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 Bulletin of the American Society of Papyrologists 37 (2000) 119-134

 The Body in Early Eastern Christian Sources

 Early Christians believed that, in first-century Palestine, God's
 Son took on a human body, in which he suffered and died, and with
 which he was raised from the dead and taken up to heaven to sit at
 God's "right hand." Moreover, they thought that this Son of God,
 the Christ, would return to earth, at which time the bodies of dead
 human beings would be resurrected, transformed, and assigned to
 either hellish torment or heavenly bliss. In the meantime, Chris
 tians formed small communities that they called "the body of
 Christ" and celebrated, among other rituals, a meal in which they
 ate bread, also designated "the body of Christ." To be sure, Chris
 tians argued about nearly every one of these points, asking whether
 the body that Jesus assumed was of the same flesh as that of other
 human beings or was merely "apparent," what kind of bodies resur
 rected Christians would have, precisely how the bread of their
 meals could be Christ's body, and so on. Nonetheless, a fascination
 with and symbolization of the human body formed a distinctive fea
 ture of early Christian thought and practice. Thus, when the histo
 rian of the human body approaches early Christian materials, the
 dilemma is not where to find relevant sources, but which sources, if
 any, to exclude.

 Consider, for example, the earliest surviving Christian writings:
 the letters of Paul the apostle, written in the 50's, some twenty
 years after the crucifixion of Jesus. His first extant letter, now
 called First Thessalonians, is a paraenetic epistle, concerned main
 ly to encourage recent converts in the face of "pressure" from out
 siders (1 Thess. 1:6). In the course of his exhortation, Paul reminds
 the Thessalonian Christians of his teaching on marriage, which he
 presents as the need for every male "to acquire his own vessel in
 holiness and honor" and so not "defraud a brother" (1 Thess. 4:3-6).
 Here a seemingly unexceptional recommendation of marital mo
 nogamy carries with it a certain figuring of the female body as a
 "vessel": a passive, receptive container, which men can "acquire"
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 120 DAVID BRAKKE

 either honorably or by swindling another male of his property, as it
 were. Behind this language must lie one ancient notion of the fe
 male body as contributing nothing to reproduction, but merely func
 tioning as a fertile place of growth for the male seed (Yarbrough
 1985).1

 Paul's construction of the body became much more complex
 through his tortured correspondence with his congregation in Cor
 inth. The body is the single thread that ties together the diverse
 problems addressed by Paul in 1 Corinthians 5-15 (incest, prostitu
 tion, marriage vs. virginity, eating meat sacrificed to idols, worship
 practices, the resurrection): at one point he adduces the seemingly
 universal human propensity to cover the genitals as a guide to how
 to balance competing claims to status in a Christian congregation (1
 Cor. 12:22-24; Martin 1991).

 Paul's thought on the body reaches its most profound and most
 opaque in 2 Corinthians, where in Platonizing fashion he calls the
 body a mere "tent" housing the true self (2 Cor. 5:2), yet insists (as
 no Platonist would) that it is precisely "in our bodies" that Chris
 tians make "visible" the "life of Jesus" (2 Cor. 4:10). Only recently
 have scholars begun to interpret Paul's talk about the body not
 merely as a philosophical anthropology (in Paul's view, do human
 beings have a body, or is it more accurate to say that the human
 being is a body?), but also as a social, political, and cultural con
 struction (how does Paul's language define the social body of the
 church and shape the individual's experience of his or her actual
 body?).2

 When we turn to early Christian writings that postdate the
 New Testament, the number and complexity of the sources avail
 able can be overwhelming, even should we limit our discussion to
 sources preserved in the "eastern" languages (Coptic, Syriac, Ar
 menian, and the others). Here the historian of the body would be

 1 The anonymous author of Hebrews held the opposite view, that the woman
 does contribute her own seed; see van der Horst 1990.

 2 The classic and still instructive discussion of Paul's "anthropological
 concepts," including οώμα ("body"), is Bultmann 1951-55, 1.191-227. For more
 recent discussions, see Meeks 1983, 97-103, and Meeks 1993, 130-49; Neyrey
 1990, esp. 102-46; and Martin 1995.
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 THE BODY IN EARLY EASTERN CHRISTIAN SOURCES 121

 wise not to dismiss any early Christian writing as devoid of interest
 for the subject before examining it closely for references to such
 "somatic" topics as the humanity of Christ, the creation of the first
 human beings, the meaning of the Eucharist, ascetic behaviors of
 lay and monastic Christians, and the like. The historian must be
 careful to place each writing in its proper context and to interpret
 its discourse about the body within its particular culture. In the
 case of Christian literature in eastern languages, for example, one
 may be dealing not with a "Coptic" or "Syriac" milieu, but with a
 "Greek" one, since many of our most important and interesting
 eastern sources are actually translations of writings first composed
 in Greek (the Nag Hammadi manuscripts, for instance). Even an
 originally Coptic work most likely originated in a bilingual envi
 ronment in which Greek philosophical concepts may have been as
 influential as "native Egyptian" traditions. One must also be alert
 to the extreme diversity of Christian modes of spirituality, even
 within cultural complexes that from the outside may look rather
 monochromatic. And, to return to where this paragraph began, the
 historian must not limit his study to certain genres or to works that
 make the body a central concern: even a sermon on angels can con
 struct an image of the human body, as we shall see. To illustrate
 the range of available Christian sources on the body, I shall exam
 ine briefly five works that differ widely in genre and cultural set
 ting but which share (because of their language of transmission) the
 category of "eastern": (1) a portion of a gnostic myth, written in
 Greek but preserved in Coptic (the Book of Zoroaster, now incorpo
 rated in the Secret Book According to John); (2) a church order,
 written in Greek but preserved in Syriac (the Didascalia Apostolo
 rum); (3) a monastic philosophical epistle, written in Coptic but
 preserved in Syriac and Georgian (the first letter of Anthony the
 Great); (4) a set of sermons preserved in Coptic, although probably
 written in Greek (recently published homiletica from the Pierpont
 Morgan Library in New York); and (5) a hagiographie sermon, writ
 ten and preserved in Syriac (the Homily on Simeon the Stylite by
 Jacob of Serug).

 Certainly one of the most intriguing sets of eastern Christian
 sources from antiquity is the hoard of Coptic manuscripts discov
 ered across the Nile from Nag Hammadi in Egypt; among the many
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 works preserved in these manuscripts relevant to our topic is The
 Secret Book (or Apocryphon) of John, a gnostic writing of such im
 portance that at least four versions of it circulated in antiquity.3
 Originally composed in Greek in the early second century, the Apo
 cryphon contains an account of the creation of Adam's body in two
 stages: the formation of an immaterial "animate" or "psychic" body,
 which is then placed secondarily in a material body. All of this is
 accomplished, not by the ultimate God (who is far too spiritual to be
 so intimately involved in this material realm), but by a committee
 of lesser powers, who (in the gnostic view) are malevolent and igno
 rant (Ap. John (NHC II) 15:1-21:14 [Layton 1987, 39-45]). The ani
 mate body is the spiritual prototype of the material body, contain
 ing an "animate element" of each of these constituent parts of the
 body: bone, connective tissue, flesh, marrow, blood, skin, and hair.
 Each of the seven primary "powers" of this world, corresponding to
 the seven planets, creates one of these elements (Ap. John (NHC II)
 15:13-23 [Layton 1987, 39-40]). These ideas, present in all the
 manuscripts of the Apocryphon although with slight differences of
 detail, represent the gnostics' version of notions whose ultimate
 source is Plato's Timaeus and which Philo of Alexandria had al

 ready adapted to explain curious features of Genesis 1-3 (van den
 Broek 1981). What is striking about the long version of the Apocry
 phon, extant in two Nag Hammadi manuscripts, is the insertion of
 a lengthy excerpt from an otherwise lost work—but known to Por
 phyry of Tyre—called Book of Zoroaster in which the creation of
 Adam's immaterial body is described in much greater detail (Ap.
 John (NHC II) 15:29-19:10; Porph. V". Plot. 16 [Layton 1987, 40-3,
 184]).

 Here more than 100 of the 365 powers involved in making
 Adam's "animate" body are named and associated with the creation
 of individual body parts and limbs as well as the soul-body's pas
 sions. For example: "The first, Raphao, began by making the crown

 3 On the use of the term "gnostic" here, see Layton 1995. The critical edition
 of Ap. John is by Waldstein and Wisse; I have used Layton's translation of the
 long version in NHC II and IV (1987, 28-51). On the manuscripts and versions,
 see Layton 1987, 25-6. For what follows and more general studies of the body in
 Gnosticism, see Williams 1989 and 1996, 116-38.
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 of the head; Abron (?) made the skull; Meniggesstroeth made the
 brain; Asterekhme, the right eye; Thaspomakha, the left eye ..."
 and so on, including each armpit and buttock, the internal organs,
 and the toenails. Other "demons" preside over the four elements of
 the body (heat, cold, dryness, wetness) as well as over the passions
 (grief, pain, anger, etc.). But the work of these ignorant rulers is in
 effective: their animate human being remains "inactive and immov
 able" until Wisdom tricks Ialtabaoth into placing a portion of her
 divine "power" into the human being, enabling him to stand. The
 superiority of Adam, indicated by his upright stature, provokes the
 demonic rulers to jealousy, and they relegate the human being to a
 material body (Ap. John (NHC II) 19:10-20:9 [Layton 1987, 43-4]).
 Hence, Adam's material body results from the rulers' vengeance; it
 is disparaged in Platonizing fashion as a "cave," a "bond," mere
 clothing for the true self (Ap. John (NHC II) 21:9-12 [Layton 1987,
 45]). Nonetheless, the material body is patterned after the immate
 rial one, and thus its parts and upright stature acquire at least a
 derivative cosmic significance.

 The human body, thus symbolized, has a complex meaning that
 cannot be reduced to scholarly clichés about gnostic "hatred" or
 "disgust" of the body. On the one hand, the gnostics considered the
 365 powers, led by the vain and foolish Ialtabaoth, to be cosmic rul
 ers, hostile to gnostic humanity, who have imprisoned human be
 ings in the chains of destiny or fate. Reading the Book of Zoroaster,
 the gnostic may have come to see his or her body, through its ani
 mate counterpart, as the means by which Knuks, Tupelon, and the
 363 other powers exert their control over the gnostic's painful life in
 this material world. On the other hand, the gnostic's awareness of
 these rulers, their names and connections to the body, must itself
 have been a sign of the gnostic's potential escape from their
 clutches. Unlike other people, the gnostics knew precisely how their
 bodies were manipulated by the cosmic forces.

 How might this positive insight have been embodied in a gnos
 tic's life? It has been plausibly suggested that the brief list of the
 seven major body parts and their primary creative powers (present
 in both the long and short versions of the Apocryphon) may have
 functioned as a "guide" or "index" by which the gnostic could ma
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 124 DAVID BRAKKE

 nipulate these body parts (bone, head, etc.) "in order to achieve cer
 tain ascetical states" indicated by the names of the corresponding
 powers (Divinity, Understanding, etc.) (Valantasis 1989-90, 155).
 The detailed lists of body parts, limbs, and passions with their ruler
 names in the Book of Zoroaster may suggest functions beyond this
 ascetic one: perhaps the gnostic could use magic to solve a problem
 with a particular body part (e.g., the right foot) by binding the ruler
 who created and presides over it (in this case, Phiouthrom). Several
 magical spells preserved in Coptic, although they neither come from
 the Gnostic sect nor contain the demonic names mentioned in the

 Book of Zoroaster, do illustrate that individually named demons or
 supernatural powers could be invoked in relation to specific body
 parts or ailments (nos. 43, 46, 135 in Meyer and Smith 1994, 83-90,
 92, 376-41). Plotinus charged that the Gnostics "assert diseases to
 be Spirit-Beings and boast of being able to expel them by formula"
 as if they were "magicians" (Plot. Enn. 2.9.14 [transi. MacKenna
 and Dillon 1991, 126]). As I mentioned above, Porphyry reports that
 the Gnostics known to Plotinus used a Book of Zoroaster (Porph. V.
 Plot. 16). The body's connection to the supernatural world both
 demonstrated the gnostic's plight in this material realm and pro
 vided means for the gnostic to overcome this plight and alleviate
 specific bodily difficulties.

 The body's relationship to the supernatural world is the concern
 also of the compiler of the church order known as the Didascalia
 Apostolorum, but here the focus is more earth-bound: should Chris
 tians who are menstruating or have experienced a nocturnal emis
 sion commune or not?4 The Didascalia originated in Syria in the
 early third century (ca. 230); although composed in Greek, it sur
 vives now only in its Syriac version (although its Greek terms may
 sometimes be discerned in a later work, the Apostolic Constitutions,
 for which it served as a source). The compiler of this manual for
 church life knows fellow Christians who abstain from the Eucharist

 during menstruation and after sexual intercourse or seminal
 emission, and he condemns this practice. Syrian Christians debated
 this issue in terms of the presence of spiritual beings within their

 4 Voobus 1979; chapter 26 is the relevant section. For an expanded discussion
 of the material in this and the following two paragraphs, see Brakke 1995.
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 bodies, for they shared the belief that the body of the baptized
 Christian formed a bounded space inhabited by the Holy Spirit and
 impenetrable to the demonic forces that populated the world. It was
 baptism that had expelled the demons from their bodies and
 provided the protective seal of the Holy Spirit.5

 The opponents of the Didascalia's compiler argued that the
 passage of material from within the body to the outside rendered
 the body's boundary permeable, potentially open to demonic pene
 tration; thus, they could not approach the altar until they had been
 cleansed through washing. The compiler argued that such emis
 sions did not violate the body's boundary; only a significant moral
 failing could deprive a baptized person of the Holy Spirit and so
 leave his or her body open to the demons {Did. Apost. 26 [Voôbus
 1979, 255-9]). This intriguing view of the baptized body correlated
 with the fragile position of a nascent Christian church within an
 overwhelming pagan ("demonic") society. The debate reflected the
 need of Christians to differentiate themselves in particular from
 their nearest competitor, the emerging Jewish synagogue, for the
 compiler portrays concerns about emissions as based in the "second
 legislation" of the Septuagint, which Christians (he says) need no
 longer obey {Did. Apost. 26 [Voobus 1979, 259-63]). Here the body
 was the site of conflict among religious alternatives in the social
 world.

 In other Christian contexts, however, particularly monastic
 ones, the conflict that played itself out in the body was a more in
 ternal and psychological one. In one of his epistles to his ascetic dis
 ciples, Anthony, the Egyptian hermit, articulated a program of re
 pentance, by which the Christian could purify the "motions" of the
 body.6 Writing in Coptic in the early fourth century, Anthony dis

 5 A similar understanding of baptism appears in another document of third
 century Syrian Christianity, the Acts of Thomas·, see chapters 26-7, 49, 51-4, 121,
 157. On the form of Christianity represented by the Acts, see my discussion of
 Jacob of Serug's homily below.

 6 See Ant. Ep. 1; trans. Chitty 1975, 1-5; cf. Apophth. Patr. Ant. 22 (PG
 65.84). The textual history of the letters attributed to Antony is highly complex,
 and their authenticity is disputed. For complete discussion and a compelling case
 for authenticity, see Rubenson 1990.
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 tinguished three "motions" in the body: a "natural motion" that is
 "passionless" yet "does not operate without the soul's consent"; a
 second motion that results from too much "food and drink," on ac
 count of which "the blood's heat stirs the body to action"; and a
 third motion caused by demons (Ant. Ep. 1 [Chitty 1979, 2]). Ac
 cording to Anthony, the soul is implicated in all three of the body's
 motions, even the passionless natural motion, which requires the
 soul's "consent." Indeed, Anthony's spiritual program maintained a
 sharp distinction between soul and body, but Anthony did not
 dualistically separate these dimensions of the human being; rather,
 the purification of soul and body went hand in hand. He writes: "It
 is required of a man to repent in body and soul, and to purify them
 both. And if the mind conquers in this contest, then it prays in the
 Spirit, and begins to expel from the body the passions of the soul
 which come to it from its own will" (Ant. Ep. 1 [Chitty 1979, 3]).
 Anthony required a program of repentance by which the motions of
 the body were purified in the bodily members (eyes, ears, tongues,
 hands, belly, genitals, and feet). In discussing purification of the
 genitals, Anthony reminds his addressees of the "discrimination
 between the three types of motion"—a hint that one must under
 stand erections and nocturnal emissions according to these
 types—and sounds a strong note of perfectionism: "All the motions
 are quenched by the power of the Spirit, which makes peace in the
 whole body, and cuts off from it all passions" (Ant. Ep. 1 [Chitty
 1979, 4]). Thus, even motions that were "natural" and "passionless"
 were to be removed with the help of the Spirit. None of this as
 signed blame for the passions to the body, for the soul had "other
 passions apart from the body" (pride, envy, hatred, and so forth)
 (Ant. Ep. 1 [Chitty 1979, 5]). Anthony's letter articulated a specif
 ically monastic program of ascetic discipline: the monk acted on his
 body, but the ultimate goal of his efforts was the purification of his
 soul, which was the origin of the problematic passions.

 Coptic manuscripts meanwhile contain numerous sermons that
 reveal how Christian clergy in Egypt exhorted non-ascetic Chris
 tians to "embody" their salvation. Since such sermons do not repre
 sent theological reflection at its highest and are often difficult to
 contextualize, many of them remain unpublished, and they are sel
 dom studied by modern scholars. Nonetheless, a survey of seven re

This content downloaded from 128.228.0.55 on Thu, 14 May 2020 16:27:04 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 THE BODY IN EARLY EASTERN CHRISTIAN SOURCES 127

 cently published sermons extant in Coptic (although perhaps origi
 nally composed in Greek) reveals symbolism of the body that de
 serves further exploration.7 In these sermons the body functions as
 a marker of humanity's place in the cosmic hierarchy over which
 God rules. On the one hand, the body is a sign of humanity's inferi
 ority to angels and other "bodiless" creatures, whose disembodied
 natures place them closer to God and make them valuable interces
 sors on behalf of sinful humanity (Depuydt 1991, 3.3; 4 passim; 5.5).
 The body is merely a temporary human condition, for death is de
 scribed as leaving the body or as God calling back the spirit that he
 had placed in the body (Depuydt 1991, 3.7; 5.29; 6.27).

 Urging his Eastertide congregation not to mourn the deaths of
 loved ones excessively, one preacher explains the birth and death of
 human beings this way:

 Your father has given a single drop of sperm to your mother and a body has
 come into being. God, then, has entrusted it (the body) with a spirit and
 breathing has come into existence in it. Then what will you say when he
 will issue a command to take it away? For it belongs to him and he has en
 trusted it (the spirit) to it (the body) in order to take it back as it was be
 fore. Can you then prevent him? (Depuydt 1991, 6.27)

 The body here is little more than a corpse in which the spirit tem
 porarily resides. Yet, this preacher goes on to describe the crucified
 Jesus as saving people by shedding his blood directly onto Adam's
 corpse, which God had caused the primeval flood to carry to Gol
 gotha precisely for this purpose (Depuydt 1991, 6.37-8).

 This last notion, in its blunt physicality, points to how these
 preachers, although they consider the body to be a temporary sign
 of humanity's inferiority, nevertheless think of salvation in fully
 corporeal terms. They emphasize the presence of Christ's actual
 body and blood in the Eucharist: their sense of the sacrament's ho
 liness is so intense that deacons are described as picking up the Eu
 charistie elements only with their hands shielded by rolls of ordi
 nary bread (Depuydt 1991, 2.24; 3.17; 4.6, 42-3; 6.5). A sermon on
 St. Mercurius describes the martyr as interacting with Christians
 in quite physical ways: he teaches a stingy woman the virtue of

 7 Depuydt 1991; references are to the homily and section numbers as they
 appear in D.'s volumes.

This content downloaded from 128.228.0.55 on Thu, 14 May 2020 16:27:04 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



 128 DAVID BRAKKE

 charity by plaguing her with a disease; he chastises robbers who
 steal reliquaries from his chapel by blinding them; and when "the
 whole body" of a mason working on the saint's chapel is crushed by
 the collapse of the edifice, the saint heals the mason so that his
 body resembles that of "a runner in good shape" (Depuydt 1991, 1.8
 11, 19-22). Not surprisingly, the preachers of these sermons exhort
 their flocks to maintain the purity of their bodies by avoiding sexual
 sins and overindulgence in eating; virginity is the way in which one
 can become most perfectly like the bodiless angels (Depuydt 1991,
 1.3; 2.7, 12-3; 3.11, 17; 5.28; 6.76). But they place much greater
 stress on charity, giving alms to the poor: most Christians become
 like the angels primarily by meeting the bodily needs of their fellow
 human beings (Depuydt 1991, 1.19-20; 2.27; 3.27; 4.35, 59, 65-9;
 5.25-7; 6.70, 89).

 In these sermons directed to audiences of ordinary, non-ascetic
 Christians, the body emerges as the basic condition of being human
 in this world: negatively, the body represents humanity's distance
 from the spiritual realm in which God and his "bodiless" creatures
 dwell; positively, the body is precisely the locus for God's saving ac
 tion and for humanity's ethical response. Care for the bodies of
 others becomes the means by which people enter incorporeal bless
 edness: "Do you want the door of heaven to open to you? You too
 open your hand to the poor." (Depuydt 1991, 5.25). The sermons'
 emphasis on human corporeality, both positive and negative, may
 reflect continued conflict in Egyptian Christianity over the status of
 the body, a conflict rooted in the Origenist controversy at the turn
 of the fifth century (Brakke 2000).

 Nonetheless, when most modern people consider early Chris
 tian attitudes toward the body, they are more likely to think of the
 spectacularly harsh treatments of the body found in accounts of as
 cetics, especially those of Syria. Among the most famous of these is
 Simeon the Stylite (ca. 386-459), whose extreme acts of self-mortifi
 cation led to his break with more moderate monastic groups:
 Simeon eventually took up residence on a small platform atop a
 pillar as much as sixty feet high; there he remained, exposed to the
 elements, for nearly forty years, until his death. What are we to
 make of such dramatically harsh treatment of the body? Unfortu
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 nately, there is little reliable evidence from Simeon himself that ex
 plains what meaning the stylite invested in his odd behavior, but
 there are diverse ancient Lives of Simeon, each of which presents
 its own understanding of the stylite and his mission (Harvey 1988).
 In addition to these we have a powerful homily on Simeon delivered
 by the Syrian preacher Jacob of Serug (ca. 449-521), who spent the
 last years of his life (519-21) as bishop of Batna.8 Jacob's homiletic
 account of Simeon is remarkable for how it treats one of the most

 important incidents in Simeon's life, his near death from gangrene
 in his foot: only Jacob reports that Simeon survived by cutting off
 his own foot, and he describes this self-performed amputation in
 graphic detail.

 Such extreme mortification of the body was a notable feature of
 Syriac Christianity. The earliest form of Christianity in the regions
 surrounding Edessa, eastern Syria and Mesopotamia, was a highly
 ascetic strain of the religion that produced literature associated
 with the apostle Thomas, such as the Gospel According to Thomas
 and the Acts of Thomas (Layton 1987, 359-409; Koester 1971).
 Thomas Christianity was highly dualistic: this world, in comparison
 to the spiritual realm, was no better than a "corpse"; the body was
 "poverty" into which the "great wealth" of the soul had come to
 dwell; the resulting ethic was extreme detachment from the world,
 including bodily pleasures and social institutions: "Jesus said, 'Be
 passersby' " (G. Thorn. 56, 29, 42 [Layton 1987, 385-90]).

 As proto-orthodox Christianity became more entrenched in the
 Syriac-speaking areas and Thomas Christianity became discredited
 through the use of its literature by Mani, this dualism became in
 creasingly muted although it never fully disappeared, despite the
 protests of some modern scholars. Yet, the extreme asceticism re
 mained, although understood within more "orthodox" spiritual
 paradigms. Jacob of Serug's homily on Simeon, for example, may
 still be called dualistic, but the opposition here is not between soul
 and body, but between God and Satan, who are portrayed as being
 at war. The metaphor of warfare dominates the sermon: Satan is

 8 The Syriac text has been edited in Bedjan 1894, 650-65. I have used the
 translation by Susan Ashbrook Harvey in Wimbush 1990, 15-28. References are
 to the page numbers in Bedjan's edition as supplied by Harvey.
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 the commander of "troops of demons and devils," whom he encour
 ages for battle with a stirring pre-battle oration (651-2). Simeon,
 standing watch on his pillar, is God's front-line of defense against
 the Satanic forces; Simeon's body, the battlefield on which the cos
 mic war is fought.

 Jacob understands the stylite's endurance of physical discom
 forts and ailments to be his fighting off of the demonic attacks, the
 worst of which is the gangrenous foot. Thus, Simeon's amputation
 of his foot becomes an act of military triumph; the grisly imagery
 with which Jacob describes it is appropriate to an account of war:

 The blessed man did a wonderful deed that has never been done before: he

 cut off his foot that he would not be hindered from his work. Who would not

 weep at having his foot cut off at its joint? But he looked on it as something
 foreign, and he was not even sad.

 And as Satan was wallowing in blood and sprinkled with pus and covered in
 mucus, and the rocks were spattered, the just man nevertheless sang. While
 a branch of his body was cut off from its tree, his face was exuding delightful
 dew and comely glory. Then he said to it [the foot], "Go in peace until the
 resurrection. And do not grieve, for your hope will be kept in the kingdom."
 And even though all of him lived, his limb died and was cast before him. And
 the one foot bore the burden of the whole body. And while his limbs dripped
 with sweat and were spattered with blood, his sword was unsheathed and
 his bow drawn against Satan (657-8).

 The warrior Simeon follows this with a song of victory, once again
 addressed to his amputated foot. Although this dramatic scene is
 the climax of Simeon's battle with Satan and of Jacob's panegyric,
 the homilist goes on to list Simeon's other ascetic acts as additional
 weapons in the stylite's war with Satan: fasting, keeping vigil, per
 petual standing, and the like (660). Simeon's extreme mortification
 of his body becomes representative of a range of lesser acts of disci
 pline by which Christians, monastic and lay, can wage war against
 Satan. Jacob then artfully turns his battle metaphor on himself as a
 clever way of making the ancient orator's traditional protest of in
 adequacy to his subject:

 I would tell his battle with Satan, but I am not sufficient for it, since the
 time is short, the battle wondrous, and the contest great. The victorious one
 has conquered me; I shrink from in front of him, how beautiful he is, and I
 am not able to speak his beauties as they are. Like a painter I wished to
 paint him, but his beauty has conquered me. Like a hunter I wished to cap
 ture him, but he has flown away from me. While I am wanting to stretch out
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 toward him, he has attained heaven. I am tarrying below, and he has been
 raised up (660-1).

 Here in yet another guise is the paradox that runs through most
 early Christian symbolism of the body: the Christian's victory over
 evil is won precisely in the body (both his or her own and that of
 Christ), but that victory is understood to be a flight from the body
 and from this world into the heavenly realm above.9

 This rapid survey should give the historian of the body an idea
 both of the range of Christian sources available in eastern lan
 guages and the diversity of ways in which eastern Christians con
 structed and used the body. By no means have I done a proper job
 of contextualizing these literary sources, which can only be under
 stood fully in relation to the ritual practices, social organizations,
 full belief systems, and material cultures of the communities in
 which they originated. In general, the student of late antiquity
 lacks the sources that historians of later periods consider "depend
 able information" about human bodies of the past (Porter 1990, 210
 1). Moreover, while some of the sources above are fairly easy to date
 and place in a geographical setting (the Didascalia Apostolorum
 and the homilies of Jacob of Serug, for example), the contexts of
 other works remain frustratingly elusive (gnostic writings, the Cop
 tic homilies). In any case, the historian who wishes to understand
 the constructions of the body in literary sources from the Christian
 ancient Near East will be wise to make use of the diverse materials

 represented in the papers of this volume. In turn, interpretation of
 ancient material culture ought to take into account the symbolic
 constructions of the body found in literary sources, for these shaped
 and reflected how ancient Christians experienced their lives in the
 "clay jars" of their bodies (2 Cor. 4:7).10

 9 Jacob discussed the meaning and significance of the body in more abstract
 terms in other homilies, such as those on creation; see Boulos Sony 1984-5.

 10 I am grateful to Jason Beduhn and J. Albert Harrill for comments on
 earlier drafts of this essay and to Dale Martin for bibliographic advice.
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