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To my Parents and Teachers

Who guided me, moulded me, and dedicated me
to the service of the Word.

The prayer of Mar Jacob of Serugh animates all.
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Holy Mar Jacob’s Homily 154: The Forth on Sodom

Open my lips, my Lotd, to proclaim the riches of Thy sweetness,

and let a glorious homily of Thy Divinity issue out through my tongue.
Grant me that I shall be an assiduous labourer of Thy Word,

and by which I shall complete the course of my life beautifully.

Upon Thy teaching I shall sSlumber and sleep when I depart,

so that not even in death I shall take rest from Thee as a good escort.

[HS V 117,16 (The Forth Homily on Sodom))
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

A remarkable shift of orientation in the studies on Jacob of Serugh!
is perceived in the recent past.2 Major parts of the earlier studies on
Jacob were concerned with his Christology and the orthodoxy of
his teachings® in the pattern of heated debates which in the final
analysis seem to have yielded no remarkable breakthrough into the
legacy of Mar Jacob.* Such a state of affairs is mainly due to two
reasons. Firstly, the Christology and the orthodoxy of the teachings
of Mar Jacob were evaluated with some criteria quite foreign as
well as highly incompatible with the thought-patterns and writings
of Jacob. Because of this unhealthy approach some eatlier studies
failed to hit at the focus of Jacob’s theological vision. Secondly,

U Sérigh was a district of ancient Mesopotamia where Jacob was born
at Kurtam near Edessa on the east of Euphrates. He was brought up at
Hawra in the district of Sémigh where Jacob served as Chorepiskgpos
(Episcopal Vicar/Visitator) and later as Episkopos (Bishop) at Baman, the
chief town of Seérigh.

2 There are a few recent studies and translations highlighting the
genius in Jacob of Serugh. Editors, translators, and authors, such as,
F. Graffin, M. Albert, T. Jansma, S. P. Brock, K. Alwan, T. Bou Mansour,
B. P. Sony, S. J. Beggiani, The Holy Transfiguration Monastery (HTM),
Brookline, USA, are some mentionable names. See also the bibliography
and the translations of the homilies of Jacob, Kollamparampil, T. Jacob of
Serngh: Select Festal Homilies. Rome /Bangalore, 1997.

3 Cf. The section on “The Controversial Theological Milieu of Jacob of
Serugh’, chapter one (section A, 2).

* For referting to Jacob of Serugh several appellations are used, such
as ‘Mar Jacob’, Jacob’, ‘our author’, ‘the author’, ‘the preacher of Batnarn’,
as the context seems to suit.
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those studies seem to ignore or rather push down to a very
secondary level the importance of typological and symbolic
thought-patterns that are quite vital to theological reflection,
biblical exegesis, catechetical pedagogy, and the liturgical
commemorations of the early Syriac Christian tradition, of which
Mar Jacob is a rather prominent exponent.

Due to the recent findings in the studies on comparative
religion® and cultic behaviour of human cultures there are some
new philosophical conceptions on the power and functions of
symbols and the role of symbolic reflections on matters of religious
faith and cultic practices. All such findings demand new orienta-
tions and approaches to ancient religious texts, especially in the
tield of hermeneutics. Hence, there is a quest for entering into the
horizon or the proper milieu of each writer in order to perceive the
fuller significance of his views. It is also due to this turn of affairs
that the worth and abiding influence of the early Syriac Christian
writings, which are to a great extent poetic in conception and in
form, are being rediscovered. In the light of the above mentioned
new currents of thought the writings of Jacob of Serugh demand
due recognition and a balanced evaluation with respect to their
theological views.

For a better understanding of the petson of Jacob of Serugh
and his literary activities, an introduction highlighting the two main
aspects of his ambience is necessary. The reasons have been, on the
one hand, his birth into the Semitic cultural milieu of the early
Syriac Christianity and, on the other, his life in the political and
religious ambience of the Eastern Roman Empire with its various
strong Greek influences. Hence, our author is an heir to two
traditions: the one inherited by birth and the other acquired from
the epoch in which he lived. These two traditions had profound
influences on his life and activities, especially upon his writings. In
the first place, the differences in orientation, style and the content
of his letters when compared with his other writings clearly project
the aspects of his acquired tradition. In the corpus of his
correspondence, as a prominent Christian leader of his time, he
addresses mainly the socio-religious and theological issues of his

> Cf. Eliade, “Crisis and Renewal in History of Religions,” 19-38.
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period by the thrust of his acquired tradition with its Hellenistic
influences. On the other hand, in his other writings, especially in
the corpus of his writings that are mainly inspired by the ambience
of Semitic Syriac Christian tradition, both in the verse homilies
(meemre)® and the prose homilies (zurgame),” he reflects on the biblical
episodes and themes of Christian faith out of his inherited Semitic
eatly Syriac Christian tradition with its typological and symbolic
thrusts.

A. THE THEME OF THE STUDY

One of the foundations of Mar Jacob’s theological vision is the
condescending divine mercy at all levels of the divine economy,
namely, creation, the Incarnation and the Resurrection which are
various phases of the economy of salvation. This condescending
divine mercy became fully tangible and revealed on behalf of
humanity in the incarnate Son. The whole of the Old Testament
was a preparation for the perfect divine revelation in Christ. The
revealed realities in Christ, or in the terminology of Jacob, the
actualized factors of the mystery of salvation, are running forward
to their realization and consummation by the power of Christ.
Hence, Christ stands as the key to the understanding as well as the
realization of the whole economy of salvation. For Jacob the
understanding of divine realities is not merely a cerebral process
but primarily a personal and participative knowledge of the
revealed realities. Such revealed realities invite the whole of
humanity to respond to the divine initiative as well as encourage all
to partake of the divine bliss through the incarnate Son. This

¢ meémré are Syriac non-stanzaic verse compositions or verse homilies
[probably recited rather than sung], consisting of isosylabic couplets.
Jacob generally follows a 12 + 12 syllabic pattern which is called ‘Jacob’s
metre’. Cf. Brock, “An Introduction to Syriac Studies,” viii—33 for further
descriptions on various Syriac literary forms.

7 turgameé are interpretative or expository sermons in prose form. Mar
Jacob’s six prose homilies are good examples of such artistic prose with
many rhetorical patterns that enhance homiletical preaching. See the ET
of the Six Prose Homilies by Kollamparampil, T. Jacob of Serugh: Select
Festal Homilies. Rome /Bangalore, 1997.
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participation in divine bliss is made concrete in a sacramental
manner, especially, in the liturgical celebrations of the feasts and
the related commemorations of the salvific acts of Christ. Mar
Jacob’s homilies concerning the salvific deeds of Christ
commemorated in the feasts and in the various periods of the
liturgical year are rich with theological insights, catechetical
instructions and homiletical persuasion. The present study
furnishes a fruitful appreciation of the main aspects of the
economy of salvation in Christ according to the vision of Mar
Jacob as presented in his homiletical expositions on the feasts of
our Lord.

B. THE SCOPE OF THE STUDY

The present study is to a great extent inspired by the rediscovery
and appreciation of the orientations and teachings of the early
Syriac Christian writers. Moreover, in the case of Jacob a good
number of studies on his Christology and the orthodoxy of his
teachings have brought out only a partial and, in some cases, a
slightly falsified representation of his views. Hence, it is urgent to
rehabilitate him providing a more faithful account of his theological
vision as well as enabling the readers of Jacob to gain a balanced
picture of his genuine theological views.

A sort of rehabilitation process is envisaged in this study
through an exposition of Mar Jacob’s theological views from his
writings in conformity with his own terms and orientations rather
than subjecting his writings to various sets of categories and
orientations that are foreign to his writings. Hence, the scope of
this study is to furnish a proper appreciation of the theological
views of Mar Jacob with regard to his understanding of the
economy of salvation in Christ. Such a study will draw a more
faithful picture of his theological views. It would also enhance, at
least to some extent, the rediscovery of the richness of his
theological thought-patterns which attracted so many Christian
communities during his life-time and those in the centuries
immediately after his death. The large collection of the manuscripts
of his writings gives ample evidence to his fame in the past.

Above all Mar Jacob’s symbolic mode of theological
reflection, based on the biblical thought-patterns, has a freshness,
vitality and perennial applicability of its own. His typological
biblical exegesis often provides a healthy and synchronic outlook
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on the mysteries of Christian faith and practices. They are
appealing to all ages. In his treatment of salvation in Christ
(Soteriology) Mar Jacob bases his theological vision on a coherent
theological anthropology and the mystery of Christ (Christology)
reflected through the biblical thought-patterns. In this light the
writings of Jacob call for a deeper grounding in the biblical
thought-patterns in theological reflections rather than conditioning
theological reflection to any particular set of categories of any
period or any particular philosophy. Hence, an articulation of the
biblically oriented theological reflection of Jacob of Serugh is a
basic thrust of this study.

C. THE METHOD OF THE STUDY

The aim of the study is to meet Jacob’s theological teachings within
the horizon of his writings so as to assimilate his theological views
through his own theological terminologies and orientations. In
order to ascertain Jacob’s theological terms and orientations an
extensive reading of his writings has been undertaken, and the
translation of a select group of his festal homilies has also been
furnished. This select group of festal homilies consists of sixteen
homilies based on nine feasts/commemorations of the saving
activity of Christ and the homily on Pentecost. The English
translations of the homilies of Jacob,® while serving as a basis for
this study, aim also to promote a wider readership of Jacob’s
works. Apart from the group of select festal homilies references are
also made to other homilies that are relevant to the theme of the
study and provide important excerpts in translation wherever
necessary. Hence, unless otherwise specified, all translations cited
in this study are my own. The reading of Jacob enables us to
delineate his mode of theological reflection which is highly biblical
and Semitic. Hence, his theological method and the special
character of his approach to the Scriptures and scriptural exegesis
are highlighted as a prelude to the exposition of his theological
vision in his homilies.

8 Kollamparampil, Jacob of Serugh: Select Festal Homilies.
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The homilies of Jacob, especially the Dominical Festal
Homilies, are for the edification of simple Christian faithful. They
provide the necessary homiletical exposition of the scriptural
episodes through an exegesis mainly for the purpose of catechesis.
Hence, the homiletical expositions are not to analyse and define
divine realities, but to describe elements or factors of Christian
faith, aimed at the practice of the life of faith. With a persuasive
thrust Jacob follows a discursive and exhortative mode of
exposition which depends much on biblical typologies and the
symbolic allusions they contain. Taking note of this method of
Jacob’s homiletical exposition the present study generally follows a
method of thematic synthesis in order to set out the various aspects
of salvation in Christ as envisaged by Mar Jacob.

D. THE STRUCTURE OF THE STUDY

The present study concentrates more on Jacob’s theological views
developed out of the inspiration from the eatly Syriac Christian
tradition which he inherited by birth, and at the same time in turn
enriched by his writings. Hence, in order to arrive at a more
integrated understanding of the vision of Mar Jacob’s ambience
and his theological views, the present study is divided into three
parts.

The first part of the study (chapter one) intends to give an
introduction to the life and theological reflections of Mar Jacob. It
acquaints the readers to the foundations of his thought-patterns
that are embedded in the symbolic forms of theological reflection
and typological biblical exegesis. The first half of the first part
while explaining the life and activities of Mar Jacob, attempts to
provide the necessary introduction to the double traditions of
Jacob of Serugh, i.e., the Semitic early Syriac Christian Tradition
and the philosophically oriented theological tradition of the Greek
Orient. It provides a brief survey of the socio-political and religious
ambience of his life and activities also. This naturally leads to a
brief examination of the orientations, attitudes and allegiances of
Mar Jacob in the acute Christological controversies of his period.
A brief survey of the literary output of our author is also furnished
to complement the section on his life and activities. A select group
of homilies on the feasts of our Lord, from the corpus of Jacob of
Serugh, serves as a basis for the present study.



GENERAL INTRODUCTION 7

The second half of part one deals with the foundations of Mar
Jacob’s symbolic theology and his mode of biblical exegesis. Since
one of the principal inspirations of Jacob’s theological views is the
Scriptures, it is of special importance to review his orientations and
approach to the Scriptures. According to Jacob the Scriptures
proclaim the story of divine-human relationships. The factors of
such relationships can be expressed only in analogical terms by
means of symbols, types, figures and sometimes through paradoxes
because the human intellect is incapable of any exhaustive
comprehension of divine realities. Hence, whatever is revealed is a
divine offering to humanity through symbols and types and they
should be approached with a symbolic and meditative reflection
that can provide spiritual profit to humanity. Therefore, Jacob’s
symbolic and sacramental conception of the revealed truths
naturally presuppose his typological exegesis of the scriptures.

Chapters two and three form part two of the present study.
This part examines how Jacob employs his symbolic theological
reflection and typological biblical exegesis in his catechetical and
homiletical exposition of the mystery of salvation. Based on the
factors of symbolic theology and typological exegesis, chapter two
presents the theological views of Jacob regarding the divine
economy of salvation as described in his festal homilies. There ate
nine sets of festal homilies under review, based on nine liturgical
celebrations, focusing on the salvific acts of the incarnate Son. The
main concern is to see how Jacob presents the economy of
salvation as a progressive realization in the light of each feast of
our Lord. Around each homiletical exposition Jacob’s homiletical,
catechetical and exegetical devices and skills are also referred to.

Chapter three is an attempt to present a synthesis of Jacob’s
understanding of the economy of salvation in Christ. Jacob does
not propose any systematization of divine truths, but only a
discerning understanding for the profit of humanity with a view to
realize the divine purpose. In keeping with this approach we bring
together in a coherent manner the discursive forms of theological
reflections found in Jacob. It has three sections. The first section is
a brief survey of the author’s theological expressions and
vocabulary. The second section traces a few theological thought-
patterns of Mar Jacob—he relies, of course, much on the early
Syriac tradition in this respect—that can serve as a guideline for a
synthesis of his vision of salvation in Christ. The final section
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reconstructs the main aspects of Jacob’s vision of the economy of
salvation in Christ from his writings.

Chapters four and five form the third and last part of this

study. It deals with the two important sources of inspiration behind
the theological vision of Mar Jacob, i.e., scriptural revelations and
the early Syriac Christian tradition respectively. Chapter four opens
with a discussion on the need and nature of redemption and
salvation in the understanding of Jacob. It is based on the biblical
thought-patterns. Jacob’s creative employment of the biblical
account of creation and the fall for catechesis is evident in his
homilies. His treatment of the eatly chapters of Genesis is central
to his theology of redemption and salvation. He explains how
divine mercy and divine justice provide the needed pedagogy in the
context of human freedom. Jacob’s reading of the Genesis account
develops his theological anthropology which stands as a basis for
his views on the need for and the nature of redemption and
salvation. The second section of the fourth chapter explains the
acts of divine mercy which became concrete and tangible in an
actualized manner in Christ as the source of redemption and
salvation. In other words, it is a presentation of Jacob’s
understanding of Christ-Mystery (Christology) based on the
scriptural thought-patterns. The last section of chapter four
explains Jacob’s vision of Christ, the God-man, as the sign and the
Sacrament of salvation for the world.
In the fifth chapter the theme of discussion is Jacob’s indebtedness
to the early Syriac Christian tradition with regard to his theological
views. In order to handle the matter in an organized way a set of
three main theological themes are selected: the Adam-Christ
complementarity, the road of salvation, and the Christocentric
sacramental world-vision. With reference to these theological
themes, Jacob’s indebtedness to the eatlier Syriac writings and
writers is discussed. Above all Jacob’s indebtedness to Ephrem is
set in evidence. In certain aspects Jacob’s creative contributions to
the mainstream Syriac theology are pointed out.



PART ONE






The first part of this study sets the proper context for a discussion
on Jacob of Serugh. The setting of the context involves two aspects
or horizons. Firstly the more external and general one is his
historical ambience with its social and religious overtones. Secondly
the more personal and subjective aspects with regard to Jacob are
the foundations of his symbolic theology, his notion of divine
revelation as well as his orientation to the Scriptures. Jacob’s
sacramental approach to the Scriptures and his symbolic
understanding of the created world stand as foundations to his
mode of biblical exegesis. His theological method is much
dependent on his orientation to the scriptures and his typological
mode of biblical exegesis.

11






CHAPTER ONE:
LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL
REFLECTION OF JACOB OF SERUGH

The life and activities of Jacob of Serugh falls during 451-521 AD,
a period that witnessed turbulent theological controversies,
especially after the council of Chalcedon (451).! He was born an
heir to the early Syriac Christian tradition. The social and religious
milieu in which he grew up interacted very closely, especially due to
the overpowering influence of the political situation in the eastern
Roman Empire on religious behaviour, ecclesial confessions, and
even dogmatic definitions. The council of Chalcedon, rather than
solving the long standing controversy, initiated another phase of
acrimonious disputes between the so called Chalcedonian and
Monophysite groups. Mar Jacob’s literary compositions emerged
from such a context. The major literary contributions of Mar Jacob
are his verse compositions, especially his voluminous output of
memre? The internal evidences from his mémré show no definite
signs of his affiliation to any extremist confessional groups of the
time. But his letters show signs of sympathy and leanings towards
the Miaphysite-Monophysite® pole of Christological views. Yet the

U Cf. Wright, A Short History of Syriac Literature, 67-72; Duval, La
Littérature syriaque, 351-54; Chabot, Littérature syriaque, 62, 63; Baumstark,
Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, 148-58; Fiey, Histoire de / ’Eg/z';e en Irak, 113—
143; Graffin, “Jacques de Saroug,” cols. 56—60; Tisserant, “Jacques de
Saroug,” cols. 300-5; Gribomont, “Jacob of Sarug,” 429.

2 See footnote n. 6 on mémré in General Introduction.

3 The term ‘Monophysite’ is often used quite unaware of the
confusion it creates, especially in the ecumenical contexts. This term is

13
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internal evidence of his writings as a whole would enrol him as a
diakrinomenoi (otherwise known as ‘hesitators™) who objected to the
final formulation of the council of Chalcedon. Moreover, the
predilections of the Syriac tradition and the gentle disposition of
Mar Jacob found the then current definitions of theological issues
solely under the sway of rational philosophical categories of the
time, utterly unbecoming. In discussing theological matters he was
more at home in the orientations of the early Syriac tradition of
which St. Ephrem was a great exponent.® It is important to note
the extent to which Mar Jacob accepts Mar Ephrem as a model to

now used to denote both the position of the Syrian Orthodox (and other
oriental Orthodox Churches) and that of Eutyches. The extreme position
of Eutyches is rejected by all including the oriental Orthodox groups.
When dealing with the theological position of Jacob of Serugh, it is
improper to categorize him as a Monophysite. In order to denote the
proper dogmatic Christological position of Severus of Antioch,
Philoxenus of Mabboug, Jacob of Serugh and others in the Cyrilline
Christological tradition who were opposed to the dyophysite formula of
the Council of Chalcedon, the present tendency is to use the term
‘Miaphysite’ which suites more their Christological position. It denotes
their understanding of “a single incarnate nature of God the Word” (had
kyanda d-melta aliha da-mbasar/ mia physis to theou logon sesarkdmené). The stress
here is on the coming down of the Word to assume the full humanity and
yet remaining the same without being divided. For an insightful discussion
on the exact Christological position of Severus, Philoxenus, Jacob of
Serugh and others see the diagram furnished by S. P. Brock regarding the
spectrum of Antiochene and Alexandrian Christological positions (Brock,
S. P. “The Church of the East in the Sasanian Empire up to the Sixth
Century and it’s Absence from the Councils in the Roman Empire.” In
Syriac Dialogne: First Non-official Consultation on Dialogue with the Syrian
Tradition, 85. Pro Oriente. Vienna, 1994, where the term ‘Henophysite’ is
used to describe ‘Miaphysite’ position in the wider spectrum between
Antiochene and Alexandrian poles of Christological views).

4 Cf. Jansma, “Encore le credo de Jacques de Saroug,” 75-88, 193—
236, 331-70, 475-510, esp. pp. 77, 350, 355; Brock, “On the Veil of
Moses,” 35.

> Cf. Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 44, 45.
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be imitated both in the mode of teaching and living. Mar Jacob
writes about Ephrem:

A true worker who laboured diligently from start to finish,

manifesting in himself both words and actions in a practical
way,

he was an architect who built upon the foundation of truth,

finishing off his edifices with gold and precious stones.

He was the teacher of truth who both acted and taught, as it is
written;

for his disciples he depicted a model for them to imitate.6

It was in the theologico-ascetical tradition, embellished by Mar
Ephrem, that our author lived and rendered his personal
contribution, enriching the indigenous Syriac Christian theological
tradition. In addition to that he also had to address the theological
disputes of his time. In this respect he seems to align himself, to a
certain extent, with the Miaphysite-Monophysite confessional
group, of course, with his own moderate views and standpoints.
Jacob was a witness to the interactions of the two poles of the eatly
Syriac Christianity, namely, the Semitic and the Hellenic,” in the
context of the theological disputes and dogmatic quarrels of his

period.

A. SOCIO-POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS BACKGROUND
OF JACOB OF SERUGH
The Syrian-Mesopotamian ambient of the second half of the 5th

and the initial decades of the 6th centuries is the wider social
context of the life and activities of Jacob of Serugh. Precisely, the

o AMS 111 667,7-11; ET by Brock, Hymuns on Paradise, 22; see a ctitical
edition and full ET of Jacob’s mémra on Ephrem by Amar, J. P. Metrical
Homily on Mar Ephrem. PO, 47 (Fascicule 1 No. 209). Turnhout, 1995, see
pp. 30-31 for the quoted text.

7 For more details see the section on “The Controversial Theological
Milieu of Jacob of Serugh’ in this chapter (I,A,2); cf. also Brock, “The
Two Poles,” 58-62; “From Antagonism to Assimilation,” 17-34.
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political and social contexts, especially in Syria and Egypt,® were
filled with a sense of growing nationalism against the Byzantine
rule, with resentment towards the imperial policies coupled with an
eagerness to have autonomy and self-determination in many
aspects of social and political life.” Faced by these challenges the
emperors of the time shifted their religious policies as the situations
demanded in order to safeguard the political unity of the empire.
The religious context is dominated by the vehement confrontations
between Monophysite and Chalcedonian groups. A thorough
analysis of the causes of these confrontations will show that they
were predominantly due to the cultural differences and particular
political factors rather than due to actual theological issues.

The antecedents of Jacob’s theological expressions and
biblical exegesis, with their diverse aspects, are best represented by
the Edessan context.!” This context is manifested through the
orientations to the Christian faith, methods of catechesis, mode of
theologizing, and the study and hermeneutics of the sacred
Scriptures as well as the theological disputes of the time. This
milieu fashioned the mode of theologizing, biblical exegesis and
theological views of Mar Jacob. Moreover, the Syrian-
Mesopotamian insistence on the ascetic, encratite world-vision also
reflected upon the pattern of Christian life and thinking of such
leaders as Mar Jacob.!!

1. The Political Situation and the Religious Policies
of the Emperors

A clear cut documentation of the political and social developments
of the said period among the Syrian Christians of Roman Syria is
not available. It is mainly because Syria and Mesopotamia were

8 Cf. Vasiliev, Justin the First, 132, 133; Holders of extreme Alexandrian
views wete itritated by the Chalcedonian condemnation of
Monophysitism and the conferring of the rank next to that of the bishop
of Rome to the Patriarch of Constantinople. Both evoked social
resentment against the imperial rule.

9 Ct. Charanis, Church and State, preface page.

10 Cf. Segal, Edessa, “Blessed City,” 93ff; 170-3.

11 Cf. Voobus, History of Asceticism, 111, 110-22.
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regions of buffer zone between the Romans and Parthians, being
continually war-torn, resulted in the destruction of many historical
evidences and documents.!? Later, when the Persian Sasanian
dynasty came into power in 224, there was a resurgence of
nationalistic feeling which was very well expressed in the
restoration of Zoroastrianism. This Zoroastrian revival had major
repercussions on Persian Christianity but not much on the
Byzantine side. The over all resurgence of national feeling
contributed also to the tise of Monophysitism, especially in Egypt
and Syria-Palestine areas under Byzantine rule.

In 363 the city of Nisibis was captured by Persians. Hence
many Christians from Nisibis migrated to the city of Edessa under
Roman domain. Ephrem was also among those migrants and he is
held to be one of the founders of the School of Edessa, ‘the School
of the Persians’.!?> That flourishing school suffered fatally from the
theological controversies and was finally closed by Emperor Zeno
in 489. This socio-political development is the point of departure
for our discussion on the theologico-exegetical background of Mar
Jacob who was quite active as a teacher and preacher for various
Christian communities, including monks, especially after the
closure of the school of Edessa.

The reign of Leo I (457-474), Zeno (474-491), Anastasius 1
(491-518) and of Justin I (518-527) and their religious policies fall
within this time span which coincides with the life and writings of
Mar Jacob. Emperor Leo I was a pro-Chalcedonian. His follower
Zeno desired to unify the warring factions, probably due to his
interest in political unity. In this context the Henoticon'* of Zeno!>
and the related political developments leading to the breach of
Constantinople from Rome in the name of Acacian Schism (484—
519) are to be taken account of when evaluating the leanings of
Mar Jacob to Miaphysite-Monophysite views. As regards

12 Cf. McCullough, A Short History of Syriac Christianity, 53.
13 Cf. Vo6bus, History of the School, 7-9.
14 Tt is the Christological formula put forward in 482 in order to

acquire agreement between Monophysites and Chalcedonians.
15 Cf. Charanis, Church and State, 14, 15.
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Anastasius 1 (491-518) and his religious policy, his Persian wars!
and the later change of his policy to support Monophysites were
major developments. He started negotiations with pope Hormisdas
but as soon as the political situation turned in his favour, he put an
end to those negotiations and followed his own policy.!”

Soon after the death of Anastasius I in 518 Justin I (518-527)
came to the throne. He was a pro-Chalcedonian, presumably, due
to his concern for political unity. He wanted to reunite the factions
widely estranged by the Henoticon of Zeno in 482 by enforcing the
recognition of Chalcedon throughout the empire. He wanted to
pull down the Monophysite hierarchy and build up the
Chalcedonian reform and its hierarchy. Hence, on 20th July 518 the
Synod of Constantinople was held. It prescribed the recognition of
the four councils with an additional imperial order to accept
Chalcedon. Severus of Antioch was condemned but took refuge in
exile. As a measure of persecution many Miaphysite-Monophysite
bishops were also sent in exile.!

It seems that the anti-monophysite policies of Justin I were
concurrently enforced harshly as well as handled tolerantly at the
same time according to the particular interests of the emperor with
regard to various matters. Paul of Tella (Constantia) and Mar Jacob
were ordained bishops at the beginning of the reign of Justin I
(518-527). Justin was tolerant to bishop Paul of Edessa who had
been forcefully brought out of the baptistery and sent in exile by
Patricius.’ Paul was called back from exile after forty four days.
The letter of Mar Jacob® to Paul on that occasion, praising the
emperor for this kind gesture, might stand as an added evidence to
the subtle religious policies of Justin 1.2 Later having seen the

16 The Syriac Chronicle of Joshua the Stylite gives a detailed desctiption of
these wars and the social situation and religious policies of the time: cf.
Wright, Chronicle of Joshua the Stylite, syt. pp. 575, ET pp. 6—64.

17 Ct. Vasiliev, Justin the First, 160; Charanis, Church and State, 76.

18 Cf. Chronigue de Michel, IV, 266£f; Jedin, History of the Church, Vol. 11,
433ff.

19 Cf. Vasiliev, Justin the First, 233.

20 Cf. Martin, “Letters aux moines du Convent Mar Bassus,” 274.

2V Cf. Vasiliev, Justin the First, 224, 225, 235.
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failure of his tolerant attitude to Paul, Justin ordered the exile of
Paul to Euchaita of Pontus in 522.

The political and religious situation of this period is so
intertwined with the Byzantine imperial policies so as to precipitate,
so to say, the confrontation between Monophysites and
Chalcedonians. In the Eastern Roman Empire this infighting
served also as an outlet for the resentments against the imperial
policies. Hence, the patriarchs of Alexandria and Antioch often
took the lead to stand free from the Roman supremacy. The
immediate preoccupations of the emperors were the political unity
within the empire and the defense against the nearby Persian
enemy rather than any concern for unity in Christian faith. All
these factors compelled them to alter their religious policies as
seemed convenient to their situations.?

2. The Controversial Theological Milieu of Jacob of Serugh

The theological context of the 5th and 6th centuries was a hot-bed
of Christological controversies especially in Syria and Mesopo-
tamia.?> The formula of Ephesus (431) caused much reaction from
the Antiochenes, the roots of which could be traced back to the
polemical confrontations between Alexandrians and Antiochenes.
In the particular historical context under discussion, its roots also
could be traced to the split in the theological views in the Edessan
school. The formula of union of 433 demanded much moderation
from the Cyrillian partisans which generated reactions in the
Cyrillian group. But this reaction stood controlled till the death of
Cyril of Alexandria in 444. Dioscorus, the successor of Cyril, had
sympathies with those who held the extreme Alexandrian
Christological position. Cyrillian group had its extreme expression
in the BEutychian position. The excommunication of Eutyches by
Flavian led to the Synod of 449 as well as to the council of
Chalcedon in 451 in which Antiochene Christology won
acceptance through the Tome of Leo and that of the Alexandrian
views through the acceptance of the Cyrillian position. Yet both

22 Cf. Charanis, Church and State, 9.
23 Cf. Frend, The Rise of the Mongphysite Movement, 143—254.
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sides were discontented. It was in that context the Henoticon of
Zeno (482) came about. This situation put the ordinary faithful in a
state of confusion as regards to whom they should give allegiance.
Then came the longer reign of Anastasius 1 (491-518) during
which, by his support and by the active work of Severus of Antioch
and Philoxenus of Mabboug (Hierapolis), there emerged a strong
Monophysite hierarchy. Mar Jacob, the peace-loving preacher,
found the growing Monophysite hierarchy as an instrument of
unity among various Christian factions. Only with due
considerations to such contexts can the type of Miaphysite-
Monophysite views of Mar Jacob and theological outlook be
evaluated.

a. Jacob of Serugh and the Christological Controversies
of His Times

The legacy of Greco-Roman Christian theological tradition is
predominantly served by the Greek philosophical traditions. At
times it has made evaluations and value judgements on matters of
common interest without adequate respect towards other valid
Christian traditions and the philosophies underlying them. Due to
such Greco-Roman influences the Early Syriac pattern of
Christianity became subject to a critical period in history with
regard to its future course of development. In the milieu of the
then Syriac world, on the one hand there was the vehement
influence of the indigenous Syriac mode of theological reflection
and on the other the philhellenic trends?* of Syriac Christians. This
fact could be well illustrated from the developments surrounding
the Christological controversies of the later 5th and the eartly
decades of the 6th centuries during which Mar Jacob lived and was
active. The philhellenic trends of the Syriac world had generated a
sort of binary opposition between the Semitic and the Hellenic
poles of Syriac Christianity.?> Mar Jacob was a witness to and a
victim of that new development. Precisely in that context the

24 It is the love of Hellenic modes of life and thinking. Cf. Brock,
“From Antagonism to Assimilation,” 17—34; “The Two Poles,” 59.
25 Cf. Brock, “T'wo Poles,” 59.
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Christological position of Mar Jacob became an enigma which
needs a bifocal analysis for a proper understanding. Jacob built his
Christological vision influenced by these two poles. Hence, T.
Jansma writes, “Die Tatsache, dass er Biirger zweier Welten ist,
einer griechischen und einer syrischen, einer kontemporinen und
einer vergangenen, ...."2¢ This sort of personal build up presents an
uneasy combination and a hesitant confession of faith, which, if
possible, the mentality of Mar Jacob would have avoided. But
history dictated otherwise. At the insistence of his contemporaries
he had to ‘define’ his Christological position.2” The background of
Mar Jacob’s letters to the Abbot of Mar Bassus monastery explains
the situation clearly that Jacob was constrained to pronounce his
standpoint and declare his allegiance in the factional disputes over
the dogmatic Christology. But it is to be remembered that
dogmatic Christology of Jacob is only the bare bottom level of
Jacob’s understanding of the profound mystery of Christ, which in
his opinion, cannot be subjected to definitions.

(i) The Dispute over the Christological Position of Jacob of Serugh

The peace-loving ‘preacher of Batnan®® who cared for the progress
of the faith looked with horror on the dogmatic disputes and
theological acrimony of his times. He was reluctant to commit
himself to any camp. This is evident from the background of the
request of the Abbot of Mar Bassus monastery to clarify the
Christological position of Mar Jacob in the context of the
controversy.2? So Jacob had to give his stance in statement form in
his reply to the Abbot of Mar Bassus. But the important question is
how one has to evaluate what is stated in the letter of Mar Jacob,
and for that matter in the bulk of his correspondence, regarding his
real position in the Christological controversy? The exact stance of
Mar Jacob with regard to the various aspects of the Miaphysite-
Monophysite spectrum of Christological dispute is not clearly

26 Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 45.

27 Cf. Ibid., 45, 46.

28 Mar Jacob was Chorepiscipa (Episcopal Vicar/ Visitator) in the region
of Batnan for a long time and later became bishop.

2 Cf. EP XV 62-63; Jansma, “Christologie,” 24.
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established. This becomes all the more problematic when his
teachings in verse homilies are taken into account as a whole.
Critical editions of his writings and the studies on them are still to
be brought out in order to provide a comprehensive analysis.?
However, there are some indications and approaches that would
help us to delineate the mode of analysis to be followed.3! A
comprehensive evaluation of the thrust of the various types of his
literary output would inevitably make one land in a position similar
to that of the Abbot of Mar Bassus (no doubt, the Abbot’s motive
was different, namely, to drag Jacob into a more strong
Monophysite view point) with regard to the Christological position
of Mar Jacob. It was this uncertainty that brought about a puzzling
situation during his life-time and afterwards.>> As more and more
writings of Mar Jacob became edited and gained larger readership
the problem of uncertainty recurred.

(i7) A Survey of the Discussion on the ‘Orthodoxy’ of Mar Jacob

It is proper to have a survey of the discussions on the question of
Jacob’s ‘orthodoxy’ which stimulated the orientalists of the
20t century. The publication of the letters of Mar Jacob to the
convent of Mar Bassus by J.-P. P. Martin3® was quite decisive in
pinning down our author as a ‘Monophysite’. Following this, many
authors like S. Landersdorfer considered Mar Jacob to be a life-
long Monophysite.3* The question on the Christological position of
Mar Jacob began to be discussed anew soon after the publication
of his homilies by P. Bedjan.? It was started by M. Jugie’® who, in
line with the opinion of P. Bedjan,’ relying on the homily against

30 Cf. Jansma, “Encore le Credo,” 75-6; Alwan, Anthropologie de Jacques
de Saroug, 243—4.

31 Cf. Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 18—46.

32 Cf. Rilliet, “Une victime du tournant des études syriaques,” 465-80.

33 Cf. Martin, “Letters aux moines du Convent Mar Bassus,” 217-75.

3 Cf. Landersdorfer, “Ausgewihlte Schriften,” 261.

3 Bedjan, P., ed. Howmiliae selectac Mar Jacobi Sarngensis. Nols 1-V.
Paris/Leipzig, 1905-1910.

36 Cf. Jugie, Theologia dogmatica, V, 418 (n. 6).

37 Cf. HS I, Introduction, p. vi.
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Chalcedon and the letter to the convent of Mar Bassus, branded
Mar Jacob a Monophysite. But an Arab author, I. Armalé defended
the orthodoxy of Jacob of Serugh.38

P. Peeters? dealt extensively with the theological position of
Mar Jacob. By examining the homilies and the letters he proved
Mar Jacob’s position to be orthodox. He questions the authenticity
of the Monophysitic material in Mar Jacob and considers them to
be forgery. According to him, Mar Jacob happened to be reckoned
a Monophysite posthumously.*’ B. Altaner,*! following the opinion
of P. Peeters, became convinced of the orthodoxy of Mar Jacob.
Yet we find another group of studies made by P. Kriiger.#? He
analyzed the texts of the homilies and the letters, taking up
particularly the Christological texts and Mar Jacob’s attitude to the
Church and the Papacy, and found him to be orthodox. But he
adds that Mar Jacob often uses Monophysite language. In this
respect P. Peeters is of the opinion that the Monophysite materials
in Mar Jacob are of later additions and thus questions the
authenticity of some of Mar Jacob’s letters. P. Kriiger while arguing
for the orthodoxy of Mar Jacob admits that he uses Monophysite
language, but holds the opinion that in his metrical homilies and
liturgical hymns he is a Chalcedonian.

The detailed studies by T. Jansma*} show Mar Jacob to be a
moderate Monophysite in the context of the divided Christian
community. It is clearly noted that during the reign of Anastasius I
(491-518), the golden age of the Monophysites, there were three
Christian groups; one, the uncompromising Chalcedonians, and the
second, their opponents, the anti-Chalcedonian Monophysites, and

3 Cf. Kriger, “War Jakob von Serugh Katholik oder Monophysit ?,”
p. 200.

% Cf. Peeters, “Jacques de Saroug appartient-il a la secte
monophysite?,” 134-98.

40 Cf. Ibid., 194.

41 Cf. Altaner, Patrology, 407.

4. Cf. Kruger, “War Jakob von Serugh Katholik oder Monophysit ?,”
199-208; for other studies by P. Kriiger refer to the select Bibliography.

4. Cf. Jansma, “The Credo of Jacob of Serug,” 18-36; “Encore le
credo,” 75-88; 193-236; 331-370; 475-510; “Die Chtistologie,” 5-46.
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a third group in between these two extremes who were moderate
Monophysites who stood for religious peace.* Taking these factors
into consideration and his expressions in his letters, Jacob seems to
align himself as a moderate Monophysite, a Miaphysite,* following
the Cyrillian Christological position emphasizing the unity in
Christ.

b. The Type of ‘Miaphysite-Monophysite’ views
of Jacob of Serugh

It is quite difficult as well as improper to make a judgement on
Jacob’s stand in Christological matters merely from the Hellenic
pole of the discussion, especially subjecting his poetic-symbolic
language into purely rational analysis, as authors like R. Chesnut
and others have tried to furnish to some extent. Since Jacob took
on board the Semitic and Hellenic poles in the case of
Christological matters, the body of his writings needs to be read
and evaluated with a method of its own. It is interesting to note
that various authors confront and describe this exigency varyingly
and yet provide a common denominator in the sense that Mar
Jacob has left texts that are difficult to be classified. Hence,
T. Jansma speaks of the fate of Mar Jacob’s personality being
portrayed differently.*¢ P. Kriiger finds a sort of ‘internal
Monophysite-Catholic dualism’ in the works known under the
name of Jacob of Serugh.#” Yet another remark by R. Chesnut,
after having compared the Monophysite Christologies of Severus
of Antioch, Philoxenus of Mabboug and Jacob of Serugh, is worth
mentioning:

4. Cf. Charanis, Church and State, 17.

4 Cf. The explanation given in footnote 3 of this chapter.

46 “Wer alle diese gegensitzlichen Eindricke ruhig auf sich wirken
lisst, stellt sich die Frage: die Portritmaler haben mir nun, je nach ihren
Auffassungen oder Wiinschen, verschiedene Personen gezeigt; gibt es
jedoch einen, der ihn so, wie er selbst ist, gemalt hat?” (Jansma, “Die
Christologie,” 5).

47 Cf. Krtiger, “Das Problem der Rechtgliubigkeit,” 242.
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. while he (Mar Jacob) actually uses the language of the
Monophysite side of the Christological controversy, the
Monophysitism to which he holds is incomplete if judged by
the standards of both Severus and Philoxenus. ... Further,
Jacob does not have an adequate version of the union between
God and man in Christ, relying as he does on an unclear
notion of the mixture between the two. His theory of the
human schema of the Word seems to make the humanity
merely modal. All in all, Jacob’s position is one which, upon
reflection, appears to me to have been rightfully worthy of
rejection by both Chalcedonians and such Monophysite
theologians as Severus and Philoxenus.*®

It seems that R. Chesnut failed to take up a proper approach
to the symbolic thinking on Semitic lines of thought that is very
much in evidence in the early Syriac Christian writers like Mar
Jacob of Serugh.#

The opinion of T. Jansma while examining the position of
Jacob after a critical survey of the study of P. Peeters, has some
quite revealing notions:

Seul celui qui ne perd pas de vue en méme temps les deux
aspects dans leur corrélation mutuelle et qui tient compte de
I'appartenance de Jacques a deux monds, 'un contemporain et
lautre antérieur, pourra variment comprendre son univers
mental et sa position dogmatique. Nier cette double
appartenance, comme le faisaient ses contemporains fanatiques
qui ne pouvaient imaginer autre chose qu’une alternative
simpliste, et devons-nous ajouter, comme le feront certains

4 Chesnut, Three Monophysite Christologies, p. 141; Since Jacob did not
commit himself to any fanatic groups the above comment is valid. But I
fear whether R. C. Chesnut finds it worthy to consider and appreciate the
method of theologizing in Mar Jacob as well as his vision of the mystery
of Christ through the symbolic-mystical-silence approach.

4 Cf. The review articles on R. Chesnut’s book, Three Monophysite
Christologies: A. De Halleux, ThPh 52 (1977): 286; J. H. Erickson, ByS 4
(1977): 213.
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orientalistes jusqu’a nos jours, ne pent en définitive conduire
qu’a une méprise.>

The above mentioned opinions and conclusions are the results
of researches into the texts of Mar Jacob. There is much hesitation
with regard to pinning down Mar Jacob definitively to any group.
At the same time there is much agreement on Mar Jacob’s
assimilation of views from two different ‘worlds’. According to T.
Jansma they are the Syriac, his mental world and the Greek, his
dogmatic position.5!

As a rather prominent figure of his period Mar Jacob had to
somehow address the questions and controversies of his times. He
had his own approach to the questions.”> We envisage to explain
his views on the mystery of Christ, which is better understood with
symbolic reflections and mystical-silence, as he prefers, in the
coming chapters. Now our concern is to describe his dogmatic
position. It is good to bear in mind that sharp dogmatic precision
and definitions are almost impossible and unbecoming to the
mentality or rather to the theological position of our author who is
a faithful disciple of Ephrem the Syrian.> However, he had his
own evaluation of the development of matters in the Christological
controversies.

A few other aspects also have to be taken into account in
distinguishing the Christological position of Mar Jacob. Firstly,
there is his Syriac view on the ‘unfathomable, inexplicable,
inaccessible, indivisible, inscrutable, ineffable’ nature of divine
mysteries.>* According to T. Jansma, docta ignorantia®® is the Alpha
and Omega of the theology of Mar Jacob.>

% Jansma, “Encore le Credo,” 350.

51 Ibid., 350.

52 Cf. Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 34; Ep XVII 82-87; XVI 63-82.

53 Cf. Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 38—46.

> “The search of the scribes to investigate all has failed; and all the
wise were agitated as they sought to explain him, but he was
unexplainable. They assaulted to investigate him, but he was
uninvestigable. They dared to trace him out, but he was untraceable. This



LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 27

Secondly, in the development of dogma Mar Jacob accepts
only the first two councils in the sense of having achieved some
solid dogmatic developments. In his opinion the later councils were
the result of mere disputes and hence do not add anything new as a
dogmatic development to what had already been stated by the first
two councils of Nicaea and Constantinople.’” Based on a pre-
Chalcedonian as well as a ‘pre-Nestorian’ development of dogma
Mar Jacob has a theological position in Christology composed of
an Ephremian symbolic-mystical vision of the mystery of Christ
and the Cyrillian vision of the unity in Christ.®

Thirdly, as a pastor of souls, Jacob was much preoccupied for
the avoidance of heresy and the consequent damage to the faith of
the Christian communities. In this respect he held that the
teachings of the councils of Nicaea (325) and that of
Constantinople (381) were enough.”® The later councils were
additions which arose out of theological disputes that do not
respect the ‘veil of the mystery’ often emphasized by our author,
and have nothing to do with the progress of the faith. Hence, he
does not give much respect to those unnecessary formulations
which resulted from scandalous divisions. In this regard in his
dogmatic Christology Mar Jacob holds in good faith the Cyrillian
Christology poised to defend the unity of Christ against all sorts of
divisive tendencies. This preoccupation of Mar Jacob found its
clearest expression in his renunciation of ‘Antiochene-Nestorian’
Christological views and their exponents who, according to him,
seemed to assert division in Christ.®0

one said thus and that one said thus. They despised themselves by
speaking about the inexpressible Word” (Ep XIII 55,21-26).

% The principle is to become ‘ignorant’ in order to become ‘wise’ in
the Lord; cf. Ep II 15; See also note n. 164.

% Cf. Ep XVI 68-70; Jansma, “Christologie,” 29-32; “The Credo of
Jacob of Serug,” 24; “Encore le Credo,” 369; Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de
Sarong, 98-101.

7 Cf. Ep XVI 68,4-70,20; Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 29, 30.

58 Cf. Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 45.

% Cf. Ep XVI 63-82; Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 30.

60 Cf. Ep XIV 59,18-60,16; Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 24, 25.
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Jacob’s sensitiveness regarding the unity in the Church and in
the social sphere as well as the outcome to the fate of ordinary
faithful was considerable. In this respect, the impact of the social
and political antecedents of Monophysite movement and the
powerful Monophysite hierarchy developed under the able
leadership of Severus of Antioch were decisive. In the opinion of
Jacob the Severian accomplishments were congenial to wider
Christian unity.

Taking mainly the three aspects mentioned above into
consideration, the so called ‘Monophysite views’ to which Mar
Jacob arrived ate different from those of other protagonists such as
Severus of Antioch and Philoxenus of Mabboug. Yet if we search
for his dogmatic allegiance, we find that it was to the Severian
vision of unity in Christ, which is basically a Cyrillian form of
Christology. Based on the ‘agnosticism’ of Ephrem®! as well as the
principle of “docta jgnorantia)” Mar Jacob counted the additions of
the Councils, other than the first two ones and that of the Henoticon
of Zeno (482), as unnecessary additions out of quarrels. In order to
avoid division in the Church which is one, and to evade all
damages to the faith, the teachings of the first two councils were
held fast to. He held a sort of Cyrillian position in his dogmatic
Christology.

Based on the dogmatic development until the council of
Constantinople the position of Jacob of Serugh can be pinned
down. He is a Cyrillian Monophysite avowed to preserve the unity
in Christ. It is out of this conviction that he condemned all extreme
groups like Dyophysites and Eutychians. In the context of the
Church at Edessa and Antioch he holds the type of Christology
proposed by Severus of Antioch, that is basically Cyrillian. He
found the powerful hierarchy of Severian Monophysitism more
congenial to the unity in the Church. Hence, Mar Jacob’s
‘Monophysite’ views are Severian type, but more moderate which
can be called Miaphysite.®> He was concerned more with the social
aspects and was deeply hesitant in making dogmatic statements and
definitions as well as extremely afraid of theological quarrels and

o1 Cf. Beck, “Bildtheologie,” 239.
62 Cf. note no. 3 of this chapter.
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ecclesiastical scandals that can cause real damage to the faith of the
community. Here an interesting comment by T. Jansma is worth
noting: “Jakob von Serugh war ebenso katholisch wie Cyrill und
ebenso anti-dyophysitisch und nach der Logik seiner
monophysitischen Christologie ebenso anti-chalcedonensisch wie
Severus.”63

As a poet and pastor of the Syriac tradition Jacob of Serugh
propounds the mystery of Christ through his symbolic-typological
vision that culminates in mystical silence. According to him, in
silence, away from disputes and investigations, the Spirit inspires
the faithful with the knowledge of the Truth and the resulting
praise. In this respect Mar Jacob can be considered as ‘a variant
reading’ in the Monophysite fabric of his period, which can be read
only with a clear understanding of the proper ingredients of his
theological vision. We propose to trace some such important
ingredients of Jacob’s theology so as to arrive at a more balanced
view of his theological vision and teachings.

B. A FEW NOTES FOR A BIOGRAPHICAL SKETCH

The available sources regarding the birth and eatly period of Mar
Jacob’s life present a more legendary figure than a historical person.
The historically reliable data concerning him amounts only to a few
references such as to his studies at the school of Edessa between
the years 466—473,%4 his appointment as chorepiscopa during the year
502/3,% his consecration as bishop of Batnan in Serugh at the age
of 68 in June 519 (830 gr. yeat)s6 and his death in the year 520/21.67

63 Jansma, “Die Christologie,” 19.

04 Cf. Ep XIV 58-61; Histoire nestorienne, p. 121; Barhadbsabba ‘Arbaia,
L histoire ecclésiastique, 612.

05 Cf. Ep XV 62-63; Chronicon Psendo-Dionysianum, 1, syt. pp. 2801, #r.
206-7; Chronique de Michel, t. IV, 268-9, #. t. II, 261-2; Barhebraeus,
Chronicon ecclesiasticum, t. 1, col. 189-92.

66 Cf. Assemani, BO, Vol. I, 286-9; Abbeloos, De vita et scriptis, 90.

67 The date of Mar Jacob’s death assumes importance together with
some other reliable dates such as his stay in the School of Edessa, his
ordination as bishop at Batnan in Serugh, etc. in determining the dates of
other events of his life. Chronicon ad annum 724 gives 830 (gr. year) as the
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However, there are a number of sources from which it is possible
to make a biographical sketch of Mar Jacob.

The life and activities of Mar Jacob can be roughly divided
into three periods: His birth at Kurtam in the Early Syriac Christian
environment and the early period of his life, the theological
formation at the school of Edessa and the eatly literary activities,
and the ministry in the Syriac speaking Church at Chorepiscopal
and Episcopal levels during a period of acute Christological
disputes.

1. Birth and Early Period

The available sources provide only scanty details about the birth
and early period of Mar Jacob’s life. Several sources have to be
brought together to produce a biographical sketch.®® He was born
at Kurtam (present ‘Kurtak’) on the Euphrates and was brought up
at Hawra, a Mesopotamian village quite near to Edessa, in the
district of Serugh. There is a reference regarding the sterility of his
mother who for that reason offered many prayers for the birth of a
child.® Hence, the birth of Mar Jacob is considered to be

year of his death (= 518), which is quite improbable. Ms. Mardin
Orthodox Archbishopric 256, and Chornicon ad annum 819 (p. 8, tr. p. 5)
gives the year of his death as 832 (gt. year) which corresponds to 520/1.
Chronicon Pseudo Dionysianum, 11, 5, 26-27, 44 give 833 (gr. year) as the year
of his death. Hence, by calculating from the given dates 832/33 (gt. yeat)
the possibilities are: birth in 450/1, ordination as bishop in 518, and death
in 520/1. Vita S. Jacobi Compendinm ex Annonymo syro in Assemani, BO, Vol.
I, 286-9 (Text+ #. see Abbeloos, De Vita et scriptis, 89—90) gives the year
830 (gr. yeat) as the year of his episcopal ordination at the age of sixty
seven and a half and his death after two and a half years in November 833
(gt. yeat). This also implies his birth in 451, episcopal ordination in 518/9,
and death in 521.

0 For a rather detailed description, cf. Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de
Sarough, 45-56.

0 Cf. Jacob of Edessa: in Assemani, BO 1, 286; Abbeloos, De 1ita et
seriptis, 89; 311.
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miraculous,” a gift after much prayer and by the intercession of a
wonder-working monk (Ms. Mardin Orthodox Archbishopric 250).
None of the documents mentions the date of birth of Mar Jacob.
Hence, his date of birth is deduced from the date of his death and
it is considered to be in 451.7

His father was a priest of the village.”? Regarding the faith of
the family there are no clear indications. A legendary report
mentions about the inspiration of child Jacob. At the age of three,
while in the church, the child got out of the hands of its mother
and went up to the altar at the time of the epiclesis when the Holy
Spirit descended. At the altar the child was given to drink by an
angel. All such legendary notes amount to say perhaps nothing
more than the prodigious nature of Mar Jacob that was
acknowledged and accepted by his contemporary admirers and
later generations seeing the fecundity of his literary carrier.
Moreover, they insist that the inspiration of Mar Jacob was from
the Holy Spirit rather than from any of the muses as were the cases
with pagan writers.

2. Theological Formation and Early Literary Activities

Mar Jacob mentions about his studies at Edessa in his letter XIV73
indicating that he was in the school of Edessa around the year 470
when the writings of Diodore of Tarsus were being translated into
Syriac. In the context of bitter controversies in the field of
dogmatic Christology, Mar Jacob sided with the Cyrillians and was

70 Cf. Ms. Vatican Sytiac 155; mémra on Jacob attributed to his disciple
George; cf. Abbeloos, De vita et scriptis, 26—84.

7 'The manuscript sources give the date of his death varyingly. Yet
researches on the dates bring out his death to be in the year 833 (gt. yeat)
corresponding to 521. As Jacob died at the age of 70, his birth might
probably be in the year 451; for a detailed note on these matters refer the
section on ‘A few Important Notes for a Biographical Sketch’, and note
n. 67 of this chapter.

72 Cf. memra on Jacob attributed to George, in Abbeloos, De vita et
scriptis, 26—84.

73 Cf. Ep XIV 58.
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proud of the dominance of Cyrillians.” He argued against the
‘Nestorian’ lines’ and was much preoccupied to refute all dogmatic
views that suggest divisions in the person of Christ.

The report of the examination of Mar Jacob by five bishops
emerged around this period. The episode is found in a panegyric,
Ms. Jerusalem St Mark 156. It amounts actually to an
acknowledgement of his talent and capabilities as a teacher of the
period. It was in this context Mar Jacob is reported to have written
the mémra ‘On the Vision of Ezekiel” with which he started his
literary activities at the age of 22. This source speaks also about the
commentaries on the scriptures, letters, madras¢ and sogyata written
by him apart from 763 mémrée’ Regarding the mémré of Mar Jacob
there are reports concerning the rivalry between himself and
Narsai. Both were presented as rivals in composing mémré in order
to propagate their own opinions.”® Ms. Mardin Orthodox
Archbishopric 256 mentions about a group of scribes who were
writing down the dictations of Mar Jacob (fol. 2b). It also speaks
about the various forms of his literary output: “There are 763
[mémre] apart from commentaries on the scriptures and letters
together with madrase and sogyata.””

There are several references to the monastic life of Mar Jacob.
But the exact nature of it is not clear. In the school of Edessa every
student had to follow a mode of life similar to that of monastic
prescriptions in the tenor of its pedagogy. Moreover, Jacob was a
personality who was much in contact with various monastic groups
and could extend spiritual and ascetical help to them as well. A few
documents®® that speak of his priesthood at Hawra and his

7+ Cf. Ep XX 129.

75 Cf. Histoire Nestotienne, PO VI, p. 115; De patriarchis, 44; V66bus,
History of the School, 65-9.

76 Cf. HS TV 543-610.

77 Cf. Bathebraeus, Chronicon ecclesiasticum, 1, col. 191.

78 Cf. Barhadbsabba ‘Arbaia, L histoire ecclésiastique, 11, 612; V66bus,
History of the School, 65-9.

79 Cf. Bathebraeus, Chronicon ecclesiasticum, 1, col. 191.

80 Chronicon ad annum 846, pp. 218, 228 (#. 166, 173); Chronicon
Pseudo-Dionysianum, 280—1 (#. 206-7); Ep XV.
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appointment as Chorepiscopa at Hawra, where he himself grew up, is
a clear sign of his talents in preaching and spiritual guidance.

3. Ministry of Mar Jacob
at Chorepiscopal and Episcopal Levels

The Chorepiscopal status®! of Mar Jacob has brought forth at least
two aspects of his life into the limelight. The first and the most
prominent one is his literary contribution, mainly in the form of
meémre. The wider theological and spiritual treasures of the mémré
will be treated later in this study.®? It was during his Chorepiscopate
at Hawra that he composed the major portion of his mémré. The
second aspect is his greater leaning towards the ‘Monophysite’
views and his collaboration with Miaphysite-Monophysite leaders
such as Severus of Antioch, Philoxenus of Mabboug, and others.
As he was raised up in the ecclesiastical hierarchy he was compelled
to be involved in theological disputes of the ecclesial constellations
of his time, even perhaps against his inner personal instincts. Later
Mar Jacob was made bishop of Batnan, a city about 10 Roman
miles from Urhai (Edessa), in the district of Serugh (modern Surue
in Turkey).

The reasons for the episcopal nomination of Mar Jacob
towards the end of his life are still not explained. There are
contradictory opinions. Some hold that Mar Jacob, a Monophysite
sympathizer, was consecrated bishop of Batnan at the time of
Justin I, a persecutor of Monophysites, due to Jacob’s change of
mentality;#> but others are of the opinion that he accepted
consecration in order to defend ‘Monophysite’ communities during
the exile of other prominent leaders.

As regards the final years of his life, it is said that Mar Jacob
himself foresaw his death and besought the Lord that he might live

81 Péryadewta (or Chorepiscopa) is an ecclesiastical office equivalent to
that of an Episcopal Visitor, as a helper to the Bishop. Cf. Payne Smith,
Thesanrus Syriacus, Vol. 1, 342, col. 2; also p. 1713, col. 1; BO I, 870; 1I,
cxix, 50, 83, 99, 255; 111, ii, 789; Payne Smith, Syriac Dictionary, 460.

82 See chapters 2-5 of this study.

8 Cf. Kruger, “Die kirchliche Zugehérigkeit Jakobs,” 28.
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on after his death through the words of his teachings.8* It is
mentioned that the last mémri he wrote was ‘On Mary and
Golgotha’> which remains incomplete due to his death. In the
letter addressed to Paul of Edessa (Ep XXXII) Mar Jacob refers to
himself as one who is weak due to sickness and unable to visit his
archbishop Paul who returned from the first exile in 520.

The available documents do not agree on the year of his
death. It falls between 520/21. But regarding the month, 29th
November, all are in agreement. Patriarch Jacob II fixed the year of
Mar Jacob’s death at 520/21 AD, at the age of 69. Accordingly all
other documents were corrected. Only Ms. Vat. Syr. 155 informs
that Jacob was buried with honour at Amid. At the place of the
mortal remains of Jacob, a writing is found in Estangela, which can
be translated as: ““The Syrian Mar Jacob of Serugh, the Doctor of
truths and the consolidator of the true Faith. The year 2004.” The
commemoration day of Jacob is on different dates in different
Churches.8

C. THE WRITINGS OF MAR JACOB OF SERUGH

Mar Jacob stands as one of the great hymnographers of the early
Syriac tradition, perhaps second only to Ephrem the Syrian. While
imbibing inspiration from the Syriac tradition, his genius was so
outstanding as to leave a legacy of his own. Moreover, Mar Jacob
by his writings rendered brilliant contributions to the exegetico-
theological tradition and spiritual vision of the early Syriac
Christianity.

1. The Literary Output of Jacob of Serugh

The writings of Mar Jacob are well known among the Syrian
Catholics, Syrian Orthodox, Maronites, Armenians, Copts and
Ethiopians. All of them consider him as one of their glorious
ancestors. Mar Jacob’s writings are mainly poetic. According to

8 Cf. HS' 'V 117,6-15.

8 Cf. Mouterde, “Deux Homélies inédites de Jacques de Saroug:
Marie et le Golgotha,” 1-36.

86 Cf. Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de Sarong, 56.
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Bar-Hebraeus he had seventy amanuenses to copy down his
metrical homilies which number about 760. “Habuit autem
septuaginta  amannenses ad escribenda ejus carmina quae sunt numero
septingenta et Sexaginta praeter expositiones, epistolas, odas et hymnos.
Postremum recitavit carmen de Maria et Golgotha quod imperfectum religuit.
Ejus etiam est explanatio sex Evagrii centuriarum quam fecit rogatu mar
Georgii, gentinm episcopi, ejus discipnl.”’8” According to Jacob of Edessa
he had 763 metrical homilies.8¥ A good number of homilies are
preserved in Syriac and Arabic manuscripts.?? There are other
homilies translated into Arabic, Armenian and Ethiopic. Paul
Bedjan has published 212 of these homilies.”” The liturgical hymns
and melodies of Mar Jacob are a common patrimony of the Syrian
Catholics, Syrian Orthodox, Melkites and Armenians. They fall
under different literary genres of the Syriac verse compositions,
such as meémra, madrisa, sogita, etc.

The diverse forms of Syriac poetry is an outcome of the
mentality of the Syrians who are fond of verbal niceties, manifold
play on rhythms and accent, rhyme, assonance and acrostic.’!
Often these involve repetitions and prolixity which may be an
unwelcome factor to some modern readers especially in the context
of rationalistic theology. But it should be borne in mind that most
of the Syriac poetic forms are meant to be sung antiphonically,
especially, in liturgical assemblies. Added to this, the verse

87 Barhebraeus, Chronicon ecclesiasticuns, 1 col. 191 (syt.), LT col. 192; cf.
also Assemani, BO II, p. 322.

88 Cf. Assemani, BO, I, 299.

8 Cf. Baumstark, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, pp. 148—158.

0 Cf. Bedjan, P. Homiliae selectac Mar Jacobi sarngensis (HS). 1-V vols.
Paris/Leipzig, 1905-1910; S. Martyrii qui et Sabdona quae supersunt ommnia
(SMS). Patis/Leipzig, 1902 (5 homilies); Acta martyrum et sanctornm (AMLS).
I-VII vols. Partis/Leipzig, 1890~1897; There is a reprint of the edition of
Bedjan from Gorgias Press, NJ, USA, 2006, with additional material
edited as Volume VI by Sebastian P. Brock; for details see the
bibliography. See also the already published Fascicles of the bilingual
editions of The Metrical Homilies of Mar Jacob of Sarug, under Texts from
Christian Antiguity, Gorgias Press, NJ, USA, 2008; www.gorgiaspress.com

9 Cf. Gabtiel, Syro-Chaldaic Grammar, 90.
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compositions had the function of catechetical teaching and
homiletical persuasion. Such were the purposes of several poems
that served Christian life in liturgical and sacramental contexts as
well as the life of piety in general.

Mar Jacob is considered to be the inventor of ‘dodecasyllabic
metrical hymnody.?? This particular metre is formed by verses of
twelve syllables (three feets of four syllables) mainly used by Mar
Jacob. Hence, West Syrians call this particular metre Nis@ d-mar
ya'qob (Metre of Mar Jacob). East Syrians attribute the same metre
to Mar Narsai. The effect of this particular metre enhances
liveliness and provides a picturesque character to the poetic
discourse. As regards Mar Jacob, this metre helps him to avoid, to a
certain extent, repetitions and monotony as well as to furnish a
lucid language. His talent is all the more appreciable as he was
capable of composing so many verse homilies without entering into
or leaving room for dogmatic polemics even when he was
composing in the midst of heated Christological controversies.

2. The Verse Compositions of Jacob of Serugh

The memorable and voluminous contribution of Mar Jacob, to
Syriac Christianity in particular and to Christian literature in
general, is his mémre® In addition to this we find a number of
madrasé, sogyata, and other genre of verse compositions.

a. The mémré (Metrical Homilies) of Jacob of Serugh®*

The substantial output of Mar Jacob’s literary contribution is in his
metrical homilies. They earned fame for Jacob and enlightened
those who seek to find the Syriac mode of handling biblical texts

92 Cf. Khouri-Sarkis, “Les Métres Poétiques Syriaques,” 63—72.

9 On mémra and other literary forms of early Syriac literature see ns. 6
& 7 in the General Introduction.

9 All references to the homilies of Jacob of Serugh edited by
P. Bedjan in five volumes are cited with the abbreviation: HS + volume
number in Roman numerals + page(s) + line(s). Regarding the editions or
translations of other homilies the citations ate according to the
abbreviations or other norms followed in the bibliography.
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and the methods of catechesis and homiletical expositions of the
past. The testimonies of Barhebraeus and Jacob of Edessa together
speak about 763 such homilies written by Mar Jacob.

(i) The Purpose and Contents of mémreé

Meémra forms a special literary genre in which the purpose of the
author is the edification of the audience while explaining particular
themes in order to teach the assembly of the faithful. These
metrical homilies are not usually sung but recited. They belong to
the narrative epic class.”> This particular literary genre which in
several aspects remain far apart from the style of Greek and Latin
writers, requires a different mode of approach and mentality to
admire, appreciate and recognize the values inherent in them. In
this respect it is relevant to take note of a comment by S. P. Brock:

I should stress at the outset that it is essential to read Jacob on
his own terms, and not approach him with our own western
European presuppositions, if we are to appreciate his true
originality and profundity. In other words, we must make an
effort of the imagination in order to recapture this supra-
historical way of thinking.?

Hence, the mentality and taste of the people for whom Mar
Jacob wrote and that of those who read him are more important
and have to be given serious consideration.

The themes of these homilies are always related to the life of
faith in the community and other matters that are related to it.
They are precisely on the principal events and personages of the
Old and the New Testaments, faith, and other virtues, panegyric on
apostles, martyrs and the well known saints of the Orient.”” The
handling of the themes varies in their aspects from moral
exhortation and spiritual guidance to purely exegetical
considerations. Mar Jacob’s exposition ‘On the Veil of Moses’

9 Cf. Gabtiel, Syro-Chaldaic Grammar, 91.
% Brock, “Baptismal Themes,” 325-6.
97 Cf. Chabot, Littérature syriague, 63.
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Face™® and that on Hexameron®” are a few mentionable among his
exegetical homilies on Old Testament themes.

Moreover, his metrical homilies served well for the
enrichment of the liturgical and popular piety and thus became
perennial parts of homiletical and liturgical choral books of the
Church. This in turn had helped the preservation of much of Mar
Jacob’s literary output which otherwise would have perished. Some
of his homilies are also preserved in Arabic translations made by
Abu al-Barakat. But this Arabic author had selected only some
homilies that were important from the point of view of theological
and dogmatic aspects.!?

(i) The Functions of mémre according to Jacob of Serugh

As a composer of mémré Mar Jacob calls himself a ‘harp’ on which
the fingers of the Spirit play on.!%" Meémré are usually chanted in the
church (HS III 487,2—11; 17 481, 775,2—13). But occasionally mweénré
are also chanted in the houses of the faithful, i.e., in connection
with marriages, feasts, etc. (HS 17 §73-886). He asks his hearers to
follow patiently his way of looking at the Scriptures (HS III
652,20-653,12) without stumbling (HS I 85,73-16). It is worth
hearing the Scriptures as they are inspired by divine grace (HS III
363,15-16; IV 560,34, 17 596,1-2; §58,11-12; Ep XXIII 168,11).
Almost all prefaces of his homilies are supplications for
illumination to speak profitably for the heatrers. He insists that his
hearers be attentive and he demands faith (HS 17 594,18-595,3;
Ep XV1 74; XXIV 204) and love (HS II 349,4-350,4/FH 17111 33—
54; HS 1 445,14-18/FH X 11-15; HS 17 866,14) as preconditions
for a profitable hearing of the mémre.

Mar Jacob uses certain poetic images to explain the role and
functions of mémre. Firstly, the hearing of homily is a “fattening
from the scriptures” (HS I 552; IV 724,16, 17 551-553). From the

% See an ET by Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 70-85.

9 Cf. Jansma, “L’Hexameron de Jacques de Saroug,” 3-43; 129-62;
253-84.

100 Cf. Véébus, “Handschriftliche Uberlieferung,” CSCO, 344 (Sub.
39), p. 21.

100 Cf, SMS 722,20-723,5/FH 1 57-64; HS V 117,14,
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reading the soul is illumined and instructed. The homily is a ‘table’
set for nourishment (HS I 588,72—13; 589,17-590,13). The mouth
breeds the words and the ears become educated and trained as
nourishment that nurtures little children (HS 1 78,879,714, 117).
The homily is a ‘censer’ in which the incense is the fire of love (HS
I 482,12—15). The poet is a ‘farmer’ who sows his homily in the
field of the hearers (HS II 78,72—79,12). The listeners like mirrors
hear the word and receive into themselves the image of the Word
and conceive it in themselves (HS III 335,7-16). The homilist or
the commentator is the ‘diver” who plunges into the ‘sea’ of the
Scriptures and collects the peatls to sell them to the ‘merchants’
who are the hearers (HS I 328,9-329,3; Ep XV'] 74—76) who wear
these pearls in their ears.

b. Other Genre of Verse Compositions of Jacob of Serugh'0?

() Madrasé: This literary genre of the Syriac poetry was flourishing
from the earliest times through the writings of Bardaisan, Ephrem
and others. In fact, Ephrem had written many madrisé in order to
counteract the teachings of the madrasé of Bardaisan. Often they
deal with dogmatic, apologetic and philosophical questions.
Together with the writings of Ephrem in a manuscript in the
British Library there are some wadrasé of Mar Jacob. In one of the
collections there is a madrasa ‘On the World” and nine others on sin
and penance. In another group there are three madras¢ on the
dead.'®3 In another group the madrisé are on the Virgin Mary,
Martyrs, Saints and the Dead. These madrasé were written mainly
for liturgical purposes and to enrich the cultic life of the faithful.
They were transmitted through the choral books and liturgical texts
of which the oldest are from the 8th and 9th centuries.14

(i) Sogita: This genre of poetry is purely religious, meant for
antiphonal hymn mainly used in liturgical contexts. In an 8th or 9th

102 For a detailed description on the various literary forms of the early
Sytiac Christian Literature, cf. Brock, “An Introduction to Syriac Studies,”
5-6.

103 Cf. Véébus, “Handschriftliche Ubetlieferung,” CSCO, 344 (Sub.
39), p. 23; Baumstarck, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, 149.

104 Cf. Baumstarck, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur, 149 (n. 3).
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century manuscript (British Library 17,141) a major number of
sogyatd are by Mar Jacob while a few were by Ephrem and Isaac of
Antioch. Some famous sogyati are those on the Jesus-Abgar legend,
on Jesus and Mary and on the Church and the Synagogue.10>

(i) Ba‘ta: They are supplicatory prayers often used in the
Breviary. In the West Syrian Breviary found in a manuscript of the
late 9th century a good number of bi‘wata employed belong to
Jacob of Serugh and they exceed those of Ephrem by almost
threefold.

(v) Tharta, b'atte, sébelta are some other Syriac poetic forms by
which Jacob enriched the wider family of Syriac liturgical traditions.

3. The Prose Compositions of Jacob of Serugh

Jacob’s extant prose writings consist of his letters,!?¢ six festal
homilies (##rgameé) on the major liturgical feasts of our Lord,!"” one
homily each on Sin'® and on the Friday of the third week of
Fasting,!” a few funeral orations, an order of Baptism,!?
confirmation formulae,!! and liturgical anaphorae.11?

105 Cf. Vésbus, “Handschriftliche Ubetlieferung,” CSCO, 344
(Sub. 39), p. 25.

106 Cf. Olindet, G. lacobi sarngensis epistulae quot guot supersunt. CSCO,
110. Louvain, 1965; Mattin, J.-P. P. “Letters de Jacques de Saroug aux
moines du Convent de Mar Bassus et 2 Paul d’Edesse.” ZDMG 30 (1876):
217-75.

W07 Cf. Zingetle, P. Sechs Homilien des heiligen Jacob von Sarug. Aus syrischen
Handschriften. Bonn, 1867; see a critical edition with a FT by Rilliet, F.
Jacques de Sarong, Sixc Homeélies Festales en Prose. PO, 43. Turnhout, 1986;
References to the Prose Homilies will be as follows: SHF + No. of the
homily in Roman numerals + Paragraph. See also Brock, S. P. Turgameé da-
simin l-qaddisa mar Ya'qob da-Sarig malpand. Monastery of St. Ephrem,
Losser, Holland, 1984, for a Syriac edition with a semi-vocalized text of
the Prose Homilies but without translation. See English translations of
prose homilies in Kollamparampil, Jacob of Serugh: Select Festal Homrilies.

108 Cf. Ms. BL. Add. 14,621, Fol. 157b ff. of the year 802; cf. Wright,
Catalogne, 11, 758.

109 Cf. Ms. BL. Add. 12,165, Fol. 98b ff. of the year 1015; cf. Wright,
Catalogne, 11, 844.
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4. Critical Editions and Translations
of the Works of Mar Jacob

The voluminous corpus of the writings of Mar Jacob are varied in
genre both in verse and prose. A complete survey of the various
texts themselves is a laborious task since the major part of the
material under discussion is still in manuscript form, presumably
under a very complicated manuscript tradition. Moreover,
manuscripts themselves are in some cases bound together with the
writings of other authors such as Ephrem and Severus of Antioch.
Hence, the task of identifying and resolving the question of
authenticity has to be addressed.!'? With regard to the development
of research for the critical editions of the writings of Jacob of
Serugh the work of A. V66bus!!* is rather helpful. However, it is
deficient as it carries only the titles of the homilies which by
themselves are not clear enough to distinguish various homilies,
especially those dealing with the same theme.!!>

110 Cf, Assemani, CL, 11, 309-50.

11 Cf, Assemani, CL, 111, 184—7.

12 Cf. Codrington, Anaphora syriaca lacobi Sarugensis, Vol. 11, fasc. 1,
x,xi,xil, pp. 1-89; Wright, A Short History of Syriac Literature, 68£f.

113 With regard to the question of authenticity the homily “On the
Mysteries, Symbols and Figures of Christ” (HS III 305-3217) is a specimen
to be treated. As far as I understand it is a compilation of relevant pieces
from various homilies of Jacob of Serugh. Those who used the homilies
of Jacob for various purposes such as liturgical, catechetical, etc. might
have made their own editing and compilations. This later development
does not directly question the authenticity but shed light upon the
complicated manuscript tradition of the extant homilies of Jacob of
Serugh.

114 Cf. Vé6bus, A. “Handschriftliche Ubetlieferung.” CSCO, 344/345,
421/422 (Sub. 39, 40, 60, 61). Louvain, 1973, 1980.

115 S, P. Brock points out the deficiency of A. V66bus’s volumes on
the manuscript traditions of the homilies of Mar Jacob by specifying, “a
wotk whose value would have been all the greater had the homilies been
identified by incipit rather than by title.” Brock, “The Published Verse
Homilies,” 279. Cf. the reprint of the edition of Bedjan from Gorgias
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Through various genre, both in verse and prose, Jacob left his
distinguished Syriac literary style'’® as well as his symbolic
theological reflection. It is mainly through his verse compositions
that he served Syriac speaking Christianity and earned himself fame
and popularity during his life time and after. Although Jacob is said
to have written about 763 verse homilies, only three hundred or so
survive. Roughly two-thirds of the surviving ones have been edited
and published by Paul Bedjan. But the finding of other
manuscripts,’” not used by Bedjan, call for critical editions of the
works of Mar Jacob. On the other hand the vast number of
manuscripts of the works of our author illustrates the wider use of
his writings in the early centuries and further. With regard to the six
prose homilies (zurgame), the critical edition with a French
translation by Frédéric Rilliet!!8 is a substantial contribution. The
translations of the select group of festal homilies,!’” as a basis for
this study, envisages a wider readership among the English readers
of Mar Jacob.

D. THE GROUP OF SELECT FESTAL HOMILIES
ON THE FEASTS OF OUR LORD

From the voluminous writings of Mar Jacob that are extant in
various literary genres, his metrical homilies are so overarching
against his prose writings so as to define and pronounce his poetic
genius in providing biblical exegesis, catechesis, liturgical homilies
and above all his symbolic theology through poetic medium. In
view of the present study on ‘Salvation in Christ’, a group of verse
and prose homilies on the feasts of our Lord are selected as a basis.

Press, NJ, USA, 2006, with additional material edited as Volume VI by
S. P. Brock setves as a good instrument and bibliography.

16 A few aspects of Mar Jacob’s art of meémré compositions are
explained by Blum, “Zum Bau von Abschnitten,” 307-21; for a few
elements of his rhetoric, cf. Rilliet, “Rhétorique,” 289-95.

U7 Cf. Voobus, A. Handschriftliche U/aer/z'ey%mng. 4 Vols. CSCO, 344, 345
(Sub. 39, 40), 421, 422 (Sub. 60, 61). Louvain, 1973, 1980.

118 Cf. footnote 107 of this chapter on six prose festal homilies of
Jacob of Serugh.

19 Kollamparampil, Jacob of Serugh: Select Festal Homilies.
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The deep-rootedness of the early Syriac Christian literature in
Scriptures is a well attested factor.!? Being a prominent Syriac
Christian writer of the 5/6th century, Mar Jacob has both imbibed
as well as contributed towards the explicit biblical moorings of the
Syriac writings of the early centuries.

1. The Biblically Oriented Theologizing of Jacob of Serugh
and the Theme of the Study

Any casual perusal of the writings of Mar Jacob, especially his
homilies, both prose and verse, would be sufficient to notice his
extensive use of biblical narratives and texts either by direct
references or by allusions. Moreover, a higher percentage of his
homilies are on biblical episodes and teachings. There are several
reasons for this sort of biblical orientation and exposition in the
literary output of Mar Jacob. Primarily, he stands in the early Syriac
tradition rich in the perusal of biblical materials. In this respect a
remark by Eberhard Nestle is worth mentioning: “No branch of
the Early Church has done more for the translation of the Bible
into their vernacular than the Syriac-speaking.”1?! These eatly
translations of the Bible are accompanied by other allied forms of
biblical literature, such as, commentaries and homilies as well as
several other literary genre. In this respect a remark by Van
Rompey is quite relevant:

A wider description of the exegetical activity and its literary
expression should also take into account other literary genres,
such as various sorts of prayers, dispute poems, etc. As Syriac
literature is, above all, of a religious nature, no literary genre
can be excluded from a study of the Syriac interpretation of
the Bible.!??

Syriac biblical literature is rich with characteristics of Semitic
Judeo-Christain literary genres. In many respects, Mar Jacob stands
in that milieu in which the sacred Scriptures themselves had their

120 Cf. Dem XXII 26, Aphrahat calls himself ‘a disciple of the Holy
Scriptures’.

121 Syriac Versions’, Hasting’s Dictionary of the Bible, IV, 645.

122 Van Rompay, “Syriac Tradition of Interpretation,” 641.
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origin, and he shares their Semitic vocabulary, structures, figures
and, more prominently, their world-view. In his approach to the
Bible and in his theological vision there are a few underlying
perspectives such as the unity of the Scriptures, unity of the
Revelation, unity and correlative progress of the economy of
salvation in the Old and the New Testaments, etc. This underlying
unity evolves out of a Christocentric view of creation, redemption
and salvation.

The second reason for his predominant biblical orientation
might be attributed to his ministry as commentator of sacred
Scriptures to various Christian communities at Hawra in the
District of Serugh,'?? immediately after the closure of the school of
Edessa in 489. Those years became instrumental to the emergence
of the genius in Mar Jacob and his literary output. Thirdly the
profound biblical orientation in his writings is due to his mode of
theological reflection. For Mar Jacob sacred Scriptures are the
source and norm of theological reflection!?* and his theological
synthesis is profoundly biblical and Christological.

As he was a preacher to quite ordinary Christian communities
through his service as Chorepiscopa (Episcopal Vicar/Visitor) his
theological output has some specific notes such as predominance
of catechetical and homiletical elements, spiritual persuasion rather
than speculative and philosophical analysis, etc. His preaching and
expositions have high liturgical overtones as well. For him the /ocus
theologicus is the practising Christian communities, the believing
Church with its liturgy and catechesis. This has brought about
liturgical, homiletical and catechetical dimensions to his theological
vision which is expressed more in symbolic terms rather than
rationalistic and philosophical categories.!?> His symbolic theology
is highly biblical in tune with the Semitic mode of thinking that is
well expressed in both Old and New Testaments. In certain
respects his writings furnish clarifications to a few biblical modes

123 Cf. Abbeloos, De 1ita et Scriptis, 312; A mémra on Jacob in Ms. Paris
Syr. 177 (1520/1 AD) fol. 146a-162a; Vo66bus, “Handschriftliche
Ubetlieferung,” CSCO, 344 (Sub. 39), p. 2.

124 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Saroug, Tome 1, 306.

125 Cf. Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 70.
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of thinking and their interrelations that are often found only
implicit in the biblical narratives. Hence, his writings, especially the
homilies on biblical themes, bring out insights that are very rarely
seen in other early Christian writings of other traditions.!26

The present study is concerned with Jacob’s theological
synthesis which is, as already mentioned eatlier, highly dependent
on his borrowing from the mainstream Syriac tradition as well as
on his own insights as fruits of his ministry as a commentator of
sacred Scriptures for a longer period. Since the homilies are the
predominant literary output of Mar Jacob, they serve as the primary
source for understanding the network of his theological views. His
homilies could be studied from several angles. In any case one of
the keys to understand the theological vision of Mar Jacob is his
Christocentric understanding of creation, redemption and salvation
ot in other words his vision of the economy of salvation in Christ.
Basically this depends on his vision of the mystery of Christ as the
unifying power in the history of salvation, throughout the
Scriptures and as the fulfilment of the whole creation.

In the present study the Christocentric vision is taken up to
highlight Mar Jacob’s understanding of the economy of salvation in
Christ. It is an attempt to study the writings of Jacob in order to
learn how Christ, the Saviour, shines out in the economy of
salvation and emerges as the sacrament of salvation in the various
‘staging posts’ (‘awdwné) of the on-going progress of the revelation.
Mar Jacob’s understanding of the Christocentric economy of
salvation is expounded in a more synthesized and comprehensive
way in his homilies, both prose and verse, on the feasts of our
Lord. Hence they serve as the basis of the present study that aims
to construct a thematic synthesis of his vision of the economy of
salvation in Christ.

2. Select Festal Homilies of Jacob on the Feasts of Our Lord

The list of the select festal homilies of Jacob of Serugh, that are
translated is given below. The order of presentation and the

126 Cf. Grill, “Jakob von Sarug als Dichter und Exeget,” 17.
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numberings given here are the same as in the published English
translation of the festal homilies.!?

FH I = On the Nativity of Our Redeemer According to the
Flesh, pp. 37-93 [SMS!28 (No. 6), pp. 720-774].

FH II = The Second Homily on the Nativity, pp. 94-107
[SMS (No. 7), pp. 775-90].

FH III = On the Nativity of Our Lord, pp. 108-27 [SMS
(No. 8), pp. 790-808].

FH IV = On the Nativity, pp. 128-37 (SHF'? 1, pp. 539—49].

FH V = On the Presentation of Our Lotd in the Temple and
on the Reception of Him by Simeon, pp. 138-61 [HS V
(No. 165), pp. 447-60].

FH VI = On the Baptism of Our Redeemer in Jordan,
pp- 162-86 [HS I (No. 8), pp. 167-93].

FH VII = On the Epiphany, pp. 187-200 [SHF 11, pp. 550—
567].

FH VIII = On the Transfiguration of Our Lord on the
Mountain of Tabor and on Moses and Elijah who were talking with
Him, pp. 201-30 [HS II (No. 49), pp. 347-75].

FH IX = On the Forty Days’ Fasting, pp. 231-245 [SHF 111,
pp. 568-585].

FH X = On the Sunday of Hosannas, pp. 246-260 [HS 1
(No. 18), pp. 445-59].

FH XI = On the Sunday of Hosannas, 261-77 [SHF 1V,
pp. 586—609].

FH XII = On the Friday of the Passion, pp. 278-91 [SHF V,
pp. 610-29].

FH XIII = On the Great Sunday of the Resurrection,
pp. 292-305 [HS II (No. 54), pp. 611-23].

127 Ct. Kollamparampil, Jacob of Serugh: Select Festal Homilies.

128 SMS = Bedjan, P., ed. S. Martyrii gui et Sabdona, que supersunt omnia.
Paris, 1902.

129 SHF = Rilliet, F., ed. Jacques de Saroug, Six Homeélies Festales en Prose
(critical edition with FT). PO, 43. Turnhout, 1986.

130 HS = Bedjan, P., ed. Homiliae Selectae Mar Jacobi Sarngensis. Vols. 1—
V. Paris/Leipzig, 1905-1910.
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FH XIV = On the Resurrection of Our Lord, pp. 306—-17 [HS
II (No. 55), pp. 624-35].

FH XV = On the Sunday of the Resurrection, pp. 318-28
[SHFE VI, pp. 630—45].

FH XVI = On the Ascension of Our Lord to Heaven, pp.
329-52 [SMS (No. 9), pp. 808-32].

FH XVII = On the Holy Sunday of the Pentecost and on the
Division of Tongues and on the Gifts of the Apostles, pp. 353-69
[HS II (No. 58), pp. 670-89].

3. Select Group of Homilies and the Theme of the Study

According to Mar Jacob the whole economy of salvation from the
very beginning is centred on the mystery of the Son of God who
became tangibly revealed to humanity in his Incarnation. Hence,
the words and deeds of the incarnate Son of God are replete with
hidden realities and powers. They can be understood only by loving
discernment and wonder which inevitably beget praises. The
mystery of this type of understanding emphasizes the predomin-
ance of the Son of God in the redemptive revelation. The Son who
was sent by the Father in his mercy became incarnate in order ‘to
mingle’ (mzag, hlaf) with humanity in view of redemption. Thus the
incarnate Son is the concrete expression of the divine mercy for the
sake of humanity. Christ himself envisaged a way which his Father
had ordained and he himself has accepted to travel on. By a
synchronic vision of the whole of biblical history, Mar Jacob
discerningly views the ordering of the road of divine economy for
the redemption of humanity. The Son of God takes up this road of
divine economy and accomplishes his way. Hence, the words and
deeds of the Son of God are empowered as well as beset with the
fruits of redemption. The whole journey of the Son of God is
sacramental in effect for the redemption of the whole creation. In
this frame-work of the divine economy the various ‘staging posts’
(‘awawné) of the Son on his way are significant. Therefore, primarily
the various feasts of our Lord from the Nativity up to the
Ascension are pregnant with various aspects of the divine economy
of salvation. The homilies by Mar Jacob on those events present a
deeper discerning vision of that economy through Christ based on
the divine purpose and the particular reasons for the vatious acts of
the incarnate Son. It is because of this fundamental and pre-
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eminent factor that the homilies on the feasts of our Lord are
selected to serve as the basis of this study.

The second reason for selecting these homilies emerges from
the nature of the literary style of Mar Jacob. In his discursive mode
of thinking and presentation of themes what dictates his mode of
procedure is a synchronic and discursive approach rather than any
analytical reflection. In such discursive mode of dealing with
matters in the light of a synchronic vision, we may find relevant
materials on the economy of salvation in Christ even in certain
unexpected corners of his homilies. But in his homilies on the
feasts of our Lord we are privileged to find a rather substantial
synthesis of his views on the Christocentric vision of the economy
of salvation. Hence, those homilies are selected as the basis. Yet in
order to do justice to the discursive mode of thinking and
presentation of our author, attention is given to homilies other
than the selected ones for further elucidation of the mind of Jacob
of Serugh. Since the present study is of a theological nature the
select festal homilies are taken as the basic reference. As this study
aims at a thematic synthesis, as far as possible, other relevant texts
are also consulted and wherever necessary citations are furnished in
translations in order to bring out a more comprehensive
understanding of Jacob’s theological vision.

The third reason for selecting a group of homilies as the basis
of this study is methodological. Due to the present state of the
editions of the writings of Mar Jacob it is not an easy task to bring
out a comprehensive and exhaustive synthesis of his theological
views, especially his symbolic theological views. It is so mainly due
to two reasons: Primarily, our author has a very vast literary output
in various literary forms and a good amount of them still remain in
the form of manuscripts. Secondly, even a higher percentage of
that part of the material already edited are not translated into
modern languages. It is to overcome this state of affairs for the
present study, at least to a certain extent, that an English translation
of the select group of festal homilies is furnished. Hence, those
select homilies and translations serve as the basis for the present
thematic synthesis of Mar Jacob’s vision of the economy of
salvation in Christ.
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E. ASPECTS OF THE SYMBOLIC THEOLOGY
OF JACOB OF SERUGH

As has already been described, Jacob is an heir to two types of
Christian theological traditions.!3! They are the philosophically
rational theology, gaining prominence in Antiochene and
Alexandrian circles, imbued with philosophical categories of
theological reflection, and the more prominent one for Jacob, the
eatly Syriac Christian theology with its Semitic character basing its
theological reflections primarily on images and symbols.!32 It is to
be noted that images and symbols are basic to all human
experiences and they remain prior to any sort of philosophical
categorization. Hence, theological visions that are founded on
images and symbols have a freshness and vitality of their own.
They transcend all historical periods and easily extend their
transparency and applicability to every changing human situation.
Following the symbolic method of theological reflection Jacob of
Serugh has left some very fascinating and insightful theological
views for the posterity.

Here the concern is on Jacob’s own heritage of the early
Syriac Christian theology which is symbolic and imbibes much
from the typological exegesis of the early Church.!?® But in
handling the typologies the eatly Syriac theology has a mode of its
own.13* Greek writers also make use of a symbolic approach. But in
their approach the primary concern is to clarify and order the

131 Cf. The section on “The Controversial Theological Milieu of Jacob
of Serugh’ in this chapter (section A,2).

132 Ct. Brock, Hymns on Paradise, 40.

133 Cf. Murray, “The Theory of Symbolism,” 2.

134 E. Beck provides the following distinction: “Die Bilder finden sich
auch in der griechischen Theologie. Doch hier herrschen nicht sie vor,
sondern die Tendenz, mit Hilfe philosophischer Begriffe die
geoffenbarten Wahrheiten klar zu fassen um zu ordnen. .. Denn die
Griechen wollten auch mit den Bildern einen wenn auch noch so geringen
Einblick in das trinitarische Geheimnis gewinnen. Ephrim dagegen findet
die Unerklirbarkeit schon im Bild und folgert daraus mit seinem Schluf3 @
minore ad mains die totale Unerkennbarkeit des gottlichen Wesens.” Beck,
“Bildtheologie,” 239.
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revealed truths with the help of philosophical concepts. Moreover,
the tendency is to capture and define the revealed truths. But
Ephrem, and other Syriac writers following him, by avoiding the
tendency to order and define truths, moved on the lines of a
symbolic-contemplative method that brings together biblical
typologies and the symbols of nature as two witnesses to the divine
realities. In the highly sacramental world-vision of the Syriac
fathers both typologies and symbols are mentioned as veiled
pointers replete with significance as well as active elements of
God’s divine self-communication to humanity.!> This distinctive
outlook of the Syriac Christian writers, especially that of Ephrem,
as observed by R. Murray,!3¢ did make an extraordinary anticipation
of the basic philosophical position of Paul Ricoeur regarding the
meaning and function of symbols.

1. The Theory of Symbolism in Early Syriac Christian Writers
and in Contemporary Times

None of the early Syriac writers gave any systematic treatise on
their symbolic thinking. Yet from the profuse use of symbols, types
and images in the writings of Ephrem, Jacob of Serugh, Narsai, and
others, it is possible to glean the pattern of their symbolic
reflection. They move within a horizon of their own. According to
their vision every symbol presents itself with divergent aspects,
namely with a polysemy and a polyvalence of their own. Hence,
those aspects set the symbol in its multiple applications in the
progressive course of the history of salvation. As S. P. Brock points
out, they operate at different levels instilling meaning into
everything:

Types and symbols are a means of expressing relationships and
connections, of instilling meaning into everything. They
operate in several different ways, between the Old Testament
and the New, between this world and the heavenly, between
the New Testament and the Sacraments, between the

135 Cf. Brock, “World and Sacrament,” 2.
136 Cf. Murray, “The Theoty of Symbolism,” 3.
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Sacraments and the eschaton. In every case they “reveal”
something of what is otherwise “hidden.”!¥”

A few examples of Jacob’s use of symbols and typology are
found in his handling of the ‘Pierced side of Christ’ in Jn 19:34 (HS
IIT 299-300)'38 and Christ’s entry into the three wombs and their
baptismal and redemptory symbols (HS [ 753—167).1%° The pierced
side of Christ and ‘the water and blood” flowing at Golgotha signify
the fountain of Paradise, and are symbols of Baptism, Eucharist
and the Church, the opening of Paradise and the re-entry of the
exiled Adam, etc. Christ on the road of his mighty deeds stayed in
the womb of Mary, that of Jordan and that of Sheol in order to
walk along the full path of Adam/humanity for bringing
redemption.

Regarding the notion of symbol, it is appropriate to note that
there is a deeper convergence between the early Syriac writers and
contemporary philosophers!* and hermeneutists.!*!  With the
developed understanding of symbol by hermeneutists and exegetes,
especially in the light of psychology and psychoanalysis, it is
affirmed that symbols make provision for the expression of areas
of religious experiences that are not accessible to purely conceptual
reasoning. Symbols really carry such religious experiences that are
otherwise inexpressible yet containing genuine values for the
expression of truth.'%2 According to Syriac writers a symbol is
something that signifies and makes present what it signifies.!*
Hence there is an inherent integral relationship between the
signifying and the signified. P. Ricoeur defines a symbol:

137 Brock, Hymmns on Paradise, 42.

138 Cf. Brock, “The Mysteties Hidden in the side of Christ,” 462—72
(= Syriac Spirituality, 62-72).

139 Cf. Homily “On the Thee Baptisms,” ET by S. P. Brock in
Finn, T. N., ed. Early Christian Baptism and the Catechumenate: West and East
Syria, 189-97. Collegeville, 1992.

140 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Pensee Symboligue, 3—19.

141 Cf. Dulles, Models of Revelation, 131-54.

142 Ct. Fitzmyer, Interpretation of the Bible, 89-92.

143 Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 27.
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I define ‘Symbol’ as any structure of signification in which a
direct, primary, literal meaning designates, in addition, another
meaning which is indirect, secondary, and figurative and which
can be apprehended only through the first.1#4

He finds a rudimentary natural relation between the signifying
and the signified.!*> He calls this relation analogical in view of a
clear explanation and considers this analogical bond so real as part
of the natural order.'*® Hence, according to him the second sense
in a symbol is inexplicable without the first one:

By living in the first meaning I am drawn by it beyond itself:
the symbolic meaning is constituted in and through the literal
meaning, which brings about the analogy by giving the
analogue. Unlike a comparison that we look at from the
outside, symbol is the very movement of the primary meaning
that makes us share in the latent meaning and thereby
assimilates us to the symbolized, without our being able
intellectually to dominate the similarity. This is the sense in
which symbol “gives”; it gives because it is a primary
intentionality that gives the second meaning.!4’

G. Durand calls this relationship a homogeneity of the
signifying and the signified as the interior organizer of a
dynamism.!¥ Thus there is an indissoluble unity between the
signifying and the signified. J. Ladriere describes symbol as that
which constitutes an analogical natural correspondence between
one form that is representative and that which it symbolizes
or as the possession of an internal power of representation.!#
H. G. Gadamer even calls this relation ‘a metaphysical unity’ or ‘a

144 Ricoeut, The Conflict of Interpretations, 12.

145 Thid., 314.

146 Ibid., 290; He clarifies further, “Analogy is a non conclusive
reasoning that proceeds through a fourth propositional term.”

147 Ricoeur, The Conflict of Interpretations, 290; cf. also “Penser,” p. 64;
“Epistémologie,” p. 161.

148 Cf. Durand, “Imaginaire,” 25.

1499 Cf., Ladriere, Articulation, 174.
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mutual belongingness’ between the visible and the invisible or
between the limited and the unlimited.!

The above mentioned descriptions of symbol cleatly
distinguish it from a sign and an allegory. In a sign the
interrelationship between the signifying and the signified is
arbitrary and in an allegory it is conventional. In both cases the
internal relationship is not so strong as in a symbol. Allegory and
symbol function in similar manners in the sense that “both words
refer to something whose meaning does not consist in its external
appearance or sound, but in a significance that lies beyond it. Their
common quality is that, in both, one thing stands for another.”15!
Allegory belongs to the art of speech and has more of a rhetorical
function, in which symbolism works rhetorically and not
heuristically.1>> But symbol has meaning in itself; its own sensuous
nature has ‘meaning’:

A symbol manifests as present something that really is present.
... A symbol not only points to something, but it represents, in
that it takes the place of something. But to take the place of
something means to make something present that is not
present.!>

A single symbol has several aspects of meanings or it remains
polysemic. P. Ricoeur calls this phenomenon ‘logic of correspon-
dence.’> It is the affinity of senses between different realities. In
the recognition of the meanings of a symbol the revealing power of
the symbol as well as the role of the perceiving subject are mutually
interacting. Hence, the insightful and discerning interpreter reads
into the revealing power of the symbol in the process of
recognition. According to P. Ricoeur, for the one who perceives
the symbol propetly, the two senses constitute a unity, and the
passage from one to the other remains a single unique moment.
Accordingly, he proposes that for anyone who participates in the

150 Cf. Gadamer, Wahrheit, 69.

151 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 65.

152 Cf. Dulles, Models of Revelation, 134.
155 Gadamer, Truth and Method, 136.
154 Cf. Ricoeur, “Parole,” 155.
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symbolic signification there are no two significations, one literal
and the other symbolic, but a single movement that transfers us
from one level to the other, which assimilates us to the second
signification by the help of the literal signification.!>

2. Mar Jacob’s Symbolic Mode of Theological Reflection

The modern assertion on the deeper metaphysical relationships
between the signifying and the signified in a symbol reveals the
profound and insightful handling of biblical symbols by early Syriac
writers in general and in our case the particular theological method
of Mar Jacob. P. Ricoeur’s insistence on the underlying dynamic
transference from external or literal signification to the innerly
signified symbolic meaning in symbols is quite insightful to
comprehend Mar Jacob’s mode of theological reflection through
the handling of biblical types and other symbols.

In order to describe the mode of theologizing of Mar Jacob,
and to decipher his theological views, a few primary notions have
to be recognized and explained. The experience of the People of
God described and set down in the writings of the Old and New
Testaments have a normative character. For Jacob the scriptures
are the source and the norm of teachings.!> Israel’s experience of
God is described in the Scriptures through various literary forms in
compliance with various modes of human communication.
Moreover, they use particular modes of language, images, signs,
symbols, and symbolic communication. Hence, the divine
revelation, as it is there in the scriptures, is a special category of
human communication. It is not any collection of well defined
rational truths. Jacob explains the undefinable and unboundable
nature of divine truths:

And all the wise were agitated as they sought to explain him
(Christ), but he was unexplainable. They assaulted to
investigate him, but he was uninvestigable. They dared to trace
him out, but he was untraceable. This one said thus and that

155 Cf. Ricoeut, “Parole,” 150.
156 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Saroug, Tome 1, 306.
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one said thus. They despised themselves by speaking about the
inarticulable Word. (Ep XIII 55)

Behold, how many doctrines have dealt with your story form
the beginning;
But as it is never-ceasing, it is not exhausted when spoken.
(HS 111 235,2-3)

If the divine realities are definable, as A. Dulles points out, the
mode of theologizing would not be different from Philosophy.!>
Since the contents of the revelation in the scriptures are not mere
historical facts, they cannot be handled as mere history either.

The inspired books of the scriptures deal with the hidden and
the revealed God (SMS 721,7-722,11/FH I 23-4§), the immanent
and the transcendent God (SMS 790,5-791,3/FH III 5-14). In
other words, scriptures deal with the mysterious ways of God’s
dealings with his creatures. Therefore, the religious language of the
Bible suggests as well as signifies the spiritual power in the
experiences of the people of God rather than giving mere
statements of facts and experiences of history. Hence, it is false to
transpose the biblical language, imagery, and symbolic expressions
into the categories of any given time or systems of philosophy.
Jacob describes the folly of human attempt at systematization and
definition of divine realities:

Behold, from the days of old how many doctrines turned
around your stoty,

but it is unboundable, undefinable when spoken of.

How many wise people have thronged about your discourses
in various ways,

and it is clear that they could not speak of how it is.

How many philosophies have sprung up one another on
account of you

but they did not suffice to confine him who is infinite.

How many skilled people have increased their knowledge as
they supposed;

157 Cf. Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 39.



56 SALVATION IN CHRIST

yet they did not understand because they did not know that
they should not scrutinize.

How much it was spoken of abundantly,

yet the mystery of his Word is as it is in its mysteriousness.

How much they conjectured that they apprehended and
arrived at the height of the wisdom,

but when they rose up to it, it overthrew them because they
went astray in it.

(HS III 235,2-13)158

The main obstacles to Christian theological communication
come not from the language of the scriptures but from the practice
of transposing Christian message into human philosophical
categories as A. Dulles points out. He suggests, “a return to biblical
language, it is contended, could spark a great revival of Christian
faith and devotion.”’® The study of the teachings of Jacob of
Serugh indeed enhances one to return to the biblical language and
its categories. The inspired imagery and the symbolic language of
the scriptures remain as effective pointers to the mysterious
spiritual power contained in those writings. As mysteries they
remain ever mysteries:

They multiply the mysteries of the Son by commentaries
and how much abundantly one would explain them, they

remain as mysteries.
(HS 111 234,20-235,1)160

But through symbolic deeds and symbolic language the
Scriptures depict the mysterious manner in which God made
Himself present through historical persons and events. Mar Jacob
explains how the Old Testament carried along in its history the
image of Christ through the prophecy, both in its acted out and

158 Homily “On the Sacrifice of the Two Birds” [HS III 224-241
(No. 76)]; FT by Graffin, “Mimro de Jacques de Saroug sur les deux
oiseaux,” 51-66.

159 Dulles, “Symbol, Myth and the Biblical Revelation,” 41.

160 The homily “On the Sacrifice of the Two Birds,” FT' by Graffin,
“Sur les deux Oiseaux,” 61.
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spoken out forms. Generations after generations have seen his
types. Moreover, the just people of the OT had their existence and
functions in view of Christ. One after another they portrayed him
according to their capacity and the mandate they carried. Thus the
image of Christ was shining out in Seth, Noah, Abraham, Isaac,
Jacob, Joseph, Moses, Jesus bar-Nun and others (HS 17 337,3—
332,8).161 Jacob is always keen to demonstrate how the road of the
Saviour with his saving deeds is depicted in the OT. To the
prophets those distant events were seen as if near through their
discerning vision (SHF III 26/ FH IX 26). Mar Jacob advocates the
same type of discerning vision for a proper exegete and theologian,
moreover, as a basis for Christian life in general. Any sort of
analysis and rationalization are doomed to fail before the
inexplicable, inexplorable, unfathomable, and ineffable mystery of
the Word (Ep XIII 55,21—26).192 Mar Jacob explains his own views:

Because there are in the wotld Scribes and wise men

and interpreters, everyone speaks according to his own
knowledge.

My knowledge has risen to the stage

whete it knows that the Son of God is ineffable.

I do not wish to rise to any other stage,

for I know that, even if I wanted, I should not be able to do
SO...

(HS 111 632,5-10)163

Jacob of Serugh proposes the docta ignorantia of Ephrem,164
based on Mt 11:25, as the proper guide to the attainment of the
knowledge of salvation in front of the divine mysteries. The proper

161 Cf. HS 17 331-355, “A Homily on Samson,” ET from HTM, T1”
11 (1992): 51-2.

162 See the citation in this chapter, note n. 54.

163 7. by Jansma, “The Credo of Jacob of Serug,” 22.

164 The principle is to become ‘ignorant’ in order to become ‘wise’ in
the Lotd: Ep II 15; SMS 792,10-19/FH Il 45-54; SHE IV 19/FH XI 19;
SMS 810,7-8/FH XV1 37-38; HS III 581—646, IV 767789, 1V 473,5—12;
Jansma, “The Credo of Jacob of Serug,” 22, 23; Sony, La doctrine de Jacques
de Saroug, 98—101.
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response in the presence of the mystery of the Son of God is
wonder together with awe, faith and love (SMS 735,5—6, 11—
20/FH 1 321-322; 327-336; SMS 794,4—17/FH LI 77-90).165 Tt is
submission to the mystery that brings into effect the silence of
inquitry, disputes and investigations (SHF I 29/FH I17 29). The
submission to the mystery in wonder and love with awe is the
submission to the working of the Spirit that guides the believing
Christian (SMS 722,20-723,5/FH 1,57-64). In the context of the
teachings of Mar Jacob what the Council of Vatican II teaches is
worth noting:

“The obedience of faith” (Rom 16:26; 1:5; 2Cor 10:5-6) must
be given to God who reveals, an obedience by which man
entrusts his whole self freely to God, offering “the full
submission of intellect and will to God who reveals” and freely
assenting to the truth revealed by Him. If this faith is to be
shown, the grace of God and the interior help of the Holy
Spirit must precede and assist, moving the heart and turning it
to God, opening the eyes of the mind, and giving “joy and ease
to everyone in assenting to the truth and believing it.” To bring
about an ever deeper understanding of revelation, the same
Holy Spirit constantly brings faith to completion by His
gifts.166

Jacob advocates submission to the mystery because the whole
of revelation is a communication in symbols providing a
participatory awareness of the mystery. This participatory
consciousness essentially introduces one to a new horizon, into a
new spiritual world-vision, the acceptance of which demands a

165 Cf. Jansma, “The Credo of Jacob of Serug,” 23 (n. 4).

166 Dei 1erbum, art. 5; A note given to this article of D17 in the edition
of Walter M. Abbott is worth noting. It says: “Art. 5 describes the
response to be made by men to God’s loving invitation. Note the general
description of faith, “by which a man commits his whole self": the council
desired to get away from the too intellectualist conception. Christian faith
is not merely assent to a set of statements; it is a personal engagement, a
continuing act of loyalty and self-commitment, offered by man to God.
Abbott, The Documents of Vatican 11, 113 (n. 7).
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proper conduct according to the new vision. A main factor of this
conduct is the submission in faith to the symbolic truth, the reality
behind the symbols. It is in the mystical-silence achieved through
submission to the mystery that the Spirit provides the
understanding of the truth (SMS 722,12-723,3/FH I 49-62; HS II
348,3—14/FH VI 11-22; HS I 270,11-20). Such acts of faith give
new insights into the mysteries that reason cannot fathom.!¢’

Mar Jacob is doubly privileged in his mode of dealing with the
mysteties of the Scriptures. Primatily he stands in the same Semitic
world-vision that is much present in the Bible. Secondly, he deals
with the biblical episodes in a symbolic mode in order to bring out
the spiritual power radiant in the experience of the people of God
as well as the teaching of salvation they promulgate.

3. The Sacramental World-Vision of Jacob of Serugh

According to Jacob creation is an activity of the divine mercy
involving various levels such as fashioning out of nothing,
sustenance, and the bringing up to perfection:

The Father made the sign, and the Son created and the Spitit
petfected,
and the wortld came up in a Trinitarian way from nothing.
(HS 1II 13, 15-16)

The divine nod!68 creates and sustains the world (HS III
13,17—18). This activity has an ongoing aspect too. Jacob explains
this by his views on the ‘continued creation’.!®? Thus Jacob’s vision
of creation has two main aspects: the creation from nothing and
the continued creation. They form two phases of the same divine
mercy (HS III 52,6-7; 17 368,16—17).170 Like a hen gathering its
brood under its wings divine mercy watches over the creation (HS
I 368,10-17). As the love of the mother for her child, divine
mercy is the source of creation and God never abandons his

167 Cf. Dulles, Models of Revelation, 138.

168 For a detailed study on remza (a nod, a sign) according to Mar
Jacob, cf. Alwan, “Le remz6,” 91-1006.

169 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Sarong, Tome 1, 33—45.

170 Cf. Ibid., 33.



60 SALVATION IN CHRIST

creation, the work of his love (HS 17 3668, 18—369,1f). Continued
creation is a logical sequence of the primary divine act of creation
from nothing (HS 1 369,2; III 52,6-17). A sort of divine force
inhabits in the creatures (HS I1” 553,20) so as to sustain them as
the soul holds up the body (HS IV 554,71-2, 11—14). Again through
the intellect (hawna) divine power is active in the body. Thus the
divinity is immanent and transcendent with regard to the world
(HS II 210,3). It is out of this dialogical relationship the created
realities assume a symbolic power signifying and proclaiming the
creative force of the divine Word and hence they remain
sacramental.

As this world is sustained by God (HS 1V 469,12), to give
glory to the creator (HS 17 368,6—7) is an essential function of the
wotld (SHF IV 46/FH XI 46). All creatures ate bound to express
this symbolic role by praising the glory of God as attested by Ps
19:1-3. All creatures including the dumb ones render glory to God
according to their natures. The silence of the creatures itself is a
mode of proclamation (HS 17 778,16), a language coined without
words, yet manifesting the divine power (HS I 457,14-458,8/FH X
259-274; V" 778,18, 11 139,19). Thus the creatures reveal God, the
Creator, the Lord of times (HS I 456,5/FH X 230) and the all
Powerful One (HS I 269,7,13) in a symbolic manner. The special
status of humanity in the created world is stressed by Jacob in
indicating the mode of fashioning of humanity. While God
fashioned the creatures by the divine nod, Adam was fashioned by
His own hands (HS 1V 604,15-16). Furthermore, Adam is destined
to live as the master (wara, HS 11l 119,20-21) of the created world
which is a house (HS III 497,16), a town and a palace!” for him
and serves as the ‘bridal chambet’ (gnona, HS III §6,15—14; 106,10-
13) as well.

The role of the economic Trinity is evident and the fact of
creation essentially stands out with an accent on the economy of
salvation because the Father in collaboration with the Son created
the world and the divinity inhabits in the world as the intellect
inhabits in a man (HS IV 556,4-5; 557,1-2). Moteover, the Son
came to inhabit in our flesh (HS II 577,19-518,3; Ep XIX 113,12—

171 “Palace of the nations’, as the oikoumene (tibel), cf. HS 14,17.



LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 61

13). Jacob envisages the role of the Spirit more in the history of
salvation as the Spirit sanctifies and perfects the world.1”? This
perfective role of the Spirit in the history of salvation is made
known through the prophets and the apostles, and it goes forward
in the sacraments, especially in Baptism, Eucharist and
Priesthood.'”

The fashioning, supporting and perfecting of the creation by
the hidden power is an on-going process in which the economy of
salvation renders perfection to those realities which were perverted
and spoiled by the ill will of humanity. In Mar Jacob’s profound
sacramental understanding of the created world, humanity has a
privileged position as the ‘image’ and ‘likeness” of God which is
reserved to human beings alone (HS III 777,2ffj. At every step in
his theological reflections an undetlying belief in the essential
distinction between God, the creator, and the created beings is
seen. The emphasis on this distinction projects always various
aspects of the relation between God and the order of the creatures.
All created beings depend on God for their existence, like an infant
upon its mother (HS I 627,13-14). God, who is essentially
merciful, takes the initiative to bridge this wider gap between
himself and the creatures, and lovingly sets himself down at the
level of the created world (SMS 723,11,19/FH I 70,78) through his
self-revelation.

4. Symbols of the Scriptures and Nature

The sacramental word-vision of Jacob discerns the pointers both in
the Scriptures and Nature towards the divine mysteries in a holistic
manner. In this respect Jacob is a disciple of Ephrem the Syrian.
The symbolic vision of Ephrem, as interpreted by R. Murray,!7*
consists of horizontal and vertical axes. The horizontal axis is that
of time and historicity from creation to eschatological kingdom,
which is the realm of types and typological developments. The
vertical one is the ontological axis between God above and the

172 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Sarong, Tome 1, 16.
173 Cf. Ibid.
174 Cf. Murray, “The Theoty of Symbolism,” 7.
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creatures below, which is the realm of natural symbols and the
whole created world in its totality. Jacob follows the Syriac
terminologies of Ephrem in distinguishing various symbols. They
are raza, tupsa, dmiita, etc.

The above mentioned terms of the eatly Syriac theology,
namely, raza, tupsa, dmita, ynknd, etc.,!™ carry similar meanings.
Many of these terms are used synonymously by the Syriac writers,
especially raza and tupsa. These two words are so interchangeable in
their theological applications that in effect their shades of meaning
can be understood and appreciated only from the context.!7® But
the important fact is that their synonymity do not affect their
particularity in the contexts of their usage in the Syriac symbolic
thinking.!”” Generally speaking #upsi refers to the Scriptural
symbols and 7izd to the mysteries both of the Scriptures and
Nature as the context refers.

As regards the etymological development the three terms
‘symbols’, ‘types’ and ‘mysteries’ are the renderings of the Syriac
term raza denoting a combined sense of divine mysteries, enigmas,
and secrets.!”® Etymologically 7432 stems from Persian where it
means ‘royal secret’, and it was taken over by imperial Aramaic.
This term rdza, as taken over by secular Aramaic, has a wide range
of connotations starting from ‘divine mysteries’, ‘human
cogitations, decisions’, etc. It is used in Qumran texts and in the
book of Daniel (Dan 4, 6). Thus, it has been adopted to carry on
biblical connotations of ‘divine secrets’ and mysteries of the divine
economy in the book of Daniel.1””

This Syriac usage of raza is quite often considered equal to the
Greek mysterion. But the Greek rendering of raza by mysterion and

175 For a detailed analysis of these terms and their shades of meanings
in Ephrem, cf. Beck, “Bildtheologie,” 238-77.

176 For a detailed analysis from the contexts, cf. Beck, “Bildtheologie,”
240—4; Schmidt, “Die Augensymbolik,” 278-82; Yousif, “Le Symbolisme
de la Croix,” 225.

177 Cf. Schmidt, “Die Augensymbolik,” 278.

178 Cf. Yousif, “Le Symbolisme de la Croix,” 225.

179 Cf. Beck, “Bildtheologie,” 240; Murray, “The Theory of
Symbolism,” 3.
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the Syriac synonymity between raza and ##psa have to be specified.
While in Syriac raza and fupsi have deeper interrelationships the
Greek mysterion and fypos do not have such strong interrelations.!80

a. The Symbolic Power of the Created World

The fundamental relation between God and the orders of his
creatures is the source of the symbolic and sacramental powers of
the created world. All creatures reflect the hidden creative power
and they render glory to God according to their nature (HS II
138,10—17). Thus the interrelationship between God and the
creatures demands praise and recognition of the divinity in various
ways. Jacob speaks of the various aspects (‘eskimd) in which the
creatures glotify God (HS I 445,16-458,8/FH X 221-274). 'The
sky which is compared to a book (k#ibd, HS II 144,20) is called a
teacher (malpana, HS II 145, 2-3) who according to its nature
instructs us about the Creator (HS I 269,13; 17 779,1-2). The
qualification, ‘according to their nature’, points to the symbolic
potential of the created Nature capable of signifying the power and
the design of the Creator (HS I 456,1,9/FH X 226,234, 457,1/FH
X 246).

Mar Jacob considers the created nature as a teacher (walpand,
HS 17 778,13) and master (mara, HS 17 778,20) sufficient and
capable of leading humanity to God (HS II 745,6f; Rom 1:19-20).
They provide wisdom to recognize the Son of God. The Scriptures
came only at a later stage. The sending of the Son would not have
been necessary (HS II 745, 8f) if the heart of the world had not
been hardened (HS II 745,8) and the soul had not been led astray
(HS 17 779,3). The soul became insensible to the true beauty of the
created nature and its interpellations (HS 17 779, 13—14; 17-18). In
the hidden plan of God there is a correspondence between the
mysteries of the created Nature and those of the Scriptures because

180 E. Beck explains the Syriac understanding of the relation between
raza and tupsa: “Hier mochte ich als einen Beweis fir meine Behauptung,
daB3 das ephrimische raza viel mehr mit seinem #upsa gleichbedeutend
wurde als bei den Griechen das mysterion mit #ypes, den folgenden
sonderfall anfithren.” Beck, “Bildtheologie,” 240.
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God uses both in his divine pedagogy to lead humanity in a
progressive manner towards perfection.

The primary factor of this symbolic power is the constitution
of the creatures themselves that is capable of guiding humanity to
God. Divine power inhabits in the creatures like the soul in a body
(HS IV 554,1-2). This underlying factor is not any static reality but
a dynamic and subjective mutual presence between the created
realities and the human soul. This subjective factor is so dynamic
with possibilities of well functioning as well as malfunctioning in
proportion to the awareness of the soul. The whole creation stands
as a symbolic image replete with meaning and purpose. The two
negative conditions into which the soul can fall are the insensibility
that refuses to hear and understand the echo of Nature, and
idolatry in which God is replaced by creatures.'8! Idolatry darkens
the soul. Idols are not God by nature but they cover up the true
God. What happens in idolatry is a misunderstanding of the nature
of God, the same first error Adam had committed. The beauty of
the creatures depend on their capacity to paint (portray, depict)
God according to their nature (aspects, eskimayhon, HS 111 111,8).
But God had set his ‘image’ only in human beings (HS III 777, §—
9), who can represent all creatures by the power of speech and of
praise.

(i) The Binary Structure of Symbolic Images

The whole creation functions as a sign or symbol of the divine
power that activates it internally (HS IT” 553,20, 11" 554,1-2; SHF
17 26/FH XII 26). The creation, being finite and at the same time
moved by the infinite, assumes a binary structure of finiteness
together with an opening to the infinite (HS II 270,2-7).
Analogically this means the presence of all other characteristics of
the principle of binary opposition such as life/death,
alienation/reconciliation, presence/absence and so on. All these
paradoxes are stages of the returning of the creation to the
Creator.!82 In every symbol there are seemingly two opposite poles.

181 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Sarong, Tome 1, 60, 61.
182 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Sarong, Tome 1, 61.
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A dialogical tension is characteristic of any symbol. P. Ricoeur
explains this tension in symbols as, “entre un commencement et
une fin, entre une déchéance et un salut, entre une aliénation et une
réappropriation, entre une séparation et une réconciliation.”!83
Because of the inner divine power divinity is immanent in the
creation, but divinity is at the same time transcendent, hence
hidden as well as revealed; Christ is the symbol par excellence of
this mutuality of the divine and human, finite and infinite, and so
on (SMS 760,3—14/FH I 843—854). The ptrimary quest is to find the
passage between these two poles.

God, the Father through his mercy bridged this gap in his Son
who made himself visible as the symbol of the mystery of Divinity.
In the Son the opposite poles are brought together. Aspects of the
invisible are made visible so as to manifest that opposite poles exist
not in view of perpetuating any opposition. Such poles are seen
until humankind realizes the fact that God, the Father has sent his
Son out of his mercy as the unifying and reconciling power of the
various events of salvation history and the paradoxical elements of
the opposite poles of creation. Jacob prefers to expound
Christology always in terms of paradoxical expressions!8* that
signify the mystery of the Son in the history of salvation. According
to Jacob creation, salvation and resutrection form three aspects of
the operation of the same divine mercy (HS III 762,3f)).'%> When
viewed from another angle the presence of the opposite poles are
due to the visibility of a few things of the invisible, the
manifestation of a few things of the hidden realm, the bringing
near of a few things of the far away reality, accessibility to some
aspects of the inaccessible reality, and so on. Thus every where the
mysteries of the spiritual essence are made tangible to humanity.
Through the visible reality the invisible is revealed (SMS 758,6—
7/FH I 803-804; HS 1454,15-16/FH X 201-202). Hence the true
seeker should go beyond what is seen in order to attain the deeper
meaning of the spiritual reality. The mystery remains always

183 Ricoeur, “Penser,” 74.

184 Cf. Jansma, “The Credo of Jacob of Serug,” 22, 23; cf. also vatious
references in p. 23 (n. 1) of the said atticle.

185 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Théologie de Jacques de Sarong, Tome 1, 31.
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mystery. But the divine mercy graciously rendered the divine
mystery tangible to humanity through symbols and types. Towards
such a merciful act one has to be thankful and accept the invitation
to participate in it. Hence, it should be concluded that the visible
aspects do not fully explain the whole of divine reality but provide
only an invitation. The proper response to this merciful invitation
combines the attitudes of love and faith together with awe.

(iz) Polysemic Nature of Symbols and Types

The binary structure of the symbol presents two aspects that are
mutually present and call out reciprocally in an ever present
dynamic tension. Acceptance of this factor of symbols suggests the
presence of several senses for a symbol that are mutually present in
a dynamic relationship. This polysemic nature of symbols in turn
necessitates several ways of interpreting a symbol in different
situations. In fact the reason behind the polysemy of symbols is the
infinite nature of the divinity. There is a movement forward from
the One to many and backward from the many to the One. Many
symbols are needed to signify the infinite nature of God. So also a
single aspect of the divinity signified by a symbol carries a whole
wealth of different meanings by the fact that the particular aspect
of the divine reality is infinitely rich in itself.18¢ Such polysemic
symbols of the scriptures are found in various events and episodes.
“The wotd of the Son is not shut up in an explanation, but it is full
of light and filled with faces upon all sides” (HS 17 607,76—17). Mar
Jacob holds that in a single word Moses set several meanings
(HS IV 16,15. 88,3—12). Jacob understands the very person of
Moses himself as a symbol of the prophecy that is veiled (HS III
287,1-12/).187 Moses is veiled (Ex 34:33-35) to signify the veiled
nature of the prophecy. The stammering Moses (Ex 4:10—106) was a
type of prophecy that was not fully explained until the time of
Christ (HS III, 297,5-16). Again the staff of Moses (Ex 4:17)
contains a bunch of symbols (HS II 366,13,14/FH V11, 403,4).

186 Cf. Brock, The Luminous Eye, 40.
187 Cf. Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 69—80.
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In Jacob’s symbolic package, ROCK symbolizes many realities
such as Christ (1Cor 10:4, HS III 293-297, 305-310;), the Church
(HS III 193-194, 210), and sin (Gen 29:23, HS III 210-222). VINE
symbolizes Abraham (HS Il 754), Church (HS 17 627-622) and
the soul (HS I 3371-332). ADAM figures in Saul (HS II 43,4—47,7),
in the prodigal son who alienated himself from his father (HS I
267-299), in Barabbas (SHF 17 32-35/FH XII 32-35; HS 1I 517),
in the child of the Schunamite woman (2Kings 4:8-37, HS I/
312,5-314,7), in the man who went down from Jerusalem to
Jericho (Lk 10:30-37, HS II 325,13-326,3), and in the donkey
during the entrance of Jesus to Jerusalem (Mt 21:2-3, HS 17 621,
5-8). ‘Leaven’ is a very meaningful Christological symbol from
nature that can explain the mystery of Incarnation. All these images
carry a lot of allusions and significations, and depict various aspects
of the history of salvation. The polysemic function of the symbol
calls for an apophatic approach to understand the function and
meanings of symbols.

b. Functions of Symbols and Types

The finite humanity can only bear mediated divine revelation.
Therefore, symbols and types function as mysteries which became
unveiled in Christ, or rather became actualized in Christ, and he
stands as the symbol and the sacrament of salvation.

(1) Gnoseological Functions of the Symbol and the Truth

Revelation is not an unmediated inner experience but a mediated
self-communication of God. In this divine communication
mediation is a necessity, because the infinite power and
illumination of the divinity are unbearable to any finite being. But
the description of the type of this mediation through Nature and
the Scriptures has put forward several ways of conceiving the mode
of divine revelation, of course, each method has its own merits and
demerits. Therefore, new models of vision emerge from time to
time. The mediated revelation of God is through symbols:

That is to say, through an externally perceived sign that works
mysteriously on the human consciousness so as to suggest
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more than it can clearly describe or define. Revelatory symbols
are those which express and mediate God’s self-
communication.!88

There is a clear convergence seen between poets,!® philos-
ophers and theologians regarding the symbolic communication of
divine realities in revelation.!'”0 This basic symbolic dimension in
revelation inspires and propounds symbolic modes of doing
theology as well.

Regarding the understanding of revelation P. Ricoeur
advocates a return to the sources of theological discourses, or
properly to the levels of the confessions of faith where the /lex
credendi is lex orandi. The other levels of understanding such as from
ecclesial dogmas and the Magisterial doctrines are all derived ones.
Israel understood and confessed their God through a few kernel
events, or ‘history-making events’ from which meaning spread out
through the whole structure.!?! Hence, P. Ricoeur writes:

I do not intend to deny the specificity of the work of
formulating dogma, whether at the ecclesial level or the level
of theological investigations. But I do affirm its derived and
subordinate character. This is why I am going to endeavour to
carry the notion of revelation back to its most originary level,
the one which for the sake of brevity, I call the discourse of
faith or the confession of faith.12

188 Dulles, Models of Revelation, 131.

189 S, T. Coleridge states: “It is by symbols alone that we can acquire
intellectual knowledge of the Divine”; according to W. B. Yeats, “A
symbol is indeed the only possible expression of some invisible essence, a
transparent lamp about a spiritual flame; while allegory is one of many
possible representations of an embodied thing, or familiar principle, and
belongs to fancy and not to imagination: the one is revelation and the
other an amusement." Both these opinions are quoted from Dulles, Models
of Revelation, 131.

190 Cf. Dulles, Models of Revelation, 131—41.

191 Cf. Ricoeut, The Conflict of Interpretations, 73-9.

192 Cf. Ricoeut, The Conflict of Interpretations, T4.
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Mar Jacob describes that divine realities are always hidden.
Even in their revealed stage they preserve their hidden nature:

A mystery is a mystery, if it could be exposed, it is not a
mystery at all;
a beloved one is led by it, for it is concealed from rebellious
ones.
(HS III 234,19-20)

Due to the wide gap between the Creator and the creatures
the best access to the divine realities is through symbolic
understanding and analogical approach through the symbols and
types. Here the mode of knowing is through the principle of
gnoseology through analogy, understanding the same from the
similar. Accordingly only the Son is in the key position to make us
learn something of divine realities. He is with the Father and with
us (SMS 790,5-791,1/FH III 5-12). He is the mediator and the
medium. Only the Son knows the Father and can speak about him
as well as represent him visibly. He is the embodiment of the divine
mercy, the symbol and sacrament par excellence of the divine self-
communication. According to M. Schmidt, in the symbolic medium
of divine manifestation three levels of development can be
distinguished. The first is the level of the symbols of the Old
Testament with their unique historical contexts. As a second stage
Christ replaces all types and symbols and the truth starts
functioning as realities in the Church. But this realization in the
Church carries with it still the symbolic clothing till the third stage.
At the third level the total unveiling of the symbolic clothing takes
place. It is the stage of the fuller realization in the kingdom of
God.’” The typological vision of Jacob seems quite agreeing with
these levels, of course not in any defined form. Hence, at all levels
the types and symbols are the standing invitations to the
understanding of their actualization in Christ and the realization in
the eschatological kingdom.

In the context of an invitation of love only an approach of
love would provide the proper response. The image of the Father
and his invisibility became visible in the Son. Hence, he is the Road

193 Cf. Schmidt, “Die Augensymbolik,” 282.
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to the hidden One. Christ opens the road to the knowledge of the
truth, to the visibility of the invisible. Above all Christ assumes the
double dimensions of cognitive and soteriological goals of
humanity. Knowing through the Son is a participation and
realization of the goal, the truth. The divine essence remains
concealed but the salvific activities of Christ translates the divine
mercy in its creative and salvific realms. The knowledge of these
realities is essentially not an act of domination but one of
participation and assimilation.

(i7) The Orientation of Symbolic Vision to the Salvific Vision

Raza is a teacher to humanity. It teaches and leads humanity to the
salvific vision. Knowledge of symbols is an intermediary sense that
makes us knead ourselves with the clear Christological otientations.
This in turn leads us to deeper salvific truths in the person of
Christ, the Leaven that transforms all. Divinity clothes itself in
images to bring himself down to humanity. In Christ is the
perfection of this bringing down. In him is the perfect presence of
divinity and humanity, the perfect resemblance of man to God by
effecting the union of our human nature to his own in view of
saving the mortal nature. In him is the curing, enriching, elevation
and glorification of human nature by the beauty and the power of
attraction of his image.

Knowledge of the symbols is an unveiling of the symbols
providing the road to the person and the activities of Christ, the
sign and sacrament of salvation. As one reaches the person and
activities of Christ, perfection and fullness are found in him. The
inner power of the types and symbols leads to Christ and his
activities which open the road to the mystery of the Son, the author
of salvation. Symbols and types bind together various aspects of
the cognitive knowledge of Christ. This knowledge of symbols
leads to the way of the Son who guides all on his way by providing
the salvific vision which can distinguish between shadow and the
reality, between intermediaries and the goal, and above all the
relation between opposites. Thus the knowledge of symbols
enables one to travel a long way between opposite poles and the
diversities of experiences through the recognition of the mysteries
of Christ, the haven of peace (HS II 364,9-10) and the harbour of
salvific vision.
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(i7i) The Temporary Role of Symbols and Types

All symbols and types are temporary. They are torches and lamps
to guide on the way to Christ. They are to lead humanity to Christ,
the ocean and goal of symbols. In him symbols and types find their
limit. At the emergence of Christ, the great Sun, the lamps and
torches are like unnecessary lamps at midday (HS III 307,27-
305,7).194 Through the person and activities of Christ the perfection
and accomplishment of all symbols emerge. With him begins the
reality, the truth. What is implicitly found in rigad finds its
accomplishment in Christ and moves on the road of Christ in the
Church until the eschatological kingdom. Everywhere the unitying
element is Christ who gives life, inspiration and power to travel on
the road of salvation. The truth of Christ precedes invisibly in all
levels and functions with a transhistorical power.

c. Faith and the Understanding of Symbols

Symbols and types evoke deeper levels of consciousness where the
cognition of realities stand beyond the faculties of the intellect.
Only faith and its horizon of illumination can integrate such new
levels of consciousness.

(i) The Proper Attitudes and Approach to Symbols and Types

By the fact that human nature is limited it is totally folly and
audacious to scrutinize divine realities. However, there are some
aspects of the divine realities that are revealed to humanity on
account of the divine mercy. Even those should be approached
with love and acceptance which are the proper responses to the
merciful self-revealing God. Love is the intermediary between
revelation and understanding (HS III 284,74—15).19 It is the
initiative of God that provides revelation to humanity according to
the level of human capacity to understand divine realities. Hence,
humanity has to be aware of several facts: What is made visible of
the invisible or what is made approachable from the
unapproachable do not fully explain the divine realities. What is

194 See ET by Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 82—4 (Is. 387—460).
195 See ET, Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 72 (Is. 19-20).
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revealed stands as a guide to still higher and unrevealed aspects of
the divine realm (SMS 758,6-7/FH 1 803-804; HS I 454,15—
16/FH X 201-202). 1n response to this self-revealing divine mercy
the proper attitude should be love and acceptance in faith on
account of the fact that mystery remains mystery at all levels.
Towards whatever is graciously revealed and made tangible to
humanity one has to be thankful and accept the invitation to relate
oneself to the revealing mystery.

(iz) Symbols and Types in the Christian Tradition
and their Horizon of 1 alues

In the history of divine revelation the experience of divine realities
is through externally perceived signs which amount to symbols that
work mysteriously in the level of human consciousness so as to
elicit more than what they can describe and define in words.
Symbols are replete with meanings that are evoked at the level of
consciousness and experiential levels, rather than conceptual truths
defined in dogmatic terms. They carry a multiplicity of associations
that cannot be sorted out by the intellect, but are strongly and
subtly interrelated and functionally active at the subconscious level
in relation to experiential feelings and realization.

The Christian tradition and the faith of the individual
dynamically serve the one who lovingly searches divine truths. The
awareness regarding the Sutz im Leben of the texts and that of their
readers play dynamic roles in the understanding of the symbolic
meaning of the texts (SHIF Il 1-11/FH XI 1-17). The revealing
nature of symbols becomes meaningful and tangible to the seeker
only in a horizon of values enlightened by faith and tradition. One
gets access to the domain of symbols through this horizon.
P. Ricoeur emphasizes the dynamic role of such a horizon:

If exegesis raised a hermeneutic problem, that is, a problem of
interpretation, it is because every reading of a text always takes
place within a community, a tradition, or a living current of
thought, all of which display presuppositions and exigencies
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regardless of how closely a reading may be tied to the guid, to
“that in view of which” the text was written.!?

The horizon of the text, namely the tradition in which it
stands and the values it transmits and the vision out of which it
emerges and progresses, should correspond to the horizon of
values and traditions in which the believing subject stands. As far
as this correspondence grows thus far the understanding of the
symbols also progresses. In this horizon of faith and tradition the
inner eye of the individual becomes active with discernment. Here
the attitude of the individual or, for that matter, the believing
community assumes importance. Scrutiny and ‘prying into’ (‘aggeb)
should be avoided. Receptivity and discernment in faith inspired by
love provide the proper mode of action on this plain. Any scrutiny
is the result of mistrust and lack of faith in the One who mercifully
enters our realm to manifest himself for our sake.

(i7i) Symbols and the Inner Eye of Faith

Symbols activate the inner subjective levels. There, it is the inner
eye that works by the illumination of faith inspired by the Spirit.
The Word of God is the light for the inner eye. As far as this eye is
pure and limpid it can assume that much light from the Word. It
functions by seeing the invisible in the visible, and understanding
the hidden reality through the revealed. Only through this eye a
transformed vision is possible.

The communication through symbols is a particular sort that
invites one to inhabit in a particular context of memoties,
understanding, anxieties and preoccupations or in other words in
one’s own horizon of faith. Rather than yielding to the analytical
capacity of the intellect, a symbol makes the individual surrender
himself to the inner power of the symbol that enables one’s own
unintegrated memories, understanding, emotions, experiences and
anxieties to get integrated themselves into a wider horizon of
meaningful associations and interconnections, which are powerful
enough to provide profound self-integration and a unified vision of

196 Ricoeut, The Conflict of Interpretations, 3.
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life. Thus symbolic communication is an engaged participation
rather than a detached observation.!’

The peculiarities of symbolic vision are powerful enough to
indicate aspects of divine-human relationships. The observations of
A. Dulles!”® are significant. Primarily symbols provide participatory
knowledge going beyond speculative aspects. Since this
participation is a dynamic process it is not a finished project in
symbolic vision. It is capable of accommodating new findings and
experiences. In this respect the note of Nathan Mitchel sheds much
light:

A symbol is not an object to be manipulated through mime
and memory, but an environment to be inhabited. ... every
symbol deals with a new discovery and every symbol is an
open-ended action, not a closed-off object. By engaging in
symbols, by inhabiting their environment, people discover new
hotizons for life, new values and motivation.!%?

Thus, primarily a heuristic mode of cognition is prominent in
symbolic vision. Secondly, symbols have a transforming power
effecting a sort of healing and integration. Thirdly, symbols have
the power to release hidden energies in association with the new
vision and to arouse the will to definitive behaviour patterns.
Fourthly, symbols bring in higher levels of awareness that are
normally not accessible to dialectical thought process. It is in this
connection Tillich expounds, “Symbol opens up levels of reality
which otherwise are closed to us. ... and also unlocks dimensions
and elements of our soul which correspond to the dimensions and
elements of reality.””200

In the sacramental vision of Ephrem, and the same that is
followed by Jacob of Serugh, the fundamental role of symbol
originates not from any mere existential outlook on the
phenomenon of nature and human experience but primarily

197 Cf. Dulles, Models of Revelation, 133.

198 Cf. Ibid., 1306 ff.

199 Mitchell, N. “Symbols are Actions, Not Objects.” Living Worship
13/2 (1977): 1-2.

200 Tillich, Dynamics of Faith, 42.
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through a theological vision that affirms the inhabitance of the
divinity in humanity that is created in the ‘image’ and ‘likeness’ of
God. On account of this image’ and ‘likeness’ in humanity, it can
recognize the divine power within itself and in other creatures.?0!
Symbols guide the subject into a participatory-knowledge and
through it to the higher levels of transformation by leading to
healing and integration. This process engenders new powers of
action with higher levels of awareness that lead to the evoking of
new levels of consciousness and realization.

The revealing power of the symbol enhances the inner eye,
especially those of the discerning, to see more clearly and with a
wider spectrum the various colours of the salvific activity of Christ
(SHF III 26/FH IX 26) which is the soutce and power of all
symbols. Ultimately Christ himself is the true interpreter of all
symbols. The illumination by Christ is so perfect that there is no
shade around him. He sheds his light backwards and forwards on
his way. In the past the prophets saw his light and now by the light
of him the ongoing apostolic activity by his disciples proclaims him
on the road of salvation.

F. SCRIPTURAL REVELATION AND
THE EXEGETICAL PRESUPPOSITIONS OF MAR JACOB

Jacob’s exegetical presuppositions evolve from his understanding
of creation, redemption and salvation as depicted in the scriptures.

1. Mar Jacob’s Perspectives on the Notion of Revelation

Syriac  Christian writers in general affirm the supreme
transcendence and exaltedness of God, the Creator, and the
finiteness and the permanent dependency of all creatures on the
Creator as well as the harmony between God and the orders of his
creation.?’2 As a created nature humanity has no measure equal to
its creator God. In other words, human powers by themselves are
insufficient to comprehend divine realities. Mar Jacob writes:

201 Cf. Bou Mansour, La Pensee Symbolique de saint Ephrem, 19.
202 Cf. Mutray, “The Theory of Symbolism,” 2.
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Your revelation is exalted above all human words and how is it
possible

that I who am feeble should narrate the story of your nativity?

O Lotd, the whole wotld is not able to narrate your story

and how shall I, an unworthy, comprehend your story?

Your Father alone knows that how is your birth

and it being but dust by what mouth shall the soil speak about
you?

(SMS 720,3-8/FH I 3-8)

Hence, any knowledge of God is possible only by a divine
initiative, the loving condescension of God. Once God has
revealed himself the human intellect can learn about it and follow
up as far as the divine revelation manifests itself. To investigate
(bsa) or to pry into (‘aqqeb) God’s nature beyond what is revealed is
an arrogant attitude that is abominable (SMS 792,10-793,2/ FH 1],
41-54).293 This does not negate any intellectual inquiry at all but
only defines and delineates the possible area and sector of
intellectual inquiry. R. Murray holds that Ephrem provides the
proper intellectual inquiry by his symbolical and analogical
approach.2* The area of intellectual inquiry is the realm of revealed
divine realities and further than that the hidden divine realities
should not be unduly intruded into.

a. The Mystery of the Hidden and the Revealed God

God is hidden primarily because the human faculties are
incompetent or even because the whole of humanity remains
unable to approach and understand him (HS III 284,16—286,212%;
SMS 810,7-811,10/FH X171 37-60). Jacob of Serugh explains this
unapproachability to the divinity by the image of ‘Fire’, as of the

203 For a more detailed exposition of the syriac terms on the
inscrutability of God’s nature and the illegitimate ‘scrutiny’ into the divine
nature, cf. Jansma, “Narsai and Ephrem,” 60—6.

204 Cf. Mutrray, “A Hymn of St. Ephrem to Christ,” 144, 149.

205 Cf. The homily “On the Veil on Moses’ Face,” ET by Brock, S. P.
“On the Veil of Moses.” Sobomost/ ECR 3:1 (1981): 70-85; also in Studies
in Syriac Spiritnality, 177-209.
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burning sun that is unapproachable to humans (SMS 790,77-
791,5/FH III 11-16).26 God reveals himself because of the loving
kindness and mercy and it is an act of his loving condescension
(SMS 790,5-791,5/FH III 5-16). What God has revealed of
himself is only in so far as what is needed for humanity to arrive at
the knowledge of divine realities and attain salvation. However, the
sum total of what is revealed is not sufficient to reconstruct the
whole divinity. Mar Jacob explains:

Various forms of sacrifices were extolled by the hands of
Moses
so that by all colours your great image should be erect upon
the altar.
He had no colour which sufficed for him to depict you
and he mixed all colours yet they were not sufficient for you.
(HS IIT 225,21-226,3)

God has revealed himself for the sake of humanity and yet
there are other aspects of the divinity that are still hidden from the
perspectives of humanity (SMS 790,5-791,5/FH I11,5-16). The fact
of transcendence and the immanence of God is the basic factor of
the hidden and the revealed nature of the divinity (SMS 740,72—19;
760,13—14/FH I 431438, 844-854). God and the divine realities
remain mystetious even in revelation. Therefore, in any talk about
God, it is extremely important to take note of the hidden and the
revealed aspects of the divinity.

Only what is revealed of God can be experienced and
understood by human intellect. Yet God in his mercy has given
glimpses of his hidden being (i#itd) and hidden plan through
symbols and types. Only these glimpses can mediate between the
infinite unknowable and the finite intelligence. They are not proper
galyata, instances of divine manifestation, but pointers to some
profound (higher) realities that will one day be revealed in the due
course of God’s progressive self-revelation. This progressive self-
revelation of God itself is again based on God’s plan to reveal
himself according to the comprehensive capacity of humanity that
is in progress (HS III 285,21-286,7).

206 Cf. Beggiani, Syriac Theology, 4.
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The hidden and the revealed nature of God provide objective
and subjective realms for the human understanding of God.?"”
Whatever is revealed can be understood and can be put under
human intellectual and scientific inquiry to a certain extent in an
objective realm. On the subjective level man can yet further
experience some aspects of the hidden God through the signs,
symbols and types that are pointers to higher realities. Ephrem and
following him Jacob of Serugh also call this realm the area of
meditation.208

b. Divine Mercy and the Acts of Creation and Redemption

The dynamic power behind creation and redemption is the divine
mercy and God’s love for the ‘House of Adam’. Jacob finds
creation and salvation in a single plan of God that has an essential
unity in itself and remains immutable. It is because the Artisan of
creation is the same as that of the redemption. In other words the
immutable love of God to humanity brings into effect creation and
salvation or the fashioning and the renewal. There is unity out of
divine love/plan and multiplicity out of salvific actions.

c. Divine Mercy and the Progressive Self-revelation of God

Mar Jacob distinguishes several levels in the progressive self-
revelation of God with proper emphasis. The progressive aspect is
basically governed by the immutable divine plan which stands as
the basis of his synchronic vision and the positive outlook
regarding the gradual realization of the same divine plan in the
creation. This vision relies on the pedagogical aspects of the divine-
human encounters in the history of salvation.

Jacob distinguishes three stages in the progressive mode of
divine revelation: (1) The initial ‘Path of the Law’ which includes
the teaching of prophets that functioned till the coming of Christ.
(2) The ‘Path/Road of Christ’, revealed in the salvific acts of
Christ, was already portrayed by the Law and the prophets. In fact

207 Cf. Brock, Hymmns on Paradise, 42-3.
208 Cf. Ephrem: HPar 1:2; 5:4; 6:4,25; Jacob of Serugh: SMS 724,9—
10/FH 1 89-90.
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the ‘Path of Christ’ is the actualization of the ‘Path of the Law’ and
the teachings of Prophecy. (3) From the ‘Path of Christ’ the ‘Road
of the Apostolate’ begins with its preaching of the actualized ‘Road
of Salvation’ in Christ. This road is also at the same time the road
of the Church and Sacraments for the realization of salvation in
Christ.

2. Mar Jacob’s Orientation to the Scriptures
and His Exegetical Presuppositions

The attempt here is to highlight the exegetical presuppositions of
Mar Jacob in order to read into his mind as well as to bring out a
few characteristics of the indigenous Syrian approach reflected in
him. Only if one can step into the mind and thought patterns of
Mar Jacob can a proper appreciation of his poetic exegesis be had.

a. The Christocentric Sacramental Vision on the Scriptures

The Scriptures are replete with the figure of the Son of God and
the righteous men of the Old Testament have portrayed him:

Thy great image is borne by the books of prophecy,

Which carry Thee in solemn procession, for the wotld to see
how fair Thou art.

From generation to generation Thy type hath peered out like a
luminary,

and gladdened with its rising whoever saw Thee and marvelled.

With the allegories and dark sayings in the Scriptures,

the Just in sundry places portrayed Thee through their
revelations.

In their own times and generations they reverently bore Thee up,

and one handed Thee to the next, to become illusttious in

Thee.

The righteous Noah?® received Thee from Seth,?!° the goodly
man,

and in the succession of the world he placed Thee with
Abraham.

209 Cf. Gen 6:9.
210 Cf. Gen 5:3.
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Isaac received Thee and raised up a likeness of Thee on
Golgotha,

and Jacob stole Thine image and fled to the land of Aram.?!!

Thou didst ordain Thy testimony in Joseph, who shone among
the Egyptians,

and Moses saw Thee on Mount Sinai with Thy Begetter.

Aaron depicted Thee with the blood of sacrifices and oblations,

and he sprinkled the entire path of Thy great slaughter with
blood.

Jesus bar-Nun, apparelled in Thy comely name,

barred the day at will, and suffered it not to move forward.

Gideon prefigured Thee with the dew that he brought down
when he prayed,?!?

and in Thee the conqueror conquered the camp of the
Midianites.

Jephthah found out the path of Thy sufferings by the slaying
of his daughter,?!3

and sprinkled it with virgin’s blood on Thine account.

(HS V 331,3-332,8).214

All prophecies spoke of our Lord and the soul of the whole
body of Scriptures is Christ:

All who prophesied spoke about our Lord through concealed
things,

for were it not he, the revealed matters of the truths are void.

The Scriptures are like members [of the body] to him and he is
the soul to them

for they are impelled by him to speak about him abundantly.

(HIS 111 244,5-8)215

The scriptures are an inexhaustible mine. They are unguarded
treasures open to anyone who approaches with love and reads
them, and can carry away as much as he can. Yet the treasures in

211 Cf, Gen 25:29-34; 27:1-45.

212 Cf. Judg 6:36-40.

213 Cf. Judg 11:30-40.

214 g from HTM, T173.3 (1992): 51-2; cf. HS [ 49; 11 30, I1” 322.
215 Cf. also Ep XXIII 196-197.
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them remain inexhaustible (HS III 474—4715)21¢ ‘The divine
Scriptures are a mount of gold, dig O needy one, and behold you
enrich from their treasures’ (HS III 454,16—17). From the manifest
things it is easy to learn about the hidden things (SMS 758,6-7/FH
1803—4; HS 1454,17/FH X 202).

b. The Authority of the Scriptures

God lowered himself in divine condescension to the level of
humanity in the Scriptures to speak with men. Mar Jacob affirms
that the author of the Scriptures is God himself (HS III 247; 17
880-881). Hence, it does not contain errors (HS II 794, 11 320 +
353-354; 17 659 + §43) and it stands as the basis of the teachings.
The authority of the Bible cannot be contested (HS III §29-830;
IV 809-814; SMS 814, Ep 11 15).

c. The Images of ‘the Book’ in the Writings of Mar Jacob

In fact, all that Christ, the Saviour does for humanity can be made
effective through reading the Scriptures with love and faith. The
Book illumines ‘the eye of the soul’ and reading is like sunshine on
the intelligence, which nourishes discernment. Jacob explains the
richness and the divinely illuminative power of the Scriptures
through various images. God has established the books like Lamps
to illumine the wortld in its darkness (HS Il 282,4—17). They teach
the road of life to humanity and open the door into the Kingdom
by their revelations. As Light they dispel the darkness of error
from souls (HS [ 4710,17-22; HS 1I 197-198; 382,5). Again,
Scriptures are like a Fountain for the thirst of the world. All who
thirst can drink from it because the Scriptures remain like blessed
Wells of living water (HS 17 557,73). As water is supplied to the
body to drink, the Book is for the soul to read and refresh itself.
The thirsty soul drinks from the fountain of Scriptures (HS 1/
551,11-12; 552,2—3). Scriptures are Medicine for the soul in the
wotld (HS I 410,17—-18; 117 155,14—15). For one can find in them
all types of remedies for all types of diseases. Other prominent

216 Cf. Homily “On ‘the Kingdom of Heaven is Like unto Leaven™,
HS II1 411424 (no. 86); ET from HIM, T1” 3 (1989): 48.
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images of the Scriptures are Nutrition (HS I1” 704,9), Ocean (HS
I 328,9-329,3), Rivers (HS 17 551,15), Pearl (HS LI §0,8—11;
835,1-2), etc.2V7

d. The Functions of Prophecy and the Prophets

The role of the prophets according to Jacob is to proclaim the
advent of Christ (SMS 799,1-800,2/FH 111 175-198). Hence, he
holds that this proclamation is found in each page and line of the
Scriptures (HS III 208,14-209,2. 243,12-244,8. 566, 17 574).
Prophets are household heirs of the mystery of God (HS II
198,13—18; 111 15—17; I 423). The Spirit illumines the prophets to
see the mysteries of Christ through the raz¢ with the eye of
discernment.?!8

The mémra “On the Veil on Moses’ Face” explains the role
and functions of prophecy and the prophets (Ex 34:33-35, HS II]
284,16-291,14).21° The whole prophecy is veiled like a bride who is
waiting for the Bridegroom. Till the arrival of Christ, prophecy
spoke in parables, enigmas and symbols in a way veiling the Son.??0
Only at the arrival of Christ, the Bridegroom, the beauty and
meaning of prophecy were unveiled. Moses, who was seen veiled
after his encounter with God is a type of prophecy which is also
veiled. The stammering Moses (Ex 4:10) is another type of
prophecy depicting that what the prophets spoke remained
unexplained till the arrival of Christ. He came and loosened the
tongue of Moses or the speech of the prophets (HS III 283,1-12).

217 For a more comprehensive list of such images, cf. Sony, La doctrine
de Jacques de Saroug, 116.

218 Cf. HS1 103, 106, 423, 706-7; I 83, 186-7, 198, 241, 362, 468-9,
732; III 7-8, 44-6, 249, 273, 280-300, 353, 6967, 706-7; IV 104-5, 115,
119, 145-8, 153, 262, 265, 273, 306, 330, 347, 359-61, 367, 370, 496-8,
574, 583—4, 589-90; V 292, 383, 395, 422, 4324, 472, 478, 588, 880-3;
Ep 11 16; XXII 148; XXIII 170-173; XXIV 212; HCJ VII 88-91.

219 See ET by Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 70-85 (= Syriac
Spiritnality, 73—89; 2008ed, 177-209).

220 Cf. HS1 67, 563-06; II 40, 186-7, 241, 364, 372, 468-9, 732; 111
2434, 249, 273, 280/3, 694/7; IV 12-16, 106-8, 265, 3124, 322, 432,
435-6, 574, 588-90; V 292, 300, 331, 395, 4323, 478, 550, 588.
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Prophecy had seen the Son but it speaks of him in a veiled manner
through symbols and parables in order to avoid misunderstanding
by the ‘undeserving Hebrews’ (HS III 273,10-17).2%! The veiling of
prophecy has both negative and positive goals. Negatively, it veils
itself from the Hebrews who do not want to see and understand
the truth (2 Cor 3:7-18). Positively, the veiling protects humanity
that is not capable of comprehending the truths (Ep II 72-74).
Prophecy has its own time, and prophetic words should be read in
the proper time (Ep XXII” 2715-216).22 Once Christ came
prophecy took rest and the proclaimers became silent. Hach
prophet depicts (paints) the figure of the Son according to his
capacity. But what they depict are only shadows in comparison
with the reality (HS 1T 773-115).

Prophets had to follow the road of the Son. They had nothing
in themselves to admire. Through the vision provided to them they
saw the Lord and tried to prefigure some of the actions of our
Lotd (HS IV 141,171-22).225 At the artrival of the ‘Sun of
Righteousness’ all prophets stepped down. Prophets could not fully
explain the sublime divine Word in human words. Hence, they
spoke of the mystery in a hidden way till the time fixed by the Lord
to reveal it.224

Jacob has a number of images with rich allusions that explain
the role of prophets. Following the Pauline view of 1 Cor 10:4
Jacob holds that all prophets have drunk the same Spirit and the
same mystery (HS Il 310,2—7; V7 713,3-20; Ep XIV 59—60; XXII
148; XXII 170). They are all equal because of the reception of the
same gift and they have the same Spirit but the measure given to
each is according to each one’s capacity (HS III 76,3—18).22> This
equality is explained in line with the offering of two copper coins
of Lk 21:1-4. As all rivers flow to the same sea all prophets are

21 Cf. also HST 67, 460-1; IT 186-8, 241, 372, 468-9; III 2434, 249,
280-300, 303—4, 308-9, 694-7; IV 12-6, 104-8, 113, 3124, 574, 5834,
588-90; V 395, 432—-4; Ep 11 16, XXIII 173-6; HCJ VII 88-89.

222 Cf. Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de Saroug, 120.

223 Cf. Ibid., 124.

224 Cf. Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de Saroug, 119.

225 Cf. Ibid., 121.
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oriented to the same mystery and they have a unity and equality of
their own (HS II 486,4—487,17). Any prophet or King who
disobeys the orders of God would loose his prophetic/kingly
power, eg. Is 6:1 (HS 1V417,5-22); 2 Sam 11-12 (HS 17 390).

e. Prophets and Apostles

In the language of Mar Jacob ‘prophets and apostles’ often means
the combined Scriptures of Old and New Testaments. Mar Jacob
explains their interrelationships:

He (our Lord) joined those of the company of Simon to the
company of Moses;?2¢

as to make the New equal with the Old in His proclamation.

He wanted to exchange the stewards and brought them

so that the elders may hand over the keys to those who were
youngstets.

Those who had laboured with Him well, He wished to honour

and He gave to others exaltation and the labour of
righteousness.

He gave rest to Moses and set the labour upon John.

He spared Elijah and brought to Simon to loose and to bind.

He wished to ratify His new covenant

and He brought the old servants of His Father to subscribe to
it.

He called the apostles and brought the prophets to treat them
as equal,

So that He might manifest the single teaching of the truth to
the whole wotld.

He had united the New with the Old so that the world might
become conscious of

the fact that He is the Lord, both of the latter and the former.

(HS 11 358,1-14/FH VI111,221-234)

Prophets pre-announce the coming of Christ and the apostles
announce the realization of the same (HS III 707). The former
group deals with shadow and the latter with the reality. Hence,

226 Cf. Mt 17:1-9; Mk 9:2-10; Lk 9:28-36; 2 Pet 1:17-18.



LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 85

John the Baptist had the roles of both groups and had a special
status of his own (SHF II 4/FH 1711 4). Prophecy is the soul of
prophets (HS III 696,5-697,2) or it is the speech of the Spirit that
activates and inspires humanity to become pneumatic. Christ is the
soul and breath of the prophecy (HS I 278,9-12; 574,7—12). Both
groups, prophets and apostles, are equal because the same Spirit
moves them to speak and announce (HS III 706,3-707,16). Hence
they are also equal before the Lord (HS II 364,718/ FH V111 355—
366). The true grandeur of the prophecy is the realization of the
coming of Christ (HS I 495,20—497,8; 583,16-584,18). The
silence of the prophets after the coming of Christ is remarkable as
it proves that there is no other Son to come. Moreover, in the
coming of Christ prophecy fulfilled its role (1 Cor 13:8).

£ Unity of the Scriptures or the Two Testaments

Mar Jacob stresses the unity and the organic relationship between
the Testaments. He envisages the unity of the Scriptures not in
external or textual aspects but in the inner concurrence and mutual
accord of the messages they diffuse. The basic reason is the fact
that the same Spirit inspires and fills the Scriptures as a whole.
Hence, they all give the same teaching (HS II 357,10-365,2/FH
VI 209-372; 469,8—470,14; 111 15-16; 653,1-12; IV 580,5-22; I/
803817 {esp. 810,19-811,2; 814,13-22}; 17 607,3-22). Through
biblical symbolism Jacob explains how one drinks from the four
rivers of Eden in the Old Testament and in fact the same four
rivers are found in the Evangelists in the New Testament:

Behold, you are hearing from the old rivers
the four [rivers] which issued from the blessed fountain of
Eden.??
And again in the New the apostles are like the rivers,
the four [Apostles] who went out to the four regions and you
drink them.
(HS 11T 653,9-12)

227 Cf. Gen 2:10.
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Christ is the impelling force behind the Scriptures and he is
the author of both orders, the Law and the Gospel (HS II 363,74—
18/FH VTII 341—44) as well as the mediator of both (HS IT 362,7—
365,2/FH 1711 313—-372). Our author cleatly teaches the unity of
the two testaments through various images. The following are a
few of them: Christ is the focal point of the Scriptures. He is the
body and the two covenants are his hands (HS II 362,11-12/FH
VI 317-318). The two testaments ate like two links of a chain
that intetlock so petfectly (HS II 364,1-18/FH VI 349-366).
Again they are like a house which has a floor (foundation), namely,
the Old Testament, and a roof which is the New Testament (H.S II]
319,20-321,4). The intertestamental unity is further clarified
through the analogy of body and soul, in which the Scriptures form
a single body and Christ is the soul of that body (HS III 243,75—
244,8; Ep XXIII 196—197). This leads to the Christocentric vision.
Hence, through these images he establishes the intimate union
(chain) of the Testaments, the realization of the history of salvation
(house with a floor and a roof) and the over all Christocentric
vision (Christ the soul of the body of Scriptures). The unity of two
Testaments is demonstrated at the Paschal event (HS II 482,719—
484,8) and at Tabor (HS 1I 357,10-359,13/FH 111 209-254).

Z. The Christocentric Vision of Salvation History

For Jacob the focus of all biblical narratives is Christ. The two
hands of Christ symbolize the two testaments by which his powers
are exercised. The meanings of all events and narratives of the
Scriptures, and for that matter, the whole of salvation history leads
to Christ. Our author is so convinced of the central position of
Christ in the Bible so as to teach that every line and page of the
Scriptures announce the coming of the Son.?? He affirms that it is
given in images and types. It is Christ who inspires and leads the
prophets. All prophesies are like lamps that illumine the earth till
the coming of Christ, the Sun:

While it was night the prophets set up a torch on earth
to show the way by which the world might reach daylight.

228 Cf. Sony, “La Methode Exegetique de Jacques de Saroug,” 73.
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But when the great Sun of righteousness arrived
he removed them from a service for which they were no
longer fitted.??

Jacob uses images and types to explain this reality. According
to him prophecies are like veiled betrothed women. Their veil is
removed at the coming of Christ, the Bridegroom, by his paschal
mystery:

Moses entered in and like a skilled artist, delineated

the Bridegroom and the bride, and then covered the great
picture with a veil ...

And so he painted a picture inside the chamber of the royal
bridegroom;

he called them ‘man and woman’, although he knew the truth,

that one was Christ and the other the Church, both being
veiled, ...

I recognize Christ and his Church, the two being one.

The veil on Moses’ face has now been removed,

let everyone come and behold the beauties that never weary;

the great mystery that was veiled has now come out into the
open. 230

In another image Jacob compares prophesies with an old man
who gives way to the young, i.e. to Christ. Yet in another single
image of the flow of rivers to sea he brings out the unity of the
Testaments as well as that of the divine plan of salvation history.
All prophets and prophesies are like different rivers flowing to the
same ocean with their own parts of inspiration.?3! All are led by the
same Spirit. Now as the truth is revealed, the apostles are also
inspired by the same Spirit to bear witness to that truth. While a
prophet is a ‘shadow’, an apostle is a servant of ‘the reality’. What
the prophets have proclaimed have become real in the New
Testament dispensation.

229 HS 111 304,4-7; ET by Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 83.
230 HS 11T 283—-305; ET by Brock, “On the Veil of Moses,” 74, 75.
231 Cf. HS 111 486-487; also Sony, La doctrine de Jacques de Saroug, 121.
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G. THE BIBLICAL EXEGESIS OF JACOB OF SERUGH

The biographies of Mar Jacob depict him as one who had the task
of interpreting the sacred Scriptures.?32 A mémrd on Jacob of Serugh
describes him as one filled with the Holy Spirit and as providing
the Church with the wisdom and commentaries of the sacred
Scriptures.?? In the role of an exegete and teacher (malpana) Jacob
served the West Syrian Church especially after the closure of the
school of Edessa, and particularly when the Syrian Church was
much disturbed due to the Christological controversies. It is for
this service he is esteemed together with St. Ephrem as a jewel of
the Syrian Church.

1. Exigencies of the Times and the Exegetical Influences
on Jacob

One of the needs felt by Mar Jacob was the edification of his
audience who were simple and medium cultured Christians.
Catechetical moral instruction was the felt need of his time. Above
all Jacob was a pastor of souls with a rich poetic talent. In his own
native Syrian tradition, enriched by Ephrem and influenced by the
needs of his own times, he brought out his literary compositions.
Three strands of influences are traced by scholars in the
exegetical method of Jacob.?3* The first two are basically the same
evolving from the Syrian root, namely the Syrian tradition before
Ephrem and that of the developed one of Ephrem with its stress
on the Christocentric vision of the whole reality and the history of
salvation. The search for the legacies of the indigenous Syrian
exegesis can lead one through Ephrem and Aphrahat to

232 Cf. Grill, “Jakob von Satug als Dichter und Exeget,” 17-28.

233 “I’Esprit-Saint lui révéla et expliqua tous les secrets des Saintes
Ecritures; ce docteur devint le vase de ’Esprit et remplit la sainte Eglise
de sa sagesse en commentant les Saintes Ecritures ...” Méwra on Jacob of
Serugh, Ms. Paris syriaque 177 (fol. 147a—148b) cited in Sony, La doctrine
de Jacques de Saroug, 125.

234 Cf. Jansma, “L’Hexameron de Jacques de Saroug,” 268; Sony, “La
Methode exegetique de Jacques de Saroug,” 67-103.



LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 89

Theophilus of Antioch.?3> That eatliest form of Syrian tradition was
not much Hellenized and it exercised a sort of autonomy?¢ and
freedom of thinking with its own indigenous outlook on the
Scriptures and modes of theological reflection. The third and the
less prominent in Mar Jacob is a mixed influence from the major
Christian traditions of Antioch, Cappadocia and Alexandria.??” As
regards the exegetical approach of Mar Jacob what has been
consolidated is a combination of the views of Ephrem inherited
from the school of Edessa with partial influences from other
traditions, especially a sort of filtering through the Antiochene
views.?3 Above all, Jacob is a pupil of the school of Edessa in
matters of exegesis. Hence, the context of the scriptural text is
important for him. Often the insights, suggestions and indications
that remain hidden and unexplained in the biblical texts are
brought into light with his purpose-seeking exegesis (SHF 17 7/FH
XII 7) which brings out the divine teachings that lie hidden in the
scriptural episodes.

2. The Biblical Text of Mar Jacob

Scrutiny by scholars regarding the biblical texts in the writings of
Mar Jacob indicates that he has freely used both Diatessaron and
Peshitta. What R. H. Connolly concludes, based on a study by
Burkitt, is as follows: “Jacob of Serug used both Peshitta and
Diatessaron very freely, in the way no doubt that fourth century
writers used Syriac Vulgate?® and Diatessaron.”?% In another study
Matthew Black concludes:

When the evidence for Jacob’s text of the Gospels is reviewed
as a whole, three main conclusions emerge:

235 Cf. Grant, “Theophilus of Antioch to Autolychus,” 227-56.

236 Cf. Simonetti, Lettera e/ 0 allegoria, 133.

237 Cf. Jansma, “L’Hexameron de Jacques de Sarug,” 3—42; 129-62;
25384, (esp. p. 144).

238 Cf. Jansma, “L’Hexameron de Jacques de Sarug,” 253, 278; cf. also
Rilliet, “La louange des pierres,” 301.

239 Syriac Vulgate here means Peshitta version.

240 Connolly, “Jacob of Serug and the Diatessaron,” 589-90.
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(a) Jacob of Serugh expressly quotes the Diatessaron by name
as ‘the Gospel’, and probably gives us, at least once, a sample
of the Syriac Harmony. He is also almost certainly drawing on
it freely elsewhere. (b) At the same time, there cannot be the
least doubt that Jacob’s basic text and his authoritative Version
is the Syriac Vulgate; about 60 per cent of the quotations
examined agree practically verbatim with our Peshitta, ... (c) The
residuum of quotations with a mixed Peshitta-Old Syriac text
may derive from a form of the Syriac Vulgate containing a
number of still unrevised Old Syriac readings... 24!

3. The Exegetical Method of Mar Jacob

It is not easy to categorize the method of exegesis in Jacob. As has
already been said, different exegetical traditions have influenced
upon the Syrian exegetical views of the region of Edessa and in
Mar Jacob there is a synthesis. Still the outstanding factor is the
Ephremian tradition of symbolic reflection and the Christocentric
vision of salvation history with an emphasis on the historical events
providing a sacramental view of history.

a. Exegetical Activity

The aim of exegetical activity is to bring out the concealed mystery
(razd) into the light. Jacob compares the activity of the exegete to
that of a ‘pearl-diver’. The books of the Son are like an ocean full
of peatls and the exegete is a diver who seeks after the pearls
therein. The intelligence searches for the peatls of the Scriptures
and supplies them to the hearers as ornaments to be hung on the
ears (HS II 197,7-14).242 Jacob explains in a few couplets the
exegetical and homiletical activity as pearl merchandise:

The Scriptures of the Son resemble a sea and within that sea
a peatl is thrown and it is concealed from the merchants;
For the commentator is like a peatl-diver going down after it.

241 Black, “The Gospel Text of Jacob of Serug,” 57-63.

242 Cf. Thekeparampil, “Malkizedeq according to Jacob of Sarug” for a
full ET; also Sony, “La Methode exegetique de Jacque de Saroug,” 85; La
doctrine de Jacques de Sarong, 113—42.
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He explores the depths and brings up the pear] with him;

when it is brought up, behold, it will be handed over to the
merchants,

then all of them, indeed, profit from it when they possess it.

Like a diver, the mind descends inside the readings

in order to make ascend with it the Word of life, the pearl.

O hearers, receive the Word like merchants

and make profit and abound all of you spiritually from it.

Anyone who buys a pearl gives prices;

Come, and take freely the Word of life which is full of riches.

The intellect descends and dives in the Scriptures, while
incompetent,

explores and takes hold of the peatl of the divine abode;

And behold, the tongue carries it in order to throw it over to
the hearers;

suspend it upon your ears, O Daughter of Light, and be
adorned with it.

(HS T 328,9-329,3)

Exegesis is possible only by the inspiration and grace of the
Lord. Jacob even requests the hearers to pray for the grace of
understanding at the beginning of his discourses. He carties out his
catechetical exegesis in the homilies as a sacramental activity. This
is explicit from his usual style at the beginning of the homilies with
prayers for its successful completion, and for the fruitfulness of the
homily that he begins to deliver for the hearers. Prayer and love for
the Word of God (HS I 445,13—446,1/FH X 13-16, HS 1 607,11—
611,424, HS 11l 284,6—15; HS IV 282,6-283,212%; HS 17 161,17—
162,22%), and faith (HS I 3,15-20; V7 594-596; Ep XV1 74,
XXIV" 204) are the basic requisites for the understanding of the
Scriptures. This exegetical activity is a science, like a lamp, that

2 ¢f HS I 606-627, Homily “On Love”; FT by Khalifé-Hachem,
“Homélie sur I'amour,” 281-199.

24 Cf HS IV 282-296, ““The Second Homily on Elissacus and on the
King of Moab”; ET from HTM, T171 (1989): 51-67.

25 Cf HS 17 154—180, “A Homily on Melchizedek”; ET from HTM,
1172 (1989): 30-55.



92 SALVATION IN CHRIST

helps one to enter into the Scriptures. According to Jacob the same
Spirit works through the writers of the Scriptures, the interpreters,
and the readers or hearers of the Scriptures.

b. Literal and Spiritual Senses of the Scriptures

Like several Syriac writers, especially in line with the Ephremian
teaching, Mar Jacob also holds that the scriptures possess two
levels of meaning, an outer historical and an inner spiritual (HS III
234,15-18). In the scripture, especially according to the Syriac
tradition, the primary object of the search is the inner spiritual
reality, the hidden power and not the outer historical truth only.
The outer historical truth is important in the sense that it serves as
the context that points to the inner spiritual reality. Hence, both
these levels of meanings coexist harmoniously as the humanity and
divinity coexisting in Jesus. The exegete or commentator should go
beyond the outer historical meaning in his search to attain the fuller
sense in the realm of spiritual reality, the hidden power.

As S. P. Brock describes, historical and spiritual interpret-
ations operate on different levels with their own separate modes of
operations. In the realm of historical exegesis one can speak of
‘correct’ or ‘incorrect’, ‘right” or ‘wrong’ interpretations. But in the
case of spiritual interpretation there is no single interpretation
which alone is correct to the exclusion of others.2* Several
interpretations can be simultaneously correct as one word of Moses
comprises several significations (HS I1” 76,75). The historical
interpretations of Syriac writers are far superseded by well
developed modern scholarship. But the spiritual interpretations
given by Syriac commentators are still fresh and fluid enough to
carry insightful understanding that transcends chronological time
limitations. It is interesting to note the affinity between the Syriac
handling of the spiritual sense of the Scriptures and the definition
of the “fuller sense’ (sensus plenior) given by modern exegetes.?* It is
through the progress of revelation the fuller sense emerges.

246 Cf. Brock, The Luminons Eye, 46-51.

247 “The fuller sense is defined as a deeper meaning of the text,
intended by God but not clearly expressed by the human author. Its
existence in the biblical text comes to be known when one studies the text



LIFE AND THEOLOGICAL REFLECTION 93

Moreover, Syriac writers with their deeper acquaintance with
the Semitic world-view and the Judeo-Christian background of the
Scriptures, provide certain insightful explanations on the historical
level also. A typical example of Jacob’s insight is depicted in the
prose homily ‘On the Friday of the Passion’. Jacob explains the
cunning devise of the wicked priests in clothing our Lord with the
veil of the sanctuary in order to condemn Jesus to death.?* In this
case two scriptural texts (Mt 27:28 and Num 4:15) and their
contexts and indications are well explained by Jacob. The historical
and spiritual interpretations complement each other. The crucial
factor is the proper understanding of the functions of these two
interpretations as well as their interrelationships and interactions
without confusing their roles.

There are two conditions which would decide the validity of a
spiritual interpretation:

(1) It should be meaningful in a particular context.

(2) It should provide insight into the world of objective
spiritual truth or reality.

in the light of other biblical texts which utilize it or in its relationship with
the internal development of revelation. ... In a word, one may think of the
“fuller sense” as another way of indicating the spiritual sense of a biblical
text in the case where the spiritual sense is distinct from the literal sense.
It has its foundation in the fact that the Holy Spirit, principal author of
the Bible, can guide human authors in the choice of expressions in such a
way that the latter will express a truth the fullest depths of which the
authors themselves do not perceive.” Pontifical Biblical Commission, The
Interpretation of the Bible, 83, 84; See also Fitzmyer, Interpretation of the Bible,
130-1.

248 Cf. SHF 17 17-20/FH XII 17-20. The Law states that the one who
touches the holy objects ought to die (Num 4:15). By putting on a piece
of the veil of the Sanctuary the wicked priests, following the cunningness
of the ancient serpent, made our Lord culpable of death. This reflects
Adam’s grabbing (touching) the holy object (Divinity) unjustly at a wrong
time that made him culpable of death. But Christ was made culpable of
death on account of Adam and in his (Adam’s) stead died and made
Adam/humanity live.
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The first criterion speaks of the validity at the subjective level
of a person or a group. In other words one interpretation might be
valid in one context but not in another or for one person and not
to another. Consequently, one interpretation might be valid for a
person at one time but not on other occasions. The second
criterion links all interpretations into a body of teachings or
traditions proper to the Christian community rather than leaving
the field of interpretation to the arbitrary choice and pure
subjective fantasy of the interpreter. Often the typological net-
works provided by Mar Jacob in his homilies clearly explain the
above mentioned norms of spiritual interpretation on the one hand
and on the other provide examples of such spiritual exegesis.
Spiritual interpretation works on the subjective level but it is
definitively linked with a standardizing body of inner spiritual
truths. Here the findings of modern exegetes are worth mentioning
as they show convergence to the ancient Syriac views:

The spiritual sense is not to be confused with subjective
interpretations s