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 CHRISTIANITY AT THE CROSSROADS: THE LEGACY OF
 EPHREM THE SYRIAN1

 Joseph P. Amar

 Introduction

 A picture, they say, is worth a thousand words. So let us pull back the
 curtain on a scene unfolding in the Syriac Life of St. Ephrem the Syrian.
 Ephrem has travelled to Caesarea in Cappadocia with a Greek-speaking
 translator to meet Basil the Great, the bishop of the city and the father
 of Greek monasticism. Ephrem, who is described as "a poor Syrian," is
 awe-struck by the splendor of the Byzantine ritual taking place in Basil's
 cathedral. When Ephrem and Basil finally meet, they exchange lavish greet
 ings, and Basil offers to intercede with God on Ephrem's behalf for any
 unanswered prayer or need. Ephrem responds enthusiastically: "Indeed,
 Father, I have one desire alone: implore the Lord on my behalf that I may
 speak Greek." Basil lifts his eyes to heaven and recites a prayer to which
 Ephrem miraculously responds in faultless Greek (Amar, Syriac Vita vol. 629,
 64).

 The meeting between Ephrem and Basil recounted in the Life is entirely
 apocryphal; Ephrem never travelled to Caesarea and he and Basil never met.
 As a product of Byzantine monastic hagiography, the Life never intended
 to preserve any historically reliable information about Ephrem; its purpose
 was to create an iconic model of the ascetical life for monks to follow. But

 although the episode tells us nothing about Ephrem, it reveals a great deal

 Iiá:I. 43.2 (Summer 2011)
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 2  Religion & Literature

 about events that transpired in the decades immediately following his death
 in 373. It is precisely for this reason that the Life is one of the most fascinat
 ing documents to have survived from late antiquity; for although it projects
 an entirely distorted and anachronistic image of its subject, Ephrem the
 Syrian, it has unwittingly preserved a vivid record of how, beginning in the
 last quarter of the fourth century, Syriac tradition fell under the sway of
 Byzantine imperial Christianity and came to be radically reshaped by it.

 Early Syriac Christianity2

 It is one of the more profound ironies of history that the original Semitic
 cultural and linguistic context of Christianity has been so thoroughly ob
 scured. Jesus was a Palestinian Jew, as were the apostles and the first converts
 to Christianity. He spoke and taught in Aramaic, the language of everyday
 life for him and his contemporaries. But Christianity was born into a cultur
 ally hybrid world dominated by Greco-Roman elite civilization—a fact that
 begins to explain why the New Testament was written in Greek and not in
 the native Aramaic of Jesus. Christian literature produced in Greek and
 Latin dominated the early history and development of Christianity. But in
 western Asia—the region commonly, though less accurately, referred to as
 the Middle East—an indigenous Aramaic-speaking Christianity continued
 to flourish where Aramaic remained the dominant written and spoken
 language. The Christians who made up these communities were culturally
 Semitic and spoke a form of Aramaic known as Syriac which diverges only
 superficially from the Aramaic spoken by Jesus himself. Through the fourth
 century, this distinctly Semitic expression of Christianity remained largely
 untouched by the influence of classical philosophy and rhetoric that domi
 nated Christian writing in the West. What this means is that early Syriac
 tradition represents the only fully articulated expression of Christianity that
 preserves the Semitic language and worldview of the original teaching of
 Jesus. Ephrem the Syrian (c. 306-c. 373) was the most eloquent representative
 of Syriac Christian tradition in its formative period before it was overtaken
 by Greco-Roman culture. His medium of choice was poetry. Because of his
 unequalled genius for symbolic expression, he has been called "the greatest
 poet of the patristic age and, perhaps, the only theologian-poet to rank beside
 Dante" (Murray, "Ephrem Syrus" 220). How Ephrem's work, and with it,
 the rich legacy of Syriac Christianity, came to be impacted by events that
 took place soon after his death is the story that will occupy us in the pages
 that follow.

 In the decades immediately following the death of Ephrem, the power
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 JOSEPH P. AMAR  3

 and prestige of the Byzantine imperial church exerted profound influence
 over Christianity, locally and internationally. In the drive to consolidate
 power and impose doctrinal uniformity, regional expressions of the faith
 came under sustained scrutiny. The impact of this development on Syriac
 Christianity can only be described as seismic: the legacy of Ephrem was
 marginalized and eventually extinguished—a loss not only for the Syriac
 speaking church, but for Christianity generally. However, what is important
 to note, even at this early stage of our inquiry, is that the process which led
 to this sad end was due as much to forces within Syriac tradition as those
 imposed on it from without. As we shall see, Syriac-speaking churchmen
 willingly cooperated with Greek emperors and ecclesiastics to conform
 every aspect of their indigenous expression of Christian faith to emerging
 Byzantine models. The Syriac world was shrinking, and Syriac churchmen
 knew it. Persia continued to make inroads from the east even as the attention

 of the Roman Empire was shifting away from western Asia to threats posed
 by barbarian incursions in Europe. For an indigenous form of Christianity
 on the distant borderlands of the Roman Empire, engagement with the
 dominant Greek-speaking culture was as much a matter of survival as it
 was one of choice.

 The influence of the monastic movement which swept throughout the
 Greek-speaking West is an important point of reference in the process we
 are outlining. Introduced into western Syria from Asia Minor in the last
 quarter of the fourth century, the Byzantine monastic ideal was embraced
 with singular enthusiasm by Syriac-speaking churchmen. So thoroughgoing
 was their devotion to the new lifestyle that they were prepared to forget their
 native tradition of the consecrated life and invent entirely new narratives
 intended to give Syrian monasticism a proper Byzantine pedigree. Under the
 influence of works like Palladius's Paradise of the Fathers, Syrian monks would
 claim that monasticism had been planted among them directíy by a certain
 "Mar Awgen," the Syriac equivalent of St. Eugenius, who had learned the
 monastic way of life from Pachomius, an Egyptian pioneer of the move
 ment.3 In the process, the indigenous form of consecrated life practiced by
 those who called themselves "Sons and Daughters of the Covenant" was
 marginalized and eventually displaced by proponents of institutionalized
 monasticism.

 The transformation of Ephrem into a monastic holy man did not begin
 among his contemporaries in the Syriac East; it was the work of fifth
 century Byzantine ecclesiastics who were early proponents of the monastic
 life. Writers like Theodoret, Palladius, and Sozomen seized upon Ephrem's
 notoriety in his native tradition to transform him into a model of monastic
 rigor. However, what emerges from the early reports of these writers is that
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 4  Religion & Literature

 they knew nothing of the cultural circumstances of Ephrem's life and had
 no knowledge of his genuine writings.4 Greek hagiographers operated under
 the assumption that notable figures such as Ephrem, regardless of where they
 were from or the actual circumstances of their lives, conformed to prevail
 ing Greek standards.5 With the mounting prestige of Greek ecclesiastical
 culture, it was not long before Syriac churchmen started rewriting their own
 histories to conform to established Greek models. Historical accuracy was
 becoming less a requirement of Syriac Christianity's memory of itself than
 insuring that the image it projected conformed to accepted models.

 In the highly imaginative and fluid world of hagiography, the deeds at
 tributed to one figure were easily and often transferred to another. The Life
 of Ephrem includes an episode in which Ephrem encounters a woman doing
 laundry. When the woman looks up and notices him passing by, he delivers
 a sharp rebuke: "Woman, keep your eyes cast down to the earth from which
 you were made," to which the woman responds: "Sir, it is you who should
 keep your eyes fixed on the earth, for you were created from it. Woman,
 however, was created from the side of man; therefore it is appropriate that
 I look upon you." Ephrem, who is stunned by the sagacity of the woman's
 response, concludes: "If the women of this place are so wise, is there any
 telling how wise the men and boys are?" (Amar, The Syriac Vita, chapter 11).

 The episode immediately raises suspicion. The genuine works of Ephrem
 are remarkable for the warmth and admiration they express toward women,
 a feature of his writing that is all the more exceptional given the general
 disparagement of women by later monastic culture. Our suspicion as to the
 veracity of the episode is verified when we trace it to its source. The entire
 narrative, in fact, originates in Theodoret's Life of Jacob, bishop of Nisibis,
 where it is Jacob who encounters the woman and delivers the stinging rep
 rimand (Theodoret, A History 12-20). What is more, in the original telling
 of the story, Ephrem is nowhere to be found. How Theodoret thought he
 could simply recycle the story for his Life of Ephrem relates to the phe
 nomenon of interchangeability in the hagiographic genre: as the tokens of
 a holy life became standardized, the characteristics of one holy man could
 be applied to any other. The result of this process was inevitable: any hint
 of individual personality disappeared into the idealized model of abstract
 sanctity. As one author concludes:

 Theodoret's holy men are insufficiently differentiated, to the point where most of the
 stories, accidental details aside, would equally fit most of his holy men. It is the same
 ideal of saintliness that is reiterated again and again; and monotony is accentuated
 by the tone of panegyric, with its rigorous refusal to attribute to any of the holy men
 defects or limitations. (Theodoret, A History xv)
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 The hagiographic process has not only rendered the Ephrem of history
 invisible; he is on his way to becoming the reclusive misogynist of later
 monastic legend.6

 The tendency toward historical revisionism which led Syrian ecclesiastics
 to rewrite their religious history has been benignly characterized as a case of
 "cultural amnesia," as if it were the result of a lapse of memory or a simple
 forgetting of the facts; in fact, it is evidence of a tacit acknowledgment of
 the inferiority of Syriac provincial culture in the face of the rising political
 power and prestige of Byzantine imperial Christianity. An implicit acknowl
 edgment of inferiority was likewise at work among the Syriac compilers of
 the Life of Ephrem. In order to lend homegrown legitimacy to the monastic
 way of life transplanted from the Greek West, they reinvented Ephrem as
 a monk whose only desire was to flee from the corrupting influence of the
 world in order to pursue a life of solitary perfection. In the process, he was
 made into the authorizing figure of a way of life he never knew and certainly
 never practiced.7

 The Consecrated Life

 Modern scholarship has developed the unfortunate habit of referring to
 the Sons and Daughters of the Covenant as a "pre-" or "proto-monastic"
 movement within Syriac Christianity.8 The description is accurate only
 insofar as the Covenant chronologically preceded the introduction of
 monasticism into the Syriac-speaking world. However, by defining the
 Covenant in terms of monasticism, it privileges the latter over the former
 and implies an organic relationship between the two movements, as if the
 Covenant somehow matured or came to fruition through the practice of
 institutionalized monasticism. More seriously, this view obscures essential
 ideological differences between the two movements. From its inception,
 monasticism was characterized by a dualism that denigrated the flesh and
 enjoined "flight from the world" (fuga mundi) as the prerequisite to bringing
 the body into submission to the mind and spirit. A major influence in this
 direction was the Life of Antony of Egypt by Athanasius, bishop of Alexan
 dria. The Life, which describes Antony's retreat to the desert to pursue a life
 of penance and austerity, vividly describes night-long vigils and near-death
 fasts that were the spiritual weapons in Antony's arsenal against Satan, who
 typically appeared to aspiring ascetics in the guise of a seductive woman or,
 as the Life puts it, a "beardless boy." The Life was widely circulated in late
 antiquity and established Antony as the enduring conceptual model of the
 monastic lifestyle.9 As monasticism became increasingly dominated by the
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 language of virtue and vice, temptation and sin, the reputation of ascetics
 as world-hating misogynists was becoming engrained in the literature of
 the movement.

 In Syriac tradition, the ideal of the consecrated life could not have been
 further removed from this mindset. The Sons and Daughters of the Cov
 enant were home-based, urban Christians who consecrated themselves to
 a chaste life at baptism which in the Syriac church was conferred only in
 adulthood. More importantly, and in stark contrast to the celibate ideal of
 the monastic movement, the commitment to the chaste life of the Sons and
 Daughters was not informed by a dualism that condemned the flesh as in
 trinsically evil, a fact that is a legacy of the group's likely origins in a form of
 Judeo-Christian rather than in philosophically-inspired Hellenistic models.10
 Members of the Covenant saw no need to segregate themselves from "the
 world," nor did they disparage marriage and family life. Ephrem, who was
 personally dedicated to the lifestyle of the Covenant, expressed consistently
 positive attitudes toward the physical body—and, it must be said, toward
 women generally. It is no wonder that it is this feature of his writing that
 most distinguishes him from his contemporaries writing in the Greco-Latin
 West. As the following excerpt from his Hymns on Faith demonstrates, far
 from casting suspicion on the physical body, and condemning the mind and
 the senses as gateways of temptation, Ephrem celebrates them as "invited
 guests" in the kingdom:

 The soul is your bride, and the body is your wedding chamber.
 Your guests are our thoughts joined to the senses.
 If a single body can be a wedding celebration for you, (Lord),
 How great will the banquet be for the entire church? (Ephrem, Des Heiligen Ephraem
 des Syrers Hymnen de Fide, vol. 154; 62, Hymn XIV: 5)"

 Pursuit of the virtuous life was not all that was influenced by the drive to
 imitate all things Greek. The perceived cultural superiority of Hellenistic
 civilization brought about sweeping changes in a host of attitudes related
 to learning and the intellectual life. "Greek wisdom," once looked upon
 with suspicion as essentially pagan, was embraced by Syrian churchmen.12
 At the same time, and not surprisingly, there was a corresponding increase
 among the religious elite in the use of purely Greek words which were either
 transliterated into Syriac or mirrored in inventive caiques on Greeks words;
 as might be expected, these artificially contrived locutions more often served
 only to obscure rather than to clarify the meaning of a text.15
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 The Syriac. Language

 By the closing decades of the fourth century it was becoming clear that
 Syriac had lost any cachet it might once have enjoyed as "the language
 sanctified by the lips of Jesus." As councils and synods in the Greek-speaking
 West undertook to define the faith with hair-splitting accuracy and in lan
 guage honed over centuries of philosophical refinement, the allusive, poetic
 diction that characterized the works of authors such as Ephrem became a
 cause of uneasy self-consciousness. A local Semitic dialect such as Syriac
 was no match for the rhetorical precision of Greek. By the middle of the
 fifth century, a 180-degree shift in perspective had taken place in attitudes
 toward the local vernacular. Philoxenos (d. 523), bishop of Mabbug and a
 leading Syriac intellectual of his day, provides a striking point of reference
 in this transition. A native Syriac-speaker and an exceptional prose stylist
 in that language, Philoxenos was an energetic advocate of all things Greek.
 Although his grasp of the Greek language seems to have been marginal at
 best, he spearheaded a radical re-writing of the Syriac New Testament,
 known as the "Philoxenian" version, intended to bring the existing Syriac
 translation into closer conformity with the canonical Greek text.14 The fact
 that this reworking of the New Testament has not survived is doubtless a
 witness to its failure at the popular level. Under the hellenizing influence of
 churchmen such as Philoxenos, Syriac translators felt compelled to represent
 even the most incidental features of the Greek original. The translations
 which they produced were often impenetrable apart from the Greek texts
 which they slavishly sought to reproduce. A man of Philoxenos's erudi
 tion was hardly unaware that Aramaic, not Greek, had been the language
 spoken by Jesus and the apostles. Yet he could conveniently conflate this
 fact by asserting, "Because the books of the New Testament were spoken
 in the language (of the evangelists and the Apostle [Paul]), it is all the more
 appropriate to attach importance to what is recorded in Greek, and not
 those things which were interpreted byjust anyone" (Philoxéne, Commentaire
 vol. 380, 52).15 The "just anyone" Philoxenos is referring to are the Syriac
 compilers of what is known as the Vetus Syra, the "Old Syriac" translation,
 the earliest Syriac version of the New Testament.

 Although Philoxenos wrote exclusively in Syriac, he spent considerable
 energy disparaging his native language for its lack of precision while cham
 pioning the superiority of Greek. He noted disapprovingly, "our Syriac
 language is not accustomed to expressing itself with the precision employed
 by the Greeks" (Lettre 51), and he felt obliged to attribute the imprecision
 of Syriac to those who, rather than desiring to learn from the Greek texts
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 from which they were translating, "thought it was appropriate that Syriac
 should forever remain an impoverished language without ever advancing
 through an infusion of erudition" (Lettre 55). Philoxenos repeatedly referred
 to the theological vocabulary of "Blessed Ephrem" only to call attention to
 what he took to be its lamentable lack of theological polish when compared
 to Greek. In his admiration for Greek theological language, Philoxenos
 obscured the distinction between two very different kinds of writing: the
 reasoned, intellectual language used to express dogma, and the fluid imagery
 that was appropriate to Ephrem's more catechetical purpose. I say this by
 way of prologue to what follows because the question of language is cen
 tral to the eventual overtaking of the last surviving vestige of Christianity's
 Semitic origins by Byzantine imperial Christianity: once the theological
 appropriateness of Syriac as a language was called into question, Syriac
 Christianity was on its way to losing its organic link to its unique legacy.

 Ephrem's singular achievement as a poet and teacher relies as much on
 his mastery of the patterns and resonances inherent in Syriac as on the
 conceptual richness of his thought. These "two wings" working together, to
 borrow a metaphor from his Hymns on Faith,16 account in large measure
 for his renown as a craftsman and composer of stylized works of art. Once
 literalism and rigid conformity to foreign models became the standard,
 Syriac was deprived of the supple vitality which Ephrem had exploited to
 such success. This depreciation of Syriac as a language was a measure of
 the ongoing estrangement from one set of values and the assimilation of
 another that church leaders such as Philoxenos typified. Given the shift in
 perspective that this attitude represented, what sympathy could there be for
 an author such as Ephrem, who, in the words of the ecclesiastical historian
 Theodoret, "had not tasted anything of Greek culture" (.Historia Ecclesiastica
 IV, 29:1)? It was only a matter of time before Syriac Christianity would
 become estranged not only from the richness of its language, but from the
 authority and genius of its most gifted writer.

 Identification with the dominant Christian culture, as has been suggested,

 was undertaken by Syriac churchmen with the intention of insuring the
 survival of a threatened local church by aligning itself with the "victori
 ous empire of the Romans," as the oft-repeated Syriac phrase has it. But
 the centuries following the death of Ephrem brought new and unforeseen
 threats to the survival of the Syriac Christian culture in the form of the
 general councils of Ephesus (431) and Chalcedon (451) which divided
 Syriac Christianity along doctrinal lines. A new era in Christian history had
 dawned. Theological battles were no longer fought with just pen and ink;
 the Byzantine emperors Justinian and Justin II dispatched their armies to
 Syria to suppress local opposition to imperially-mandated orthodoxy. When
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 these events are viewed against the backdrop of the broader political and
 religious aspirations of the Byzantine state, we can begin to appreciate how
 the stage was being set for events whose consequences are still very much
 with us today. As devastating as it was at the time, the loss of Ephrem's
 hometown of Nisibis to the Persians in 363 was only the first in a succession
 of catastrophes to overtake Syriac-speaking Christianity. Of all the things
 Ephrem had to say about the loss of his native Nisibis, the most poignant
 have to be the words recorded in his Hymn 3 Against Julian. As Ephrem
 witnessed the Persian banner being hoisted over the citadel of the city, he
 could only bring himself to say in stunned disbelief, "I should have seen
 this coming" [Hymns on Paradise, Hymn III: 5; 82). The final chapter in this
 process would play itself out in 637 when the Emperor Heraclius, now in
 hasty retreat from invading Muslim armies, paused in the foothills overlook
 ing Antioch for one last look at what had been his Syrian capital and uttered
 his famous: "Farewell, O Syria." The phrase had the ring of finality about
 it: the collapse of Roman power in the region had been the direct result of
 the fragmentation of Syriac Christianity following Ephesus and Chalcedon.
 Christianity was on its way to becoming a struggling minority religion in the
 very lands of its birth. Syrian Christians who witnessed Heraclius's retreat
 might well have thought to themselves, "We should have seen this coming."

 I Constantinople and the Divinity of the Holy Spirit

 In 381, less than a decade after the death of Ephrem, the Byzantine em
 peror Theodosius I convened what came to be known as the First Council
 of Constantinople. It had been over fifty years since Constantine had sum
 moned the first general council at Nicaea in 325, the major aim of which was
 to counter the teaching of Arius, who held that the Son of God was not in
 every way equal to the Father. The council promulgated the Nicene Creed
 which continues to be recited by many Christians as part of their Sunday
 worship. The creed established that the Son was "of the same substance"
 (Greek homoousios) as the Father; hereafter, any attempt to subordinate the
 Son to a lesser status would be deemed heretical and contrary to the imperi
 ally mandated definition of orthodoxy.

 Nicaea had defined the relationship of the Son to the Father, but intense
 theological speculation continued to swirl around the question of the sta
 tus of the Holy Spirit in relation to the Father and the Son. Theodosius
 appointed Gregory Nazianzus as bishop of Constantinople to replace De
 mophilus, spokesman for the bishops who opposed the notion that the Spirit
 possessed full divine status. Gregory championed the belief that the Spirit
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 was consubstancial with the Father and the Son, but his position was far from
 universally accepted, especially by bishops whose dioceses neighbored the
 imperial capital. It was with this issue in mind that Theodosius summoned
 the bishops to Constantinople in 381. The council decreed that the Holy
 Spirit was to be considered as being of the same substance as the Father
 and the Son and equal to them in divinity. Henceforth, Father, Son, and
 Holy Spirit were to be worshipped as one God in three distinct hypostases,
 or personae, to use the word current in the Latin West. Although the official
 proceedings of the council have not survived, dissatisfaction with the coun
 cil's statement was widespread.17 For the majority of bishops who opposed
 the doctrine of the full divinity of the Spirit, the definition was altogether
 unacceptable; but to Gregory's mind, it did not go nearly far enough. As
 might be expected, rather than resolving the matter, the council's decision
 only served to reignite passions on all sides of the issue.

 Although the debate over the status of the Holy Spirit took place largely
 in the Greek-speaking provinces surrounding Constantinople, it would
 have a profound and lasting influence on the perception of Ephrem and
 his legacy in Syriac tradition. There is no clear evidence that would indi
 cate how the newly-promulgated doctrine was immediately received in the
 Syriac-speaking church; surviving evidence of the aftermath of the council
 is limited to Greek-speaking authors and regions of the empire.18 The full
 force of Byzantine imperial orthodoxy was yet to be felt in Syriac-speaking
 regions of the empire. By the middle of the fifth century, however, this had
 begun to change.

 The compilers of the Life of Ephrem make no explicit mention of either
 Theodosius or I Constantinople, but the controversy surrounding the newly
 promulgated doctrine of the Holy Spirit clearly occupied them since they
 devoted fully two chapters of the Life to its defense. This is extraordinary,
 given the fact that the authentic works of Ephrem exhibit a striking am
 bivalence on the subject. In spite of this, or, more likely because of it, the
 compilers of the Life felt compelled to summon the memory of Ephrem
 to authorize a doctrine he knew nothing about, and to invoke his status in
 Syriac tradition to recommend its teaching.

 The Testimony of Basil in the Life of Ephrem

 The first allusion to the council in the Life takes place in chapter 26 where
 Basil the Great, bishop of Caesarea, is represented as citing Ephrem as his
 authority for including the Holy Spirit on equal terms with the Father and
 the Son in the doxology (Amar, The Syriac Vita 66-67). The scene in the
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 Life has Basil officiating at the liturgy when, unexpectedly and contrary
 to precedent, he inserts the conjunction "and" in the phrase "Father, Son,
 and Holy Spirit"; he does this, as he later explains, in order to indicate the
 absolute equality among the persons of the Trinity. In response to what it
 perceives as an unacceptable innovation, the congregation erupts in protest.
 Basil calms the worshippers by invoking the name of Ephrem as his author
 ity for the change in phraseology.

 The episode as it appears in the Life depends on a conflation of two dis
 parate sources. The first is Basil's treatise On the Holy Spirit in which he men
 tions in passing a certain "man of God from Mesopotamia" as the authority
 for speaking of the Spirit on equal terms with the Father and Son. But the
 identity of this figure is never disclosed. In a short biographical notice on
 Ephrem, the Greek ecclesiastical historian Sozomen seizes upon the mention
 of the anonymous "man of God from Mesopotamia" and identifies him as
 Ephrem.19 The scene depicted in the Life deftly conflates these sources and
 dramatizes them in the episode just cited. However, there is no evidence to
 suggest that Basil even knew of Ephrem's existence, let alone what he might
 have thought about the divinity of the Holy Spirit. But Basil and Ephrem
 were well-known to the compilers of the Life who took the opportunity to
 associate the two of them in defense of a teaching that Ephrem could not
 have known anything about. Before moving on, it is worth noting that it has
 recently been shown that the otherwise unnamed authority in Basil's treatise
 was a certain Eusebius (d. 360), the Greek educated bishop of Emesa, who
 distinguished himself for his involvement in the theological controversies
 of his day (Van Rompay).

 The second instance of the compilers of the Life invoking the authority
 of Ephrem in defense of the divinity of the Holy Spirit occurs in chapter
 27 (Amar, The Syriac Vita 68-69). Here too a work by Basil is in question,
 namely, his Homily on the Six Days of Creation; this time the reference is to an
 unnamed "Syrian" whom Basil cites in support of his exegesis of Genesis
 1:2, that the "spirit" referred to in this verse as "hovering over the waters"
 is, in fact, the Holy Spirit. And since nature abhors a vacuum, once again,
 the compilers of the Life seized on the mention of the otherwise unnamed
 figure to identify him as Ephrem. However, as in the controversy surround
 ing the doxology, the attribution does not hold. In this case, however, it is
 repudiated by Ephrem himself in his commentary on Genesis. The Syriac
 word for "spirit" is ruha, a word which also, depending on the context in
 which it is used, may mean "wind," breeze," or even "breath."20 Ephrem
 shows that he was aware that there were those who identified the "ruha"

 mentioned in Genesis 1:2 with the Holy Spirit, but he explicitly argues
 against this interpretation of the word in Genesis:
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 Some posit that this is the Holy Spirit and, because of what is written here, associate
 (the Spirit) with the activity of creation. Nevertheless, the faithful do not make this
 connection, for these things cannot be related in this way. Rather, by those things that
 are truly said about it (the word "spirit") they associate it with the natural element
 (i.e. the wind), just as, on the basis of the names employed, they cannot posit the
 Spirit as a creator, for it is said that an evil spirit of God consumed Saul. (Ephrem,
 In Genesim, vol. 152 ; 11, Sectio I, 7)21

 Both of the episodes we have cited from the Life of Ephrem are remark
 able for the fact that they depict no less a figure than Basil the Great citing
 Ephrem, who was neither a priest nor a bishop—and perhaps not even a
 deacon in any conventional understanding of the term—as his authority
 for the developing orthodox doctrine of the Holy Spirit. By inserting the
 figure of Basil into the Life of Ephrem, the compilers intended to project
 an image of seamless convergence between the canonical teaching authority
 embodied in the office of the bishop and the popular, charismatic authority
 represented by Ephrem. In order to accomplish this, however, they have
 had to distort the facts beyond recognition.

 Based on the evidence of these two episodes in the Life of Ephrem, it
 seems that the compilers of the Life were not only aware of doctrinal debates
 taking place beyond the confines of the Syriac-speaking world, but that
 they took pains to place Ephrem at the epicenter of the emerging orthodox
 understanding of the Spirit; what is exceptional is that they undertook to
 do this in spite of evidence to the contrary in Ephrem's genuine writings.
 The inconsistencies, however, do not end here. When we look at the text
 of the Life in closer detail, we discover an indecisiveness even as to how the
 phrase "Holy Spirit" should be rendered. As we shall see in what follows,
 this fact points to an even deeper dilemma occasioned by the teaching of I
 Constantinople, one which was specific to Syriac culture, and which involved
 nothing less than the essential syntax and grammar of the Syriac language.

 Translating I Constantinople into Syriac

 The dogmatic challenges which the teaching of the full divinity of the
 Holy Spirit posed for traditions deeply embedded in Syriac culture presaged
 more fundamental linguistic challenges specific to the Syriac language
 which left their mark on the Life of Ephrem. The dogma promulgated
 by I Constantinople related to the full equality of the Holy Spirit with the
 Father and Son. Prior to 381, theological disputes were focused on the hu
 man and divine natures in the person of the Son. However, with the recep
 tion of I Constantinople in the Syriac-speaking church, the issue became
 one of gender: Father and Son were identifiably masculine; a Spirit which
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 was in every sense homoousios with them would also have to be construed
 as masculine. This posed a linguistic problem for speakers of Syriac for
 whom the noun "spirit" was feminine and was treated so grammatically in
 all of early Syriac literature including the Vetus Syra version of the Gospel
 and the works of Ephrem. In these early Syriac texts, the standard way of
 referring to "Holy Spirit" is ruha d-qudsha, literally, "the Spirit of holiness,"
 a locution ultimately dependent on Jewish Aramaic rabbinic works such as
 the Mishna, Baraita, and Tosefta that were produced early in the Common
 Era.22 In some few cases, the feminine noun ruha paired with the feminine
 adjective qadishta, is also found in early Syriac texts, a pairing which more
 closely approximates the English "Holy Spirit."

 By the early fifth century, however, there is clear evidence that a certain
 unease had begun to set in among Syriac speakers with their identification
 of the Spirit as feminine. As a result, and in glaring defiance of the gram
 mar of the language, they began to treat the noun "Spirit" as though it
 were grammatically masculine: it is at this point that we first encounter the
 feminine noun paired with a masculine adjective, resulting in the jarring
 phrase ruha qadisha. The Peshitta version of the Syriac New Testament
 dates from precisely this period and reflects the turmoil brought about by
 this wrenching shift in gender. In its rendering of the Gospels, the Peshitta
 construes "Spirit" now as masculine (e.g., Luke 12:12 and John 14:26),
 now as feminine (e.g., Luke 1:35 and Luke 3:22), while in the episdes, it
 consistently treats it as feminine. It is only in the Acts of the Apostles that
 we find the gender consistendy construed as masculine, a fact which may be
 related to the relatively late date of the introduction of Acts into the Syriac
 canon. With the appearance of the early seventh-century Harklean trans
 lation, a version, as we have seen, which is much indebted to the revisions
 of Philoxenos, the transformation of the Spirit from feminine to masculine
 is complete: without exception, and in conformity with Greek usage, it is
 treated as though it were masculine.23

 Crunching the Numbers

 The Life of Ephrem shows evidence of a move toward greater consistency
 in the gender identification of the Spirit. In the great majority of cases, "Holy
 Spirit" is rendered in conformity with emerging imperial orthodoxy, that is,
 the feminine noun ruha modified by the masculine adjective qadisha. Depend
 ing on the recension of the Life we follow, "Holy Spirit" is so rendered, mutatis
 mutandis, a total of twelve times. But the evidence is not entirely consistent.
 In at least three instances, again, depending on the recension, we find the
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 more traditional locution, ruha d-qudsha, "Spirit of holiness," which Ephrem
 consistently employed. The advantage of this expression is that it entirely
 skirts the issue of gender since the modifier d-qudsha, "of holiness," reflects
 no gender identification of the noun "Spirit" which it follows. Of course,
 the weakness of this formulation from the point of view of the upholders
 of I Constantinople is that it failed to express the strict separateness and
 distinction of the hypostasis of the Holy Spirit from that of the Father and
 the Son. Finally, twice in the Life we find the feminine noun, ruha, modified
 by a feminine adjective, qadishta—a relatively rare combination which has a
 certain hyper-correctness about it that strikes one as artificial and contrived.

 There are two likely explanations for the inconsistencies in the way the
 Life renders "Holy Spirit." The first of these relates to the mid sixth-century
 date of the emergence of the Life in the form in which we have it today. It
 could be argued that at this relatively early date the doctrine of the Holy
 Spirit had not fully penetrated Syriac tradition and, as a result, no clear
 consensus had developed as to how the phrase should be rendered. A second
 possible explanation relates to genre, and is more plausible.

 As a work of hagiography, the Life was written for devotional purposes
 and intended for popular consumption. Although, as we have seen in the
 episodes concerning Basil, the Life reflects certain theological tensions, it is
 in no way a formal work of theology. Liturgical texts might also be included
 in this category since they are intended for congregational worship and
 at this early date, at least, did not engage in theological hairsplitting. The
 conspicuous exception to this rule in Syriac tradition is found in the texts
 of a complex penitential rite called the hussoyo, literally, "pardon" (Amar,
 "Patterns of Prayer"). The earliest examples of the hussoyo are marked by
 language that is entirely straightforward and unencumbered by theological
 complexity. However, in the wake of the fifth-century councils of Ephesus
 and Chalcedon, these texts evolved into dense theological treatises which,
 depending on their author's religious affiliation, defended or attacked the
 Christological positions associated with the Orthodox, Chalcedonian, or
 East Syriac branches of the Syriac church.

 The Exception Proves the Rule

 Prior to the general councils of Ephesus and Chalcedon, Syriac Christian
 ity was united in a single church under a single governing hierarchy. With
 the rulings of Ephesus and Chalcedon, however, Syriac Christianity became
 fragmented along doctrinal lines: that segment of the church which did not
 conform to the teaching of Ephesus that Mary could legitimately be referred
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 to as "Mother of God" and not simply "Mother of Christ" became what is
 known today as the East Syriac church, sometimes inaccurately referred to
 as the Nestorian church. Another group, identified as "Syriac Orthodox,"
 was deemed "heretical" for its rejection of Chalcedon's teaching that two
 natures, one divine and one human, subsisted in the person of Christ.
 Finally, Syriac Christians who accepted the ruling of Chalcedon became
 known as Chalcedonians. The distinctions among East Syriac, Orthodox,
 and Chalcedonian are by no means historical artifacts. They constitute siz
 able congregations today throughout the world that are found in the Middle
 East, Europe, Australia, and the U.S. Of these three groups, it is the Syriac
 Orthodox who produced the theologians, writers, and thinkers we associ
 ate today with the rich legacy of Syriac-speaking Christianity. Because of
 its position on the front lines of theological engagement with the imperial
 Byzantine church, Syriac Orthodox usage reflects the greatest degree of
 theological correctness in the matter of the gender of the Holy Spirit, which
 it invariably expresses in conformity with Greek models with a feminine
 noun modified by the masculine adjective: ruha qadisha. However, when we
 compare the legacy of the Syriac Orthodox church to the Chalcedonian
 branch of Syriac Christianity known as the Syriac Maronite church, a dif
 ferent picture emerges.

 Maronite tradition developed well outside the mainstream of the theo
 logical and intellectual currents of the day. Early in their history, Maronites
 took refuge in the high mountain valleys of Lebanon, well beyond the reach
 of the agents of imperial policy. A specifically Maronite intellectual tradi
 tion began to flourish only with the founding of the Maronite College in
 Rome in 1584 which went on to produce a legacy of scholars who acted
 as intermediaries between the Christian East and early modern Europe.
 However, as a result of its early geographical and cultural isolation, the
 Syriac Maronite church alone preserves the archaic usage associated with
 Ephrem and primitive Syriac Christianity: in both ancient and contemporary
 Maronite texts, "Holy Spirit" is rendered without exception as ruha d-qudsha,
 "Spirit of holiness," and never ruha qadisha as the Syriac Orthodox formula
 has it. This is an important element in the developing history of Syriac
 Christianity: the subtleties of language and expression that characterized
 later Syriac tradition were influenced as much by those who occupied the
 peripheries of the debate as by those who were central to it.

 Holy Spirit, Divine Mother

 The feminine identification of Holy Spirit had more than mere gram
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 matical implications for the development of Syriac theology; it determined
 how the role of the Spirit was envisioned. Early Christian literature of Syria
 and Mesopotamia24 spoke of the Holy Spirit as the Divine Mother, an
 understanding derived fromJudaeo-Christianity.25 The early third-century
 Acts of Thomas, written in Syriac and later translated into Greek, invokes
 the Holy Spirit as "Mother" in the course of a baptismal ceremony: "Come,
 holy name of Christ... .Come power of the Most High.... Come compas
 sionate Mother" (349). In the same document, the Holy Spirit is invoked
 upon the eucharistic bread and wine at a point in the Syriac liturgy known
 as the epiclesis with these words: "Come, hidden Mother; come and partake
 with us in this Eucharist which we celebrate in thy name" ("Acts of Thomas"
 359-360).

 Some have attempted to dismiss references to the Holy Spirit as Mother in
 the Acts of Thomas on the grounds that the Acts are apocryphal, and hence,
 heretical. But similar references to the Spirit abound among authors who
 are accepted as entirely orthodox. The Persian writer, Aphrahat (c. 270-c.
 345), an older contemporary of Ephrem, interprets the verse "a man shall
 leave his father and mother" (Genesis 2:24) in such a way so as to support
 his personal preference for a celibate lifestyle:

 Who is it who leaves father and mother to take a wife? The meaning is as follows:
 So long as a man has not taken a wife, he loves and reveres God, his Father, and the
 Holy Spirit, his Mother, and he has no other love. (Aphraatis Sapientis 18:10, col. 840)

 The identification of the Spirit as Mother was not limited to Syriac
 authors, but was widespread among early Greek and Latin Christian writ
 ers as well. This tradition likely derives from the Old Testament concepts
 of Wisdom (hokmah) and the Divine Presence (shekinah), both of which are
 grammatically feminine in Semitic languages and are construed as such,
 for example, in the well-known verse: "Wisdom has built herself a house"
 (Proverbs 9:1). What is entirely unique to Syriac literature, however, is the
 understanding of Spirit specifically as "Mother" in relation to God the
 "Father."

 The Syriac identification of a feminine divine principle in the Godhead
 can be taken even further. A collection of early Syriac hymns known as the
 Odes of Solomon employs bold feminine imagery in reference to the Father
 and the Son. In Ode 8, the Son speaks:

 I fashioned their members,
 and my own breasts I prepared for them,
 that they might drink holy milk and live by it. (Odes of Solomon 42)
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 Ode 19 preserves a rare description of the significance of the ceremonial
 cup of milk which was offered to newly-baptized Christians as part of the
 Syriac baptismal rite:

 1. A cup of milk was offered to me,
 and I drank it in the sweetness of the Lord's kindness.

 2. The Son is the cup,
 and the Father is He who was milked;

 3. Because His breasts were full,
 and it was undesirable that His milk should be ineffectually released.

 4. The Holy Spirit opened her bosom,
 and mixed the milk of the two breasts of the Father.

 5. And She gave the mixture to the generation without their knowing,
 and those who received (it) are in the perfection of the right hand.

 6. The womb of the Virgin took it,
 and she received conception and birth.

 7. So the Virgin became a mother with great mercies. (Odes of Solomon 82)

 Ephrem employed language that was no less gender-bending in his descrip
 tion of Jacob, the bishop of Nisibis who played a formative role in Ephrem's
 early development. In his Hymns on Nisibis, Ephrem poignantly remem
 bered Jacob who "fathered the flock of Nisibis, carried it in his womb, and
 nursed it with the milk of its infancy" (Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Carmina
 Msibena, vol. 218, 39; Hymn XIV: 17-21).

 The doctrine of the divinity of the Holy Spirit promulgated at I Constan
 tinople became a defining dogma of the Christian faith. However, it had
 repercussions on Syriac Christianity that challenged not only the grammati
 cal structures of the language, but the traditional imagery in which the faith
 was cast. The need to define the Trinity in exclusively masculine terms sev
 ered Syriac Christian culture from its primitive roots inJudaeo-Christianity.
 More fundamentally, by replacing the organic, experience-based imagery
 of Syriac with the abstract philosophical concepts of Greek, a paradigm
 shift was underway that undermined the native authority of authors such as
 Ephrem and replaced it with the legislated power of the imperial Byzantine
 church.26 But Ephrem was not forgotten, not technically, at least. As his role
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 as the authoritative voice of Syriac Christianity was being displaced, his
 memory was becoming ritualized; liturgical feasts in honor of a refashioned
 Ephrem began to multiply. These commemorations preserved no memory
 of the historical Ephrem or of his authentic legacy; rather, they evoked the
 image of a much domesticated figure, a model monk who, by extolling a
 life of penitential seclusion, could pose no challenge to Byzantine imperial
 orthodoxy. That the Syriac churchmen who produced the Life of Ephrem
 were willing collaborators in this process may be judged with regret, but
 it is not entirely surprising. It represents a phenomenon that is repeated
 whenever local culture comes face to face with the prevailing superpower
 and seeks to insure its survival by identifying with the emerging power elite.

 It must be said, however, that Ephrem fared better than certain Chris
 tian teachers in the West, notably, Evagrius, Didymus, and Origen. Their
 writings posed too great a threat to the consolidation of authority in the
 state-sponsored church and they were eventually condemned. But even
 here, we find evidence of a familiar pattern: the Greek Letters of Evagrius
 were not simply translated into Syriac, they were re-worked by their Syriac
 intermediaries who rehabilitated Evagrius's thought to conform to emerging
 orthodox sensibilities—further evidence, perhaps, of a compulsion to rectify
 and recast Christian history in the imperial borderlands. Unlike Evagrius,
 Ephrem was a provincial who had spent his life far from the centers of
 power, a circumstance which allowed his memory to be easily manipulated.
 In the process, the man who had been revered for crafting bold images that
 ignited Christian imaginations was reduced to a docile monk whose fondest
 wish was to be able to speak Greek.

 University of Notre Dame

 NOTES

 The writer wishes to express sincere gratitude to the National Endowment for the Hu
 manities and the Earhart Foundation for their ongoing support of his research on Ephrem
 the Syrian.

 1. The following abbreviations are used in the notes: AB = Analecta Bollandiana; CSCO =
 Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium; FOTC = Fathers of the Church; OCP =
 Orientalium Christianum Periodica; OCA = Orientalia Christiana Analecta; SC = Sources
 Chrétiennes; SP = Studia Patrística.

 2. For a literary orientation to the period, see Murray, "Characteristics."
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 3. The origin and subsequent influence of the legend is traced by Fiey.
 4. For background to the Hellenizing influence on the Life, see Amar, "Byzantine Ascetic

 Monachism."

 5. Classical foundations of Greek hagiographical tradition were appropriated by Chris
 tian authors. See Patricia Cox.

 6. It is worth noting that the only surviving recollection of Ephrem of native Syriac prov
 enance knows nothing of the ascetical profile imposed by later legend. See Jacob of Sarug.

 7. The process that resulted in this transformation is traced in Amar, "Byzantine Ascetic
 Monachism."

 8. Dom Edmund Beck, O.S.B., editor of the modern critical editions of the works of
 Ephrem, was the first to refer to the Covenant as a "pre-monastic" movement. See "Aske
 tentum."

 9. As David Brakke has shown, the emerging ascetical lifestyle posed a challenge to the
 authority of the local bishop. In his depiction of Antony, Athanasius, archbishop of Egypt's
 metropolitan see, was intent on insuring that the movement inspired by Antony was con
 solidated under episcopal control.

 10. See Fraade.

 11. Unless otherwise noted, all translations are my own.
 12. See the survey by Brock, "From Antagonism to Assimilation."
 13. The influence of classical culture on Semitic languages has become an area of

 increased interest in recent times. For a survey of recent topics, see From HelUnism to Islam.
 Brock has written extensively on the influence of Greek on Syriac. See his "Greek into Syriac
 and Syriac into Greek" and "Some Aspects of Greek Words in Syriac."

 14. The Philoxenian translation of the New Testament has not survived, but it formed
 the basis of an even more thorough revision of the Syriac text known as the Harklean, to
 which we shall refer below. On the history and background of the several versions of the
 Bible in Syriac, see Brock, The Bible in Syriac.

 15. On Syriac translations from Greek, see also his Lettre aux Moines, 54-55.
 16. "Truth and love are wings that cannot be separated. / Without truth, love on its

 own cannot fly. / Nor can love without truth soar. / They are bound in harmony" (Hymns
 on Faith, Hymn XX: 12; 75).

 17. Freeman vividly describes the tumultuous events leading up to the council and those
 that followed in its aftermath. Given the rancorous nature of the debate which degenerated
 into physical violence among opposing parties, it is not altogether surprising that none of
 the proceedings, or acta, of I Constantinople have survived. We learn of the legislation it
 enacted only from references to it made at the Council of Chalcedon in 451.

 18. See, for example, Errington.
 19. See Sozomen; Basil of Caesarea, Sur le Saint-Esprit, SC 17, 514, 44ÍT.; see also R.W.

 Thomson, "The Syriac and Armenian Versions of the Hexameron by Basil of Caesarea,"
 113-17; also his edition of The Syriac Version of the Hexameron by Basil of Caesarea.

 20. For background to this, see Sebastian Brock, "The ruah elohim."
 21. The translation given here is based on the translation in St. Ephrem the Syrian: Selected

 Prose Works, 79.
 22. Cf. Parzen.

 23. For a convenient survey of the sources, see Brock, "The Holy Spirit as Feminine in
 Early Syriac Literature." However, in his discussion of the change of gender from feminine
 to masculine, Brock makes no reference to I Constantinople or to the on-going debate re
 garding the status of the Holy Spirit.

 24. Notable examples include the Acts of Judas Thomas, the Demonstrations of Aphra
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 hat, and the Macarían Homilies.
 25. See Murray, Symbols 142-44.
 26. Lucas Van Rompay has traced the erosion of the influence of Ephrem among Syriac

 theological writers. See his "Malpänä dilan Suryäyä."
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