increasing combination:

Moreover, the order is immediately obvious to us, since we said that the first ap-
plication of simple words precedes <that of> nouns and verbs, whereas nouns
and verbs <precede> simple propositions, and they <precede> universal syllogisms,
and they <precede> demonstrative syllogisms. It is with reference to the order of
these things, accordingly, that the books have been composed as well.53

This same understanding of the order of the Organon can be found in the
introduction to Probus’s sixth-century Syriac commentary on De Inter-
pretatione.s* He writes: “Truth and falsehood come into being by com-
bined thoughts and by combined sounds.”® Ammonius’s understanding
of the movement from simple to complex can be seen in many passages
in the Neoplatonic corpus. For the commentators, combination and divi-
sion are opposite sides of the same coin. For example, Philoponus writes
in his commentary on De Anima:

430b3 It is also possible, however, to say that all things are division.

He has said that “not white” is put together with “snow” and that “all things” are
composition, even denials (for “snow is not white” is a denial). This being so he
says that just as we have called all things composition, so we can call them all divi-
sion. For every proposition divides into a subject and a predicate term, and besides,
what is composite is composed in any case of divided things; of this nature too
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are propositions composed of terms. If, therefore, starting from composites we
understand simple things, we have division; if starting from divided things we
understand a composite, we have composition.®

Division (Syriac pullaga), also plays an important role in the Cause for
example, in its version of the Tree of Porphyry (see below) .5’ The commen-
tators draw an analogy between the distinct processes of combination
and division, processes that are also related to one another in the Cause.
For example, the sixth-century Alexandrian commentator Elias writes:

A property of analytic is to take some composite thing and analyze it into the
simple things out of which it is composed, just as speech is analyzed into words
(léxeis), words into syllables, and syllables into letters.5®

The opposing terms “simple” and “composite” and the physical and fig-
urative notions implicit in them are prevalent in the commentators to
such an extent that they serve as a basis for their whole method and
approach.®

To sum up the above, for Ammonius and the commentators the word
“composite” can be used to describe substances or expressions. God is
not a combined or composite entity, and, being simple, he can thus not
be known, since something is known by its parts. The only way to know
something which is simple is by a more immediate apprehension or intu-
ition,” or through combined or composite statements made about that
entity. Thus, knowledge of God is formed synthetically, but God is not a
synthetic.

Now that the text has established that our investigation of God is lim-
ited to how he exists—that is as “eternally existent, infinite spirit, the
cause of all””'—it moves on to discuss the two different kinds of being
(Cause 334.7-334.15) . By relying on the basic philosophical division be-
tween the two verbs “to be” in Greek, einai and gignesthai—in Syriac
itaw(hy) and hwa respectively—the text compares God’s being to that of
creation’s. Both God and creation exist, but since God has neither be-
ginning nor end and brought everything else into being, he is the only
one who can be described as truly existent.

Although the distinction between the two verbs “to be” is common in
Greek literature and certainly did not come into Syriac solely via the
translation of philosophical material, the distinction as it is maintained
in the Causewould no doubt have been reinforced by such philosophical
literature.

Furthermore, the first lines of this section seem to rely on a distinction
between “universal” and “particular” that derives from Aristotelian logic.
In De Interpretatione, Aristotle writes:
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Now of actual things some are universal, others particular (I call universal that
which is by its nature predicated of a number of things, and particular that
which is not; man, for instance, is a universal, Callias is not).”

The “universal” is often rendered in Syriac with words based on the Syr-
iac gawwa. The Greek for “particular” is rendered with 7hidaya.”

For although this expression “exists” is equal in respect to the universal (gawwa)
and also the particular (7h7daya), nevertheless it fits and agrees exactly with him
alone.™

Despite their earlier usage, the two terms “universal” and “particular” as
they are used here correspond to the Aristotelian source.”™

Moreover, the usage of “equal” (Swd) in this passage seems to depend
on the first chapter of the Categories and its commentary tradition. Aris-
totle distinguishes between synonyms and homonyms. Synonyms are
words that share both name and definition. According to Ammonius,
“This is the way that genera are predicated of their species, for man is
called animal and is also a sensible animate substance.”” In contrast,
homonyms are words that share the same name but differ in definition.
Homonyms are thus similar only in name, not in nature.”” The Syriac
root §~w-’ is equivalent to the Greek prefix homo-. For example, Probus,
following a Greek source, writes: “the expression equal in name (Sawyat
$ma) (is divided) into different significations, such as the expression
‘dog’ into ‘sea dog’ (i.e., shark) and ‘land dog’.”” The Cause thus argues
in this section that the word “exists” as it is applied to God and as it is
applied to all beings is a homonym: it is the same word, but means some-
thing very different in each case.”

The text then turns to the issue of the epistemological inaccessibility
of God (Cause 335.1-337.6). God has no beginning and no names fit him
{Cause 335.1-13). He existed alone before creation and knew himself in
a way that creatures could never know him. While some of the terminol-
ogy in this section may derive from later philosophical sources, parallels
for much of the content of this section can be found in fifth- and early
sixth-century Greek and Syriac writers. For example, the idea of analogy
here can be found in Theodore of Mopsuestia’s commentary on Genesis
and is a contributing factor to the natural theology developed in this
whole section of the Cause®® According to the Cause, names can only be
attributed to God by analogy, since he can not “be spoken or conceived
of by rational beings” in the manner “in which he knew himself.”! The
earlier patristic background of some of this material can be seen in the
fact that, like the writer of the Cause, Jacob of Sarug describes God as
existing without a name before creation and alone taking pleasure in
himself.32 The use twice of the adverb itya’#t may have a Neoplatonic,
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philosophical origin, but this word, reflecting the Greek ousiadds, could
also derive from a patristic author or Evagrius of Pontus.®

Although God is not compound or composite, combined or compos-
ite statements can be made about him. God’s lack of combination corres-
ponds with the Cause’s strong emphasis that it is impossible for the divine
essence (#tatd) to be “spoken about” or “conceived of by rational beings.”

While in these things of his (halén diléh) he exists ineffably (I metmallana’i),
since thought has neither place, nor also time, which begins from movement,
nor movement, which adheres to essence (¥tiitd), far from there more than that
which was farness—for he is the depth of depths, not to be searched out or discovered
(Eccl 7:23—4)—thought does not have a path by which to go as far as that
Lordship, loftier than the trodden paths and ways of the mind, the swift mes-
senger of the soul. Because the mind does not have a path by which to go there,
also speech (meltd), a swift horse of four feet, is lame and abstains from the
course. Since thought, which is guide and tutor of speech—the pupils of its
eyes are blind, and it would not be able to search into that powerful light, if our
Lord himself had not performed his grace in us and revealed and showed us
concerning his essence (yatéh), albeit in a manner fit only for children (dfén
Sabra’st). . . . But if not, not even this crumb of knowledge would be able to fix
its gaze on that divine presence, since all of those things of his go unspeakably
beyond the thought and reason of created things. For also that which we should
know that we do not know, in my opinion, goes beyond knowledge.?*

This next passage addresses the impossibility of knowing God, if not for
his grace. The very beginning further demonstrates a philosophical back-
ground if we translate the phrase “these things of his” more fully as
“these things proper to him.” This is plausible, since the Syriac diléh is
cognate with the Syriac word for “property” (dilayuta, Gr. idion), which
is used elsewhere in the Cause.3 The philosophical sense of the word
would be appropriate, since the text is talking about God’s complete
transcendence of the world. In Porphyry’s Isagoge, “property” is defined
as being dissimilar from “difference” in that it is convertible with the
species to which it belongs. Porphyry writes: “It is a property of differ-
ence that it is often predicated of many species, as rational is predicated
of god and man, but property is predicated of the single species it
belongs to.” For example, human beings have the capacity to laugh and
the capacity to laugh belongs to human beings alone.® Thus, God exists
“in,” or perhaps “with” (Syr. &), his own properties, that is, the charac-
teristics that belong to him alone.

We have already seen above the philosophical implications of the use
of “to say” or “to speak.” The adverb translated as “ineffably” (i@ met-
mallana’it) has similar implications, though it could also derive from
Evagrius of Pontus. This use of “ineffably” is related to the use of “speech”
(meltay, a cognate word in the Syriac. To paraphrase the first sentence
of this quotation, God exists ineffably, and just as thought and knowledge
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cannot reach him neither can speech. As above, speech and thought are
again tied to one another: to talk about something and to think about it
are mutually inclusive acts.

The clause after the first phrase in 336.1 ultimately depends on Aris-
totle, according to whom discursive thought requires place, time, and
movement,

since thought has neither place, nor also time, which begins from movement,
nor movement, which adheres to essence, . . . .57

The Syriac hussaba, “thought,” perhaps reflects the Greek logismos (as
opposed to, for example, néésis, which means “intuition”). The phrase
“thought has neither place” (Syr. atrd l-hus$aba layt) seems to derive from
the Greek usage of tgpos (perhaps the idiom “échein tépon”).

God does not change, and thus time and movement, both character-
istics of the natural world, have no effect on him. Movement (zaw‘G) is
equivalent to the Greek kinesis, which Aristotle himself suggests is not
altogether different from the Greek metabolé (“change”).® Time does not
exist without change or without movement.®® Therefore, time can only
begin with advent of movement and change.* This issue was taken up in
a no longer extant treatise of Sergius of Ré3‘ayna.*

The word “essence” (ituia), used above, often renders the Greek ousia
but, since in Christological discussions the East Syrians often use kyana
with a meaning close to itd and since kyand is a word commonly used
to translate the Greek phaisis, there is a possibility that #ita may derive
from phaisis in this instance. Aristotle writes: “For nature is the principle
and cause of motion and rest for those things, and those things only, in
which she inheres primarily, as distinct from incidentally.”™? A Syriac
scholion reads: “Definition of nature: the principle of movement and re-
pose.”®® The word “adheres,” Syr. ndgep, is used to translate several Greek
words, including hépesthai,™* akoloithein,” hyphistanai,”® and hypdrchein.”’
The verb nagep can be variously translated in its philosophical usage as
“follows, is concomitant with, joined to, belongs to.”

Further analysis would be required to discover all the sources for the
rich imagery of this passage. Comparable terms can be found in literatures
other than the philosophical, such as in the Evagrian corpus. The meta-
phorical description of the word as a lame horse derives ultimately from
Plato’s Phaedrus, but may have been mediated via any number of sources.?
Similarly, the description of the mind or soul as an eye blinded by igno-
rance or sin is a common motif, again deriving from Plato.*® Some of the
language may also be biblically inspired, such as the “paths and ways.”'%

The word used for “essence” in the phrase “revealed and showed us
concerning his essence”® is not #atd, the word used in the rest of the
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Cause. Rather, it is yat, which means both essence and self. Thus another
possible translation of this line is “revealed and showed us concerning
himself.” This word has a very interesting history, but suffice it to say that
Syriac speakers (despite the philological inaccuracy) would have believed
it to be cognate with ititd and other Syriac words based upon the exis-
tential particle #, meaning “there is,” which, as stated above, serves as a
common translation equivalent of the Greek ¢inai, “to be, to exist.”10?

The two collections of scriptural quotations in Cause 335.10-13 and
336.1-337.6 are integral to understanding the Cause’s argument, and par-
ticularly its notion of natural theology. The quotations from scripture
are combined to convey intertextually many of the pedagogical ideas the
text has expressed already in more rarified terms. For example, the quo-
tation from Rom 1:19 comes from a passage (Rom 1:18-23), which has long
been central to discussions of Paul’s natural theology.!® These scriptural
quotations, all pertaining to the knowledge of God, provide a smooth
transition to the next section (Cause 337.7-339.14), which addresses the
means by which human beings are able to learn about the divine.

First, the Cause raises two questions: How do we learn about the div-
ine essence (itutd)é and what is the difference between the Creator and
the created? The first question is put off (until Cause 340.1ff), while the
second question is addressed immediately here. The text notes that the
appellation “created” includes under itself many genera and species. The
Aristotelian concept of the “universal” appears here,'* while the idea of
homonymity is used throughout.!%

The text then turns to the complex division of all things that exist
(Cause 337.13-338.1%). This passage ultimately derives from the Tree of
Porphyry, a famous paragraph from Porphyry’s Isagoge, or Introduction to
the Categories, in which, as an example of the genus-species hierarchy,
Porphyry presents a list of increasing specificity through a sample defini-
tion of the human being.!® This list runs from substance, through corpor-
eal, animate (i.e., ensouled), living (i.e., percipient), and rational, until
finally we reach the human being. The Tree as presented in the Cause has
undergone various changes, most of which depend on further distinec-
tions made by later Neoplatonic commentators. What is significant is
that a diagram developed as an exercise for the study of logic is being
used as a description of the order and diversity of creation. Thus, as
often is the case, the logical becomes also the ontological. The distinction
between words, concepts, and things (for the Neoplatonists, i@ prigmata,
ta noémata, and hai phonai) is elided: how we talk and think about things
reflects the actual order of things as it truly is.

The excellence of different entities is judged not by their being but by
their substance (Cause 338.11-339.6). The distinction between “univer-
sal” and “particular” is again employed. Being is a universal; substance



Spelling God’s Name with the Letters of Creation 143

is a particular.!” “Something is excellent not in that it is, but rather in
what and how it is.” Excellence is defined by difference: God is different
by his “eternality.”

After further discussion of how different genera and species interrelate,
the text explains that we are only able to speak about God because lower
entities are able to take on the names of higher ones (Cause 339.7-14).

Although he is so high in his nature, exalted in his lordship, and distinct from
everything which has come into being, nevertheless he took it upon himself to
be said (net’emar) and spoken of (netmallal) in the compound language (mamia
mrakbd) of creatures, for the sake of our learning.1%

This is an explicit statement of what the text seems to have been saying
all along. The unknowable, simple—or rather, not composite—God con-
descends to be spoken of by us so we can learn about him. We see here
the combination of the idea of God’s humble condescension being com-
bined with Neoplatonic views on language and its necessity in the mate-
rial world. The connections formed by the links between different genera
and species in the Tree allow for this knowledge of God.

The Tree of Porphyry appears in the Cause not as a didactic tool for
understanding the genus/species relations of Aristotelian logic, which is
its original function, but as a dogmatic description of the order of real-
ity, a summary of the great chain of being. The alterations from Porphyry’s
original Tree show developments in later Neoplatonic philosophy as well
as Christian intellectuals’ concerns to incorporate into this philosophi-
cal model a psychology acceptable to Christians.

At the beginning of the previous section the text raised the question
of how we receive learning about God. An answer is provided by the text’s
description of the lamp of the soul and the illuminated mind (Cause
340.1-341.7), a description which relies on a characterization of knowl-
edge and understanding as illumination, common to many Platonic think-
ers. This idea of illumination is in accord with the limited access that the
mind has to God. For neither angels nor human beings can actually “con-
template the divine essence.”% After an extensive metaphor on the soul
as an “invisible lamp™!® that God has put within us and which is lit by
the “light of the divine mind,” the text then introduces the Parable of the
Lost Coin (Lk 15:8-10), via the connecting word “lamp.” However, the
text goes against the tenor of the Lucan original and interprets the para-
ble as an esoteric statement about our capacity to know God.

The text uses the Parable of the Lost Coin to express a theology
emphasizing the hiddenness of the divine image. The human being via
the illumination of the soul can find the hidden image of God in the “rich
treasury of his kingdom.” Reason will help us “see,” or rather more sig-
nificantly, “distinguish,” that which is hidden. Our mind, which is rational
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and illuminated—two terms which seem to be one and the same here—
is itself a likeness of God because of its dependence on the divine light
for its ignition. This mind belongs to both human beings and angels, those
who “walk within the open plain of air.”!!! As will be made clear later,
this process of finding the image through reason is the act of spelling the
name of God with the letters of creation. It is the natural theology that
this text presupposes.

Earlier it was established that both angels and human beings are able
to learn about the divine essence through the “illuminated mind.” The text
now turns to address “how it (i.e., the mind) is in us and what sort is its
place of dwelling™'? (Cause 341.8-342.5). The author counters the “wise
men of the Greeks” who “would attribute the name of divinity to it (i.e.,
the mind)” by suggesting that the foundation of the mind is the soul “which
is fettered within us.”** Much of the terminology in the description of
the mind’s guidance of the parts of the soul derives from philosophical
sources.

The different cognitive faculties of the soul come from Aristotle via
the commentators. The soul has five cognitive powers, and these are di-
vided by the commentary tradition into three logical and two nonlogical
parts.!* The three logical ones are what appear here.!*®

Cognitive Faculties = haylé yadda‘tané = dunimeis gnostikaill®
(1) Reason = hawna = nouUs

(2) Thought = tar‘ita = dianoia

(3) Reckoning!!’ = mahsabta = dbéxa

Similar cognitive faculties show up in the sixth-century Syriac commen-
tary on the Prior Analytics attributed to Probus.'®

In contrast to the three logical cognitive faculties of the soul, there
are the three appetitive powers, which come from Aristotle’s De Anima.!*

Desire = regta = epithumia
Anger = hemta = thtimos
Will = sebyana = botilésis

These three standard forms of appetite (drexis) can be found in the same
Syriac forms in the “Discourse on the Causes of the Universe,” the work
by Alexander of Aphrodisias attributed to Sergius of Ré$‘ayna in the
seventh-century manuscript British Library Add. 14658.1%°

When the text states that “mind is above all these things, as a wise
charioteer and a ready captain,”?! it is relying on two metaphors that
ultimately go back to Plato. These two metaphors are commonplace and
are often found next to one another. It is striking that both of these Greek
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words, héniochos meaning “charioteer” and kubernétés meaning “steersman,”
were taken up in Syriac and would have been recognizable to the text’s
purported audience.'? Although the source is unclear, such a usage was
especially common in philosophical texts and the two terms used together
in this way certainly suggest a philosophical provenance.'? However,
ship metaphors in general, such as the extended one in this passage, are
common in classical literature and appear in Syriac as well.12*

The two sets of faculties that the text describes as being purified are
equivalent to those mentioned above, despite their different names. The
Greek equivalencies are:

Cognitive Faculties = haylé yado‘e = energeiai gnostikai
/ dunameis
Animal Faculties = haylé hayytutané = energefai zotikai

Animal is another way of referring to the appetitive powers of the soul.'®

The distinction between the two parts of philosophy, the speculative
or theoretical and the practical, is standard in the Neoplatonic com-
mentary tradition (as well as in other philosophical literature).!?® On
occasion these two parts of philosophy are equated with different parts
of the soul, as we find in the Cause, where these two parts of philosophy
are mapped onto the two parts of the soul. The text is a bit unclear, inas-
much as it conflates parts of the soul, capacities of the soul, and the dif-
ferent parts of philosophy. The cognitive, or intellectual, and the active,
or effectual, portions of the soul, both of which are part of a purifying
process, are also clearly based originally on Greek terms.1??

Intellectual Portion = = mnata yaddu‘tanita = méros theorétikon
Effectual Portion = mnata sa‘orta = méros praktikén

All the parts of the soul, as well as the notion of purification that we
find in this portion of the text, appear in a passage from Sergius of
Ré§*ayna’s commentary on Aristotle’s Categories, a work closer to its Neo-
platonic roots than the Cause, which builds on the philosophical techni-
cal terminology with concrete visual metaphors.!?® The “rational and illum-
inated mind” has the ability to purify the different capacities of the soul
by means of its “intellectual” and “effectual” parts. Purification allows the
mind to “grasp the truth and exactitude of things” and maintains that
the mind’s “movements” will be “suitable and right.” The Cause relates
how rationality serves the mind in these endeavors ( Cause 342.6-344.7).

It begins with a long simile on rationality and how it mediates in the
mind’s interaction with the diversity of creation.'® The sea metaphor,
based upon a common analogy of the world to the sea,!* continues the



146 Chapter 7

text’s earlier likening of the mind to a captain. It is important to note
that the defining characteristic of the world in this section is its diversity
and the opposition that exists in it.!*! By “opposition” (sagublayita) the text
is referring to the opposition of different created entities to one another,
an idea that ties the passage to Aristotelian physics, but no doubt through
some intermediary.'*?

The text then describes how rationality serves as an aid for the per-
fection (Sumlaya) of knowledge (ida‘t@) and action (sa‘oruta). Further
dependence is clearly demonstrated by the way the text defines the per-
fection of the two corresponding parts of the mind. Perfection has an
opposite that relates to it in the way that color relates to body or accident
to essence.!® The analogy that color is to body as accident is to essence
is Aristotelian. The terms the Cause uses here seem to reflect similar
Greek ones used by Ammonius in a discussion of the same issues.!3*

Knowledge =1ida‘ta = gnosis, theoria
Action = sa‘oruta = praxis
Perfection = Sumlaya = teleidsis

Concerning Aristotle’s works, Ammonius writes the following:

Among the school <works> some are theoretical, some are practical, and some
instrumental. The theoretical ones are concerned with the discrimination of the
true and the false; the practical ones are concerned with the <discrimination>
of the good and the bad. But since in the theoretical realm some things creep in
as apparently true without being true, and similarly in the practical realm some
things are coloured with the name of good without being good, we need some
instrument to discriminate such things. What is it> Demonstration.!®

According to Ammonius, it is “logic” that “discriminates for us the true
from the false and the good from the bad.”'%6 Much of the material cited
here from Ammonius is reiterated by later Neoplatonists.!®” The transfer
of this material into Syriac can be seen in Sergius’s commentary on the
Categories: “Logic is the instrument that clearly distinguishes in knowledge
the true from the false and in practice defines again the good from the
bad.”* Probus in the sixth century also follows the Neoplatonic model:

For when art sought to adorn the soul, it saw that there are two faculties of the
soul, the intellectual and the active. The intellectual is that one by which we
know things; the active is that one by which we do things. While art wants to
adorn that intellectual (faculty) and that active (faculty), it sent out two parts,
that is, theory and practice, that through theory it might adorn the intellectual
(faculty) and through practice the active (faculty). For theory teaches about the
cognition of things, practice about the correcting of habits.13
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The Causeis clearly working within the same tradition as Probus, Sergius,
and the Greek Neoplatonic tradition that lies behind them. Clarifying this
material is especially important because the notion of rationality, which
the Cause seems to derive from the commentaries, plays such an impor-
tant role throughout much of the text.

Rationality is a tool that allows the schools that will be described
through the rest of the Cause to function.

It is certain then that without rationality it (truth) is not distinguished correctly
or known by those who judge these things in 2 human manner (’n@sa’#). For he
who does not speak in the divine spirit, his teaching will be in need of rational
demonstrations for it to be believed by those who hear it.140

A passage from Sergius’s introduction to the Categories is quite similar:

Without all this (i.e., Aristotle’s works on logic) neither can the meaning of writ-
ings on medicine be grasped, nor can the opinions of the philosophers be known,
nor indeed the true sense of the divine scriptures in which the hope of our salva-
tion is revealed — uniess a person receive divine power as a result of the exalted
nature of his way of life, with the result that he has no need of human training.
As far as human power is concerned, however, there can be no other course or
path to all the areas of knowledge except by way of training in Logic.!#

Both of these appear to be Christian versions of an apology, which shows
up in the Neoplatonic literature, for the human reliance on language.
After the first lemma in his commentary on the Categories, Ammonius
writes:

If souls were on high, separate from the body, each of them would on its own
know all things, without need of anything else. But they descend at birth and are
bound up with the body, and filled up with its fog, their sight becomes dim and
they are not able to know things it is in their nature to know. This is why they
need to communicate with one another, the voice serving their needs in convey-
ing their thoughts to one another. Now everything is made known both by a
name and by an account (légos).'*?

The fallen state of the soul posited by the Neoplatonists differs from the
Christian understanding of how the human being fits into the world that
we find in texts such as Sergius’s commentary and the Cause, however, the
two are parallel in that for both language is a compensation, a second-
best form of communication. The two Christian texts also seem to point
to a potential tension that can arise in Christian “scholasticism” how-
ever much reason and logic are needed for right knowledge, human vir-
tue and divine grace can always serve as a shortcut to the same kind of
knowledge. This issue will come up again in Chapter Nine in my discus-
sion of monastic criticism of the life and intellectual practice of the schools.
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So far the text has articulated the significance of reason as a tool by
which we may know true from false and right from wrong and, more im-
portantly, acquire learning about God. Reason, however, needs the divers-
ity of the world to be able to function. In fact, the creation of the world
is the establishment of the logical structure derived from the Tree of Por-
phyry, genera, species, and all. This diversity is required for the rational
mind to function, since the Cause, like Aristotle, has a representative view
of knowledge. This means that we know things by making images in our
heads about them (“And it is not possible to think without an image.”) .13
For Aristotle thinking and perceiving are analogous activities.!*

To the thinking soul images serve as if they were contents of perception (and
when it asserts or denies them to be good or bad it avoids or pursues them). That
is why the soul never thinks without an image. The process is like that in which
the air modifies the pupil in this or that way and the pupil transmits the modi-
fication to some third thing (and similarly in hearing), while the ultimate point
of arrival is one, a single mean, with different manners of being.1*

The source of knowledge for Aristotle is perception (as opposed to Plato,
who puts the intellect first). From perception we use imagination to form
an image to think with. Aristotle compares the mind to a writing tab-
let.1*6 These Aristotelian metaphors help us to make sense of this section
of the Cause, which takes up the text’s earlier theme of composition/
combination.

Therefore by this wonderful instrument (Gr. drganon) of rationality the mind
paints all the adorned images of exact knowledge and by it casts a glorious statue
of that prototype (i.e., God). So that the intelligence and the rationality of this
mind are neither idle nor useless—since it has no alphabet by which it might
compose (nrakkeb) names and read them syllable by syllable, receive teaching
about that essence, and then demonstrate the authority of his Lordship—neces-
sarily as a training exercise and a sign of its (i.e., the mind’s) freedom, the
Creator established this corporeality and adorned it with powers and colors, and
he divided it up into genera and species and differentiated it by figures and activ-
ities, and he conferred upon it individual properties. He brought it (i.e., corpo-
reality) in and set it in this spacious gulf between heaven and earth. As if upon
some tablet he wrote and composed (rakkeb) all the visible bodies that it (i.e.,
mind) might read them and from them know that one who was the cause of this
learning, as Paul said: They seek and search for God and from his creation they find him
(Acts 17:27), that it might take delight in desirable goods, be profited by its
wonderful beauties, plait and set upon his head a crown of joys, adorned with
the beauties and praises of that good Lord.1¥

The mind—in this case, the human one—can learn about the Creator
through the diverse order of creation. This is because the ordered sys-
tem of Aristotelian logic is not an invention of the mind, but rather re-
flects the order that God has imposed on creation. According to the
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Cause, aside from revelation all knowledge of God is synthetic and rep-
resentational. The mind through the tool of rationality paints an image.'*
As the above quotation states, God composed creation so that the mind
could compose names and read. The use of Aristotelian metaphor in more
concrete terms is apparent in other parts of the Cause, for example, in its
discussion of the first human school, that of Adam, the Cause describes
letters, a writing tablet, and the composition of names: this passage meta-
phorically externalizes the mental processes of the protoplast.!#

The reliance on Greek concepts in this section can be seen in the fol-
lowing chart demonstrating the Syriac and Greek equivalencies:

Instrument = organawn = érganon

Powers = haylé = dunameis (or energeiai)
Colors = gawné = chrémata

Genera = gensé = géné

Species = adse = eidé

Figures = eskémé =schémata

Activities = ma‘bdanwiata = energeiai (or dunameis)

Individual Properties = dilayata ihidayata = idia

The word schema is commonly used in Syriac; like the Greek word from
which it derives, it has a diversity of meanings. In a discussion of crea-
tion it is fitting that the Cause uses this word to describe the different
constructions of the world. For example, Jacob of Sarug uses it in his
Homilies on Creation to refer to the different structures of the created
world.'”® However, in a context where logic is being addressed this word
can also be taken to mean “logical figures,” the basic configuration of
argument in Aristotle’s syllogistic. There is an extant scholion attributed
to Sergius of Rés‘ayna which deals with the schema in this way, thus show-
ing that the word had such a meaning in Syriac by this date.!’! Appro-
priately, this portion of the text concludes with the quotation of Acts
17:27, since this is the other NT passage from which one might derive a
notion of natural theology (along with Rom 1:19).

Earlier in this chapter I discussed how in its description of the class-
room in heaven at the time of creation the Cause presents the angels as
writing the visible creation “like letters” “in their continuous variations”
and spelling out, or meditating upon, the name of the Creator and orga-
nizer of all. As I stated earlier, this metaphor derives from Evagrius of
Pontus’s notion of thedria phusiké, or natural contemplation. The process
of writing creation like letters to spell the name of God is the logical pro-
cess itself, whereby we can learn about the Creator through synthesis
and analysis of the created world. The author of the Cause, however, is
not simply repeating Evagrius’s thought, but rather elaborating on it by
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means of the philosophical literature, particularly Aristotelian logical
works and their commentary tradition, which was carried eastward at
this time. The text engages in this exercise itself, when it (mis)uses the
Tree of Porphyry by inverting it and treating it as an ascending hierar-
chy of excellence. The very fact that God can be on the Tree demon-
strates that the mind has a point of access to him.

The Neoplatonists of the fifth and sixth centuries attempted to make
Aristotle and Plato agree.!5? One way this was done was to make Aristotle
applicable to the world below and Plato to the world above. The Cause
does something similar: it uses Aristotle to interpret the created world in
order to learn something about its essentially unknowable Creator. In con-
trast, the section in the Cause which describes heavenly ascent (addressed
in the previous chapter, Cause 346.1-347.4) seems to rely less on the
philosophical material deriving from the later Neoplatonists and more
on an Evagrian reading of Theodore of Mopsuestia’s notion of the div-
ine image. The East Syrians believed that we can learn something about
God from the created world. In contrast, Christian Neoplatonists tended
to downplay the epistemological utility of this world. “For Augustine, as
for Plato, the contents of this intelligible world were known by the mind
independently of sense-experience.”?? Like the Cause, Augustine attrib-
utes knowledge to illumination. “Augustine also speaks of this divine
illumination in the mind as the mind’s participation in the Word of God,
as God’s interior presence to the mind, as Christ dwelling in the human
soul and teaching it from within, and in other ways.”** Knowledge seems
to be a continous act of God for Augustine, while for the Cause God has
given us a tool—which ultimately derives from himself, i.e., Christ the
Word—in order to interpret the world. In this respect the Cause contains
a more humanistic understanding of human beings, their relationship to
the world, and their agency in learning about the world.'*® However, as
we will see in a later chapter, this kind of learning seems to have been
prolegomenal in the Church of the East.

Fitting the Neoplatonic Aristotle into an Ephremic Framework
(or, Is Aristotle Really That Interesting?)

In the beginning of his Greek Thought, Arabic Culture, Dimitri Gutas writes:

For all these reasons, it is obvious that the translation movement was generated
and sustained for a very long time by needs and tendencies in the nascent
‘Abbasid society as reflected in its structure and consequent ideology; it can
hardly be accounted for by the two theories that have been unreflectingly pre-
valent in most discussion of the subject to this day. The first claims that the
translation movement was the result of the scholarly zeal of a few Syriac-speaking
Christians who, fluent in Greek (because of their particular education) and Arabic
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(because of their historical circumstances), decided to translate certain works
out of altruistic motives for the improvement of society (or even, be it, the pro-
motion of their own religion). The second theory, rampant in much mainstream
historiography, attributes it to the wisdom and open-mindedness of a few “en-
lightened rulers” who, conceived in a backward projection of European enlight-
enment ideology, promoted learning for its own sake.!%

While Gutas’s argument may be open to some criticisms of nuance—for
example, he may be too aggressively downplaying the role of Syriac Chris-
tians in the early ‘Abbasid translation movement—his main point and
what may be seen as his methodological statement is of central impor-
tance to my study: the translation movement must be understood as a
response to certain synchronic cultural needs within ‘Abbasid society.
The former of the two approaches that Gutas wants to avoid assumes that
a prior Syriac Christian interest in Greek literature explains the ‘Abbasid
interest in this material. The latter anachronistically projects certain mod-
ern ideas onto the ‘Abbasid elite. The fallacy of both of these approaches
is the assumption that Greek literature has some inherent value that only
needs to be recognized to be appreciated: in the one case it is the Syriac
Christians who do this, in the other it is “enlightened rulers.”

On the contrary, in all cultural transmission the receptors of tradi-
tion must be part of an environment congenial to the assimilation of the
transmitted material. The renegotiation that occurs in cultural transmis-
sion—in the case of my argument, the picking and choosing of certain
ideas from the Neoplatonic version of Aristotelian logic—often reflects
the intellectual background of the receptors involved as well as the abil-
ity of the received material to articulate, draw out, and play upon this
background. In the past scholars rarely questioned what made a partic-
ular philosopher popular at one time or another, especially Aristotle, the
philosopher par excellence, whose genius—and therefore the inherent
appeal of his works—was taken for granted. However, the East Syrians
did not at first absorb all of Aristotle and his commentators. Rather, cer-
tain portions of the corpus were assimilated into East-Syrian thought.
Only with the eventual development of the idea of Aristotle’s authority
do we see the study of Aristotle for its own sake. To be sure, there are
other factors affecting what is received, especially with regard to the School
of Nisibis, which seems to have received the Neoplatonic Aristotle via
certain conduits, as discussed above, that would have affected the trans-
mission. I am not suggesting that the whole Aristotelian corpus along
with the commentary tradition was accessible to the School and that they
only took what they liked, but rather that we cannot look at what they
took or received without looking at what purpose this material served.

At this point I would like to make a brief attempt at demonstrating
how the Cause may be refitting the Neoplatonic Aristotle over an older
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Syriac intellectual framework. Earlier in the chapter I suggested a more
immediate dependence on the thought of Evagrius of Pontus, particu-
larly the analogy he draws between reading and writing and his notion
of natural theology or thedria phusiké. However, more than two centuries
before the composition of the Cause and perhaps a generation before
Evagrius, Ephrem of Nisibis, the fourth-century master of Syriac poetry,
also emphasized that God is unknowable in his essence (again, Syr. itutd).
Like the Cause, Ephrem mocks those who think they can inquire into the
divine essence. According to Ephrem, God bridges the ontological and
epistemological chasm between himself and his creation through vari-
ous modes of self-revelation. Two of these, aside from scripture and the
Incarnation,’ are the various symbols he has set throughout nature and
his putting on of a “garment of names.” Ephrem has a whole theology of
names, whereby God takes on human language so that he can be known.

We should realize that, had He not put on the names of such things, it would not
have been possible for Him to speak with us humans. By means of what belongs
to us did He draw close to us:

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 (yallidé), He spoke with our childish state
(Sabratan).

Refrain—Blessed is He who has appeared to our human race under so many
metaphors.158

These Ephremic ideas—that God condescends to humankind through lan-
guage and that he reveals himself in nature through symbols—Ilay the
foundation for the way the Cause receives and employs Aristotelian logic
to develop what we might understand as a kind of natural theology. While
the Neoplatonists from whom the Syrians received Aristotle saw language
as a necessity of our embodied state, for the Syrians, like Ephrem before
them, it is a tool to solve the problem of God’s radical transcendence of
the world. Furthermore, the emphasis on the significance of “names”
and metaphors that we find in Ephrem’s writings would in time lead to
speculation on the nature of language and its capacity to convey mean-
ing.’s® Thus, a prosaic successor to these interests can be seen in the East-
Syrian treatises on homonyms, shared names which would be epistemo-
logically threatening. 16

Ephrem lived in the fourth century, and I am not suggesting that his
influence is merely a diachronic phenomenon. Rather, Ephrem and
Theodore are both authors of the sixth century, inasmuch as their works
were read at that time. Ephrem’s works were being collected, recopied,
and codified in the sixth century. His influence on Syriac liturgy, a genre
that certainly reaches a large audience, was significant.!s! Beyond this,
there is his obvious influence on Narsai, whose works the author of the
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Cause probably knew. Moreover, it is important to emphasize the liturgi-
cal aspect of Ephrem’s works. The combination of theological inquiry
with the iterative nature of ritual, which we find in the ritualization of
study at the School of Nisibis, finds its precedent in Ephrem’s works.

At first philosophy was appreciated by the East Syrians as a collection
of concepts and technical terms that could best express things the East
Syrians already had an interest in. The Cause does not demonstrate how
the East Syrians received Aristotle; rather, it is an example of how they
took Aristotle and employed his ideas to express something akin to what
we find earlier in their milieu, for example, in the writings of Ephrem.
The text is one of the earliest attestations of the great synthesis of Greek
thought into Semitic language which would occur in the coming cen-
turies, a synthesis that would lead to the rebirth of ancient philosophy in
the Islamic period.

I have tried to demonstrate in the past two chapters how the Cause
creatively employs and even conflates Greek philosophical material with
the thought of Theodore of Mopsuestia. Such a conflation is exemplified
in the description the Cause provides of God teaching the angels to read
in the classroom of Genesis 1 (Cause 348.4-349.13), a passage we have
examined closely in this chapter and the preceding one. The natural the-
ology the Cause inherited from the theology of Ephrem is the meeting
point of these two different intellectual trajectories, which were combined
at the School of Nisibis. Within its long list of the great teachers of the
past the Cause predictably lingers over the figure of Theodore in a pas-
sage that draws an explicit connection between the apprehension of
God through natural theology and the interpretation of scripture.

With the strength of grace (i.e., the strength offered him by grace) he produced
an interpretation of all the scriptures and a disputation against all heresies. For
until that time when Grace brought this man into being and to the abode of
human beings, all the portions of teaching and the interpretations and tradi-
tions of the divine scriptures—in the likeness of different species, from which is
made the image of the King of Kings—were dispersed and cast everywhere in
confusion and without order among all the earlier writers and fathers of the
Catholic Church. After this human being had distinguished the good from the
evil and was trained in all writings and traditions of the first (fathers), then like
a skillful doctor, he collected into one whole all the traditions and chapters
which were dispersed, and he compounded them skillfully and intelligently, and
from them he mixed (like drugs) one complete aid for learning, perfect in beau-
ties; this man who uproots and puts an end to the sickly diseases from the minds
of those who approached his teaching eagerly. Because although there are dis-
eases and pains in our body, nevertheless among all the pains there is no pain
worse and more bitter to human souls than the disease of ignorance. Just as
those who make a statue (Gr. andrids) forge each and every one of the parts
of the image, and afterward fit them one after another, as the order of work-
manship demands, (to make) a complete statue, thus also the blessed Theodore
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composed, ordered, fit, and placed each and every one of the parts of this teach-
ing in the order which truth demands, and forged from them in all his writings
one perfect and wonderful image of that essence (#4td) rich in blessings. 162

As stated above, Ephrem draws an analogy between the way God reveals
himself in nature and the way he is revealed in scripture. Similarly, the
Cause employs terminology characteristic of its discussion of epistemol-
ogy and natural theology in this passage that treats the interpretation of
scripture and the exegetical project of Theodore of Mopsuestia. The com-
parison to the different species which are combined to form an image of
the King of Kings recalls the Cause's treatment of the Parable of the Lost
Coin. The process of composition/combination in Theodore’s forming
an image/statue is like the process that occurs when the mind contem-
plates creation. Again the divine essence is described as “that essence
rich in blessings.”'®® According to the Cause, Theodore brought scripture
together to form an image of the divine essence in the same way as,
through the use of rationality and the perception of the world, we can
compose an image of God in our minds through our use of reason.
The School’s intellectual heritage, as found in the Cause, derives from
both fifth-century Edessa and the sixth-century dissemination of Greek
philosophical literature in Mesopotamia. This material, that is, Theo-
dore of Mopsuestia’s theological worldview and Aristotelian logic (as well
as a developed form of Antiochene theology, one that is not necessarily
simply Theodoran), would have spread through the larger, more sophis-
ticated East-Syrian schools that had begun to pop up throughout Meso-
potamia by the late sixth century. From the schools these ideas may have
affected even larger portions of the Church. Insofar as the ideas of such
elite institutions had any effect on the common laity, it is most likely that
this occurred through liturgy and homiletics. These ideas certainly crept
into the monasteries, where they were met by resistance from those who
deemed scholastic epistemology to be beneath them—equivalent to the
gaucherie of a schoolboy’s multiplication table—and scholastic group
study to be child’s play. In the following two chapters we will look first at
the rise of the schools and then at the school movement’s occasionally
awkward relationship with and place within East-Syrian monasticism.



Chapter 8
A Typology of the East-Syrian Schools

A damaged colophon from a copy of the Gospels dated to 599/600 pro-
vides information on what seems to be an otherwise unattested East-Syrian
school at Tel Dinawar in Bet Nthadra, the region on the east bank of the
Tigris running from Nineveh northward to the Habur river. The ruins
of Dinawar are 30 km northeast of Kirmanshah in modern-day Iran.!
This colophon is strikingly similar to the Nisibene one that appears in
the introduction to this book (and the arbitrary nature of its survival
suggests how greatly our perspective is limited by the extant sources).

This book of the sanctified Gospel was completed in the year 911 of the Greeks.
That which by that [. . .] year ten of Khosro, king of kings, in Tel Dinawar, which
is in the land of Bét Nuhadra. In the teaching of . . . and the Fearers of God, the
Lord, inquired (?) the presbyter and . . . divine ones. And Mar Habbibi [the reader]
and . . . the presbyter elementary instructor and Mar Zékarya of . . . of the school
and Joseph the leader (Latin dux). Praise to that worshipful nature which
[abided] . . . and peace be with us in his mercy, in . . . to his name forever, amen.
He wrote (sraf) this book twice when . . . [remembered] all of the “stranger”
(aksenaye) brothers . . . May [we] be aided by their prayers, yea and amen.?

The similarity between this and the colophon from the introduction, as
well as the early date of this text, points to the rapid spread of East-
Syrian school culture and institutions in Mesopotamia. The reference to
the “strangers” may suggest that this school was connected to a larger
monastic complex.

By the time the School of Nisibis disappears from the sources in the
early seventh century a fully fledged school movement had developed
within the Church of the East. The School of Nisibis gave impetus to the
rise of other East-Syrian schools dispersed widely across late antique and
early Islamic Mesopotamia, and also to the social group of “schoolmen”
(Syr. eskolaye) who studied and often later taught in these schools. Most
of the evidence for these comes from the mid- to late sixth century on-
ward. Furthermore, the school movement was heavily integrated into the
broader spectrum of East-Syrian monasticism, yet within this spectrum
points of difference, and even rivalry, existed.
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In this chapter I would like to lay out the evidence for the different
East-Syrian schools that existed in Sasanian and early Islamic Mesopo-
tamia. I emphasize that this is preliminary work. In the eighteenth cen-
tury, J. S. Assemani laid out the evidence for a number of different schools
in his Bibliotheca Orientalis.® Different East-Syrian schools receive mention
in a number of studies, including Arthur V66bus’s History of the School of
Nisibis (1965), but no past scholar has made any attempt to gather and
delineate the evidence. Scholarly references to the East-Syrian schools have
often taken for granted what is meant by the term “school” and tend to
conflate varieties of evidence. Instead, most of the “schools” referred to
in this chapter are included in the discussion only when the East Syrians
employ the Syriac word eskélé to refer to them. From this evidence I would
like to suggest a tripartite typology into which we may fit the majority of
the East-Syrian schools that begin to appear in the sources from the
sixth century onward.

The source material for the various schools that were established is
diverse. Aside from the numerous texts that make passing reference to
these schools, the three main sources of information are the Book of Chas-
tity of 156°dénah of Basra, the Book of Governors of Thomas of Marga, and
the Chronicle of Siirt. These texts were composed much later than the events
and institutions they describe, and thus their descriptions may include
anachronistic projections from later periods onto earlier ones. The ear-
liest of these sources is 186‘dénah of Basra’s Book of Chastity (kigba d-
nakpriitd), a long collection of over one hundred brief lives of famous mon-
astic figures, from the mythical monastic founder, Eugenius (Mar Awgén},
to individuals from the eighth century.* This text was composed in the
mid-ninth century, or possibly at the end of the eighth, although it has
not been left untouched by later hands.®

The second and far more important source is Thomas of Marga’s
ninth-century Book of Governors, which, via a focused discussion of the
history of Thomas’s own monastery of Bét ‘Ab€, provides a broad his-
tory of monasticism within the life of the Church of the East from the
sixth century to the ninth century.® Thomas, like Is6°dénah, wrote hun-
dreds of years after many of the events which he described, and thus his
work must be read critically. The third source, the Chronicle of Siirt, was
composed probably sometime between 912 and 1020.7 Despite its late
date, the Chronicleis especially important because it relies in some places
on sources from earlier periods.?

From the evidence found primarily in these three texts, we can roughly
divide East-Syrian schools into three categories: independent schools,
which were institutions not based in, nor wholly dependent on, a local
church or monastery and which provided both elementary literacy and
higher learning; monastic schools, that is, centers of learning based within
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monasteries; and village schools, which can be divided into those that
taught elementary lessons in reading and church service and those where
a higher form of learning could also be acquired. Further discussion of
these different types of schools and their relationship to one another will
follow the presentation of the material. As this is a preliminary study of
the East-Syrian schools, I focus predominantly on specific instances of the
term “school” (Syriac, eskole). Although problems could possibly arise
from such a limited approach, for now I would rather my analysis be
clearly delineated, even to the point of disqualifying certain evidence, so
as to avoid reading too far into the evidence and reproducing problems
like the one created, for example, when Fiey refers to a “school” when
his source refers only to a particular teacher.®

Independent Schools

Independent schools such as the School of Nisibis seem to have been
founded from the mid-sixth century onwards. Aside from the School of
Nisibis, the earliest, best attested, and most influential school to func-
tion as an institution independent of any monastery or church building
is the School of Seleucia, on the bank of the Tigris River in the western
half of the dual city of Seleucia-Ctesiphon, the capital of the Sasanian
empire. This school would have received patronage from the Catholicos
but also possibly from the shah himself—in those times when he was
amicable toward the Church.!

Numerous minor references to this school exist. Fiey summarizes the
evidence for the school’s masters and then lists some of its more famous
students.!! He suggests that this school existed in two different locations,
the former institution existing in the late fifth century, the latter from
the time of Mar Aba onward. However, his evidence is based on a ref-
erence to Acacius (Catholicos 485-95/6) leaving the School of Edessa
and taking on the role of teacher in Seleucia-Ctesiphon.'? That Acacius
taught there does not mean that there was a school, especially since ref-
erence to one is lacking even in this extremely late source.?®

According to the Chronicle of Siirt, the School of Seleucia was founded
by Mar Aba (Catholicos 540-52), after he bested a Zoroastrian in a pub-
lic debate in the same location.’* The tale that the Chronicle presents is
a miraculous one; the lack of any earlier attestation and the use of a
stereotypical conversion motif suggests it is not reliable.!> To be sure,
Aba’s importance in the sixth-century school tradition is beyond doubt,
as is easily demonstrated by the number of figures in the school move-
ment associated with him by the sources.!® Yet the bulk of this fascinat-
ing story of miraculous one-upsmanship seems to be a fictional founda-
tion myth for the School of Seleucia. For example, however much Mar
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Aba’s Life describes him as a teacher, it nowhere mentions him founding
a school.’ That this mythic founding of the school begins with a dispute
with a Zoroastrian is appropriate: theological controversy was a major
impetus to the development of the school tradition. For example, an
alumnus of the School of Seleucia, Titus of Hédatta, would be known for
refuting Jacobites and Jews.!®

Whether Mar Aba formally founded it or not, the School of Seleucia
was later restored and rebuilt by the Catholicos Ezekiel (567-81), accord-
ing to the Chronicle of Siirt.! It would from the late sixth century onward
play a significant role in the intellectual and social life of the Church of
the East, a role comparable to that of the School of Nisibis. The head of
the School in the late sixth century, T5ai, composed one of the extant ex-
amples of the cause genre, and was important enough to be involved in
the selection of the new Catholicos.?

The importance of the School and of its head is illustrated by its inclu-
sion in the official business of the two empires of the day. The emperor
Maurice (582-602) sent a certain Mariita, bishop of Chalcedon, as an
emissary to Khosro 1.2 After watching the Catholicos Sabriso® (596-604)
miraculously heal a young boy who had been cursed with blindness and
muteness by a “Marcionite magician” while leaving the School, Marata
visits Khosro’s palace and celebrates the Mass with him. He then visits
the School, where he hears the lection and interpretation (fafsir) and
asks for the meaning of certain passages. He rewards the “students, the
weak, and the poor” with gifts and the Catholicos gives him perfumes
and gifts from India and China. On his way back he is directed by
Bokhti$6, the Catholicos’s “scribe” (kdtib) and head of the School.22

Perhaps Maruta would have been particularly interested in the School,
since the Chronicle of Siirt later describes him as a man knowledgeable in
Greek, Syriac, and Hebrew, and as having composed a commentary on
works of logic.? Certainly, if an emissary from “Rome” was brought there
and if the head of the School played an important part in hosting him, the
School must have been one of the centers of Christian life in the capital.

According to a source which has now been lost, in the later seventh
and early eighth centuries a certain Gabriel of Qatar taught in the School
and had among his students two future Catholicoi, Hénani$6 (686~
700) and Aba bar Bériksebyanéh (Mar Aba II, 742-753).2* This same
Gabriel, possibly the brother of Isaac of Nineveh, was known as Gabriel
the “Lion,” and may have been the author of biblical commentaries.?® As
Catholicos, Mar Aba II composed philosophical works and “got into a dis-
pute with his clergy about the management of the school at Seleucia.””®

The School of Seleucia was closely associated with the sixth-century
School of Nisibis both in its founding, if some truth is to be taken from the
story of Mar Aba, and in the continual movement of personnel between
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the two institutions. For example, we are told that Gregory, Metropol-
itan of Nisibis, after learning the psalms went to the School of Seleucia
before moving on to the School of Nisibis to study under Abraham of
Bét Rabban.?” Moreover, the collection of cause texts that have come
down to us, consisting of texts from Nisibis and Seleucia, seems to have
been put together in antiquity.?®

Another independent school of the time was the so-called School of
Arbela.® At the end of the problematic Chronicle of Arbela we find a passage:

Mar Abraham the interpreter gave to Mar Hénana Paul the Reader in order that
he might establish a school for the children in the land of Adiabene in order to
confirm the faith in their spirit and to protect it against the aggression of the
heretics and the Messalians; and that Paul remained with us for more than 30
years fulfilling the office that was entrusted to him by the heads of the church.3

A student of Mar Aba, Sergius, later led the School.®! The people of Adia-
bene, according to the Chronicle of Siirt,*? but more specifically the inhab-
itants of Arbela, according to the Book of Chastity,*® made Gregory of
Kagkar, the future metropolitan of Nisibis (beginning c. 596), “a teacher
and an interpreter” after he was educated in scripture at “the schools of
the royal city of Mahozé” (i.e., School of Seleucia).?* Gregory then returned
to his homeland of Kaskar, where he “founded a school which brought
together 300 students; he built then another school in a village in KaSkar
and ordered the students to fast and devote themselves to prayer.” He
then devoted his time to preaching among the populace, many of whom
were not Christian. This is similar to Mar Aba’s early career after his
study at the School of Nisibis. Like the story of Mar Aba from the Chron-
icle of Stirt, in this story even Zoroastrians acknowledge Gregory’s miracu-
lous powers: during a plague the chief magi surround his school and ask
him to pray for them. He does and the plague disappears.®® Again, we
see someone associated with the school movement in direct confronta-
tion with the East Syrians’ theological enemies.

Independent schools are perhaps the most difficult to draw out from
the sources. The School of Kaskar is referred to several times in Fiey’s
discussion of this city in his Assyrie chrétienne.” Yet the “School of Kaskar”
is used by Fiey both to refer to particular institutions and to speak of
Kaskar as a center of learning in general. As stated above, Gregory
founded a school in his home town. However, it is not clear whether we
should talk of one particular school, despite the city’s being a center
of learning for centuries.*® This ambiguity is similar to the problems
hindering the reconstruction of the history of the “School of Edessa,” as
discussed in Chapter Two: the sources tend to project later institutions
onto the past and scholars conflate centers of learning and schools.

Another example of this ambiguity can be seen in the so-called School
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of Balad. Abimelek, who later became part of the School of Bét Sahdé in
Nisibis, was a teacher in Balad.* During the time of the dissension under
Hénana, the Chronicle of Siirt reports, Marcus, bishop of Balad, “built a
school for them (i.e., those who left Nisibis) outside the city and gath-
ered them in it.”® Meskéna of Bét “Arbaye, a student of Hénana of
Adiabene, taught in the “school of Balad.”! We also read that I556°yahb
of Gédala (later iéé‘yahb II, 628—44 or 646),% after receiving his train-
ing at the School of Nisibis, left the School at the time of the schism under
Hénana and became a “teacher” in Balad.® Balad would later become
famous as 2 West-Syrian center of learning, but again we might ask if the
sources are referring to a particular school, such as that of Marcus, or
rather to the city itself as an intellectual center where it was possible for
Christian intellectuals to put a shingle out offering their learning to
those who sought it. Furthermore, it is not clear if they would have done
so independently, or if they associated themselves with the local ecclesi-
astical hierarchy and thus taught under the auspices of the Church. We
have very little information for these supposedly independent schools
and we know nothing about how they were maintained.

In the mid-sixth century Elias, the metropolitan of Nisibis, founded a
school at a martyrion near the gate of the city of Nisibis. This is the so-
called School of Bét Sahdé (i.e., martyrion) of Nisibis, where Abimelek
the interpreter also built a monastery.# In contrast to the schools that
were specifically founded in monasteries (see below), this school was an
exception in that, according to the sources, it had a monastery founded
in it, or rather in the place where it stood. Bét Sahdé seems to have func-
tioned as a holy place, i.e., a martyrion, which developed into a place of
learning and asceticism.* A certain “Paul the interpreter” left the School
of Nisibis under Hénana and taught there.* Also in the late sixth century
Abraham of Behqawad, the interpreter, studied at the School of Nisibis,
then moved to 1z13, and afterwards taught at Bét Sahdé, where he was
eventually laid to rest after being killed by brigands.*” Véobus sees the
founding of this school as an attempt to counter the School of Nisibis,*
whereas Fiey says that there is not enough evidence to settle the issue one
way or the other.® Furthermore, it is not clear what it means when the
sources say that a school and a monastery were in a martyrion. Does this
refer to the physical addition to the structure, making it a larger com-
plex, or does it mean only that students and monks spent time there?

Monastic Schools

The problem in addressing independent schools is that in some of the
sources it is not clear whether a city had an actual school or was simply
a center of learning where teachers and students would gather from afar.
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A similar problem exists for the monastic schools: aithough they are bet-
ter attested than the independent schools, it is often unclear what the
sources mean when they say that there was a “school” in a monastery. For
example, what are we to make of a source which refers to a “school” and
“schoolmen” at the monastery of Salak?%® Monasticism in Late Antiquity
often went hand in hand with a new form of literacy, and thus monas-
teries often functioned as schools whether they were referred to in this
way or not. One helpful distinguishing characteristic in the analysis of
the East-Syrian evidence lies in determining the content of learning at
these “schools.” It seems that monastic schools tended to be catechetical
and offered the elementary literate education required of elite men
within the Church of the East. Furthermore, these schools engaged in the
communal, liturgically oriented study typical of the independent schools
as well as of the village schools, as the story of Mar I36°yahb at Bét ‘Abé
in the following chapter will attest.

According to the Book of Chastity, Babai the Great, who came from an
affluent family, at one point in his career returned to his village of Bét
‘Aynata in Bét Zabdai and built on his family properties “a monastery to
which he added a great school.”! In constructing this monastery, Babai
was engaging in the typical form of elite patronage discussed in Chapter
Four. But again, since the sources take for granted a knowledge of this
apparently common institution, that is, the monastic school, we are not
told what was taught there and how the school would have been differ-
entiated from the monastery as a whole. Furthermore, sometimes the
sources conflate “school” and “monastery,” so that we are told that at the
time of the Catholicos Ezekiel (567-81), Daniel the Penitent, the miracle-
working martyr, “built a monastery and gathered in it school students
(eskolaye).”?

We must therefore be wary of the evidence for schools within monas-
teries. Take, for example, the case of the anomalous School of Mar ‘Abda
mentioned by the Chronicle of Stirt. While the “schools” referred to in the
sources begin to appear from the mid-to later sixth century onward, the
Chronicle places that of Mar ‘Abda in the late fourth century.®® The Chron-
icle tells us that Rabban Mar ‘Abda of Dayr Qunni (or Qoni) was raised
by local Christians in his home town, where he was educated in a “school.”
As a priest, “he built a great monastery and he built a school (Arab. eskil)
of assembling, and from all places they came to it.”** From this school
Mir ‘Abda sent his students on to study at Edessa.? His students, such as
‘Abdi$6°, would be famous for further proselytizing in Mesopotamia, and
the Catholicoi Ahay and Yahbalahad I (d. c. 421) came from his mon-
astery.’® This school, along with “many monasteries,” was eventually
destroyed by the Marzban (governor) of Bét Aramayé by order of the
shah Péroz (459-84) .57 According to the Chronicle, the school became so
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famous that the monastic standards it set were only changed in the sixth
century when Abraham of Nethpar and Abraham of Kaskar introduced
new rules and practices to the monastic life.”®

This story would suggest an early origin for the school movement, but
it is doubtful that “Abda’s monastery had an actual school in the later
East-Syrian sense of the term. It is more likely that this is a projection
into the past of later institutions.* There are several reasons for this. First,
there is no corroborating evidence, and the one source, the Chronicle of
Siirt, may be conflating Mar ‘Abda with another, later monastic founder
with the same name.® Second, the text uses stereotypical language in its
reference to the school. In the line, “he built a great (Arab. ‘az#m) mon-
astery and he built a school of assembling, and from all places they came
to it,”! we can see earlier Syriac formulaic language. (“Assembling,” jami‘,
clearly represents the Syriac noun knista from the root k-n-§, which also
forms the verb commonly used for coming together or assembling.®?)
Also elsewhere in the Chronicle of Siirt we find an anachronistic reference
for the mid-fourth century to “a great monastery and a school, and in
it masters and students gathered.” The text uses this set phrasing to
describe the episode when Gregory of Kaskar, Metropolitan of Nisibis,
founded a “great (kabir)” monastery at Bazzd de-Nahrawata (Bizz al-
Anhir), and “he assembled (ijtama‘a) school students to it from every-
where.”* This standard phrase shows how integrated the school and the
monastery could be, but probably does not realistically represent an in-
stitution founded in the fourth century.

The monastery of Dayr Qunni was perhaps influential in the fifth cen-
tury, but it is likely that the Chronicle’s description of it in this period de-
pends on the later reputation of this institution. Dayr Qunni became a
significant intellectual and monastic center in the Islamic period, and
we hear later of the “School of Mar Mari,” named after the legendary
evangelizer of the region.%® Thus it seems that under the influence of the
later fame of the monastery as a center of learning, the Chronicle projects
an anachronistic institution into an earlier period.

This standard conflation of monastery and school is found in much
of the source material. The Book of Chastity states that 1§62&ka “built three
monasteries and added to them schools.™ As we will see in the next
chapter, these additions were not without controversy. After being trained
in scripture, I86&ka then built a monastery in Bét ‘Arbayé and “estab-
lished in that monastery teachers and schoolmen (eskolayé).” In Adiabene
he built the monastery, later known as “The Monastery of Gassa of 136°z8ka,”
and placed “teachers and schoolmen” in it.5

The School of Hirta, according to the Chronicle of Siirt, was founded
by Cyrus of Edessa, one of the disciples of Mar Aba and the author of a
number of extant examples of the cause genre.® The Chronicle also refers
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to this school as a monastery and states that it was built over Mar Aba’s
grave.® Hirta was already a center of learning: the father of Sergius,
another of Mar Aba’s students, was “Sahiq, the teacher of Hirta.”” At a
nearby site, the archeological remains have been found of what may
have been the study notes of a pilgrim to the area from this period.” We
also read that Barsauma, an interpreter from Hirta, was made the met-
ropolitan of Nisibis by I§6yahb II (628-45),” and that Elijah, the founder
of the influential Upper Monastery in Mosul, studied there.” This school
in Hirta—or simply Hirta as a center of Christian learning—may have
existed up to the eleventh century.”

Village Schools

Thomas of Marga provides the majority of the evidence for village
schools, that is, small schools associated neither with large ecclesiastical
centers nor with monasteries. However, at least some of these schools
were attached to the local church.” We may assume that similar small
institutions existed from early on; however, these would have been more
informal, while village schools, as we know them from the sources, seem
to have been a later development. The learning at some of these schools
could be quite advanced, but the standard lesson seems to have been
basic literacy and an introduction to the liturgy. In the late seventh cen-
tury, Thomas of Marga tells us, John of Daylam was placed in a “school”
and “learned in a short time the psalms and the other subjects which it
is the duty of boys to learn.””® In the early seventh century, before his life
as a solitary and then as a master with disciples, Rabban Sergius “was
instructed in doctrine in various schools, but more especially in the
school of Bét Rastak, a village in the country of Marga,” where he studied
under the “exegete” Rabban Qamisé® (whom we will see in the follow-
ing chapter as an adversary of 1§6yahb III regarding the building of a
school at Bét ‘Abé).”” The presence of an “exegete” (mphasqanad) at a vil-
lage school suggests that Sergius was acquiring more than basic literacy.

Aside from liturgical training and basic literacy, these schools could
introduce the students to the exegesis of scripture, but this was probably
only insofar as a certain biblical hermeneutics is implicit in the lection-
ary cycle itself. The latter portion of book Il of the Book of Governors is
devoted to the life of Maran‘ammeéh, the metropolitan of Sélak, who
as a “teacher” travels around converting people by his miracles. At one
point Maran‘ammeéh visits a village school:

And the blessed Maran‘amméh came to the village of these men. Now there was
in it a small school, and twelve school students and their teacher, and he went into
it when the teacher was making ready to have a passage read from the Bible
(I-magraya shaha), and the passage was from Isaiah. And the blessed man asked
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him what passage he was going to read, and [when he had told him] Mar Maran-
‘amméh said, “Leave this passage today, and begin from where I will show you.”
And he opened (psal) the Book and showed him [the passage] 78

Here, the terms “school students” (Syr. eskoldyé) seems to refer to “students”
of a lower rank than, for example, those at the School of Nisibis. The
passage Maran‘amméh reads is one from Isaiah which predicts death and
destruction, and he uses it to warn the inhabitants of the village of the
coming ruin of their town.” This anecdote points to the exegetical prac-
tice, however small-scale, of the village school.

Training in a village school could lead to a future career involving
even more learned, bookish activities. The story of two brothers who lived
in the eighth century begins with the village school and ends with lives
devoted to monasticism and scribal practice.®

And it came to pass that the blessed Mar Aha and another brother called Sub-
halémaran were left orphans, for their father died when they were little children.
The believing woman their mother brought them up until they arrived at the years
of discretion; and they went forth from their village and came with their mother
to Salmat, a village of Saphsapha, and entered the school there. And they were
maintained [there] by the labour and care of the venerable woman their mother,
who is worthy of remembrance for good, and they studied divine doctrine.?!

The boys later enter a monastery and eventually, when they have their own
cells, bring their mother to live with them out of both love for her and
the gratitude they feel for the care she showed in having them educated.
Hidden away in their monastic retreat, the brothers maintain scribal pro-
fessions: “Now while Rabban Mar Aha wrote books (ktabe kateb), his
brother Subhalémaran was a book-binder (mdabgana).”?

An important figure with regard to these small schools, at least ac-
cording to Thomas’s presentation of the material, is Babai of Gébilta
(near modern Tikrit), whose life and work requires closer examination,
since it was pivotal to the spread of East-Syrian village schools. The Book of
Governors provides most of what we know about this “holy teacher” of the
early to mid-eighth century.®® Thomas describes Babai as a school re-
former: “All the rules and arrangements of the schools which through
laxity and neglect had been destroyed, were restored by him, and through
him [the schools] regained their former glory.”* According to Thomas,
prior to Babai, all the various church hymns, melodies, and songs had
been confused. He brought the many traditions together and imposed
an order on them.® He also became a teacher to many disciples and
founded numerous schools.? Thomas provides a long list of the various
schools that Babai built or rebuilt. While some of these were in monas-
teries, most were not.%’
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The two main endeavors of Babai’s career, (re)forming East-Syrian
schools and reforming East-Syrian church music, should not be under-
stood as distinct from one another.® As we saw for the School of Nisibis
in Chapter Four, study at the East-Syrian schools was liturgically oriented.
Appropriately, when Thomas describes Babai’s death and burial, he ex-
plicitly compares him to Narsai, the first head of the School of Nisibis,
and Cyrus of Edessa, mentioned above, who authored several extant in-
stances of the cause genre and who was the student of Mar Aba. Thomas
also compares Babai to a John and an Abraham, who were, judging from
the context, John of Bét Rabban and Abraham of Bét Rabban, two lead-
ers of the School of Nisibis after Narsai’s death.® If this is the case, then
all the figures Thomas decides to name as comparable to Babai are asso-
ciated with the East-Syrian schools. This is even more striking because
Thomas does not regularly refer to such figures, in contrast to his regu-
lar invocation of the Egyptian desert fathers,

Babai’s work was necessary in part because of the great complexity of
the East-Syrian liturgical tradition. An awareness of the formal training
required in order to master these many disparate texts is demonstrated
in the story of Maranzéka, Bishop of Hédatta, and his meeting with a
mysterious Arabic-speaking shepherd whom he found singing the Easter
service in the wilderness. Maranzéka “wondered how this pasturer of
camels was able to sing this hymn which was so difficult that not every
man was capable of singing it, and where he had learned it.”* The shep-
herd pretends to be an Arab, but Maranzéka refuses to believe this, since
few have the ability to learn and sing this hymn. The man explains that
he had been a bishop but was taken hostage by Arabs and forced to be their
shepherd. Over the years he had gained respect among the tribe to which
he was enslaved, and since he was generally left alone, he remained in
this life of desert solitude.

Babai would have a lasting influence on learning in the Church of the
East through his writings, but also through his many students, who would
later be found as instructors at other schools, including the smaller, vil-
lage ones.*? Some of Babai’s spiritual progeny also became intellectuals
of great distinction. Abraham bar Dasandad, “the Lame,”? was head ex-
Abraham, whose floruit was in the early eighth century, was brought as
a child to Babai of Gébilta by his mother. The saint foretold the child’s
future greatness as a teacher.% Abraham’s works as described by ‘Abdiso
are a book of exhortation, a commentary (pussaga) on Mark the Monk,
a disputation (dra$a) against the Jews, a book on the “path of the king,”
mémré on penitence, and various letters.% Perhaps more significantly,
Abraham taught two important intellectual figures of the late eighth and
early ninth centuries: 136 bar Niin and Aba Niih al-Anbari. The future
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Catholicos Timothy I studied at the same institution at about this time.%
I36° bar Niin is a significant figure in the transmission of East-Syrian exe-
gesis,”® while Timothy I and Abi Nih would be commissioned by the
‘Abbasid caliph al-Mahdi (d. 785) to translate Aristotle’s Topics into
Arabic.%®

Babai’s influence is attested by the closing structure of the Book of Gov-
ernors: the two lives of holy men with which the text ends include inter-
ludes at schools founded by Babai.'® It is unfortunate that our sources
take for granted the details of the East-Syrian village-school education
and leave us guessing about the content and format of learning. How-
ever, it is significant that these two lives begin with training in the village
school but move on to the protagonists’ retreat to the monastery. This
important shift is treated in the following chapter, which addresses the
relationship between the East-Syrian school and the monastery.

Some Conclusions About East-Syrian Schools

The more detailed evidence from the School of Nisibis examined in Chap-
ter Four may be taken, if this institution was in any way representative of
the whole, as a textured sketch of the workings of the larger, more devel-
oped East-Syrian schools. In this chapter I have provided a quantitative
outline of the East-Syrian school movement from the sixth century onward
by looking at the numerous references to other East-Syrian schools. The
more vivid and detailed evidence from the School of Nisibis itself offers
a rich perspective on the lived experience of this center of learning and
on how Christian men associated with one another in this hierarchical
institution that was in many ways similar to a monastery. The quantita-
tive evidence of this chapter suggests that East-Syrian schools in general
can be divided into three categories: independent schools, monastic schools,
and village schools. However, to a certain extent this categorization is
only heuristic, since it is in fact often difficult to distinguish between the
different types of institutions attested by the sources. For example, it is
uncertain, when a school is referred to as part of a monastery, how dis-
tinct it would have been from the rest of the monastery (i.e., was it a
specific place, a room, or merely an activity?). Similarly, the village school
may have been a separate building, or it could have simply been a wing,
or a section, of the local church. Schools were perhaps founded “in the
courtyards (daray) of the Church” and not necessarily housed in a dis-
tinct structure.!%!

Robert Kaster has shown that the role of the grammarian in the clas-
sical system of education was more fluid than scholars, relying on ideal-
ized treatises on education, had previously speculated. For example, the
grammarian’s work would often stray into the rhetor’s curriculum, which
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would have been the next rung on the ladder of learning.1%? Similarly, it
seems that some of the East-Syrian schools, even the smaller, less attested
village schools, developed into centers for a learning more sophisticated
than the mere acquisition of literacy, elementary church doctrine, and a
foundational knowledge in liturgy. Centers of learning were often more
fluid than not, evolving into institutions simultaneously offering both
elementary and higher learning.

Perhaps the most significant development within the school movement
was that schools became places of learning, which were not necessarily
centered around charismatic individuals or well-known teachers. This is
comparable to the development of the Babylonian Rabbinic yeshsvot, which
evolved from study circles around individual masters into distinct insti-
tutions that could persist long after their founders’ deaths.!% This is most
apparent in the larger East-Syrian schools, where the very existence of a
succession of head exegetes suggests an intergenerational continuity.
However, it can also be seen in the smaller village schools that are named
after their locale as opposed to a particular teacher in that locale.

To be sure, despite the existence of the East-Syrian school as a distinct
institution, its origins and its continuing existence are clearly inter-
twined with the history of monasticism in the East. The foundation of
the School of Nisibis was modeled on that of a monastery, and the
School of Nisibis may have been instrumental in the dispersal of schools
throughout Mesopotamia. The personnel of school and monastery were
constantly interacting and many figures moved back and forth between
the two. The monastery itself at times had its own school. However, the
monastic school is the less striking aspect of the developments in the
East-Syrian school movement, since the monastery was an institution that
had already developed and spread throughout the Mediterranean basin
and far into the insular culture of the north.

The East-Syrian independent schools were institutions of learning in
northern Mesopotamia in the late antique and early Islamic periods that
were distinct from the monastery and that functioned as centers of both
elementary and higher learning. These were a novelty. The formalization
of the transmission of knowledge in semi-autonomous social institutions
with an explicit ideology of learning is characteristic of the project of
education in modernity. It is only at certain times and places in the pre-
modern world that schools as ideologically and practically distinct insti-
tutions develop in a manner at all like that of modernity. For example,
later in the Middle Ages the “schools” of the Latin West would become
prominent centers of learning, while the madrasa in the Islamic sphere was
an endowed space designed specifically for a certain kind of learning.

Despite its being part of the larger monastic movement, as I will argue
in the following chapter, the East-Syrian school movement may also be
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appreciated as an early example of the type of center of learning which
would arise among other religious communities in the Middle Ages.
One may speculate that its social autonomy is related to the theologically
exclusionary tendency of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. The open port-
icos of the classical world fit with a more open, public learning style, a
miscegenated divine realm, and a context where another school (i.e.,
hairesis), although worthy of debate, was not demonic and threatening. In
contrast, Jews, Muslims, and Christians developed institutions of learning
where their socio-theological differences could be articulated. And yet
they continued to create spaces of engagement, for example, the realm of
kalam, Islamic speculative philosophy, where members of each of the three
religious communities parried and lunged within the arena of rationality.



Chapter 9
The Monastic Context of the
East-Syrian School Movement

If the East-Syrian schools are to be examined accurately they must be
placed within the larger context of East-Syrian monasticism. The rela-
tionship between school and monastery in the Church of the East was
complex and could at times lead to tension. The East-Syrian schools
played a particular role in the typical socialization process of East-Syrian
religious elites. However, at times the balanced and idealized correct
relationship between these two institutions could break down.

Chapter Four of this book began with an irenic and witty letter from
I36‘yahb I1I (died 659) to Hormizd, his cellmate from his student days
at the School of Nisibis, written while I§6‘yahb was bishop of Mosul. This
chapter begins with a story about him when he was I§6‘yahb III, the
Catholicos of the Church of the East. This story is preserved in the Book
of Governors, Thomas of Marga’s chronicle of East-Syrian monasticism com-
posed in the mid-ninth century. Thomas describes a dispute that occurred
between the members of the monastery of Bét ‘Abé and I86°yahb, who
had been a disciple of the founder of Bét “Abé, Mar Jacob, before going
on to study at the School of Nisibis. I§6°yahb, after paying for renova-
tions at the monastery,

wanted to build a school (Syr. eskolé) in the place of his cell, to furnish it with every-
thing that was necessary, and to bring to it teachers, interpreters (Syr. badoge),
and exegetes, to gather many “school students” (Syr. eskaldyé),! and to attend to
everything for them. He arranged his plans and he decided and determined to
make this thing, so that a monastery of instruction (Syr. ‘umra l-tulmada) might
be accessible to every “school student,” trained and illuminated in the scripture,
that the school and monastery might become one, the former might give birth
to and rear [them], the monastery might make them disciples and sanctify them
for the labors of asceticism.?

It is possible that the recent Arab conquest of Seleucia-Ctesophon (637)
served as an impetus for I§6°yahb’s project. Perhaps this account means
that he was moving part of the School of Seleucia to Bét ‘Abé, a monas-
tic center in a location easier to protect than the prior Sasanian capital.
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A group of monks, including the head of the monastery, Qamisé‘, were
worried that the Catholicos’s project would compromise the peace and
quiet of their monastic retreat.’ They gathered before him and begged
him to desist from this project:

This work is not one that belongs to ascetics (Syr. ‘anwaye, lit. “the poor,” “the
afflicted”), we who sit in our cells. The songs of the hallelujahs, the psalms, the
responses, the harmonies of the youths and the vigilant (Sahharé)* will vex us. For
we did not find it in a book nor did we receive from report (the tradition) that
this thing (i.e., a school) was in one of the monasteries of the fathers. Rather, we
ourselves are summoned to weeping and mourning while sitting in our cells (lit.
in the sitting in our cells), according to the teaching which is from scripture and
which we have also received from our father Mar Jacob. For he did not order us
in his life and in his migration from us that one should teach the other chant-
ing or how to read a manuscript.® Leave off making us “school students” again,
rather, (let us be) while we sit in our cells (lit. in the sitting in the cells) and
(there may be) the solitary reading (of scripture) of each person by himself.®

The monks then threatened to leave the monastery unless 185‘yahb built
his “school” someplace else.

If, however, thou wishest to build a school, behold all the towns, and villages and
the lands round about them; the whole land of Persia is thy dominion, build then
wheresoever thou wishest; but in this monastery a school shall not be built, for if
thou dost build a school here, we shall all depart.7

Thomas’s account is finely crafted and well expresses the particular ec-
clesiastical and social tensions that would have existed in such an affair.
The monks’ statement that they do not want to be “school students” points
to the close interaction between the East-Syrian schools and the monas-
teries. As was shown in the previous chapter, many future monks would
receive their primary learning in an East-Syrian school but then move
on to the monastery. However, from Thomas’s description of [§6‘yahb’s
intentions it is clear that his plans were for something more sophisti-
cated than a mere primary school. Thus the monks’ statement should be
taken not only as a literal statement (i.e., that they do not want numer-
ous young boys hanging around making noise), but as a derogatory attack
on an institution they felt was below them.

The Catholicos responds to the monks by applying the Greek philo-
sophical distinction between the contemplative and the active life to the
private meditation and group study that composed the routine at a mon-
astery with a school, in philosophical terms the one being “theoretical,”
the other “practical.” He then mentions how his past endowments to the
monastery as well as his spiritual authority within the church make it “my
own monastery.” However, the Catholicos finally abandons his plan when
the monks do in fact begin to leave. “And he departed to Kuphlana his
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village, and he built there the school which he had prepared to build in
this monastery; and those blessed men turned and came back to their
cells.”™

The monks’ complaints, as depicted by Thomas, reflect an intimate
knowledge of the curriculum of the East-Syrian school, and the matter-
offact way in which this information is expressed suggests that it was
common knowledge. Thomas has placed in the mouths of the monks a
subtle pun reflecting their disdain for the Catholicos’s plans. The monks’
description of legitimate monastic labor as something done “while sit-
ting in our cells,” or more literally “in the sitting in our cells,” seems to
rely on a similar expression used in monastic literature (mawtba da-b-
gelayta) ® However, there is also a double meaning in this usage, since
the Syriac term, mawtba, means a number of things associated with the
East-Syrian schools, including “academic session.” In using it the monks
say that their “academic session” is private and in their cells, not a group
activity. The social character of the school threatens the monks’ privacy,
and concomitant with the school’s emphasis on the collective and the
social is its liturgical focus. As the monks themselves note, the study of
the school was liturgically oriented, with a focus on the correct reading
of scripture. The reference to “how to read a manuscript” calls to mind
the same idiom from the “Life of Narsai,” when Narsai demonstrates his
natural scholastic aptitude by miraculously reading manuscripts with
facility even as a youth."

On its surface this story relates a conflict between “monk” and “school
student,” but stepping back from this material and placing it within a
larger monastic context provides a more nuanced perspective, one that
views this conflict as rising out of a tension between two different under-
standings of the monastic life: one more eremitic, the other school-
oriented and cenobitic. For although the School of Nisibis was the major
intellectual center of the Church of the East in the sixth and early sev-
enth centuries and an institution of learning unprecedented in antiq-
uity, it, as well as the East-Syrian school movement as a whole, fits within
the broader spectrum of East-Syrian monasticism. Monastery and school
were not wholly different and distinct institutions. Rather, the differ-
ences between the School of Nisibis and East-Syrian monasteries, espe-
cially those affected by what has been termed East-Syrian “reform” mon-
asticism from the mid-sixth century onward, derive from the degree of
emphasis that each of these institutions put on the importance of social
interaction. These two types of institution also differed in their intellec-
tual positions, especially in their notions of epistemology and their un-
derstanding of the accessibility of the divine. For many East Syrians a
straight and unhindered path ran from school to monastery and finally
to desert solitude, and school teachers fully endorsed this progression
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and a solitary monasticism as its pinnacle. For example, Abraham bar
students included important East-Syrian intellectuals, wrote on monastic
matters. His extant letter exhorts a friend who is giving up the cenobitic
life for one of solitude to spurn the world, to pray and read in private.'2

Social tension and intellectual difference could exist between those
who devoted themselves to a more solitary monastic lifestyle and those
who remained within the school as teachers in its hierarchy of offices.
Beyond this, a homologous relationship existed between the intellectual
‘and social life that each of these institutions, the monastery and the
school, advocated. Thus, it is not a coincidence that an institution advo-
cating group study put more emphasis on the notion that the divine was
completely inaccessible without instruments such as language and peda-
gogy, while an institution that promoted private meditation allowed for
the divine to enter into the consciousness of the pure without mediation.

If the life of the “schoolman” (eskol@ya) may be understood as a form
of monasticism more broadly defined—especially since schools, like mon-
asteries, were “intentional communities” with rules and a hierarchy similar
to those of a monastery—then we may look at the practices of the school
as being parallel to the practices of the monastery. In this way, group
study at the school, as I have already suggested, would have served as a
devotional practice that bore as much religious significance as prayer and
private reading did in institutions focused more on private inspiration,
such as those East-Syrian monasteries where monks focused on the higher
levels of contemplation as advocated in the writings of Evagrius of Pontus.

The Disappearance of Proto-Monasticism and the
“Egyptianization” of Syriac Monastic Culture

In her 1994 book, Virgins of God: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquaty,
Susanna Elm delineates the transformation through the fourth century
of an indigenous monastic tradition into the “classical” monastic forms
typical of Late Antiquity and the Middle Ages in two separate milieus,
Asia Minor and Egypt.!? Elm’s book is part of a larger movement in more
recent scholarship to show how the various forms of Christian asceticism
practiced around the Mediterranean were coopted by bishops and Chris-
tian elites in their bid for power in late antique society.!* Despite the dif-
ference in quality of the source material (especially in comparison to
Egypt), an analysis similar to Elm’s study of Asia Minor and Egypt could
be done for the Syriac milieu, where we find a similar shift from one
monastic form to another.

Analysis of the indigenous Syriac ascetic tradition is complicated by
questions concerning the very origins of Christianity in the East. Scholars
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have long noted that from early on, perhaps from the very beginning, a
strong ascetic tendency existed in the Christianity of the Syriac milieu.
For example, it remains to be settled whether the writings of Aphrahat,
our earliest substantial source for Christianity in the Sasanian Empire
(his Demonstrations date from 337-45), reflect a community where celibacy
is a prebaptismal requirement.!® In conjunction with the occlusion of older
forms by later developments, the sources for the Syriac milieu are fur-
ther confused by the continual importation of monastic ideas and prac-
tices from the West.

The influx of Western monasticism, and more specifically of Western
monastic texts, effected a rewriting of monastic history, thus obscurring
the origins of Syriac Christianity and early Syriac monasticism. This pro-
cess belongs to a broader erasure of the Syriac past. In the first chapter
of his influential Orthodoxy and Heresy in Earliest Christianity, Walter Bauer
examines early Christianity in Edessa and posits that the heterodoxy that
existed there was later covered up by the imposition of Orthodoxy in the
fifth century.! More recent work has furthered the understanding of this
process,’” and much of the scholarly project of the late H. J. W. Drijvers
was dedicated to shedding light on pre-Nicene developments in Syriac
Christianity.® Key figures in the early history of Christianity in the re-
gion, such as Bardaisan (c. 154-222) and Tatian (later second century),
were later either repudiated or forgotten, just as proto-monastic forms
disappeared or were thoroughly transformed.' In fact, from the later
fourth century, with the works of Ephrem, into the fifth century, with
both the rewriting of the history of early Christianity in Edessa and con-
temporaneous monastic developments and reforms, we see the creation
of a fictive “Orthodox” history and pedigree in Edessa.*® Contemporane-
ously, in the fifth century urban ascetics were made subject to the rule of
the bishop, while others were removed from urban space.? This late im-
portation of “orthodoxy” into the Syriac church is attested for the Sasan-
ian realm by the extremely late reception of the canons of the Council
of Nicaea (325) by a council held in Seleucia-Ctesiphon in 410 and by
the further uncritical adoption of Western church canons in 420.%

As discussed in Chapter Six, the translation of Greek patristic texts
into Syriac began in the fourth century. Some of this patristic material
was monastic (Basil of Caesarea, Gregory of Nyssa, etc.). However, along
with this material, we also see from the fifth century onward the trans-
lation into Syriac of Egyptian monastic literature composed in Greek or
translated from Coptic into Greek. This literature would have an im-
mense impact both on Syriac monastic literature and on monastic prac-
tice among Syriac-speaking Christians. Although there were various routes
by which these texts would have reached the East, the many references
to Syriac monks visiting Egypt at this time would suggest that some of it
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was brought directly from Egypt. In fact, by the ninth century a number
of West-Syrian monks settled in Egypt in what is now referred to as the
Monastery of the Syrians (Dayr al-Surian) in Wadi al-Natrun.?

The most famous piece of monastic literature to make this journey
eastward was the Life of Antony, which, as attested in other literary cor-
pora, had a quick dissemination throughout the Mediterranean basin.?*
Appropriately—considering its great popularity and wide dissemination
soon after its composition—this text seems to be the first of many Egyp-
tian monastic texts to exert an influence in the Syriac milieu.? Like early
Syriac translations in general, the Syriac version of the life of this quintes-
sential ascetic holy man is loose and expansive, with lines added through-
out. The more sophisticated or subtle the Greek of the original, the looser
the translation often becomes and the more it reflects indigenous monas-
tic ideas.?®

The letters of St. Antony also found their way into many languages.
The oldest manuscript of the Syriac version is dated to 534. This manu-
script, British Library Add. 12175, also contains writings of Evagrius of
Pontus, Mark the Monk, Pseudo-Macarius the Great, and the monastic
writer Ammonius.?” From as early as the fifth century there are transla-
tions of Abba Isaiah (fifth or sixth century; of Gaza or Scetis),? Nilus of
Ancyra (or Nilus the Solitary, as he was known in Syriac; d. c. 430),% the
Historia Monachorum (probably fifth century),* and Palladius’s Lausiac
History (probably fifth century).? There is also the complex tradition of
the “Sayings of the Desert Fathers,” arranged both alphabetically and
according to topic, from c. 500 onward. In addition to these there are
translations of works by the Egyptian fathers such as Serapion, Shenute,
and Bishoi. Much of this material is still in manuscript and some of these
manuscripts are quite early (sixth and seventh centuries).? These texts
continued to be translated and retranslated into the Islamic period.
Much of this tradition culminates in the work of ‘Enaniié‘ who, at the
request of the Catholicos George (658-680), compiled a new redaction
of several Egyptian monastic texts, along with many further additions,
in one volume, The Paradise of the Fathers.3® This text was a collection of
much of the material that had been translated over the preceding years.

Later East-Syrian monastic works demonstrate the end result of this con-
tinuous appropriation of Egyptian and Egypt-associated material. For
example, this influx of monastic literature from Egypt led to a transfor-
mation of Syriac monastic historiography. The “egyptianization” of the
monastic movement is fully apparent in Thomas of Marga’s Book of Gover-
nors: not only do the Egyptian fathers serve as models, but according
to the text the origins of monasticism go back to Egypt.3* The history of
Syrian monasticism was literally rewritten in various texts from this time
onward. Since connections to Egypt gave monastic practices and literature
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a new kind of authority, if something was not Egyptian a false Egyptian
pedigree would be invented for it. The writings of John of Apamea (also
known as John the Solitary), the Syrian monastic writer from the early
fifth century, played a major role in the Syriac monastic tradition.*®
However, because of the paucity of biographical evidence he was simply
conflated with John of Lycopolis and John of Thebes, two monastic fig-
ures from Egypt.®

Another instance of this renaming of indigenous Syrian monastic lit-
erature is provided by the pseudo-Macarian literature. This monastic lit-
erature, often associated with Messalianism and clearly evidencing a
bilingual Greek-Syriac background, was renamed due to the great con-
troversy it aroused. Thus a corpus composed in Greek in a Syriac milieu
was eventually renamed and then translated into Syriac as a purported
Egyptian collection.’” There are other examples of these false historio-
graphic ties to Egypt. For example, the Life of Ephrem tradition has the
saint visit holy men in Egypt.®® This is not surprising, since at the time
that this tradition was coming together Syriac Christians were in fact vis-
iting holy men in Egypt.

Eventually, the memories of early Syriac monasticism and its indige-
nous origins were completely erased. The culmination of this may be seen
in the Mar Awgén tradition, which held that monasticism was brought
to Mesopotamia by Eugenius the Egyptian. For example, the eighth- or
ninth-century Book of Chastity begins its history of East-Syrian monasti-
cism with a description of Eugenius’s life.* (Fiey has shown that this is
a much later tradition.*’) Moreover, as stories changed, so did monastic
practices. By the later fourth century the ascetic “superheroes” who would
make Syrian asceticism famous started to appear.*! By the fifth century
we see the formal reorganization of urban monasticism with the reforms
instituted by Rabbula (d. 435) in Edessa, thus maintaining yet transform-
ing the practice of sanctified laity that we find in the earlier tradition
(e.g., Aphrahat).** The sixth century saw the rise of “reform” monasti-
cism, which will be discussed below.

Evagrius of Pontus

Of the numerous monastic works to be translated into Syriac at this time,
some laid a groundwork for the development of a wholly different theo-
rization of the monastic life. The strongest impact in this area was made
by the writings of Evagrius of Pontus (345-399), which would play a
major role in the monastic spirituality of the Church of the East from
the sixth century onward.* In fact, our contemporary reconstruction of
Evagrius’s thought depends in part upon the Syriac material, because
his works were condemned in the anti-Origenist Fifth Ecumenical Council
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of 553, which did not have jurisdiction over the Church of the East and
therefore could not restrict the transmission of his writings in the East.*
The translations of his works were produced primarily during the fifth
century and would have an immense impact on Syriac ascetic vocabulary
for centuries.” These works tend to be short collections of “chapters”
and “sayings.” They are handbooks for ascetics, designed to guide them
in contemplation and ascetic practice. The genre of these works fits with
their content: Evagrius employs what one might call an “ascetic aesthetics.”

‘When put into a coherent system Evagrius’s thought is a complex com-
bination of Origenist speculation and prescriptions for monastic prac-
tice.* Put briefly, he maintains a monistic system in which the world as
we know it derives from an original fall of intelligent souls away from the
divine unity and into a bodily state. The purpose of ascetic practice is to
reach a contemplative state that reunites the fallen soul with God. Such
a system laid the groundwork for an epistemology and monastic practice
at odds with the understanding of learning and the social life that we
find in school-related texts such as the Cause.

Central to Evagrius’s thought is the notion that rational creatures can
engage in their natural function of contemplation in order to work their
way back to their previous state of intellectual union with the Creator.
Evagrius’s idea of contemplation, or theoria, derives from a long philo-
sophical tradition, as does his notion of apdtheia. The ubiquity of the
term theoria in certain Syriac writers stems from Evagrius’s influence;
however, it was also used with a different meaning as a key technical
term in Antiochene exegesis.*” It seems that in later East-Syrian monastic
writers the earlier Antiochene theoria is occasionally mapped onto the
Evagrian usage.*®

As Columba Stewart notes, Evagrius advocates prayer unencumbered
by mental images, even though “Evagrius follows Aristotle in seeing the
mind as creating an inner world of conceptual depictions relating to the
things external to the self.”* According to Evagrius, “Prayer is a com-
munion of the mind with God,” a communion which is “without inter-
mediary.”® An image would constitute such an intermediary. One of the
signs of apdtheia, which is among the first requirements of contempla-
tion, is that memories and dream images cease to arise during prayer.
“The mind (noils) possesses vigour when it imagines nothing of the things
of this world during the time of prayer.” “Make no attempt at all to re-
ceive a figure or form or colour during the time of prayer.”?

This anti-imagism is directly connected to Evagrius’s emphasis on
silence, since language, both in the mind and spoken, and bodies are
understood to be similar entities in Greek philosophical thought, inas-
much as both are means of conveyance, one of meaning and the other
of the soul. Corresponding to this analogy is the mutual failure of words
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and images to express accurately realms inaccessible to immediate human
contact. Just as images are insufficient for conveying the spiritual realm,
so language can not touch upon the divine. A passage from Evagrius’s
Gnosticus reads:

Every proposition has a genus, which is predicated, or a difference, or a species,
or a property, or an accident or what is compounded of these: but nothing which
is said in regard to the Holy Trinity is acceptable. Let the ineffable be worshipped
in silence.5?

This passage contrasts sharply with the perspective of the Cause regard-
ing language and logic. In contrast to Evagrius’s anti-imagism, the Cause
combines an Antiochene notion of the “image” with a Neoplatonic Aris-
totelian psychology to describe how we create an image of God in our
minds by means of logic, although this image can never represent the
divine essence itself.>* The interest in images and mentally created pic-
tures—even statues—of God that we find in the Cause stands in sharp
contrast to the focus on wordless and imageless prayer in Evagrius’s
Chapters on Prayer.>

For Evagrius, the earlier stages of contemplation are part of thedria
phusiké, which is the contemplation of the world around us via both
scripture and the physical universe. The goal is to grasp the underlying
principles or ljgoi of visible creation. From this the ascetic may, like the
angels, enjoy contemplation of the intelligible realm. This idea of learn-
ing about the above from that which is below coincides with notions the
East Syrians derived from Ephrem as well as from Theodore of Mopsues-
tia. It is apparent in the Cause’s natural theology, deriving ultimately
from a combination of patristic and Neoplatonic sources, discussed in
Chapter Seven. However, implicit in the similarity between what we find
in the Causeand the Evagrian notion of thedria physiké is a subordination
of natural theology and its constituent parts to a doctrine that tran-
scends it. For thedria phusiké is only the first stage in Evagrius’s system.

The next stage of contemplation, one aimed at the Holy Trinity itself,
is characterized by simplicity and a state of peace. This form of contem-
plation imparts an unmediated knowledge of the divine essence itself; it
is granted only by God’s grace and is never continuous. That such knowl-
edge would be accessible at all directly contradicts notions we find in the
Cause and the writings of Ephrem, where it is stated that God cannot be
known in his essence. Furthermore, the emphasis on the necessity of
the Organon of logic that we find in the Cause and in the Neoplatonic
commentary tradition on Aristotle is rejected, as for exampie in the quo-
tation from the Gnosticus above. For Evagrius prayer is a means of con-
templation, and in it the spiritual is intertwined with the practical and
embodied nature of the human being.
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Although earlier translations of Evagrius probably derive from West-
Syrian circles, he became the ascetic master par excellence in the East.®
The commentary on his Kephalaia Gnostica of Babai the Great—the dom-
inant intellectual of the Church of the East in the early seventh century
and virtual leader of the church during its acephalous period—attests to
Evagrius’s importance in the Church of the East. This text will be dis-
cussed below.

Related to the importation of Evagrian thought into Syriac is the pro-
duction of the Syriac translation of the works attributed to Dionysius the
Areopagite. The Pseudo-Dionysian corpus was composed by an unknown
Syrian author in the late fifth or early sixth century CE.5” These texts,
which were heavily influenced by later Neoplatonism, particularly that
of Proclus,®® immediately became popular in Miaphysite circles and were
translated into Syriac by the famous West-Syrian translator of Greek philo-
sophical works, Sergius of Ré3‘ayna, who also composed a long intro-
duction to them.® Istvin Perczel has argued that the Pseudo-Dionysian
corpus must be restored to the Origenist movements of the fifth century.®
Furthermore, these works must be understood as an instance of the de-
velopment of Evagrian thought.®! In the development of this corpus we
can see the ongoing influence of Evagrius within Syrian ascetic writing;
its translation into Syriac served as another conduit of this kind of thought.

The Pseudo-Dionysian corpus did not exert much influence on East-
Syrian monastic writing in the early centuries. It began to be used by
monastic writers only in the later seventh century, some of whom will be
addressed below. This is possibly because, unlike the philosophers whom
both East and West Syrians read, Pseudo-Dionysius had been taken up
early on by the West Syrians to support their cause, and thus perhaps
was marked as a West-Syrian author.52 However, the career of Stephen
bar Sudaili, who was the true author of a work attributed to Pseudo-
Dionysius’s supposed teacher, Hierotheos, and who was condemned by
his fellow West Syrians for promoting heterodox notions typical of the
Origenism of Late Antiquity, points to the coming controversies in the
East surrounding Evagrian thought.®® Stephen is accused by Philoxenus
of ascribing to himself “revelations and visions” and saying “that to him
(i.e., Stephen) alone is it given to understand the Scriptures correctly.”®*
This corresponds with an Evagrianism that goes beyond reason and lan-
guage, elevating personal experience as the arbiter of true knowledge.®

Reform Monasticism: Abraham of Kaskar and His Disciples

A history of East-Syrian monasticism in the sixth century remains a de-
sideratum.% This is especially the case because the development of what
has been termed “reform monasticism” in the Church of the East had
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such long-lasting effects.®” This movement led to a flowering of monastic
literary production, much of which is still extant,’® and the spread of a
private, celibate, and more intensive form of monastic practice. The stance
against celibacy, which had existed within the Church for some time, was
no longer as popular.

In 571 Abraham of Kaskar—a monk who, after studying at the School of
Nisibis, visited the famed monks of Scetis in Egypt—established the rule
for his monastic community on Mt. Izla, approximately twenty kilometers
northeast of Nisibis.*® Iz1a is in fact a long ridge stretching east to west,
running parallel with the border between the Roman and the Persian
Empires, which is only a few kilometers away. For centuries, the monas-
teries that would be built on these breathtakingly steep—and beautiful—
heights would form a center of monastic culture in the Church of the
East.” The remains of the Izla monasteries are difficult to reach even
today, and this factor, in conjunction with their location on the march
of the two empires, suggests that the monks would have been left to them-
selves. From the rules of this community it is apparent that this was a
more intense version of the ascetic lifestyle than had been seen in other
forms of Syrian cenobitic monasticism. Although the members of this
community were not “solitaries” in the stricter sense of the term, such as
the lone wonderworking ascetics we read about in Theodoret’s Religious
History, social interaction was nevertheless kept to the minimum require-
ment of meeting as a group once per week in order to celebrate the Eucha-
rist.”? The monks devoted themselves to private reading, prayer, fasting,
and a life of silence. Abraham, born c. 491-92, led the monastery until
his death in 586/8. The leadership soon passed to his disciple, Dadi§6*
(588-604) and then to Babai the Great (604-627/8). It was from this
monastery that Babai led the Church of the East during its acephalous
period in the early seventh century.”? The new emphases of “reform”
monasticism are evidenced by Thomas of Marga’s description of Babai’s
reforms at Bét “Abé, a monastery whose founder, Jacob, bad trained at
Iz13.7 One significant figure in this burgeoning movement of the late
sixth and early seventh centuries was Abraham of Nethpar, a learned
ascetic who also visited Egypt. His works are only now sorted out, but
what we know about them attests to the development of formal intellec-
tual interests among the monks.”

A simple comparison of the extant monastic rules attributed to Abra-
ham of Kaskar and his disciple Dadi$6° with the canons of the School of
Nisibis will help to highlight the differences between reform monasti-
cism and the school movement.” Subtle differences which can be parsed
out from the monastic and school rules may point to fundamental dif-
ferences between the two types of institution. However, it is not clear how
much importance to attribute to some of these differences, especially if
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they are only minor variations. Take, for example, the way the monastic
and the school rules establish the foundational authority of their corre-
sponding institutions. The rules of Abraham and of Dadi%6° are based
on the authority of scripture and the “Fathers” of the Egyptian desert.
Within the monastery itself, the monks looked to the desert fathers, as
well as to their stand-ins, the contemporary leaders of the monastery, as
models to emulate and to obey.”® In contrast, in the School—at least
according to its rules and the Cause—the teacher was subordinate to the
institution, even if a cult of personality developed around the more
famous teachers. The two sets of canons differ with regard to the author-
ity they attribute to the founders of each institution. Immediately before
the series of canons begins, the monastic rule reads:

For we are lawgivers (saymay namoésa) neither for ourselves nor for others but we
are servants and serfs of the adorable commandments of our good God. There-
fore to each canon which we take from the holy scriptures and from the sayings
of the holy fathers we add brief references from them.”

In contrast, in the historical description in the prologue of 602 from the
canons of Nisibis, the bishop of Nisibis in 496 states to the brothers of
the community:

Since, indeed, you yourselves have such a good zeal about the stability and the
beautiful name, and have shown all this care about the correction of your commu-
nity, no other man shall be a lawgiver (s@’#m namésd) to you except you yourselves.”

Although these texts seem to suggest differing relationships to authority
and tradition, it is not clear how much significance should be attributed
to this disparity, since the School certainly had a strong sense of tradi-
tion, as is attested by the institutional history provided by the Cause. In
fact, the rules of each suggest that the School of Nisibis had numerous
structural similarities to the “reform” monasteries. Like the School of
Nisibis, the monastic community had two persons in charge, the head
and the steward. At Nisibis the head was the main exegete, while in the
monastery he was an ascetic holy man, or “father.” This tradition of hav-
ing a head and a steward goes back to earlier East-Syrian monasticism,
thus showing how the School of Nisibis was part of this broader tradi-
tion.” Furthermore, the ascetic capabilities of the heads of the School
were praised, just as those of the leaders of the monastery were.® Both
school and monastic rules attempt to limit the brothers’ contact with the
outside world, as well as with heretics and other troubling sorts. In con-
trast to Egyptian monasticism, where work was a central characteristic
of the monastic life, manual labor tended not to be part of the monastic
ideology in the East.?! Intellectual labor and prayer held the central posi-
tion in both school and monastery, and according to Escolan, work was
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a sign of imperfection in the monastic life.® This fits with the various
Nisibene canons restricting students from working except between school
sessions.3

There were other significant differences between the two types of in-
stitution. In “reform” monasticism there was a strong emphasis on quiet;
it is no surprise that the monks at Bét ‘Abé were so adamantly opposed
to I30‘yahb’s desire to build a school. According to a canon from the
rule of Dadi$6®, brothers were only permitted to enter the monastery if
they could already read since “the monastery served solely the perfec-
tion of a brother’s spiritual life.”* This is in contrast to the lack of any
such reference in the canons of Nisibis and the references we have to
persons receiving their elementary education there.®

This difference in educational level may, in part, explain the two dif-
ferent attitudes towards reading in public. For example, compare the fol-
lowing two canons, the former from the rule of Abraham of Kagkar, the
latter from the canons of the School of Nisibis:

About that, that on the day of Sunday when the brothers are gathered together,
the brother who is early in his arrival in the church shall take a holy book and
shall sit down on his place that is reserved and shall meditate on it until all his
brothers come together; so that everyone’s mind who comes may be seized by the
hearing of reading and may not deviate to hurtful talk.®

The brothers who come to the instruction before the time indicated for the read-
ing of the words of the books and the hearing of the meaning (of them) shall
not give themselves to the reading and hearing of the group. These shall be
tested with the canon by the rabbaytd and outstanding brothers.?’

To be sure, these two canons have different concerns and are not com-
pletely comparable: The former monastic canon concerns specific meetings
of the brothers, while the latter school canon has to do with upperlevel
group instruction in general. Nonetheless, the difference between the two
is noteworthy: in the school a brother could not just show up for a group
lesson, but had to work his way up to it, while in the monastery a brother
would have been encouraged to read on his own. This fits with what we
know about the monastery: private reading was a core practice.

Private reading (and prayer) require, of course, privacy, and this is
what was offered to the brothers in the monastery. The rule of Abraham
begins with a canon advocating quiet within the community, and the
rule of Dadi86° states that “a brother shall not stay long with his brother
in the cell.”® As early as the turn of the sixth century, when the canons
of Narsai were composed, the brothers in the School of Nisibis were not
permitted to live alone or with only one cellmate.® Later, these rules
became more stringent, as set down in the canons of Hénana from the
late sixth century. Brothers were compelled not only to study together
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but also to eat together.% This emphasis on the group shows an explicit
awareness of how the School of Nisibis differed from a monastery. For
example, one canon states:

No one shall leave under the pretext of righteousness the dwelling-place with the
brothers and go out and build for himself a hut outside the town or by the side
of the town, but shall keep the lawful dwelling place. If he desires to excel he may
go into a monastery or into the desert.!

This canon fits with another one that forbids brothers from begging in
the town and may be an attempt to prevent them from acting like mon-
astic “strangers.” %2

This simple comparison of some of the key points of difference be-
tween the school and monastic rules, as well as the larger, structural
principles they share, helps to demonstrate how these institutions were
related to one another. The usual practice in the Church of the East was
a move from school to monastery after one had completed one’s scrip-
tural education. The school and the monastery were similar in that they
both were “intentional communities” with specific institutional practices
—and even required certain deportment and dress**—yet their goals were
distinct. One attempted literally to socialize the “student” and inculcate
him with a certain body of knowledge; the other served as a space for
him to go beyond this knowledge in the privacy of his cell.

The most important East-Syrian thinker of the early seventh century,
Babai the Great (d. 628/30), was a member of the reform monastic
movement and spent much of his life in a monastery on Mt. Izla. One of
his numerous works, only some of which are still extant, is his commen-
tary on Evagrius of Pontus’s Kephalaia Gnostica. This work provides im-
portant evidence for the reception of Evagrius’s works and thought
within the Church of the East. The strongly apologetic tone Babai takes
in the introduction of the text demonstrates how concerns about the
polluting association of Origenism had reached even into the Sasanian
Empire % Babai explains that there are two versions of the Kephalaia
Gnostica, one that is authentic and another that has been altered. Babai
is in fact correct about the two versions, but he switches the two around:
he considers as authentic the one that has been changed to fit more
orthodox standards. He not only defends Evagrius against charges of
Origenism, but then goes on to argue that he was an anti-Origenist! He
explains that Evagrius was so successful in his life at fighting against
Satan and in teaching other monks how to battle their thoughts, that
Satan became envious of him and had to attack him after his death. He
does this by inspiring certain people to condemn this “second Job” and
also to add questionable interpolations to his writings.

Besides his use of an edited version of the Kephalaia Gnostica, Babai
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also domesticates Evagrius’s thought through his interpretation of it. Many
of the philosophical and Evagrian notions identified in the Cause are also
to be found in this text. One important feature of Babai’s reading of
Evagrius’s work is that it allows for the mapping of social institutional
differences onto the steps of the monastic life, while simultaneously down-
playing the more radical aspects of Evagrius’s thought. For example, the
monastic and scholastic institutionalization that has occurred in the
Church of the East affects how Babai interprets (the redacted version of)
Kephalaia Gnostica 4.51:

In the secondary natural contemplation, some are authoritative ($allitané) and

authoritative nor under authorities, but all of them will be Gods.%®

Babai writes:

In the spiritual vision to know the mysteries which are in these visible created
entities (i.e., visible creation), there are students and teachers, the latter, who
have authority over these theorias (te @Gwréyas), who teach and guide those who are
lacking them. In the knowledge of the singularity, which is the divine essence
(#tutd), whenever that divine perfection comes into being, there is no one who
learns and teaches, since one perfect knowledge increases in each. There is the
one for their enjoyment and the one for their punishment, as he says elsewhere,
but here there are steps, this which he says, “all of them will be gods,” not in
nature as the wickedness of Origen and Hénana, who go astray (saying) that one
nature we are created with God; for he said “gods” and not nature with God, that
is, one nature, as the wickedness of these men (would suggest), but “gods”; these
are perfect in knowledge, which does not err nor is it led to death by wickedness,
as it is said: “I said, ‘“You are gods and sons of the highest are all of you,”” (Ps
82:6) and “God of gods the Lord spoke (Ps 50:1) “God stood in the assembly of
gods,” (Ps 82:1); these are the things which are in the place of teachers, leaders,
and judges of others.%

In his reading of Evagrius Babai sees the social roles of teacher and stu-
dent as aimed only at imparting thedria phusiké, or natural contempla-
tion, while the higher form of knowledge is something one finds alone.
Furthermore, Babai removes the heretical aspect of Evagrius’s notion of
consubstantiality with the divine (“All of them will be gods”) by arguing
that “gods” here simply has a figurative meaning: the “gods” are those lead-
ers in the community who have become “perfect in knowledge.” Babai’s
misprision of Evagrius’s work transforms the potentially subversive
aspects of this text into an epistemological apologetic for the hierarchy
within the East-Syrian school and monastic system. Furthermore, it is note-
worthy that Hénana of Adiabene is condemned in this same passage.
For, as we will see below, it is possible that the controversy surrounding
this head of the School of Nisibis derives at least in part from his posi-
tion regarding access to knowledge of the divine.



184 Chapter 9

The Culmination of Monastic Ideology: Isaac of Nineveh

As stated above, with the influx of monastic writers from the West as well
as the development of new monastic forms, monastic writing flourished
in the Church of the East from the later sixth century into the late eighth
century. A high point in this literature is the work of Isaac of Nineveh,
whose influence transcends not only the Church of the East but Syriac
monastic literature as well, since his works were translated into Western
languages and disseminated widely.?” Isaac’s ideas may serve as a repre-
sentative example of the Evagrius-inspired monastic ideology produced
by the various extant East-Syrian monastic writers of this period.*® In other
words, Isaac may be seen as the culmination of a whole tradition of
monastic writing.*® In Isaac’s writings we find a view of the monastic life
which differs from the Cause’s “scholastic” understanding of Christian-
ity in a number of areas, including epistemology, hermeneutics, and the
notion of grace, as well as the treatment of social interaction and the
conception of how each of the above relates to the others,

Isaac describes the “spiritual labour” of the ascetic life as consisting
of three levels.

The initial stage involved labouring with a great deal of recitation (fenyd), and
just the treading out of the body by means of laborious fasting. The intermedi-
ary culminating point lessens the amount of (all) these, exchanging persistence
in these for persistence in other things, labouring on (spiritual) reading and
especially on kneeling. The culminating point of the third (stage) lessens per-
sistence along the lines of the previous stage, labouring (instead) on meditation
and on prayer of the heart.!

Isaac states that the practices of one stage do not exclude the practices
of the previous one; nonetheless, we can see the progressive movement
inwards in this three-stage process, until the practitioner is a solitary,
engaged in “prayer of the heart.”

Like Evagrius, Isaac maintains the ideal of the Platonic tripartite soul
consisting of the faculties of desire, impulse, and reason.'®! This third
part, reason, is instrumental to the process of ascetic development, play-
ing a central role in our contact with the divine.

To the third part there belong: the heart’s luminous faith, free (control) of the
emotions, hope, and unceasing musing on divine wisdom.102

Reason’s significance is not due to its capacity to formulate words, sen-
tences, and logical figures, as we demonstrated for the Causein Chapter
Seven; it serves rather as an instrument for a more intuitive interaction
with the divine, including access to the “luminosity” that Syriac writers
had associated with the divine since the writings of Ephrem in the fourth
century.'
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The other two faculties of the soul, desire and impulse, must be accu-
rately aligned in order for the rational faculty to perform correctly.

These first (two) parts are collectively called the active part of the soul, whereas
this other (part) is (called) divine contemplation, that is, the good use to which
the part endowed with intelligence — that is, the mind - is put. And when we show
endurance in that active part — this consists in continual musing on the kind of
virtue that can be perceived by means of the body — (then) this contemplative
portion, which is the quality of the faculty of reason, brings the mind close to
complete mingling with God, causing it to peer (ndig) into His divine mysteries
which (exist) in a luminous state (Saphya’it) above the world.1%

The key spiritual practice permitting the ascetic to bring “the mind close
to complete mingling with God” is prayer and meditation. After an ex-
tensive example of the appropriate form of prayer, Isaac writes:

Those who wait expectantly to receive in their inner person the grace of the Holy
Spirit should engage continually in meditations and supplicatory converse (such
as) these: by such converse they will become sanctified, and with an intent such
as this they will be held worthy of a gift from on high.1%

And yet for Isaac, a large part of prayer consists of the reading of scrip-
ture.’® Not only is reading a part of prayer, but it also acts as a catalyst
to the spiritual mechanisms Isaac’s techniques aim to set into motion.
The “labour of reading” “serves as the gate by which the intellect enters
into the divine mysteries and takes strength for (attaining) luminosity in
prayer.”%” “Without reading (Scripture) the intellect has no means of
drawing near to God: (Scripture) draws the mind up and sets it at every
moment in the direction of God; it baptizes it from the corporeal world
with its insights and causes it to be above the body continually.”® “The
reading [of Scripture] manifestly is the fountainhead that gives birth to
prayer.”' In the end, for Isaac, reading is in fact a form of prayer:

while [engaged] in his reading, he is never for one moment devoid of the up-
surges of prayer. For no reading (of Scripture) which has engaged in this spiri-
tual concern will be empty of the fountain of prayer, seeing that for the most
part this person will be inebriated by the mysteries he encounters.!1?

With an understanding of reading as an actively engaged and ultimately
transcendent practice, it is no wonder that monastic writers, as we will
see below, were opposed to the school practice of lingering on the words
and debating the meaning (sukkala) of the text.

Although reading is integral to spiritual development, Isaac warns that
even if someone is “very learned and highly educated in the habit of or-
dinary reading and the exact rendering of words” he may not be per-
mitted “to perceive the (full) sense of what he is reading.”!! Reading also
requires correct ascetic practice.
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As for the exact meaning, corresponding to the spiritual significance, this is some-
thing which, in accordance with the growth of the inner person in the ascetic life
and (his) hidden progress, the divine power will cause him to taste — that power
which acts as a guide to him on the great and extensive ocean of stillness.}?

Ultimately, access to the divine is a matter of grace and can occur when-
ever God permits it.

For every event, natural being and utterance in this creation there is a Sanctuary
and a Holy of Holies. When the intellect is given permission and accorded the
strength to enter therein, no strength or movement or activity is left remaining
in the sense during these periods.!!3

This is the ultimate goal of Isaac’s whole monastic practice: the revela-
tion of the divine. In a discussion of the different forms of “overshadow-
ing,”1* Isaac writes of one:

The mysterious variety of overshadowing such as takes place with any holy per-
son, is an active force which overshadows the intellect, and when someone is held
worthy of this overshadowing, the intellect is seized and dilated with a sense of
wonder, in a kind of divine revelation.!1®

Various passages in Isaac’s writings describe this experience of revela-
tion.!!® Essentially Isaac’s point is that the heart can become a sanctuary
in which God may abide.

It is clear that if the heart can be worthy to become the location of heaven for
the Lord, (then) it has been held worthy of the sum of all contemplation, with a
vision of revelation.!1?

In a discussion of the experience of “the glorious mysteries of the divine
and revered Nature,” Isaac then critiques “those who, being outside still-
ness and great deprivation, have had the boldness to speak and write con-
cerning this mystery of the divine glory in created things.”!® He continues:

Blessed is the person who has entered this door in the experience of his own soul,
for all the power of ink, letters and phrases (b-’atwadta wa-b-rukkabé d-melta) is too
feeble to indicate the delight of this mystery. Many simple people imagine that
the philosophers’ form of meditation (hergd) is a (fore)taste of this converse that
conveys the beauties of all of God’s mysteries. The blessed bishop Basil speaks of
this in a letter to his brother, where he makes a distinction between this percep-
tion of creation which the saints receive — that is, the ladder of the intellect of
which the blessed Evagrius spoke, and the being raised up above all ordinary
vision — and (the perception) of the philosophers. “There is”, he said, “a con-
verse which opens up the door so that we can peer (ndig) down into knowledge
of created beings, and not up into spiritual mysteries.” He is calling the philoso-
phers’ (knowledge) “downwards knowledge,” for, he says, even those who are sub-
ject to the passions can know this (kind of knowledge); this perception which the
saints receive through their intellect as a result of grace (men taybitd), however,
he calls “knowledge of the spiritual mysteries above.”1¢
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Later Isaac writes:

Not by means of the insight of the corporeal world and (its) events does the plea-
sure of the righteous exist there in the Kingdom of heaven; rather, by means of
things in the (world) the intellect is raised up, as though on a ladder, to Him
who is the kingdom of the saints, and it abides in wonder.12

Much of what Isaac states in the above two quotations could be seen as
a direct rebuke of the positions held by the Cause. When Isaac refers to
“the philosophers,” he probably does not have in mind men in togas lin-
gering in porticos: there were few Greek philosophers in seventh-century
Mesopotamia. “Philosopher” seems to be a code word for those Chris-
tian intellectuals engaged in the study of Aristotle’s logical works. Further-
more, in the above quotation Brock has translated rukkabé d-meita as
“phrases.” However, based upon my presentation in Chapter Seven, the
philosophical implications of this locution are better drawn out if it is
translated more fully as “the combinations of speech,” or “logical com-
binations.” Philosophy is often, but not always, a negative term for the
monastic writers. This is in contrast to, for example, the Cause, where the
term, “philosophy” (Syr. pilasawpita), is used in reference to the work
of Moses, Jesus, and Diodore of Tarsus.!? We should recall that Isaac
and other monastic writers would have known texts such as the Life of
Antony, mentioned above, in which the unlettered Antony refutes two
pagan philosophers.!? In this refutation philosophy and paganism are
conflated (despite the Syriac version’s many strayings from the Greek).
The “philosophers” Isaac attacks were Christians, but when spurning the
“wisdom of the Greeks,” what better way to malignantly mislabel one’s
enemies than to call them “philosophers,” a title with pagan and foreign
implications?

Isaac was exceptional in his virtuosity, his influence, and the extremity
of some of his positions, such as his radical anchoritism and his explicit
antinomianism.'? However, his ideas and interests fit squarely within the
Church of his day. His work is not an isolated phenomenon. Otherwise,
it would not have been so influential. He takes the Christian notion of
grace to its logical conclusion and thus shuts out the rest of the world,
which seems to represent for him, at best, an unnecessary hindrance.!?*

The goal of monastic spirituality was radically different from that
of the intellectual practices advocated by the Cause. In several articles
Sebastian Brock has illustrated the importance of the notion of “Prayer
of the Heart” in the Syriac tradition, laying out the rich imagery that has
developed around this core concept in Syriac spirituality.?® The private
meditation of the Christian ascetic was likened to the liturgical practice
of the Church: the altar of sacrifice, the holy sanctuary, was internalized
so that liturgy was performed in the heart itself. Borrowing a term from
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Henri Corbin, Brock refers to prayer of the heart as ultimately theophanic,
that is, it reveals the divine to its practitioner.’® The internalization of
this type of prayer is so extreme that prayer becomes wholly privatized,
and even the state of having a pure heart can be characterized in itself
as a form of prayer.’?” It is this “Prayer of the Heart,” which Brock de-
scribes, that is characteristic of the monastic tendencies of later writers,
such as Isaac of Nineveh.

However, with the influx of Greek philosophical notions into the Syr-
iac milieu, older notions that we find in the writings of Aphrahat and
Ephrem and in the Liber Graduum were “hellenized” and placed in Greek
dress.!?® At the end of Chapter Seven I suggested that behind its numer-
ous concepts and terms the Cause continues to maintain certain ideas
that go back to Ephrem the Syrian. Similarly, an indigenous Syriac tra-
dition is being expressed in Greek terms in the later monastic litertaure.
Behind the Evagrian focus on the noils monastic writers continued to
express the “Prayer of the Heart” that we find in earlier texts such as the
Liber Graduum.

Explicit Criticism of “Philosophy,” Bookishness, and
the School Movement

Two of Isaac’s later seventh-century contemporaries, his fellow country-
man Dadi$o‘ of Bét Qatrayé and Simeon d-Taybatéh, share with him a
remarkably similar technical terminology for the monastic life.’?® Like
Isaac, Simeon and DadiS6° have a thorough knowledge of the previous mon-
astic tradition. These three writers may have in fact crossed paths, since
the biographical tradition associates each of them with the as yet uniden-
tified Monastery of Rabban $abiir in southwestern Iran.!%

With lesser eloquence—yet perhaps greater clarity of thought—
Dadi8o° is a writer with an outlook similar to that of Isaac. He promotes
an “Egyptian” style of monasticism, emphasizing silence and solitude, and
was heavily influenced by Evagrius. His intellectual heritage is made
apparent by a simple glance at the order of frequency of authors he cites
in his Commentary on the Asceticon of Abba Isaiah: Evagrius, Theodore of Mop-
suestia, Mark the Monk, and “Macarius the Great.”®! In this Commentary,
which treats the desert wisdom found in the ascetical handbook attrib-
uted to Abba Isaiah of Scetis (but which was perhaps anonymously pro-
duced in Gaza), Dadi$6° makes a number of passing jabs at and disdainful
references to eskolaye, that is, school men and students. As Abramowski
has suggested, these are worth looking at because they tell us something
about what the life of the eskolayé entailed, but they are also useful be-
cause they provide explicit information on the tension that could exist
between the school and the monastery.!%2
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Dadi36® defends “spiritual” exegesis, that is, monastic allegorical exegesis,
especially in order that he

may muzzle the mouths of certain stupid exegetes who, thanks to their knowl-
edge of the jargon that they have learnt—jargon that is totally divorced from any
idea of good conduct—hold saints in contempt when these latter introduce
examples from the Scriptures and from the natural world, and take them to
refer spiritually to godliness and righteousness.!*3

Dadi’6° further complains that members of the school movement even
attack Abba Isaiah. Abramowski paraphrases:

Some of the eskolaye, interpreters (badoge) or who are called by them teachers (mall-
phané) — of words, without works — who left the common knowledge of scriptures
which cannot be acquired but by practice of the commandments . . . deride the
saint abbas Isaiah, saying that he is the teacher (mallphand) of the youths in the
school (bét sephré); 1 myself have heard this once from one of them and was aston-
ished by his audacity and stupidity. The contrary is true: bishops, teachers and
wise men would do well to learn from Isaiah when they start with monasticism.!%

In a comment on Isaiah’s warning not to correct a brother “who is sing-
ing a psalm or reading,” Dadi$o‘ explains that such behavior belongs to
“a hard passion and an evil blemish,” and specifies that it may occur “in
the assembly of brothers, in the service, and in prayer, in the sessions
(mawtbe) '35 or at the tables of the brothers.”% Such public correction
causes dissension among the brothers. Dadi$o® continues:

For in the common assembly (kndisyd d-gawwa) of the brothers, whenever they
have gathered together for prayer or for reading it is right to illustrate the mean-
ing of the words of the Fathers for one another but not the reading of the words
(gerydtd da-$mahé) . For this is the work of the eskéldye, but not of the distinguished
and watchful solitaries.!®’

Dadi3o° associates the practice of the school with a superficial focus on
the exteriors of language. Furthermore, correct reading is something
that would have already been learned by many of the monks. To criticize
another concerning the trivialities of pronunciation would be an insult:
it was an implicit suggestion that that person still belonged in the school
and not the monastery.

In the middle of his explication of Isaiah’s thirteenth discourse Dadi$o¢
begins to discuss the different ways in which demons can attack human
beings. They have invented an “alternative means”® of assault: “constant
and disordered meditation on scripture, a disparate wandering after
seeking its meanings, and suspension of labors, of prayer, of reflection
on God, and of meditation on self-correction.” This leads Christians to
engage in intellectual disputes.’?® Dadi$6* complains of brothers leaving
off the correct monastic practice and spending all their time focusing on
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the “meaning of scripture” (sukkald da-ktabe) “like eskolaye.”'** Then when
they come together with one another they end up falling into disputes.
Thus, Dadiso® explains, Isaiah recommends against this “dispersed wan-
dering™#! after the meaning of scripture. In fact, the life of the school
was in part invented by the demons in order to distract monks from the
correct monastic practice.

Then at this time in the days of the Egyptian fathers in this evil and harmful bat-
tle the demons fought with the solitaries within the silence, while they were com-
pelling those who were instructed in (scriptures) and quick in their tempera-
ment that they might be well versed in the learning of the philosophers and the
wisdom of the Greeks, while reading and applying their mind to the books of
Aristotle the Philosopher, the ones which are for the learning of reason (yull
phand da-mlilatd), I mean, the Categories, Peri Hermeneias, Apodeiktikos (i.e., Poste-
rior Analytics), and the rest of such as these. Those are the ones which the blessed
Evagrius condemns in Demonstrations from the Holy Scriptures, which he places in
his book against the eight sinful passions and against the enticing demons. For
he says this in those things which he sets against the demon of vainglory thus:
“Against the soul, which, due to the vainglory which holds it, desires to learn the
wisdom of the Greeks, the wisdom of this world is foolishness” (1 Cor 3:19).
Again in one of his letters he writes to one of his disciples thus: “Despise reason,
for it is not useful for our path. For the kingdom of God was not in word (melta)
but in power” (1 Cor 4:20), that is, the purity of heart, which comes into being
from love. With things of this sort the demons fought, but with those who were
untaught (Gr. idio ts) and unable to learn the controversy (drasd) of wisdom, they
would compel them to reflect and meditate on the meaning of the scriptures,
while giving up the meditation beneficial to the salvation of their life, in the way
of the eskalaye 4

-y =<

Despite the apparent total condemnation of training in logic, Dadi$6"’s
complaints should be examined in light of his own exegetical and inter-
pretive practice. As Draguet notes, in his works “the tools of philological
analysis are used to serve the doctrinal synthesis.”** Dadi8o® had the
same training as these schoolmen but he had moved beyond it.

Another aspect of the life of the eskolayé that Dadiso® condemns sev-
eral times is the communal-liturgical focus of the schools.!** For him the
life of the eskoldyé is characterized by an excess of hymns and responses.
This fits with the evidence provided in Chapter Four for the liturgical
aspect of the school movement. Aside from the picayune attention to logic
and authoritative and correct meaning, what was bothersome about the
East-Syrian schools for writers like Dadi§o® was the excessive focus on
group prayer. Moreover, that his critique is two-pronged, aimed at both
the school’s intellectual approach and the kind of social interaction its
members engaged in, coincides with my larger argument that the differ-
ences between the monastery and the school were correlative: each had
a mutually corresponding intellectual approach and social life.

Simeon d-Taybiaitéh (“of his Grace”), another monastic writer of the
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later seventh century, shows the same interest as others in delineating
the different stages of the spiritual life. For him also the higher form of
contemplation, a prayer of the heart, is the goal of the spiritual life.1*
Simeon sets Greek philosophy and the tools of logic in an earlier stage
of spiritual progress in a manner that should be familiar by now from
the sources already discussed. In the following passage Simeon shows an
open disdain for Greek philosophy.

Fie upon that love of natural knowledge (ida‘ta naphsandyta) which adorns itself
with the desire for new inventions, and which in its eagerness for learning works
and lives in happiness, and thus deceives even the children of light, in advising
them that we must, together with the labours of penitence, the fulfillment of the
commandments and the pursuit of the state of impassibility, exert ourselves greatly
in particular readings (qeryand prisa), which the spiritual exercises encourage, in
order that we may, through the teaching of science, reap help from the mys-
teries hidden in the books of the Fathers, and in order that by means of the
channel of learning (organon d-yullphand) we may move from knowledge to knowl-
edge; but the knowledge which is composed (metrakba) of, or falls under (naphla
thét), letters and words, is the second natural knowledge of learning (ida‘ta (h)y
kyanayta d-tartein d-yullphand), used by the Greek philosophers and wise men,
and from the time of Solomon to that of Christ no one has used it without pas-
sions, as the passions are the instrument (Gr. drganon) of the wisdom of the
world. Even the Books which were written through the Spirit were not able to
express with ink the happiness that was infused in the heart of the prophets,
apostles and Fathers.!#

In this passage Simeon is clearly employing Evagrius’s categorization of
the different forms of knowledge. “Natural” knowledge, or what is also
called “psychic” knowledge, is on a lower tier than “spiritual” or “essential
knowledge.” Thus, the learning of Greek philosophy, which is character-
ized by letters, words, and combinations, is lesser than the monk’s spiri-
tual acquisition of knowledge. Furthermore, Simeon’s second use of the
Greek word drganon here may be seen as a subtle jab both at the similarly
named tool of reason and at the collection of Aristotle’s works that served
as an introduction to this tool and was thus called by the same name.

The extremely positive view of rationality as the key instrument by
which we are able to acquire knowledge of God, as discussed in Chapter
Seven, seems to be the position that both Dadi$6 and Simeon are oppos-
ing, that is, what Evagrius characterized as theoria phusiké . However, the
two of them had probably studied the Organon in their own educations.
Dadi86“’s commentary bears traces of the influence of Greek philosoph-
ical texts and ideas. Like the monks of Bét ‘Abé at the beginning of this
chapter, Dadi36° and Simeon think that the intellectual life of the school
is below them and, in fact, a hindrance to the monastic life. The monk
no longer required group study and the sharpening of reason; he sought
God through silence and private meditation.
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Aside from the more direct and often intellectually oriented critiques
of the school movement, in some of the hagiographical sources we can
also isolate what seems to be an implicit rejection of bookishness and life
in a school. In its place a monastic life, one focused more on private spir-
itual exercise, is advocated. In this hagiographic rejection of the school
and all it entailed we must bear in mind the imaginative level on which
these texts work. Just as the conversion to Christianity was understood
as a rejection of a pagan or a secular life for a life of asceticism and
Christian learning, so also the transition from the life of group study to
that of a more private devotion could be taken as an explicit break with
the past. Such conversions and breaks with the past must be seen as nar-
rative forms. Yet this is not to suggest that imagining a transition as a
radical transformation denies the possibility of an actual change in real
people’s lives. How these men imagined and wrote about their lives is often
the way they led them.

The evidence for the radical rejections of the life of the school for that
of the monastery must be teased out from the sources. Some texts offer
glimpses of this but we must be wary of how we read them. For example,
the Chronicle of Siirt tells how, in the early to mid-seventh century, after
completing his studies Rabban Sabiir became a teacher (mallphand) at
the “School of Dayr Mihraq.” He then went to Sustar with seven of his
“students” (eskalaye).**” However, they did not go to the school founded
there by a certain Theodore, according to the Chronicle, but instead they
went to an associate of Theodore, Rabban Haya, who, after being con-
verted to the monastic life by Abraham of KaSkar and renouncing his
wealth, traveled to Egypt and Jerusalem before returning and construct-
ing his own monastery.'*® “They went to Rabban Haya in Kaskar and he
taught them the monastic life and thrust upon them and Rabban Sabir
the canons of Mar Abraham.”'* Rabban Sabiir then builds his own mon-
astery. Can we see in this brief story the rejection of the life of the school
for that of the monastery? It is difficult to say, especially since we have
no knowledge of the intention of the actors nor even if the story, as
reported by the Chronicle, is accurate.

Similar evidence of a rejection of the life of the school may be ex-
tracted from the abbreviated lives of Abraham of Kaskar and Babai of
Nisibis. No biography is extant of Abraham of KaSkar, the great East-
Syrian monastic reformer of the sixth century. However, there is an
abbreviated version, which is perhaps based on one or all three of the
lives composed by his disciples.!® This abbreviated life shows signs of an
antipathy toward the practices of the school movement. Like other saints’
lives, after the prologue the Life of Abraham describes the hero’s early
years and his education.
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From his youth his parents handed him over to be trained in the language and
literature (sephr@) of the holy scriptures. And after he learned and was richly
endowed with the whole of learning, an angel of the Lord appeared to him in a
divine revelation.!?!

The angel instructs him to go out from his parents’ land, 3 la his name-
sake Abraham, and to go to Hirta, where “he settled ([y]ited) briefly and
was occupied ( ‘né) with the meditation (kerga) of the holy scriptures,”
perhaps at the school I mentioned in the previous chapter. From this
point on he converts local Arabs. This is not unlike the way Mar Aba is
described in his life as making excursions from the School of Nisibis to
convert “heretics,” as was also written of Gregory of Nisibis. Abraham’s
development as a Christian is described with the pedagogical language
typical of the Syriac milieu.!®® He then travels broadly, visiting the monas-
tic centers of Jerusalem and of Scetis in Egypt. On his return to the East,
Abraham settles in Nisibis, joins the School, and gains a great reputation
because of his miraculous cure of a daughter of one of the town elites
who is possessed by a demon.1%*

Then he turned and came to his cell, and he served God night and day, and he
was sitting and feeding the strangers and the poor. He abided in the cave of Mar
Jacob, the bishop of Nisibis, in the place which is called Mérda, and from that day
he left off the scribal life (kdtsbiita) and was hidden from human intercourse.!®
From the roots of the wilderness he was nourished, and God revealed to the holy
men about him and they gathered unto him from everywhere. He taught them
the way of ascent to heaven and the practice of the monastic life.!%®

The saint performs many miracles, particularly miraculous healings of
the sick. The text then goes on to describe his career instituting monas-
tic rules and training various disciples to “set up their residence in the
quiet of the mountains and the desert wastes and to keep themselves far
from human intercourse.”%

The abbreviated Life of Abraham employs the pedagogical language
typical of the East-Syrian schools to describe the master-disciple relation-
ship in East-Syrian monasticism. However, the rejection of “the scribal
life” and the antipathy Abraham feels towards human intercourse rep-
resents a tendency that seems to counter what we find in the school tra-
dition. Furthermore, this rejection of the school corresponds with the
apparent epistemological differences between the abbreviated Life and
the ideas found in the Cause, for example. The Life puts an emphasis on
God’s revelations to human beings. At the beginning of the Life, Abra-
ham’s monastery on Mt. Iz1a is described as “a place of the (divine) pres-
ence (skintd) of the revelations of the Lord.”®

This tendency is continued in the abbreviated Life of Babai that fol-
lows the Life of Abraham in the same manuscript. Babai is engaged in
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teacher-student relations, but the subject matter is different from that
of the schools: “He learned about the battles and the combats which
are against demons.”"*® Perhaps punning on the school usage of the root
y-+-b and its cognates, Babai “sits” in a cave.’® In turn, he teaches those
who gather around him “the practices of the monastic life.”!6! Babai him-
self “received a revelation from God that he should ascend Mt. Izla and
build on it a monastery.”®? Babai’s Life has a demonological emphasis
that clearly derives from Egypt, and like the Life of Antony, another monk
who rejects formal book learning for divine inspiration, the Life of Babai
ends with a reference to his monastery as being “like a great city,” recall-
ing the same famous line from the Life of Antony.'®®

In contrast to the Lives of Abraham and Babai, the Cause has a differ-
ent understanding of revelation and the divine presence. In the Cause,
only the angels enjoy direct revelation from God: “Before him they stand
continually and enjoy revelations of him, just as Daniel said: A thousand
thousands stand before him and a myriad myriads serve him (Dan 7:10).764
God does not reveal himself directly to human beings. The divine pres-
ence is something more distant. God revealed himself, according to the
Cause, in his act of creation.

But if not (i.e., if he had not revealed himself in this way), not even this crumb
of knowledge would be able to fix its gaze on that divine presence ($kinta), since
all of those things of his go unspeakably beyond the thought and reason (meltd)
of created things.'®®

Otherwise, the divine presence would remain accessible only to the angels,
such as “the Cherubim, who bear and carry solemnly the divine presence
(skinta) which is girt round with bands of fire. And now and then from
it (i.e., the divine presence) shines forth a powerful light underneath all
of them.”% Even this angelic knowledge, however, is limited. We might
recall that Theodore of Mopsuestia’s exegesis of Genesis 1, which was so
influential on the Cause, argues that visible creation served as a lesson
for the angels, since they could not know God either: reason is an essen-
tial tool for both humans and angels to learn about the Creator. In con-
trast to this limited notion of our accessibility to the divine, Thomas of
Marga regularly describes monks as having a more immediate knowl-
edge of the divine. This fits with what we have seen in the writings of
Isaac, Dadi3o®, and Simeon and in the Lives of Abraham and Babai.!%’

Conclusion

The Evagrian emphasis on inspiration over learning was nothing new. In
his study, which includes a description of the struggle in Palestine
between Sabas and the Origenists who entered Sabas’s monastery, John
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Binns notes that in early monasticism “knowledge tended to be regarded
as the result of a divine charism rather than hard work and study.”®8 The
essential epistemological difference between the East-Syrian school and
the monastery attests to a further development of what Binns addresses
and is well illustrated by a similar dichotomy which would develop later
in the Islamic world:

Although the philosophers and mystics in medieval Islam (not to mention
Judaism and Christianity) would both agree that truth is tantamount to knowl-
edge of God, they differed with respect to what this knowledge consists of and
how one discovers it. At issue, then, is the instrument by which the individual
receives knowledge: Does it occur through the intellect or the imagination? For
the philosophers, knowledge of God is equivalent to understanding the world
(namely, the various sciences) and is something that arises naturally and syllo-
gistically in the intellect. For the mystics, however, knowledge of God is intuited
semiotically and arises in the imagination both supernaturally and directly from
God.1%

The epistemological difference between these two groups centers on their
differing evaluation of the instrumentality of reason for accessing divine
knowledge and is in fact characteristic of the dichotomy in Western reli-
gion in general between the philosopher and the mystic: both agree that
truth is knowledge of God but disagree with respect to how this knowl-
edge is attained.!”® As our own contemporary debates about the rarified
language of cultural criticism can attest, one person’s indispensable epis-
temological tool is another person’s jargon.

Beyond issues of heterodoxy and intellectual dispute, excessive learn-
ing could simply cause envy. Thomas of Marga describes how the seventh-
century Aphnimaran, being extremely learned in the scriptures, “composed
many works and ‘responses’, and treatises on doctrine in a perfect man-
ner,” and was thus “like unto the pillar of light which led the Hebrews.”'”!
On account of this, he was accused of being a Messalian, tied to a bier
for the dead, and carried out “to the place where they make asses run.”'7?
Messalians, or Euchites as they were also called in Greek (lit. “praying
ones”), were a loosely defined ascetic movement which advocated an
immediate access to the divine. Messalianism was regularly condemned
throughout Late Antiquity, especially for its challenges to the social
order.!'”? The accusation against Aphnimaran is therefore fitting: the
greatest insult to his learning was to suggest that he belonged to a group
of people associated with an excess of enthusiasm and an utter lack of
learning and tradition. However, at the same time, I suspect that the
numerous accusations of and great concern about Messalianism, which
we find in a number of contemporary sources, point to the flipside of the
antischolastic stance: labeling someone a Messalian was a useful tool for
controlling those who seemed to have a bit too much inspiration.!”
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The dichotomy between spiritualist and logician should not mistakenly
be mapped onto the modern Enlightenment dichotomy between mysti-
cism and philosophy, however much these two dichotomies are related.!”
The “mystics” in this case fully accept philosophy, but see it as only
an earlier stage in the spiritual cursus honorum, while the “philosophers”
are always aware that, grace permitting, “philosophy” is irrelevant. Fur-
thermore, we need not believe these texts when they take such distinct
ideological positions. Monks may talk about inspiration and revelation,
while the school promoted learning and reason, but many of their dif-
ferences are perceived (the narcissism of minor differences?) rather than
real: the monastery is a place of learning just as the school is a place of
retreat.

In Chapter Seven I argued that the reception of Aristotelian logic in
the Church of the East, as attested by its use in the Cause, was mapped
onto a prior Ephremic understanding of language as well as Ephrem’s
notion of the divine condescension into words for human benefit. How-
ever, Ephrem is also the father of the trajectory of East-Syrian thought
examined in this chapter, that is, the spiritualist monastic ideology which
sees human progress toward knowledge of the divine as culminating in
the opposite of words, that is, in silence.!” The ideology of the school
movement fits into the monastic movement as an early stage in the process
of (re)discovering the Creator. Similarly, the monastery required the kind
of prior training that the school could offer. Thus, a homologous rela-
tionship existed between the intellectual and social life advocated by the
school and the monastery.

However, the differences between school and monastery were also the
rhetoric of a religious elite that shared much in common. Certainly there
were underlying structural differences between these two institutions,
but in delineating these subtle differences we risk drawing a sharper dis-
tinction than was perhaps readily perceived or existed. Presumably, for
most East Syrians the progression of an individual from school to mon-
astery was a natural one. The sources provide numerous instance of this.!””
A sampling of figures who, according to Thomas of Marga’s Book of Gover-
nors, went through the School of Nisibis includes Mar Elijah from Hirta,
the busybody monk who finds that some of the monks are living with
women and even have children!;!”® Sihdona, the monastic writer, who
became an apostate from the Church of the East;!” and Rabban Gabriel,
who followed Sahdéna to Edessa to debate with him and also sparred
verbally with other West Syrians.!%¢ Even ‘Enaniio, the teacher (mall-
phand) and monk, was a student at Nisibis.!8! This significant figure in
the further “Egyptianization” of East-Syrian monasticism studied the
Fathers intensely, and then after visiting Jerusalem and Scetis, returned
and was asked to help draw up monastic canons.'® His story provides an
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example of a mellow blend of ascetic and learned life. We are told he
“composed definitions and divisions of various things, which were writ-
ten upon the walls of his cell.”® He is also the editor of the famous
Paradise of the Fathers, a seventh-century compilation of various Egyptian
monastic works. The tensions between the requirements of learning and
the need for monastic solitude were negotiated by the slow and eventual
removal from society that the ascetics aimed at. Sahd6na himself in his
writings shows a clear awareness of the tension between grace and the
need for community, and the inevitable need for masters and peers early
in one’s spiritual career.!®

Our main narrative source, Thomas of Margi, despite evidence such
as the story he tells of the controversy at Bét ‘Abé, depicts the relation-
ship between school and monastery as far more irenic than many of the
monastic texts discussed above would have us believe. For example, where
several of the monastic writers condemn those they refer to as the “philos-
ophers,” Thomas employs the same term to describe learned masters of
the monastic life. Thomas sets forth a specific modus operandi: village
school, perhaps a stint at the School of Nisibis, cenobitic life, and then
the life of the anchorite. This move through various institutions is pre-
sented as the natural course of training, and he apparently thinks that
the Greek philosophers’ “schools” worked on a similar model. The mon-
astery of Abraham of Kaskar is compared to classical Athens,'® and Thomas
explains how Pythagoras, Homer, Plato, and Hippocrates all advocated
the life of solitude and silence.!® However, even Thomas notes anom-
alies: he apologizes several times for those holy men who are completely
unlearned.'® More commonly, he refers to his subjects as trained and
enlightened in the scriptures.!® Perhaps he was writing after the tensions
between the two different institutions had been resolved. Or, what I find
more likely, the monastic rejection of the life of the school, while mani-
festing potentially emergent social and intellectual frictions, functioned
to facilitate the easy flow of students from school to monastery, a process
which was a regular part of life in the Church of the East. The students
would most likely have come to feel that the suprarational, revelatory
knowledge of the monk was more profound than the deliberate, imparted
learning of the schoolman, and this may have instilled in them the desire
to depart the school for the more intense rigors of the monastery.

Appendix: Hénana of Adiabene and the Decline of the
School of Nisibis

The sources for the School of Nisibis become sparse after the sixth cen-
tury. We may infer from this that the School suffered a decline, but to
what extent remains unclear. The School continues to be referred to by
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later sources, but only in passing and briefly. For example, I§6‘yahb III
refers to “the common mother, our holy school” in a letter to a teacher
in Nisibis in the 650s.% There are references in the later sources to East-
Syrian men going to Nisibis to study, but after this point we lack quali-
tative sources such as the School’s canons and the cause genre from the
sixth century. One factor in this possible decline may have been the con-
temporaneous and rapid spread of schools throughout Mesopotamia.
Nisibis was no longer the exception, as the three types of East-Syrian
school (independent, monastic, and village, discussed in Chapter Eight)
could be found in much of Sasanian Mesopotamia, and the competition
from rival schools would have detracted from the honor Nisibis had long
received.

The School could have gone into decline solely due to the catas-
trophic events of the seventh century, which were mentioned at the very
beginning of this volume. The early seventh century was a time of polit-
ical and religious upheaval in the region. The city of Nisibis in particu-
lar may have been affected adversely by the political realignment that
occurred after the Arab conquest. Chase Robinson has suggested that
cities “such as Edessa and Nisibis suffered multiple misfortune” in the
early Islamic period.'*® John of Phenek states that there was a rebellion
in Nisibis against the Arabs in c. 690.!9! Such a rebellion would have pre-
vented Nisibis, and by extension the School, from staying in favor with
the new authorities.

In conjunction with these larger trends and transformations, one in-
ternal event at the School that also played out within the broader Church
seems to have had a significant role in diminishing the School’s reputa-
tion as well as its size. This was the controversy surrounding Hénéana of
Adiabene, an event for which there are a number of references. This con-
troversy primarily concerned his theology, but also it reflects his appar-
ent aberrations in exegesis from the East-Syrian tradition and perhaps
also the tensions which could develop between different institutions
within the broader ecclesiastical hierarchy.’? Hénana’s theology and the
controversy it stirred up remained a threat to the Church for some time.
Two centuries later Timothy I reprimanded a certain Nasr for relying on
arguments made by Hénana , reminding him that this heretic had been
condemned in a synod under Catholicos Sabri$o‘ in 605.193

The Chronicle of Siirt describes a mass exodus from the School under
Hénana.!'®* However, it is not clear how much significance should be
attributed to this episode nor what bearing this exodus had on the
future of the School. Nonetheless, it no doubt had some impact on the
School’s future. Labourt suggested that the School of Nisibis could no
longer compete with other schools whose orthodoxy had not been im-
pugned due to this event.!®® The author of the Cause may be the same
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Barhadbé&sabba who signed the condemnation of Hénana at the Synod
of 605 and who is described as leaving the School at this time along with
the other students.'% If this is the same person, then his relationship with
Hénana had changed. This rejection of the head of the School does
not fit with the panegyric-like treatment Hénana receives in the Cause.’
The Causewas probably written before HHénana’s more controversial posi-
tions were articulated. However, there remains the possibility that Bar-
hadbésabba is engaged in a kind of prescriptive apologetics, that is, he is
describing how Hénana should relate to the tradition of Theodore of
Mopsuestia and what the correct theological positions are.

Unfortunately, reconstructing Hénana’s thought is difficult, despite
the extent of his literary output.!®® ‘Abdi$6° attributes a number of works
to him in his Catalogue®® but only two are extant, On Golden Friday (the
first Friday after Pentecost) and On the Rogation (i.e., on the different
kinds of prayer), both of which are examples of the cause genre.?”® These
two extant texts do not attest any particular aberrations in his theology
or his approach to scripture. In fact, despite one passage that has been
flagged as of questionable East-Syrian orthodoxy, the content of these
two texts seems standard for the literature of the East-Syrian school.20!
On Golden Friday includes a passage expressing notions similar to what we
find in the passage in the Cause which treats the creation narrative of
Genesis 1, the same passage which has been discussed in earlier chap-
ters.?2 In the section of this text where Hénana lays out the divisions of
the parts of scripture and how these divisions are to be read, his method
is reminiscent of that found in Junillus Africanus’s Instituta Regularia
Divinae Legis.2* His On Rogations contains a section corresponding to the
contemplative, Evagrian spirituality becoming popular in the Church of
the East at the time.2%

From the little that is extant of his works, and especially from a num-
ber of polemical references to him and his followers, scholars have re-
constructed the controversy surrounding Hénana in a number of ways.
Hénana was accused of flouting the exegetical authority of Theodore of
Mopsuestia, and it has been suggested that the confirmations of Theo-
dore’s place within the Church at councils in 585 and 586 are veiled refer-
ences to him.? It has been said that he displaced Theodore’s exegesis
of scripture with that of John Chrysostom, but this does not seem to be the
case.? Gerrit Reinink posits a more nuanced understanding of the con-
troversy when he suggests that it stems from his more liberal position re-
garding exegesis, allowing for the introduction of other exegetical writers
aside from Theodore of Mopsuestia into the curriculum of the School.?”

Luise Abramowski has addressed the question of Hénana’s thought in
her analyses of the Christology of Babai the Great.?®® She goes so far as
to argue that the formation of the East-Syrian orthodox position attested
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by the Council of 612 and exemplified in the works of Babai occurred
specifically as a reaction to the thought of Hénana and his followers.?®
Abramowski does not see Hénéna as a turncoat to the Miaphysite cause
but rather as maintaining a Christology of hypostatic union within Christ
closer in line to that of Neochalcedonianism, although he may have come
to this through the East-Syrian tradition. Neochalcedonian influence is
possible, since it seems that by the late sixth century more information
about Western ecclesiastical events had been filtered through to the Church
of the East.?'? Much of this depends on how one reads the scanty sources.
For example, one piece of Héndna’s thought extant in Babai’s De Unione
is his false etymological argument that the title “Messiah” (mszhd) derives
from the root meaning “to measure” (Syr. m-$-h).2!! Abramowski suggests
that the source for this usage is a work of Cyril of Alexandria translated
into Syriac to which Hénana would have had access.?!? Thus, according
to Abramowski, Hénana was employing Cyril’s thought against members
of his own church. However, such an interest in etymology, perhaps typ-
ical of a school setting, can also be found in Hénana’s two extant exam-
ples of the Cause genre.?!® He, like his contemporaries, may have thought
that the language of God at the time of creation was Syriac.?'* This would
perhaps mark his peculiar etymology of the word “messiah” as some-
thing distinctly more local.

Moreover, we should keep in mind the polemical intent of the sources.
Reinink has examined Babai’s assertion that FHénana was aligned with
Gabriel of Sinjar, the West-Syrian court doctor of Khosro II, in his Life of
George.?® This tying of Hénana to the West-Syrian cause has been con-
tested; his theological position seems to have been closer to Chalcedon-
ian orthodoxy, or perhaps even derived from an internal East-Syrian
development.?!5 A controversial figure of the following generation who
never knew Hénana but seems to have been influenced by his theology,
Sahdéna (Martyrios), was also condemned for his heretical views.2'7 It
has been argued similarly that Sahdona’s position derives directly from
indigenous East-Syrian theological developments and need not be ex-
plained as being due to malign external influence.?!®

Hénana and his followers (lit. the hnanayé) are repeatedly condemned
in Babai’s De Unione. While at times Babai connects Hénana’s thought to
that of Cyril and other “theopaschites,”? in the chapter on the resur-
rection his followers are identified with Origenists and those who posit
that the resurrection body will be spherical.??® What exactly Hénana’s
theology was is difficult to determine from Babai’s statements in De
Unione. He seems to have had certain leanings that made it easier for
Babai to connect him to the West Syrians. However, “theopaschite’—i.e.,
Monophysite—was a standard form of abuse for an East-Syrian, as was
“Origenist.” In his commentary on the Kephalaia Gnostica of Evagrius of
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Pontus, Babai mentions Hénana and his followers once each. Hénana is
placed next to Origen as someone who would equate the human essence
with the divine.?”! His followers as well as those of Origen and the “Chal-
daeans” are categorized together as those who attribute knowledge and
providence to the stars.??? However, Babai is engaging in hyperbole, just
as when he raises the specter of Messalianism. Ironically, if Hénana and
his followers were truly in agreement with Origen, as Babai suggests, this
would make them closer in thought to Babai’s own hero, Evagrius of Pon-
tus. As we have seen, Babai relied on a domesticated version of Evagrius’s
work in his commentary on the Kephalaia Gnostica, going out of his way
to interpret away those aspects of Evagrius’s thought he would have deemed
heterodox.

Labourt suggested that Hénana probably studied in Syria or Pales-
tine.? This would fit with his Christological tendency as well as the ap-
parently Evagrian-inspired Origenism of which he was accused. Travels
to the West by monks and schoolmen in search of learning were not
uncommon at this time. The Chronicle of Siirt says that Hénana traveled
while in exile from the School during the period of his predecessor, Abra-
ham of Bét Rabban; however, it states that this was in the East (Arab. al-
masrig).?2* It was not uncommon for East Syrians to travel to the West,
and we have examined the influx of monastic ideas, especially Evagrian
ones, into the East earlier in this chapter. However, Hénana need not
have made such a sojourn. He could just as easily come across such ideas
from texts as well as from Christians moving eastwards.

Another approach to this controversy is to examine Hénana’s rela-
tionship with the bishop of the city, Gregory of Kagkar, who played a role
in his condemnation. Ignoring the theological content of the controversy
for a moment, we may speculate whether some tension may have arisen
due to a conflict regarding ecclesiastical authority. The dispute between
Heénana and Gregory could be comparable to the problems that arose
between Narsai and Barsauma soon after the foundation of the School.
Narsai received much support from Barsauma, the bishop of Nisibis, on
his first arrival in the city; he later had a falling out with him, one hav-
ing to do with equal honors and jurisdiction.?”® Gregory, who was dis-
cussed in the previous chapter, was interested in the school movement,
as his biographical tradition strongly attests, and therefore it is possible
that an impetus for his dislike of Hénana had to do with issues pertain-
ing to the running of the School. The size and independence of the School
of Nisibis made it an exceptional institution: the head exegete may have
received as much respect as the bishop of Nisibis himself.

As in Babai's Life of George, the Chronicle of Siirt presents the conflict as
ultimately reflecting the ongoing West-Syrian attempts at subverting the
Church of the East. The force of Gregory’s eventually successful attacks
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on Hénana was blunted, according to the Chronicle, by Gabriel of Sinjar,
the Miaphysite doctor to the king. The Chronicle offers a seedy explana-
tion for Gabriel’s support of Hénana: the doctor had been excommun-
nicated from the Church of the East by Gregory for bigamy.??® Again,
just as in the controversy between Narsai and Barsauma, flaws of char-
acter, such as envy and desire, and the unwanted presence of women are
introduced as explanatory devices for conflicts that probably had a more
complex genesis.??’

One question that needs to be addressed is whether or not there is
a correlation between the theological controversy between Babai and
Hénana and their different institutional settings. This would not have to
do with their Christology as such but rather with their reception of the
thought of Evagrius of Pontus. If Hénana was a more radical Evagrian
than Babai and yet worked within a school setting, as opposed to a mon-
astery, then Babai’s antipathy towards him may be understood as not just
a reaction to his heretical views but also as a response to a figure who
implicitly challenged those like Babai himself, who had gone through
the East-Syrian schools but afterward ascended to the monastery and
held to a progressive view of learning.??® His open acceptance of the
higher levels of Evagrian contemplation would have threatened to make
the monastery superfluous. Perhaps the content of the controversy is less
important than the relative institutional positions of those involved. It is
clear that just as the independence of the head of the School of Nisibis
was a threat to the authority of the bishop of the city, so also it seems that
the head of the local monastic center deemed himself worthy of more
respect than the head of the School received. In other words, the School
of Nisibis was an East-Syrian school that had grown too influential, and
the ideological aspect of this would be its head promoting an Evagrian
spirituality that allowed for too easy access to the divine too early in a
student’s career. However, this is speculative. The sources suggest that
the primary reason for the problems at the School and within the
Church as a whole at this time was theological.

Whether or not the decline of the School was directly related to the
controversy surrounding Hénana, it is certain that the controversy was
related to larger movements within the Church of the East connected
to the development of scholastic culture and the proliferation of East-
Syrian schools. It does not seem to be a coincidence that most of the
problems attributed to Hénana represent the influx of new ideas into the
Church of the East—West-Syrian theology, alternative forms of exegesis,
and an Evagrian emphasis on divine accessibility, which was labeled
Origenism. As we have seen, Syriac Christianity thrived, as all cultures do,
from the influx of new ideas and practices. Yet, as is also the case with
other cultures, the rapid introduction of the novel may have induced
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intellectual and social destabilization, which would have led to cleavages
from within.

Further analysis of the sources might draw out the texture of these
events. However, we may be facing a source problem. Whatever the cause,
the School of Nisibis seems to have gone into decline by the mid-seventh
century. But the silence of the sources allows us only to speculate. Whether
the School as an institution persisted or not, Nisibis remained an intel-
lectual center for centuries to come.?”® The decline of the School does not
seem to have had a significant impact on inteliectual life in the Church
of the East. This is because, as we saw in Chapter Eight, East-Syrian schools
had popped up all over Mesopotamia, able to continue the way of life
that had begun at Nisibis.



Conclusion: Study as Ritual in the
Church of the East

We have to put aside the conception of school learning as primarily the trans-
mission of knowledge: lecturing, note-taking, book-learning, the generating of
understanding, the cultivation of critical thought. Studying the “scholarly,”
“intellectual” side of cathedral school learning is like writing history of the the-
ater from lists of plays performed and from theoretical treatises by actors.!

Now at that time the much enlightened Rabban Babai

Was praised by many on account of his teaching.

In the city Geébilta the teacher of truth founded a school,

And like the Tigris a fountain of learning flowed from his belly.

By the theory and practice of his teaching (b-téawrtyd w-sa‘oritd d-mallphaniteh)
He made the truth of his enlightenment shine upon many.2

In this book I have sketched out some of the contours of the religious
culture of learning in the Church of the East in Late Antiquity and the
early Islamic period, primarily by focusing on the intellectual and insti-
tutional history of the School of Nisibis. In contrast to an approach that
tends to subordinate learning to a secular, Enlightenment view of knowl-
edge, I have emphasized that the East-Syrian school movement must be
understood as a movement integral to the Church of the East in general
and to East-Syrian monasticism in particular. More work needs to be
done on the School of Nisibis and on the development of the East-Syrian
school movement in general. There are numerous areas in which contin-
ued study would be fruitful, such as philosophical culture in the Sasan-
ian Empire, the conflict between East and West Syrians in Mesopotamia,
the Armenian sources for the intellectual culture of fifth-century Edessa,
and the nature of the cause genre. Beyond these particular areas of future
research, scholars must examine the similarities between the East-Syrian
school movement and the cultures of learning we find in the Rabbinic,
Zoroastrian, Mandaean, and Muslim communities neighboring it.

As the above epigraph from C. Stephen Jaeger suggests, the East-
Syrian school will be misunderstood if it is simply treated as an intellec-
tual institution where students acquired learning. Just as the focus of
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medieval cathedral schools was on both “letters and manners” (litierae et
mores),? so learning was not simply an intellectual act for the East Syrians.
It was an embodied practice. Several texts composed in the later sixth
and early seventh centuries, when the School of Nisibis was at its height,
demonstrate an awareness of study as more than just mental activity, that
the means of learning was as significant as the content.

At one point in the Ecclesiastical History Barhadbésabba fully fuses
Narsai’s study practice with his asceticism.

He would then take a simple nourishment regularly of one meal, and again he
would do this at evening time, or once every two days. His bed was a mat of reed
and palm, his bedding a patched cloak. He would work wholly in meditation
upon the liturgy and meditation on the scriptures, not giving place for sleep to
fall upon him (lit. his sides), but upon a common seat he would drive sleep from
his brow (lit. eyebrows), and if it happened that he was conquered to slumber
from his vigil, either he would stand and walk or he would place in his nostrils
materials which excite and awake, like spicy and sour things, or hot or pleasing
things, or he would lay a tome upon his face and in this way he would sleep upon
his seat (mawtbd). Often the tome would be the cause of waking him, since it
would tip from its weight* (and fall) from his face to his hands. The holy man
demonstrated all this diligence so that while he was fleshly and mortal he emu-
lated the deeds of the angels.®

Imitation of the angels in late antique texts often means ceaseless wor-
ship of God. Just as the sleepless angels stand continually before God, so
the ascetic often aimed to worship his or her Creator without rest. How-
ever, the “deeds of the angels” in this case are also illustrated by the pas-
sage from the Cause which received close attention in Chapters Six and
Seven (Cause 348.4-13). The passage depicts the creation narrative of
Genesis 1 as a classroom with God as the teacher and the angels as the
first students. Narsai’s imitation of the angels may be taken as a refer-
ence to his academic practice. Yet this scholastic version of imitating
the angels does not exclude its usual referent: the ceaseless worship of
God which the angels perform in heaven. Narsai’s vigilance—in the lit-
eral sense of the word—is reminiscent of that of the sleepless angels in
heaven (and the famous sleepless monks of Constantinople). In this
anecdote worship and study cannot be easily distinguished, just as in the
life at the School of Nisibis study and liturgy were not distinct categories.

The embodied nature of the transmission of textual knowledge, which
we see in the case of Narsali, is also an issue of social differentiation, as
we find in the Life of Iso‘sabran, which was composed by Catholicos
136yahb III (647/50-57/8), sometime after [§6‘sabran’s death as a mar-
tyr in 620.° In the Life, Is6°sabran, a Zoroastrian, is baptized a Christian
and must leave his hometown due to the persecution that ensues. He
travels in the wilderness, learning from ascetic holy men and perform-
ing miracles, and eventually decides that as a Christian he needs to learn
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how to read scripture. He adopts the son of a local village priest so that
the boy might teach him, explaining that up to this point he could recite
from memory only the first ten Psalms. When I§6°sabran asks about the
correct order of learning, the boy gives a response which should seem
familiar by now to those who have read this book: “A human being first
learns the alphabet (lit. letters), then the pronunciation of them, and after
that he repeats the Psalms. Little by little he reads from all of the scrip-
tures. When he is trained in the reading of the scriptures, then he pro-
ceeds to their interpretation.” I56°sabran then asks the youth to recite
scriptural verses so that he can learn them orally. I§6‘yahb, the author of
the text, explains that this request is in accordance with the Zoroastrian prac-
tice of orally transmitting religious knowledge, “because he was accus-
tomed to take from the mouth the murmuring of Magianism—for the
accursed learning of Zoroaster is not written in letters of speech (atwata
da-mhluta).” The youth complies, and when I86‘sabran “received a verse,
he worked with industry, while moving his neck in the likeness of the
Magi.” The youth restrains him, saying, “Do not do as the Magi do, but
rather while you are at peace speak solely with your mouth.”

This passage provides a clear example of “how the production of rit-
ualized agents is a strategy for the construction of particular relation-
ships of power effective in particular social situations,”™ and shows how
the human body is the fundamental site of ritualization.® I6°sabran’s
gaucherie would be comparable to a modern convert from Evangelical
Christianity to Judaism who raises his hand up to witness in the middle
of the Amidah part of the synagogue service or a Muslim convert to Chris-
tianity prostrating on the floor prior to receiving the Eucharist. The rit-
ualization—or rather scholasticizing—of the body that we have seen in
these two texts led to a particular deportment and style, the kind that
impressed Mar Aba, as described in Chapter One.

A holistic view that takes into account both the intellectual and the
performative, practical, and embodied aspects of life at the East-Syrian
school can be applied to our analysis of the Cause itself. My approach
throughout much of this volume has been to use the Cause, a text con-
taining striking pedagogical imagery, as a point of access to the texture
and nature of life at the School of Nisibis. The Cause has been especially
useful because it contains an abundance of historical data and bears the
traces of the intellectual history of the School in the sixth century. Aside
from being a useful repository of information about the School, it can
be compared to numerous other texts from Late Antiquity that promote
a rewritten version of history and emphasize certain aspects of a group’s
communal identity.

However, the text itself may also be understood as an active agent in
the School’s history, in that it played a key role in the process of forming
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the students required for the School to maintain itself. If we accept the
pretexts of its genre and the speaker’s characterization of himself and
his audience, we may examine the Cause’s original function as a speech
welcoming the incoming students to the School of Nisibis and introduc-
ing them to the ideas and way of life of the School. In other words, the
text, a product and reflection of life at the School, served to propagate
that form of life.

Aside from the proem, the Cause begins and ends with an address to
the students. The majority of the text consists of a discussion on how
human beings are able to know God and of a long narrative description
of the history of human “schools” running from that of Adam to the con-
temporary head of the School of Nisibis. The text relies on the peda-
gogical understanding of Christianity that the students would have brought
with them to the School in order to introduce them to a more complex
pedagogical theology and anthropology, which they would internalize
while in attendance there. The long succession of “schools” described by
the text would allow the student to see how his actions fit into the his-
tory of the world and the cosmic order. The students are invited to take
part in this chain of transmission when they are asked to maintain the
canons of the School and pass them on to those after them.!®

Analyzing the Cause by examining its function as an instrument for
instilling a certain scholastic ideology and practice allows us to view it as
something more than a static repository of information. The flattening
of history into the mythic repetition of the foundation of the “schools”
and of the transferral from one generation to the next of their leader-
ship reflects a scholasticized form of the fundamental Christian myth as
understood by Theodore of Mopsuestia. Human existence, individually
and collectively, serves as a training ground for the created to recognize
the Creator.

Recent scholarship on Christianization in Late Antiquity has focused
on the slow and steady process by which the laity were Christianized
through the iterative warning and encouragement of homiletics.!! We
might look at the Causein a similar way. Its audience perhaps had heard
similar speeches before and would certainly hear more once they had
become part of the School. However, instead of being aimed at eradi-
cating “magical,” “pagan,” and “Jewish” practices, the Cause constituted
part of a project to create and maintain a notion of the scholastic way of
life. In other words, it may be understood as an intellectual catechesis
for life among the brothers in the School.

The immediate connections and abrupt discontinuities between clas-
sical philosophy and the culture of the East-Syrian school movement are
apparent in the East-Syrian appropriation of Greek philosophical litera-
ture. However, an intellectual-literary approach, that is, an examination
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merely of literary genre and intellectual content, provides only a limited
realm of overlap between these two different cultural institutions. Follow-
ing the holistic approach to Greek philosophy of Pierre Hadot, we might
step back from a simple understanding of philosophy as the content of a
particular intellectual exercise and rather take “Philosophy as a Way of
Life.”2 Hadot’s project in several of his works has been to transcend the
various differences between the philosophical schools in antiquity and
demonstrate how focusing solely on the intellectual and doctrinal content
of ancient philosophy causes us to miss its very defining characteristic:
i.e., that it was a way of life inseparable from philosophical discourse.

Christianity appropriated this “Way of Life” and its concomitant dis-
course (in the limited sense of the term}, often wholesale. For example,
a simple reading of Origen’s Commentary on the Song of Songs or Gregory
of Nyssa’s treatise On Virginity shows how Christians easily adapted the
philosophico-erotic system established by Plato in the Symposium. In his
most recent book Hadot discusses this linking of eros and philosophy in
the Symposiumas a foundation point in Western thought.!* Thus philosophy
as a way of life continued long after the philosophers had disappeared.
Furthermore, Hadot has emphasized the many continuities between Greek
and Christian philosophy.™*

Yet although some Christian authors might present Christianity as a philosophy,
or even as the philosophy, this was not so much because Christianity proposed an
exegesis and a theology analogous to pagan exegesis and theology, but because
it was a style of life and mode of being, just as ancient philosophy was.!®

The Christian philosophical way of life is most commonly known from the
intentional community of the monastery, where men and women attempted
to live their lives with the same focus on the divine that the angels have
in heaven. However, just as the angelic life was imitated by monks, so also
was it imitated by students in the School, who would have seen how in
the Cause the angels who studied hard serve God in heaven.!® Similarly,
students who performed well in the School would serve God on earth
within the ecclesiastical hierarchy.

The Cause naturalizes life within the School by cosmicizing the prac-
tices of learning that occurred there. The interpretation of scripture, the
core intellectual practice of the School, is understood as being analo-
gous to the natural theology promoted by the text.'” Thus scriptural
interpretation is naturalized to serve the task of discerning the Creator
in the revealed text of nature. Furthermore, as biblical and early Chris-
tian figures are scholasticized in the text, so also is the audience assimi-
lated to these figures in all their importance and holiness.

The experience of the School, the deportment of its teachers, and
its very location and space would have made the “scholastic” version of
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history—what seems to us the hyberbolic violence of bad metaphors—
intellectually and socially acceptable. The reality of the School’s existence
would have confirmed for students and teachers alike the historicity of
its mythic background, and yet at the same time it is this mythic back-
ground’s continuity with the contemporary experience of the School that
would have established the School itself as part of the order of things.

The regularities and anomalies of our lives make our myths palatable,
but our religious practices make them real. In the case of the School of
Nisibis study seems to have been a form of religious practice that ren-
dered true the history and cosmology provided by the Cause. As I have
tried to emphasize in this project, a more holistic approach to intellec-
tual practice, as well as a notion of religious study as a form of ritual,
may help us to understand the relationship between the Cause and the
life of the School. A notion of study as a form of ritual has only begun
to be developed in the study of early Christianity. For example, some
time ago, in Study as Worship: Aboth and the New Testament, Benedict Thomas
Viviano attempted to analyze “the religious value of study of Scripture
and the postbiblical tradition.”® Although Viviano was certainly not the
first to note the central role that study plays in the religious life of the
Jewish male within classical (i.e., rabbinic) Judaism,'® his work was orig-
inal in that it provided a close examination of the ideology of study in
Mishnah Avof and its background development. However, Viviano’s ap-
proach falls short in that it looks at study only as a religious duty, a duty
equivalent to prayer, but not as a ritual act similar to prayer in its signi-
ficance as embodied practice.

As the heirs of Descartes, we tend to see intellectual activity as im-
practical in the literal sense of the word, that is, as something distinct
from real action within the world, something mental in contrast to the
physical, tangible world of “real” things. In the previous chapters I crit-
icized the scholarly tendency to understand ancient schools as merely
earlier versions of our own similarly named institutions. Likewise, by pro-
jecting our own (mis)understanding of intellectual activity onto these
institutions we fail to recognize the embodied practice and embodied
experience of the ancient school. Study at the School of Nisibis was not
mere intellectual activity, but rather an opportunity to “strip off the old
man with all of his ways” and to “put on the new man who through
knowledge is renewed in the likeness of his Creator (cf. Eph 4:22-24).720
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