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Abstract

In the Arabic version of the account of Jesus’s agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus
engages in a struggle or jikad. This use by Christians of what today is a highly controversial
Islamic term that is usually associated with terrorism appears incongruous. The Christian
Avrabic translator’s choice of jihad to mean an inner spiritual struggle raises many questions
about the pre-Islamic Christian understandings of the concept especially among Syrian
ascetics. It also suggests a greater level of Christian-Muslim interaction than often accepted.
Given that jihad is used here and in several other verses in the earliest ninth-century Arabic
Bibles and continuously till today, this indicates that the historic breadth of meaning inherent
in the word jikad is wider than just an external expression, as is commonly understood in the
media. Muslims assert that this breadth existed from the earliest days of Islam and that jihad
in itself does not always mean external acts of violence but encompasses inner spiritual
struggle. In the case of Jesus, Christian ascetics, and Sufis, the word more commonly denotes

a metaphorical inward spiritual struggle against temptation, rather than outward violence.

The main focus of this thesis is a comparative analysis of the inner struggle metaphors
in mostly pre-Islamic Syrian Christian ascetic authors, compared with early Sufi writers. |
investigate the wider range of terms associated with this imagery such as fight, battle, sword,
shield, race, fortress, wounds, conquering, capturing, and guarding, and not just the term
jihad or its Syriac equivalent. 1 conduct a metaphor analysis of the idea and images of
spiritual struggle in seven Syrian Christian and two Muslim authors. This shows that at the
level of language and metaphor, and in relation to anthropology and worldview, there is much
correlation between pre-Islamic Syrian Christian and Sufi conceptions of inner struggle. This
has major significance for how early Christian-Muslim relations should be understood, and
also should impact how Islam is interpreted today.

My research clarifies the meaning of jikad as understood in early Sufism through
analysis of its metaphorical usage in Arabic. | also compare this to the usage of equivalent
Syriac words which were used by Christians living in close proximity to early Islam both
chronologically and geographically. This fills an important gap in the research on how
spiritual struggle was understood in the social context around the emergence of Islam. It also

provides valuable information for the debate on the nature of Islam, especially with respect to



the relative roles of spiritual struggle and violent warfare, by identifying the original shared

cultural framework for the use of the spiritual struggle metaphor and the term jihad.



Declaration

This thesis contains no material which has been accepted for the award of any other degree or
diploma at any university or equivalent institution and that, to the best of my knowledge and
belief, this thesis contains no material previously published or written by another person,
except where due reference is made in the text of the thesis.

Signature:

John Nicholas D’Alton

Date: 24 October 2018



Vi

Contents
AADSTTACT ... b e eene s i
DIECIATATION ... .ttt %
Publications during NrOIMENT ..o e X
ACKNOWIEAGEMENTS ...ttt st e e e b e s ae et e s beesaesbesbaenbesbeeneebesreeneenns xi
ADDIEVIALIONS ...t Xii
SYIAC TraNSITEIAtION ..o ere xiii
ATaDIC TrANSHTEIALION ......viiiiciiieci ettt Xiv

INEFOAUCTION ...ttt b bbbt 1
LGN =] 1A oT0] 1= PP P PSPPI 2
The Contested Meanings OF JiliGd ...........cooeeieiiiiiii e e 3
SYIIAN CRFISTIANILY ...ttt bbbt e et sb et nnenen e 6
TR AGOT ettt Rt R et et nes 7
Christian-Muslim relations and Near-Eastern cultural interpenetration .............cccceovviininc e 8
Christian iNfIUENCE ON ISIAM? .....oviiiiee e 11
Significance and MethodOIOgY .......ccocoiiioiiiii e e e re e 12
)1 £ [ox (0= TSP TRPRROPR 16

1. Metaphors of Struggle: Method and Context .............ccceeveveeie i 18
Critical Metaphor ANAIYSIS ......c..oiiiieii ittt be st e e b e sbeere e besreeneesre e 18
THE MACTOIIOPE ... ettt bbb bbbt bbbt bbb e 23
CUIUIAL UNIVETISAIS?.....ieet ettt bbbt b e 24
HiStoric and CURUIAl CONTEXT ..........oiveriiiiieiies e 25
Asceticism, War, and StrugQIe.........ooe oo 26
THE HEHENIST A@O ..ottt ettt et et e saeeneeneenneas 28
Agona and Jihad in the Syriac and Arabic New TestamentsS..........ccocvvvvviveieneveeiese e 32
DIVINE WAITIOFS ...ttt n et b et n e nn e n s 37
The Syrian TheologiCal CONTEXT .........coiiiiiiiiiiisie e 39
Distinct Syrian asCetiC EMPNASES ... ....eiuiii et eees 43
Agon, labouring in the fields, and the angelic life...........cooriiiiiii 48
Sexuality and STUGQIE ..o 50
The breadth of the struggle MEtAPNOr ........coo i e 52

(000 o 1o1 LT LS (0] o A TTT TP TR TP 54



vii

2. Metaphorical Struggle in the Demonstrations of Aphrahat..............ccccooiiiiiiiee, 56
The Demonstrations: Context and FOIM...........ccoiiiiiiiiiiec e 59
The Demonstrations: Themes, Structure, and the place of struggle metaphors...........cccccoeveveiennne 63
Textual Analysis of Struggle Ideas and Metaphors in Demonstration Seven..........cccoceveviveeenennnns 72
Struggle Metaphors and Themes in DemonStration SiX .........cccccvviiiiiereieiie e 83
Struggle Concepts in Demonstrations Fourteen, Three, and FOUr...........cccveveveiieie i, 91
Struggle in Aphrahat’s anthropology and SOtETIOlOZY .......cc.cerirerrerieeienereee e 95
Struggle and CEHDACY ........oviiice e e e a e re e 99
(000]3Tod 111 (o] o SO ST USSP PP PPPTT 100

3. Syrian Christian Authors on Struggle from the fourth to the sixth century.............. 101
Struggle Metaphors in the BOOK Of STEPS .....coviiiiiiicc e 102
Struggle Metaphors in the Fifty Spiritual Homilies of PS-Macarius..........ccccccoevevenieiineneicnerennne 107
Struggle Metaphors in the Discourses of John “the SOItary” ........c.ccccvvererernieiniesiisie e 115
Theodoret’s A History of the MonkS Of SYFia..........ccovviiiiiiiiiee s 120
JACOD OF SEIUGN ... 124
CONCIUSION <.ttt b bbbt b bbb bbbt 128

4. The Struggle Metaphor in the Ascetic Homilies of 1Saac..........cccoeveiiiinininiicnn 129
L070] 01 1= 4 SRRSO 132
LITEIAEUNE TEVIBW .....eiecee ettt bbbt 137
IS@AC S SOUICES ..uvviieiiiiiiie e ittt sttt e e st s et s et e sttt e s s bt e s aaab et e e et b e e e e st be e e e ansbeeeeannbeeeeansbeeeeannnes 140
LC =] T PP P TP PR PP 141
PUIPOSE QN0 STIUCTUIE ...tttk ettt e 143
Struggle Themes in Isaac’s ASCetiCal HOMINES ........cccviiiiiiiiic s 145
The IMpPortance Of STIUGQIE «....oo it st nee e 148
The words for struggle: CIUSTEred CONCEPLS. .......uiuiiiriiieieieeee e 151
Soldiers, Armour, Weapons, Athletes, and CrOWNS..........ccuoiiiierireiie e 156
SeIF-MOITITICATION ...ttt 160
The Enemies: The passions, Satan, and demMONS..........ccooeiirrreeiere e 162
WatChing and GUAITING .......coveiviiiieicieese bbbt 166
Greek Philosophical elements: Apatheia and Ataraxia..........ccocceoeeeeieieneene e 169
(08 T A S 1Y o T L SR 172
[528C°S ANENTOPOLOZY ... .vvveeeiiiii et sr e ne e 174

Inaugurated ESCRAtOIO0Y ........ccuiiiiiiiie e 178



Struggle and an efficacious Free Will...........ccoooviiiiiiiiieecee s 179

(O] 0163 1173 [0 o TSR 182

. Jihad in the early 1SIamic CONTEXT...........cooiiiiiii e 184
DEfINITIONS OF JIAGA ... 184
JERGd: SEMANTIC TANTE ..eveevviiieeieie ettt ste et e et e s e st e te e e e sbeete e besbeess e tesseesbesteeseesreereentenres 192
T 1 (T O 1T i 1« RSP SURR 193
HISTOTICAI CONMTEXL ...ttt b e e 196
Struggle and SUFISM ..o e e e et r e nrears 198
Sufism and the Sunni Tradition Of ISIAM ..o 201
Christian INfIUENCE 0N SUFISM? ..o 205
CONCIUSTON ...ttt h bbbt bbbttt b b 210

. Al-MURasibT and INNEY JIAGA .................c..ccooeiiiiiiieie s 211
AN BV [U TR BT Lo AN 10 6T e Ye RD (o1 (o) AP 212
Textual Analysis of the Kitab al-Ri‘aya li-HUQUG AUGH .............cccooiioiiiiiiiiiiiiee e 218
COmMDAL METAPNOTS ... bbbttt b e 226
Struggle With the ENEMY ......coiiii ettt s be et et sbe b e beaneesreans 228
WatChfulNess and QUAITING ..........ooeiiiieieieieieee et 229
Struggle With the PASSIONS .......cviiiiiii ettt s b e et besbe e e be e e e sreenes 232
Self-examination as @ STTUGQIE ........c.oriiuiiiie s 233
Struggle and ESCNALOIOGY .....cceoieiiii ittt sbe et be b e re e sreenes 234
Al-Muhasibi’s breadth of struggle terminology..........cocerverieiiiiiiiirerese e 235
Human agency and SITUGOIE .......cvi ittt st et e s reeba e reare s 236
Comparison With 15aaC OF NINEVEN ..o s 238
(000]3Tod 111 [0 o SO TSSO S PR PR TP 240

. Al-Ghazali and INNer Jilad....................c..ccooeviiiiiiiiii e 241
LITEIALUIE TEVIBW ......cviuiiicicc bbb 242
Al-Ghazali’s life and StrUGEIE .......c.oiviiiiiiiiiiiier e 244
CONEEXE ... 248
Al-GRAZEAIT'S SOUICES ....vvetiitiitiite ittt bbbttt bbbt bbb e st e sttt b et sb et ne e 250
Al-Ghazali’s teaching on inner jihd@d IN NS VYA .......ccoveiiiiiiiiic e 254

Tl 1= T2 o 0] £ P OS PSSR 257



MITITArY MELAPNOIS ...t 259
Character and SLUGQIE ......oveieee et s b e te et s re e e e te e srennes 260
Disciplining, Restraining, and Training the SOUL.............cccooiiiiiiieee s 262
Medical and Psycho-Social Metaphors ..........ccviiiiiiicic e 264
ReDUKING aNd FENOUNCING ....cviiiiieieiie bbb 265
SeIF-MOITIFICALION ... 266
WaALChiNG aNd QUAITING ..c..ecveeieie ettt e st e et e sbeereebesreennenne e 268
Self-examination and VIgIANCe............cceriiiiiiiiii s 270
SHENCE, SOHTUAE, ANT PEACE ... vveeiiieeiie ettt ettt ettt r ettt e s b et e st e et e sesb e et e saabe et e sarrreeesanreees 272
LOVE QNA JIAGA ...t bbb 273
Al-Ghazall’s anthrOPOLOZY ... ..ciueivirieiiieieieiee sttt ettt sbenbesteneenneneas 274
ESCRALOIOQY ...ttt 281
CONCIUSION <.ttt bbbt b bbb bbbt bbb 282
8. Comparisons and INTEFraCTIONS..........oiiiiiiiieiee e 284
Domain ANalysis COMPAIISON ......cceeviiiiieiieiteeeese st e e ste e e ste s e sresbeesbesbesreesbesreeeestesseesrestaesressens 285
Analysis of attack and defence MetaphorS..........coov i 286
Common conceptual framework for Struggle .......oovee i 288
Correlative post- Muhammad Christian jIhad teXES ........ceueuerererereeieeeiireiesesesesessessesesee s 294
Inner versus Outer struggle? The breadth of the struggle metaphor ..., 298
Muslim-CRristian INTEraCtioN .........cooveiriiiiiiiici e 301
Conclusion: Implications fOr TOOAY .........ccocviiiiiiiiiieie s 304

YT T Lo o] =10 1 | 2RSSR 307



Publications during enrolment

D’Alton, John. “The Asceticism of Severus: The Forty Holy Martyrs of Sebaste,” in Severus
of Antioch: His Life and Times, eds. John D’Alton and Youhanna Youssef (Leiden: Brill,
2016), 47-64.

D’ Alton, John. “St. Isaac and agon: Isaac’s Development of the Greek Notion of the Heroic

Struggle and his Metaphors for the Ascetic Life,” Universitas (June 2016): 59-96.

D’Alton, John. “Good Character, Corruption and Leaders: A New Historicist Perspective on
Al-Ghazali and Mahathir Mohamad’s values and their times of isolation,” Journal of
Leadership and Policy vol. 2 no. 1 (July 2017): 58-82.



Xi

Acknowledgements

I would like to acknowledge the invaluable inspiration and support of Prof. Constant Mews
over nearly ten years of study and supervision, along with the feedback and advice from Drs
Salih Yucel, Scott Dunbar, and Aydogan Kars. Their questions and suggestions have made
this a far better thesis. | would not have survived the academic struggle without the
comradeship of Dr Tamara Prosic, the constructive criticism from Dr Ken Avery, inspiration
from Dr Les Henson, Arabic guidance from Moussa Toubia, practical ascetic guidance from
Metropolitan Basilios and Fr Dimitri Baroudi, and the commitment to education of
Metropolitan Paul Saliba.

| am indebted to many people for ideas and encouragement, especially to the staff and
students of Monash’s Centre for Religious Studies, and the Centre for Medieval and
Renaissance Studies, especially Assoc. Prof. Peter Howard and Dr Stephen Joyce. | would
also like to thank the team of the Eras Journal for the opportunity to learn editing, and all the
members of the Australian Early Medieval Association for feedback and support.

Most important has been the patience and proof-reading of my wonderful wife, Lyn,
the “appreciation” of thesis jokes from our children, Joshua and Laena, the encouragement by

my parents, John and Marie D’ Alton, and the continued guidance of the Holy Spirit.

26 September 2018, the Feast of the Translation of the Apostle John, who with love

and joy completed his struggle.



Xii

Abbreviations

ANF Ante Nicene Fathers

BDM Al-Ghazali, lhya’ ‘Ulim al-Din, Kitab al-Ri ‘aya li-Hugiig Allah. (Beirut: Dar
al-Ma‘rifa, 1982)

CSCO Corpus Scriptorum Christianorum Orientalium

LG Liber Graduum (The Book of Steps)

NPNF Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers

PL Patrologia Latina

PG Patrologia Graeca

PS Patrologia Syriaca



Xiil

Syriac Transliteration

| have generally used the standard transliteration scheme as per:

https://www.loc.gov/catdir/cpso/romanization/syriac.pdf, except that I use 0 rather than a for
the Zgapa vowel, as do some other authors, for consistency across the Eastern and Western
texts. To facilitate recognition of root forms for non-Syriac readers a hyphen has often been
added in between the main word and the “preposition,” e.g. in the struggle (b-agono). In
some cases with common words the form used in Brock is maintained. Some of the texts |
have used are pointed, but others are not, in which case | have used the customary Eastern or

Western vowels.

~ ‘or a, or disregarded
o b

o 9

| d

fep) h

a w except when used to lengthen a vowel
\ z

» h

AV

R y except when used to lengthen a vowel (usually long i)
“ k

A I

o m

- N

(V7] S

N ‘

) p

& S

o q

i r

> § or rarely sh

n t or rarely th



Xiv

Arabic Transliteration

I have followed the table below based on the IJMES standard except for quotes from

secondary sources. Because some of the Arabic source texts do not have vowel points these

have been left out, or in some cases added based on the assumed verbal form. To facilitate

recognition of root forms by non-Arabic readers a hyphen has in some cases been added

between the main word and any “prefixes” or “suffixes.” Alif is transcribed as long or short

depending on its position and its usual pronunciation in the relevant word.

Letter

|

<

L™ [ [

L

L S S S N A O A T A O L o e

o — f (o

G

Name
alif
ba’
ta’
tha’
jim
ha’

kha’
dal
dhal
ra’
zayn/zay
sin
shin
sad
dad
ta’
7
‘ayn
ghayn
5
gaf
kaf
lam
mim
nin
ha’
waw
ya’
alif maddah
ta’ marbutah

alif magsurah

Transcription
"aora
b
t
th
i
h
kh
d
dh
r

v N

0 N e Ol

>S5 3 —xa -8

w, U (as a vowel)
Y, 1 (as a vowel)
a
a, at
a, ah



Introduction

In the Arabic version of the account of Jesus’s agony in the Garden of Gethsemane, Jesus
engages in a struggle or jikad.® This use by Christians of what today is a highly controversial
Islamic term that is usually associated with terrorism appears incongruous. The Christian
Arabic translator’s choice of jihad to mean an inner spiritual struggle raises many questions
about the pre-Islamic Christian understandings of the concept especially among Syrian
ascetics. It also suggests a greater level of Christian-Muslim interaction than often accepted.
Given that jihad is used here and in several other verses in the earliest ninth-century Arabic
Bibles and continuously till today, this indicates that the historic breadth of meaning inherent
in the word jikad is wider than just an external expression, as is commonly understood in the
media. Muslims assert that this breadth existed from the earliest days of Islam and that jihad
in itself does not always mean external acts of violence but encompasses inner spiritual
struggle. In the case of Jesus, Christian ascetics, and Sufis, the word more commonly denotes
a metaphorical inward spiritual struggle against temptation, rather than outward violence.
This is especially evident in the Syrian Christian writings, which is important in relation to

possible influence on Sufi Islam because Syriac and Arabic are sister languages.

The main focus of this thesis is a comparative analysis of the inner struggle metaphors
in mostly pre-Islamic Syrian Christian ascetic authors and early Sufism. Because the concept
of spiritual battle has been well-studied in Islam, | emphasise more the pre-Islamic Syrian
Christian authors whose use of struggle metaphors has been relatively ignored. | investigate
the wider range of terms associated with this imagery such as fight, battle, sword, shield,
race, fortress, wounds, conquering, capturing, and guarding, and not just the term jikad or its
Syriac equivalent. The bulk of this thesis consists of this metaphor analysis and leads into a
comparison chapter where literary motifs and theological similarities and differences are
explored. | show that at the level of metaphor, and even in the usage of specific terms, there
is much correlation between Syrian Christian and Sufi conceptions of inner struggle. My
research bypasses the often contested field of philology and instead I analyse textual motifs

and semantic ranges.? This has major significance for how early Christian-Muslim relations

! Luke 22:44; e 3 O 35 cf. Greek agon, Syriac agona.
2 More philological research is certainly needed, for example regarding the Arabic cognate of the Syriac qraba
(battle), however, other of the main terms | explore (such as agona) are not cognate with the Arabic, and it is



should be understood, and also should impact how Islam is interpreted today.

None of the authors | study exist in a vacuum, hence before approaching the chosen
texts | survey their contexts in preceding chapters. The contemporary contexts of the
developing perceptions of Islam and the idea of “jihad” is my starting point as it determines
some aspects of the assumptions often made about the early Sufi authors. I also cover the
source texts of the Sufis, namely the Qur’an and other possible influences, and the
antecedents for the Syrian Christians, namely the Christian Old and New Testaments.
Especially significant is the Hellenist cultural framework prevalent in the shared region of the
authors, and its background of military and sporting imagery and terms for the ascetic
struggle. The metaphors and terms for the spiritual or inner fight cluster around a central
image or “macrotrope” which I explain. My dominant approach to selected ascetic texts is
that of critical metaphor analysis, summarised in Chapter One. In this Introduction | situate
my thesis within present-day issues, explain the significance of the research, and outline the

structure of the thesis chapters.

Current context

The concept of jihad is often used as a “proof of Islam’s innate violence” which allows for a
representation of Islam as the essentially violent enemy.® Some recent representations of
Islam have even described jihad as a singular Islamic invention with no historic
equivalents. However, cognates of jihad (exertion or struggle) and a cluster of related
concepts such as shahid (martyr), were in widespread use prior to Islam in the Syrian
Christian tradition. The term jihad in Arabic translates the Syriac word agona, which in turn
is the Syriac version of the important Greek philosophical idea of the agon. In both pre-
Islamic Syriac language and early Sufi vocabulary, agona or jihad meant primarily the
internal spiritual battle against the passions rather than the external forms of battle.* Far from
being an indictment of Islam, the concept of jikad thus proves to be a key bridge between

Greek philosophy, Syrian Christianity, and Islam.

beyond the scope of this thesis to explore philological evidence for equivalence of meaning. My analysis is of
the use of terms having a similar semantic range as part of broadly equivalent metaphors and is less contestable.
® Michael Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 1.

* The “passions” are mentioned in the New Testament and most clearly explained by Evagrius (d. 399) and then
Gregory (d. 604), as being out of control desires, namely, gluttony, greed, sloth, sorrow, lust, anger, vainglory,
despair, and pride.



The recent construction by Western cultures and churches of Islam as the “Other”
ignores the significant historical interplay between European and Islamic cultures, and
between Islam and the Christian faith in particular. While Western polemic often portrays
Islam and Christianity as natural antagonists, there have historically been many areas of
similarity, dialogue and mutual enlightenment. Over the last century there has been
significant work done on the possible Christian background to various Muslim practices, but
the evidence is unclear in many cases and the arguments often strained.> However, the case
for ideas of an internal Islamic jihad being influenced by earlier ideas of Christian spiritual
struggle seems much clearer, although surprisingly there is almost nothing written on the
Christian pre-cursors to jikad. This has enabled some authors to claim that jikad as spiritual
struggle is a ninth-century CE Muslim invention constructed to hide Islam’s true violent
nature. This thesis explores the pre-Islamic use of the Syriac cognates of the Arabic terms for
struggle and warfare as used in the Syrian Christian ascetical tradition, and the subsequent
Sufi usage in the light of this history, which in turn informs the modern interpretation of jihad

in Islam.

There are significant connections between early Islam and Oriental Christianity that
have not been well explored, notably the central roles of “prayer, fasting, and alms for the
poor,” spiritual struggle, and desert mysticism. Understanding these points of connection can
reframe how both Islam and Christianity are understood. Massignon argues that Islamic
mysticism grew out of the Qur’an, but Baldick says that Syrian Christian influences were
more critical. | argue that the ongoing interactions between Muslims and Syrian Christians
left an indelible mark on Sufi Islam at the level of the metaphors used for practical
asceticism.® This was not so much an explicit copying of “Christian” ideas as a borrowing of
the central metaphor that “life is a struggle” from the surrounding somewhat-Hellenised

partly-Christian Syrian/Arab cultural milieu.

The Contested Meanings of jihad

“In debates over Islam taking place today, no principle is invoked more often than jihad.”’
The term “jihad” has become the main Western media symbol for the Muslim response to the

perceived Western oppression. Hearkening back to the medieval battles against the

® See for example Gerald Hawting, ed. The Development of Islamic Ritual (Farnham, UK: Ashgate, 2006).
¢ Julian Baldick, Mystical Islam (London: 1.B. Taurus, 1989), 15-17.
" Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 1.



“crusades” of the Latin Christians, jihad is often incorrectly translated as “holy war.”® The
events of September 11, 2001 have made the concept of jikad and the definition of Islam
itself politically significant. The trope of the inevitable “clash of civilizations” has propelled

the role of violent jihad into the forefront of global politics.’ Badawi says that,

[T]he reputation of Islam itself as a peaceful and tolerant religion has been damaged.
Because Osama bin Laden and other terrorist leaders use an historically inaccurate and
distorted view of the Islamic concept of just war (jikad) to justify their actions, Islam
itself has been depicted by its enemies and estranged friends as condoning unethical,

unlimited and almost unthinkable acts of violence and terrorism, which it does not.*

Media representations of Islam frequently emphasise bearded warriors intent on destroying
the West, and only less commonly portray the typical Muslim as a spiritually-questing person
of peace. Much of the recent media misrepresentation has quoted from apparently objective

non-Muslim scholarship, but much of this appears highly polemical.

The debate over the meaning of jihad also occurs within the context of the current
heavily-charged research into the origins of Islam. In 1927 Mingana claimed that the Qur’an
was significantly derived from Syriac Christian materials and raised questions about the
legitimacy of Islamic history.* In 2007 Luxenberg argued even further that the Qur’an had
been misread and that Muslims have misrepresented the history of the Qur’an and Islam.?
Luxenberg also asserts that Muhammad never existed, and claims that the inscription on the
dome of the rock shows that “Muhammad” was really another name for Jesus Christ."
However, as others have noted, there is significant non-Islamic evidence for an actual
historical person Muhammad, including references in Christian documents written during his

lifetime.** Neuwirth has shown that Luxenberg makes many assumptions and ignores

& Meghnad Desai, Rethinking Islamism: The Ideology of the New Terror (London: 1.B. Taurus, 2007), 19.

® Asghar Ali Engineer, Islam: Misgivings and History (New Delhi 2008), 53.

10 7aki Badawi, foreword to Richard Bonney, Jihad: From Qur’an to bin Laden (New York: Palgrave
Macmillan, 2004), x.

! Alphonse Mingana, “Syriac Influence On The Style Of The Kur’an,” Bulletin of the John Rylands Library
Bulletin 11 (1927): 77-98.

12 Christoph Luxenberg, The Syro-Aramaic Reading of the Quran (Berlin: Hans Schiler, 2007).

13 Christoph Luxenberg, “A New interpretation of the Arabic Inscription in Jerusalem’s Dome of the rock,” in
The Hidden Origins of Islam, eds. Karl-Heinz Ohlig and Gerd-R. Puin (New York: Prometheus, 2010), 125-51
(130-1).

Y Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 68, notes the sermon of Sophronius, patriarch of Jerusalem in the 630s CE,
who laments the arrival of the Muslim invaders. The writings of John of Damascus against Islam, written
roughly 100 years AH are also strong evidence against Luxenberg’s view. John identifies Muhammad at length
in John of Damascus, Fount of Knowledge, part two: Heresies in Epitome: How They Began and Whence They



important data that contradicts his assertions, but this issue is still being hotly debated, and

the implications are enormous.*

One of the most well-read recent books on jihad is David Cook’s Understanding
Jihad, which presents as a well-documented historical review of the concept. Cook argues
that the real meaning of jihad is always violent. He asserts, contrary to the evidence in this
thesis, that the idea of the greater jihad as peaceful internal spiritual struggle was a distortion
invented between the ninth and eleventh centuries CE. Cook quotes the important iadith:

A number of fighters came to the messenger of Allah, and he said: “You have done
well in coming from the ‘lesser jihdd’ to the ‘greater jihad’.” They said: “What is the

‘greater jihad’?” He said: “For the servant [of God] to fight his passions.”°

He concludes, “Clearly this tradition is an attempt to radically reinterpret the originally
aggressive nature of the Qur’an and the hadith literature in order to focus on the waging of
spiritual warfare.”*” Cook even boldly suggests that the “substitution of the idea of fighting
the lower self for aggressive jihad” was invented after the ninth century and probably in the
eleventh century, due to the evidence of the lack of explicit reference to the ‘greater jihad’ in
ninth and tenth century Muslim writers.® However, his argument from apparent silence
ignores the whole genre of ascetic Sufi writings which describe this spiritual battle without
explicitly using the specific term ‘greater jihad.” The absence of this particular jargon does
not invalidate the existence of a concept, which in this case is commonly described using
other terms. Cook also ignores his own references to ‘Abdallah ibn Mubarak (d. 797 CE) who
explicitly describes spiritual jihad. Cook notes that Mubarak’s book on jihdad “presents jihad
as spiritualised warfare in the same spirit as Qur’an 9:111,” which undermines his argument.
Given the extensive evidence for pre-Islamic Christian ideas of spiritual warfare, Cook’s

eisegetical approach to the Qur’an is problematic.

Drew Their Origin, English translation in Writings by St John of Damascus, The Fathers of the Church, vol. 37
(Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1958), 153-160.

> Angelika Neuwirth, “Qur’an and History - A Disputed Relationship. Some Reflections on Qur’anic History
and History in the Qur’an,” Journal of Qur’anic Studies, Volume V, Issue | (2003): 1-18. See also Walid A.
Saleh, “The Etymological Fallacy And Qur’anic Studies: Muhammad, Paradise, And Late Antiquity,” Historical
and Literary Investigations into the Qur’anic Milieu (2009), 649-98. DOI:10.1163/EJ.9789004176881.1-
864.177, accessed October 15, 2018.

1% David Cook, Understanding Jihad (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 35 citing al-Bayhadi,
Zuhd (Beirut, n.d.), 165. On the idea of a “greater jihad” see John Renard, “Al-Jihad al-akbar: Notes on a Theme
in Islamic Spirituality,” Muslim World 78 (1988): 225-42.

1" Cook, Understanding Jihad, 35. Any author who relies on using “clearly” as a way to avoid producing
evidence is suspect.

18 Cook, Understanding Jihad, 35-37.



Cook also admits the existence of the Qur’anic verse 22:78, “And strive (jahidu) for
Allah as you ought to strive (haqq jikadihi) ... So, perform the prayer, give the alms and hold
fast to Allah,” but explains away this reference to non-violent jihad by suggesting that, “It is
likely that the Islamic definition of “jihdd” was expanded from its original meaning to
encompass “struggle” or “striving.”*® This thesis demonstrates that pre-Islamic Syrian

Christians also describe the spiritual struggle as a war, and therefore that Cook is mistaken.

Syrian Christianity

With regards to the Syrian Christian texts, there has been a substantial recent development in
the nature and extent of the research. Formerly, authors such as Vd6bus and Drijvers
analysed Syriac Christianity and monasticism from a very Euro-centric worldview which at
times decried the supposed “dead ritualism” of the monks.?’ They have however highlighted
many very Jewish aspects of the Syrian monastic tradition and especially clarified the
character of asceticism in the texts of Aphrahat, Ephrem, and others. Of particular
significance for my research is Voobus’ assertion that Syrian monasticism is centred on the
concept of warfare, which he says does not come from Judaism, and laments that this has not

been adequately studied.?! My research fills this lacuna of over 50 years.

Syrian Christian writings have historically been mainly researched by French and
German scholars who focused on liturgical development, working from a history of religions
perspective. This has changed since 1980 with authors such as Sebastian Brock and Hilarion
Alfeyev recognizing the lively nature of the Oriental churches, and they have elucidated the
unique Syriac spiritual worldview. Research on central Syrian writers such as Isaac of
Nineveh (d. c. 700 CE) has attempted to understand Syrian theology and praxis in the light of
both Jewish and Evagrian writings. Alfeyev for example clarifies the nature of the worldview
within which Isaac’s writings should be understood, and this informs my research. He notes
the dependence of Isaac on Evagrius (d. 300 CE), Ephrem (d. 373 CE), and Aphrahat (d. 345
CE), and the “complete absence’ of any Greek philosophical ideas in Aphrahat, although this

19 Cook, Understanding Jihad, 32.

% gee Arthur Voobus, Literary, critical and historical studies in Ephrem the Syrian (Stockholm: ETSE, 1958) and
H. J. W. Drijvers, East of Antioch: studies in early Syriac Christianity (London : Variorum Reprints, 1984).

21 Arthur Vo6bus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient vol. 1 (Louvain 1958), Ix, 13.



is somewhat an overstatement as | show in relation to his use of the struggle metaphor.?
Also, recent researchers on Evagrius, the highly influential fourth-century monk and author,
have mainly emphasized the neo-Platonic aspects of his work but have not studied in any
depth his usage in later Syriac tradition with regards to spiritual struggle.?* Robert Murray in
his excellent Symbols of Church and Kingdom discusses many themes prominent in Syrian

Christian writings and delivers a useful contextual understanding of my analysed authors.

A major re-appraisal since 1980 of the nature of the differences between the
Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedonian churches has also contributed to fresh scholarship on
the Syrian church. McGuckin, Ware, and Alfeyev argue that the differences demonstrated at
the council of Chalcedon were more linguistic than theological.** This has led to a fresh
approach to the writings of, for example, Theodoret of Cyrrhus (d. 466 CE). Pasztori-
Kupan’s book is just one of a number of recent works to resurrect the status of Theodoret as
an honoured church father whose writings should be studied.? Pasztori-Kupan rightly notes
that the Christology of Theodoret was not so different from Chalcedon and that his
Christology in relation to Nestorius was seriously misunderstood. He also argues correctly for
a recognition of the immense impact of Theodoret on the Syrian church, and this is important
for my analysis of his history of ascetic monks and descriptions of inner spiritual warfare.
Overall however, research on Syrian documents is still very much in its infancy. Especially
weak is the research on the notion of the internal spiritual battle and the relation of Syrian
spirituality to Sufi Islam. One possible cause of these lacunae is that few Syriac scholars

understand Arabic and Islam, and few Islamic scholars have explored Syriac.

The Agon

Because the underlying concept of the Greek agon (struggle) is so central to this research, the
literature on agon is of vital interest. Pfitzner’s 1967 book on Paul’s use of the agon motif is

extremely insightful in its coverage of the metaphor of athletic struggle.?® The author

*2 Hilarion Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian (Kalamzaoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 2000), 17,
23.

% See for example Augustine Casiday, Evagrius Ponticus (London: Routledge, 2006) and Eudes Bamberger,
introduction to Evagrius Ponticus: The Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer, trans. Eudes Bamberger (Kalamazoo,
MI: Cistercian Publications, 1981).

 See John McGuckin, Saint Cyril of Alexandria and the Christological Controversy (Crestwood, NY: St.
Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 2004), 226-43, and Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 20-4.

% |stvan Pasztori-Kupan, Theodoret of Cyrus (London: Routledge, 2006). Some scholars think he died 458 CE.
% Victor Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif (Leiden: Brill, 1967).



discusses all the New Testament passages that contain the term agon and its related imagery,
and shows how the conceptual metaphor is used by Paul to bolster his arguments. He briefly
indicates later use of the agon in the church fathers, but this is another relatively unexplored
area which after 40 years is only partially filled by one small article by Sisson.?” | review

scholarship on the agonistic struggle and its relation to asceticism and Hellenism.

Louth and Chitty among others have discussed the neo-Platonic, Stoic, and mystical
backgrounds to the monastic tradition in general but have not reflected on the warfare motifs
in Aphrahat, Theodoret, and Isaac.”® Generally, monastic research has focused more on the
Greek philosophical elements rather than the Semitic aspects. It is especially notable that no-
one appears to have identified agon (struggle) as the dominant metaphor in Theodoret’s
monastic Historia.?® The research on Theodoret in this thesis begins to correct this omission,
and there is a need for the deeper kind of analysis that has recently been undertaken on

Ephrem’s work.®

In relation to the struggle metaphors used by the Sufis whose work | analyse, there
has been considerable general research done on al-Ghazali (d. 1111 CE), but little on the
earlier key Sufi teacher al-Muhasibi (d. 857 CE). Winter’s analysis of al-Ghazali shows his
connections with Greek philosophy, noting the development of thinking prior to al-Ghazali,
but neither he nor other authors examine al-Ghazali’s concepts of inward spiritual struggle.
Picken and Smith extensively discuss and analyse al-Muhasibi but they do not address soul-
battle metaphors nor possible Syrian influence.® Al-Muhasibi is still awaiting serious

analysis in relation to his ideas of inner jikad, and this research begins the process.

Christian-Muslim relations and Near-Eastern cultural interpenetration

Another important contextual aspect of this research is the current re-framing of the relation

%" Russell Sisson, “Authorial Ethos in Philippians: The Agon Topos in Paul and Hellenistic Moralists,” in
Rhetoric, Ethic, and Moral Persuasion in Biblical Discourse, eds. Thomas Olbright and Anders Eriksson
(London, T&T Clark 2005).

8 Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007) and
Derwas Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966).

 Theodoret, A History of the Monks of Syria, ed. and trans. R. M. Price (Kalamzaoo, MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1985).

% See Kees den Biesen, Simple and Bold: Ephrem’s Art of Symbolic Thought (Piscaway, NJ: Gorgias Press,
2006).

%! See Gavin Picken, Spiritual Purification in Islam (London: Routledge, 2009), and Margaret Smith, Studies in
Early Mysticism in the Near and Middle East (Whitefish, MT: Kessinger, 2003). This is a reprint of her 1931
book.



between Islam and Christianity, which occurs within the broader context of a re-appraisal of
the relation between “Abrahamic” religions. Recent works such as Borderlines by Daniel
Boyarin and the seminal The Ways that Never Parted have shown that the interaction
between Judaism and Christianity continued far past 70 CE and well into the fourth century
CE.** Similarly, while late nineteenth and early twentieth century scholarship on Islam
emphasized its supposed evolution from Christianity, more recent research has either shown
the extent of ongoing interaction between Islam and Christianity or focused on the
disjunction between the religions. In the nineteenth century Juynboll and others attempted to
show that Islam was simply a deviant Arabic form of Christianity but this viewpoint has now
been mostly discredited. Instead, more recently, Baldick, Donner, Griffith, Penn, and others
have demonstrated that Islam was a separate religion but with porous edges, and have
revealed significant ongoing mutual influence between Christianity and Islam.*® In contrast,
Ye’or and others have recently argued for an almost complete disconnect between the two
faiths, but this view has been ably refuted by various authors.®* In many ways this shift in
understanding reflects the situation since the critique of “Orientalism” by Edward Said, as
well as the mid-twentieth century development in the economic and political status of Islam
and the events of September 11, 2001. This is especially evident in the discussions over the
definition of jihad itself. Much of the current polemic against Islam attempts to exaggerate
the differences between Muslim and Christian views of war. However, “Despite their claims
to be religions of peace, Christianity and Islam each have a history of considerable violence,
based on scriptural precedents that are taken as sanctions for hostilities.”*® This is important
because attempts at inter-faith dialogue are often stymied by exclusivist claims from leaders
in both religions.*® My analysis of the breadth of meaning of battle terms and the surrounding
metaphorical language shows that the lines between inner and outer battle were sometimes

blurred, and were “fuzzy” in both religions long before the Crusades.

%2 Adam H. Becker and Annette Yoshiko Reed, eds., The Ways that Never Parted (Minneapolis: Fortress, 2007)
provides a very useful framework for understanding the somewhat similar issues of early Muslim-Christian
relations. Daniel Boyarin, Borderlines: The Partition of Judaeo-Christianity (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2004).

% Julian Baldick, Mystical Islam; Fred Donner, Muhammed and the Believers (London, Cambridge University
Press 2010); Sidney Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of
Islam (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2008); Michael Philip Penn, Envisioning Islam: Syriac Christians
and the Early Muslim World (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015).

¥Bat Ye’or, The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam: From Jihad to Dhimmitude, trans. Miriam Kochan
and David Littman (London: Associated University Presses, 1996), 242-65; Griffith, The Church in the Shadow
of the Mosque, 160-75; Penn, Envisioning Islam, 4-6.

* David Thomas, “The Past and the Future in Christian-Muslim Relations,” Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations
(18:1, 2007): 33- 42 (42). DOI: 10.1080/09596410601071071, accessed October 15, 2018.

% Marianne Moyaert, “Recent Developments in the Theology of Interreligious Dialogue: from Soteriological
Openness to Hermeneutical Openness,” Modern Theology 28:1 (January 2012): 25-52 (27).
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Islam is diverse, consisting of many cultures, and is not just a product of supposedly
isolated rural Arabs. An ongoing development in history and culture studies has been the
growing awareness that Arabia enjoyed a somewhat Hellenised culture significantly
interconnected with its surroundings. The frequent earlier assumptions of a mainly nomadic,
illiterate, and uneducated Arab population has given way to a more nuanced view that
recognises the wider cultural outlook of a mainly urbanised Arab society in places such as
Damascus and Najran. At the time of early Islam there was a sizable proportion of Christians
who spoke Arabic and whose liturgy was in Syriac and Arabic. Cameron writes that:

The culture of the Near East in Late Antiquity was a fascinating mosaic ...The great
difficulty remains of matching modern notions of ‘Arab’, ‘Syrian’, ‘Semitic’ and
other such terms, which are still entangled in a mesh of confusion and even prejudice,
with the actual situation in our period... there is no simple description which can do
justice to the whole picture; one should simply emphasize again the complexities
evident in these regions before the Arab conquests, if only to suggest that the latter
were not a simple affair of military victory, nor even, given the previous extent of
cultural interpenetration, and particularly the role of the Ghassanids and other pre-

Islamic Arab groups, altogether surprising.*’

The Christianised Ghassanid tribe that Cameron refers to was a major actor in Roman-Persian
politics and Arab trade. Shahid’s monumental set of works on Byzantium and the Arabs of
the fourth-sixth centuries shows that “cultural interpenetration” was extensive.*® Given that
there were Christian poets in Arabic prior to Islam, it is surprising that very little research has
been done on these Arabic Christian authors and any effects of their texts on Islam. The 2008
reprint of Louis Cheikho’s compilation of pre-Islamic Arabic Christian poets is significant
but still waits analysis.*® Research on Arabic Christian writing is still in its infancy and
mainly focusses on Christology or general history rather than ascetic themes such as spiritual
struggle. My research is hence situated within this re-evaluation of Near-Eastern cultural

blending, and demonstrates another angle of this mutual influence and shared worldview in

37 Averil Cameron, The Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity (New York: Routledge, 1993), 185-6. Saleh,
“The Etymological Fallacy and Qur’anic Studies,” 672-76, 693-94.

% Irfan Shahid, Rome and the Arabs (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1984); Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and
the Arabs of the Fourth Century (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 1984); Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and the
Arabs of the Fifth Century (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 2006); Irfan Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs
of the Sixth Century (4 vols.) (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks, 2009); See also Cameron, Mediterranean
World, 193-96.

% Louis Cheikho, Arabic Christian Poets before and after Islam (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press 2008). This is a
reprint of pre-1927 text.
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relation to spiritual struggle.

Christian influence on Islam?

This thesis is written in the context of many ongoing debates about the extent of possible
early Christian influence on Islam and the nature of early Islamic jihad. The whole question
surrounding the formation of Islam and early Sufism is in foment.*° As noted earlier, for
some time Islam and Christianity had “blurred” boundaries, and Islam was similar to but
different from Christianity.** Penn notes the similarity of newer understandings of Christian-
Muslim relations with Christian-Jewish connections, since both seemed to have somewhat a
gradual “parting of the ways” over centuries. Islam and Christianity were “much less distinct

than commonly imagined,” and their relationship develops over time.*

The first encounters of early Muslims with Christians were with Syriac-speakers, and
the Syriac sources show a more positive view of Muslims than do Greek sources, and were
not “uniformly hostile.” This is important in context of current “clash of civilisations”
rhetoric, and thus Penn’s book which summarises over 60 key early documents describing
early Muslim-Christian interaction is highly relevant.** While Penn analyses historical texts,
my analysis of ascetic texts expands this knowledge of early Syriac and Islamic interrelations.
As late as the 740s CE John of Damascus still lists Islam as a Christian heresy.** Even later
when the differences were being debated between Timothy 1 and the Caliph, this was in the
context of Timothy’s “close relationship” with him.* Various scholars have suggested
multiplicity of influences on early Islam since there was considerable free exchange of
religious ideas in late sixth century, especially around apocalypticism.* Strousma asserts that

some Islamic beliefs about Jesus were more likely derived from Jewish-Christian (e.g.

“0 See for example Patricia Crone, “Problems in Sura 53,” Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies
78, no. 1 (2015): 15-23. DOI:10.1017/S0041977X15000014, accessed October 15, 2018.

! Michael Philip, Envisioning Islam:Syriac Christians and the Early Muslim World (Philadelphia: University of
Pennsylvania Press, 2015), 100-01, 142-47. The story on 156-57 is particularly telling.

%2 penn, Envisioning Islam, 5, see also 4, 11, 51-2, 55-74.

*% Penn, Envisioning Islam, 2-3, 6.

* John of Damascus, Writings by St John of Damascus, 153-56.

*® Penn, Envisioning Islam, 45; See also Penn, 72, on the major theology debate text concerning the B&t Hale
Disputation of the 720s, and Barbara Roggema, 'The Disputation between a monk of B&t Haleé and an Arab
notable', in Christian-Muslim Relations: A Bibliographical History, vol. 1 (600-1500), eds. David Thomas and
Barbara Roggema, with Juan Pedro Monferrer Sala, Johannes Pahlitzsch, Mark Swanson, Herman Teule, and
John Tolan (Leiden: Brill, 2009), 268-73.
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Ebionite) traditions, e.g. the Gospel of Barnabas.*’ There is some evidence of non-textual
inspiration via Muslim contact with wandering Christian monks, and early Sufi centres
(khanagahs) may have been institutionally modelled on nearby monasteries.® It is difficult,
however, to prove any direct or major influence of Christianity on early Sufism due to the
almost total absence of any clear evidence. There are some distinct similarities in thought
such as the ideas of watchfulness, battle against the lower self etc., but how much this is
derived from the Qur’an rather than from Christians must be considered. Research is needed
to demonstrate exactly what aspects of Sufi ascetic practice cannot be clearly built from a
base of the Qur’anic and early hadith. When this source of derivation is removed only then
can the extra similarities be used as possible evidence. This research has not yet been
adequately completed so any argument is mostly speculation. My research on the metaphors
used for inner struggle indicates that early Muslims drew these ideas either from Syrian
Christians or from the surrounding cultural context. The extent of similarity is significant but
does not prove any causation, however, some influence is likely and even probable given
other interactions. There is some evidence that various Islamic religious terms may have been
derived from Christians, for example Smith says that the Arabic term salat (prayer) does not
appear in pre-Qur’anic Arabic texts, and is derived from the Aramaic selota.*® Smith however

vastly overstates influence in a view that is now mostly rejected when she asserts that,

[S]o many of the elements in al-Al-Ghazali's mystical teaching are to be found in the
writings of the Christian mystics of the Greek and even of the Roman Church that we
can hardly doubt that he had found inspiration either in Arabic translations of their

works or in personal contacts with Christian monks and others.*

Whether the influence was large or small, conscious or unconscious, the fact of the

comparison possibly matters more than the reason for such overlap.

Significance and Methodology

My research clarifies the meaning of jikad as understood in early Sufism through analysis of

its metaphorical usage in Arabic. | compare this to the equivalent Syriac words used by

*" Stroumsa, “Jewish Christianity and Islamic Origins,” 72-74.

*8 Julian Baldick, Mystical Islam, 24-33. For an alternative view see Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism: The
Formative Period (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2007), xi, note 7.

*° Smith, Studies in Early Mysticism, 136.

%0 Smith, Al-Ghazali, the Mystic (London: Luzac and Co., 1944), 121.
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Christians living in close proximity to early Islam both chronologically and geographically.
This fills an important gap in the research on how spiritual struggle was understood in the
social context around the emergence of Islam. It also provides valuable information for the
debate on the nature of Islam, especially with respect to the relative roles of spiritual struggle
and violent warfare, by identifying the original shared cultural framework for the use of the

inner struggle metaphor and the term jihad.

| analyse texts central to Syrian Christian asceticism and the Sufi tradition, in their
original languages and in translation, to determine how the struggle cluster of terms are used.
Athletic and military metaphors are often intertwined with the equivalents of jikad in the
Greek and Syriac writings, and thus a number of related words are discussed in their contexts.
The research therefore entails elements of discourse analysis and critical metaphor analysis
focused on the conceptual metaphor of struggle. This is far more elaborate than a mere
comparative philology of a few texts. | have selected the three main Syrian ascetic authors of
the fourth century, namely Aphrahat (d. c. 345 CE), Pseudo-Macarius (d. unknown), and the
author of the Book of Steps. From the fifth century | analyse the ascetic work of John “the
Solitary” (John of Apamea, fl. 400s CE), and the History of the Monks of Syria by Theodoret
of Cyrrhus (d. 466 CE). For the sixth century | briefly engage with two temptation homilies
of notable ascetic poet Jacob of Serugh (d. 521 CE). Isaac of Nineveh is the sole
representative of the seventh century. | have chosen the main ascetic writers and texts up to
Isaac but excluded authors such as Dadisho’ and Sahdona, who wrote after the coming of
Islam.>* Almost all of these Syrian Christian writers were monks, and Theodoret, Jacob,
Isaac, and probably Aphrahat were bishops. Their audiences were generally fellow ascetics,
but they would have known that their works would be communicated to the wider Christian
communities, as some amount of asceticism was expected of all Christians in Syria. Some of
the authors, such as Theodoret, seem to address the wider church at points. All of these texts
were copied and transmitted widely, some more than others, and in most cases have been
kept in use till the present. It is significant that Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, and possibly the

Book of Steps, were composed before Greek and Western asceticism had developed.

The main Christian documents analysed are the Syriac, Arabic, Greek, and English
New Testaments, the Demonstrations of Aphrahat, and The Ascetic Homilies of Isaac of

5! See Sebastian Brock’s list of Syriac authors, http://syri.ac/brock/spirituality, accessed October 10, 2018.
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Nineveh, in Syriac and English. Several other Syrian authors living between Aphrahat and
Isaac are also chosen because they are recognized as key documenters of the Syrian Christian
ascetic theology and practice. Language-wise, | briefly analyse texts by John “the Solitary”
(1. fifth century CE) and Jacob of Serugh (d. 521 CE) in Syriac and English, along with the
Liber Graduum (c. fourth century CE) also in Syriac and English. It is worth noting that while
the main language of the region known as Syria (hence ‘Syrian”) was Syriac, Greek was also
significantly used.®® | thus survey in Greek and English the Syrian author Theodoret of
Cyrrhus and his History of the Monks of Syria, and the Spiritual Homilies of Ps-Macarius
(fourth century CE). All these authors span from the fourth to seventh centuries, prior to
Islam, except for Isaac who writes roughly 690 CE/70 AH, although some recent scholarship
has argued for a pre-Islamic timeframe.>® From the Sufi tradition, the Arabic Qur’an (and
English translation), and the writings of al-Muhasib1 (781-857 CE) and al-Ghazali (1058-
1111 CE) in English and Arabic are used, because they are respectively a central collector
and the main systematiser of the early Sufi tradition. Their texts are analysed to see how the
authors discuss the struggle concept and the jikad term, especially in relation to virtue and the

attainment of spiritual growth.

My research fills a critical gap in comparative religious textual studies by comparing
the Biblical and Qur’anic term jihad and other closely related terms and their cognates. It
briefly examines the Greek philosophy of the agon and how this is developed by the Syrian
monks into a sophisticated theology and practice of spiritual struggle. The actions and
writings of early Sufis are then examined in this light and the many parallels and suggestions
of influence are discussed. This fills another gap in the understanding of early Sufism and
Islam and may explain several puzzling features of early Sufism. While brief comments have
been made by Baldick and Griffith about the similarities between Sufi and Syrian ascetic
practice, no work has been done analysing Sufi asceticism in the light of the Christianised
understanding of the agon.>* This is surprising given that the Arabic terms jihad and the

Syriac agona, and even the ideas of inner spiritual struggle, are equated by Syrian bishop

*2 It is important to remember this difference between “Syrian,” referring to the region or self-identity of the
indiviuals or the church, and “Syriac,” referring to the spoken and written language used both in Syria and
further East into Persia.

% A draft article “Life and works of St. Isaac the Syrian,” on recent Syriac manuscript research seems to
indicate that Isaac lived in the sixth century, see B. B ®omunsbIx, JKusus u meopenus npen. Hcaaxa Cupuna,
https://freedocs.xyz/pdf-470132310, accessed August 24, 2018.

* Baldick, Mystical Islam, 3-9; Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, 1-3, 9-13.



15

Hassan Bar Bahlul in his tenth century CE dictionary.™ It is also significant that the Syriac
term agona (the equivalent of jihad) played such a central role in Syriac spirituality in
contrast to the Latin equivalents in European spirituality. The Latin Vulgate for example only
once uses agonia, the Latin translation of agon, and Augustine with his high Christology does
not use the term at all. There are important differences between Syrian Christian and Latin
anthropologies related to the agony of the human Jesus, ascetic practice, inaugurated
eschatology, and the role of the “holy man.”® This thesis briefly outlines the implications of
a deeper historic contextual understanding of the concepts of struggle and jikad, and
demonstrates that at certain points Oriental Christianity is closer to Islam than to Western
Christianity. This provides pointers for further research into the Middle-Eastern worldview,

and thus the motivation and worldview of Muslims.

The evidence of Syriac Christian usage of the agona cluster of terms and metaphors
transforms how the West should understand the meaning of jikad. Cook and others are not
arguing that Islam invented religious warfare per se since it is evident that Judaism,
Christianity, and other religions have versions of war. They instead assert that an emphasis on
the broader more peaceful notion of jikad is an historical distortion. The extensive evidence
provided that pre-Islamic Christians held a similar concept of holy struggle undermines this
conclusion. Jikad should be understood as a broad term and the images of violence offset by
an understanding of peaceful Sufi practice. Every religion has been co-opted at times to
support and legitimate warfare, but this does not mean that they are inherently violent.>’ It
must be recognized that, “Violent Islamist jihadists of the present and recent past have

5958 and

created a fictional world of conflict to suit their own interests in seeking power
likewise some parts of the West have also used a strawman of jikad to justify their aggression
towards Islam. Healthy dialogue that honestly recognizes similarities and differences can
minimize the possibility of violence and increase community harmony. The following
chapters therefore illuminate the debates over the nature of jikad in early Islam, and its

relationship if any to the Syrian Christian ascetic tradition.

The image of an incarnate God who struggles is central to Oriental Christian theology

% Hassano Bar Bahlul, Lexicon Syriacum (Paris: Rubens Duval, 1901), 24-25.

% peter Brown, “The Rise and function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity,” The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol.
61 (1971): 80-101.

%" Desai, Rethinking Islamism, 11.

%8 Badawi, foreword, xi.
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because it is proof of Jesus’ real humanity, and my research extends our knowledge of this in
relation to struggle metaphors. Several Eastern theologians prove their points by emphasising
Jesus’ struggles, e.g. John Damascus and Jacob of Serugh—the metaphor of inner spiritual
battle is central to the Chalcedonian and post-Chalcedon debates over the natures in Christ.
My textual analysis informs these disputes and provides another lens through which to

interpret the arguments.

Structure

Prior to analysing the selected Syrian texts | include a contextual chapter that explains my
methodology of critical metaphor analysis, and the historical and theological context of the
Christian authors. Asceticism has a long history, and of particular relevance to this thesis is
the history of Greek asceticism and askesis (originally meaning “practice,” “training,” ofr
“exercise”). | define the central term agon in Greek (and agona in Syriac) and how it is used
in various Greek texts and then in the New Testament. As part of this Chapter One | also note
some evidence for a very wide meaning of the term agon in relation to both inner and outer
warfare. While there is relatively less material on Syrian Christianity than on the Western or
Greek forms, and very little of this related to the agona, there is still sufficient to warrant an
overview. | especially note the particular Syrian worldview of warfare and radical asceticism

and how this shapes the ideas of the Syrian authors.

In Chapters Two to Four | provide metaphor analysis of the selected Christian
authors, proceeding in chronological order as this helps to delineate some developments over
time. Chapter Two is a detailed analysis of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, Chapter Three is a
briefer analysis of the ascetic works of five Syrian authors, and Chapter Four is an extensive
analysis of Isaac’s Ascetical Discourses. In Chapter Five | provide a similar broad
introductory chapter on Sufi Islam, definitions of jikad including its semantic range, and the
general context of the Muslim authors. Following this is the textual analysis of the selected
Muslim texts on inner struggle—Chapter Six is on al-Muhasibi, and Chapter Seven on al-
Ghazali. Literature related to the specific Christian and Muslim authors covered is reviewed

as part of the introduction to them.

In my final Chapter (Eight) I compare the struggle metaphors employed and note

some broad similarities between the Christian and Muslim authors, especially at the level of
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their theological worldviews. | note differences between their metaphors and some possible
reasons for this. This leads to a discussion of the implications of my research and some
conclusions. | argue that the similarity between the Syrian Christian and Islamic notions of
spiritual struggle creates a significant point of connection between the two religions.
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1. Metaphors of Struggle: Method and Context

The concept of struggle is often explained by the Syrian Christian and Sufi authors using
metaphors. In this chapter | explain the methodology used to analyse the texts—critical
metaphor analysis. The many metaphors and images are frequently clustered together around
the motif of the soldier or athlete in a fight or race, two variations of the same overall image
portraying life as a spiritual battle. I discuss this central imagery or “macrotrope” as an
organising concept within the texts. The context of the Syrian authors determines the way
they understand and explain the inner warfare of the soul, hence | summarise the background
of Hellenism and the agon, the New Testament language concerning struggle, and Christian
asceticism in general. This leads to an overview of some specifically Syrian peculiarities
related to their interpretation of agona, namely the centrality of spiritual war, eschatology, the
body, and sexuality. | provide evidence that the idea of struggle covered both the internal and

external aspects of life, an important point in regards to the comparison of agon with jihad.

Critical Metaphor Analysis

In the texts I analyse the authors use many terms and metaphors to discuss the concept of
spiritual struggle, not just the key terms jihad or agona. While there are solid philological
reasons for equating the Arabic jihad with Syriac agona, the authors frequently rely on a
broader cluster of related terms such as swords, fighting, fortresses, guarding, etc. to convey
their ideas of struggle. Words and metaphors can have a wide range of meanings. Hence to
compare the conceptual frameworks of Islamic jihad with Syrian Christian agona requires
analysis of the whole gamut of imagery and related metaphors. Metaphor is fundamentally
analogical and thus I use analogical identification and dissection to the analyse the text. As

Coenen asserts, “verbal imagery, including metaphors, is based on analogy.”1

My primary methodology is what has been labelled “Critical Metaphor Analysis”
(sometimes known as Conceptual Metaphor theory), since the focus is on metaphors and their

contexts and meanings.” | also use elements drawn from Literary Analysis and Corpus

! Hans Georg Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” in Beyond Cognitive Metaphor Theory: Perspectives on
Literary Metaphor, ed. Monika Fludernik (New York: Routledge, 2011), 19-35 (19).
2 Jonathan Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis (Basingstoke, UK: Palgrave
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Analysis since single metaphors and language occurrences must be understood in historical
context, from a literary perspective, within their entire corpus. This also involves elements of
Cognitive Poetics because the chosen authors write within the conventions of Syriac or
Islamic textuality which emphasise the poetic use of language. Words in this poetic mindset
are not always chosen for technical accuracy but rather for their capacity to rhyme or parallel
other words. Scholarly approaches to metaphor have developed a long way since the work of
Lakoff and Johnson.?

Struggle metaphors work because they draw a parallel between the lived experience of
the ascetic and that of soldiers and athletes. Humans can see the analogy and then apply
various elements from one aspect of life to another, for example the soldier’s fight against an
enemy becomes the ascetic’s struggle against sin. Coenen adds: “We understand analogy as a
symmetrical relationship between two items or item sets in a universe of discourse
(Diskursuniversum). This relationship is actualized when a description with the same
descriptive content applies to both items or item sets.”® This is similar to Lakoff and
Johnson’s idea of metaphor mapping where an idea from a source domain is mapped onto the
target domain.” In the case of asceticism the “struggle” or “fight” is like an on-field battle in
that the ascetic is acting violently against his own body or against the demons who attack
him. The analogy works because the same descriptive content exists—in both cases the
struggle is between two items, either the person against the demons, or the ascetic against the
physical elements, or even the person against some aspect of self, such as the “passions.” In
the music or athletic contests (agon) of ancient Greece the struggle was not militarily
“violent” but still involved an “other” that the protagonist fought against in a competition.
That the term agon in Greek could mean both warrior contest and musical contest
demonstrates the accepted range of the term or its “semantic breadth.” Its application to both
the military and artistic areas of life demonstrates its semantic “fields” or “domains.”® What
becomes clear is that both for Syrians and for early Sufis, the notion of struggle also crosses

several semantic fields including the domains of military violence, athletic exercise,

Macmillan, 2004).

® George Lakoff and Mark Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 2nd edn.(Chicago: University Of Chicago Press,
2003).

* Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 21.

> Kovecses, Metaphor in Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 5.

® Brigitte Le Guen, “Theatre, Religion, and Politics at Alexander’s Travelling Royal Court,” in Greek Theatre in
the Fourth Century B.C., eds. Eric Csapo, Hans Rupprecht Goette, J. Richard Green, and Peter Wilson (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 2014), 249-74; Lakoff and Johnson, Metaphors We Live By, 140-59.
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intellectual battle, social disciplining, and psycho-medical healing.

In interpreting metaphors it is also important to recognise that analogies can be either
trivial or non-trivial. “The analogy between a hammer and pliers is trivial if based on the
descriptive content.”” For example one can say that both pliers and a hammer are alike (as

(133

tools) because “‘tool’ is a conventional hypernym for both,” however, “One could not use the
word hammer metaphorically in order to describe pliers, arguing that both are tools.”® This is
an important distinction. Coenen argues that: “Linguistic imagery (Sprachliche Bilder) is

based on non-trivial analogies.”

Non-trivial analogies usually cross domains. For example
one could say that Tom’s argument was a hammer in that it beat down the opposition. This is
not trivial in that it requires a little thought to see that the action of physically hammering
down is somehow analogical to arguing, with the result of making the opposition lose or “be
forced down.” In the case of the ascetic metaphor of struggle there is no immediate outward
likeness. It requires imagination to see the similarity between a physical fight of one soldier
against another and the fight of an ascetic with their passions. The struggle metaphor is used
so non-descriptively in ascetic writing and with so many variations, that it must be seen as a
non-trivial analogy. The ascetic texts that I analyse use “warfare” and “struggle” as non-
trivial metaphors in that the actions of praying and remaining watchful are not immediately
evident as in any way physically violent or involving any literal wrestling. However, as soon
as the popular literary image of the soldier or athlete is invoked, and the ascetic is described
as a “soldier,” then the fight against the passions and the defensive watching on guard against
Satan makes perfect sense. No further explanation is required to interpret persistent prayer as
“fighting on the field of battle” all day long, or as “running a race.” The analogy is non-trivial
and wide-ranging in application.

As long as there is a cultural history of a metaphorical image, it is easy for readers to
relate to a diverse number of mappings across domains, even when the metaphors are highly
poetic. English and indeed all poetry is interpretable precisely because they use non-trivial
metaphor. Coenen gives the example of the person captured by the passion for the object of
his love—*“The lover suffers the pain of one subdued in battle, a prisoner of war.”*® In his

analysis of one poem, Coenen shows that, “the grace endowed by Amor scorches the heart of

" Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 23

& Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 23-24.
° Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 23-24.
1% Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 30.
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the beholder, just as the beloved’s eyes shoot arrows at the lover, which pierce his soul.”**
This dense text is easily decoded by readers in any way familiar with arrows, prisons, and
heat. An Eskimo, however, may struggle to understand this poem, which brings to the
foreground two key methodological principles, namely recognising the discourse and cultural

contexts.

The struggle metaphors that | analyse all occur in a discursive context of teaching and
persuasion. The writers seek to change the behaviour of their readers so that they will win the
“spiritual race.” The authors therefore use rich rhetoric and metaphor because as Charteris-
Black argues, “Metaphor is a figure of speech that is typically used in persuasion; this is
because it represents a novel way of viewing the world that offers fresh insight.”'? The
authors and readers are familiar with the agonistic metaphors and expect to inspire or be
inspired. For anyone reading about asceticism who comes from a cultural world of Hellenic
games and heroic battles, the imagery of victorious and honourable athletes and soldiers was
appealing and exciting. It is also true that over time some metaphors become so entrenched in
a cultural framework that they lose their novelty value, but they also gain import by their
traditional status. Metaphors become standardised, or they become a “conventional
metaphor.”™ This is the case with the struggle metaphors | discuss as they are used across
more than seven centuries by every Syrian writer analysed. Charteris-Black also argues that
moral systems are more effectively expressed through metaphor than bald precepts or legal
codes, and this is certainly true of the ascetic writings of Isaac and al-Ghazali etc.*
Metaphors are a powerful form of persuasion and are “an incongruous linguistic
representation that has the underlying purpose of influencing opinions and judgements by

persuasion.”15

The ability to interpret a metaphor depends on shared cultural experience. This is

probably why the image of the athlete which figures so prominently in Syrian Christians is

' Coenen, “Systematizing Verbal Imagery,” 32.

12 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 7. Charteris-Black also notes the
“emotional impact of metaphor”, 11.

13 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 17.

14 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis,11,12. Another author writes of the
“power of metaphor, the power to express the emotions of the author and to affect the reader.” Elzbieta
Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, “Catachresis—A Metaphor or a Figure in Its Own Right?” in Beyond Cognitive
Metaphor Theory: Perspectives on Literary Metaphor, ed. Monika Fludernik (New York: Routledge, 2011), 36-
57 (52).

15 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 21.
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completely missing from Muslim writers, since most early Muslims had no direct experience
of Greek athletics. Colson notes that there are many socio-cultural factors which determine
how a person may interpret a text, and that metaphors often have multiple layers of cultural
meaning.’® Gerrig and Horton also discuss this idea, using the notion of a “communal
common ground” for understanding metaphor.” In the case of ascetic struggle, the Middle-
Eastern common ground was a rich blend of Greco-Roman, Persian, Arab tribal, and Semitic
cultural history. As Shahid and others have argued, there was much cultural transfusion in
this region over many centuries. Beyond similarities in language, centuries of shared history
made the common ground for Christianity and Islam rich and deep.'® This commonality was
also heightened by the fact that the main regional languages, namely Aramaic (the trade
language of the Middle East from 900 BCE to 800 CE), Syriac (a dialect of Aramaic),
Hebrew, and Arabic all derive from the same root language and thus share many linguistic
features.® As Katz notes, all words and meanings are “embedded” within a shared “cultural
context,” and Syriac and Arabic have such a shared cultural context.?® If the speaker shares

the culture and is trusted and known to use metaphor, then metaphor can be easily read.”

Critical metaphor analysis is a “way of revealing underlying ideologies” which
provides valuable insight into links between language, context, and politics.? | adopt this
method for analysing my texts as the meaning is encapsulated in complex culturally-
determined motifs and terminology. The metaphors reveal a worldview filled with
assumptions shared by the author and reader. “Literary scholars generally agree that context
is very important for metaphor comprehension (e.g. Punter 2007: 144), but the dynamics of
relevant information retrieval indicate that it is indispensable for the perception of literary
metaphor.”®® This complexity of interpreting metaphor was understood as far back as

18 Herbert Colson, “On Sociocultural and Nonliteral: A Synopsis and a Prophesy,” in Figurative Language
Comprehension, eds. Herbert Colston and Albert Katz (London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 2005), 1-18 (8-
9).

" Richard Gerrig and William Horton, “Contextual Expressions and Common Ground,” in Figurative Language
Comprehension, 43-71 (44-46).

18 |rfan Shahid, Byzantium and the Arabs in the Sixth Century vol. 2, part 2 (Washington, DC: Dumbarton Oaks,
2009), Xiv. Shahid in the four volumes of this title presents hundreds of pages of extensive evidence.

9 Hebrew, Syriac, and Arabic share many of the same triliteral roots, for example “prayer” is based on the root
s-I-, sleota, selota, and salah.

2 Albert Katz, “Discourse and Sociocultural factors in Understanding Nonliteral Language,” in Figurative
Language Comprehension, 183-207 (183).

2 Katz, “Discourse and Sociocultural factors in Understanding Nonliteral Language,” 193-195, 198. See also
Giles Fauconnier and Mark Turner, The way we think: Conceptual blending and the mind's hidden complexities.
(New York: Basic Books, 2002).

22 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 42.

%3 Benjamin Biebuyck and Gunther Martens, “Literary Metaphor between Cognition and Narration: ‘The
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24 and this can

Aristotle who wrote that, “metaphor is something that happens to the noun,
even be seen in English where the noun agony (pain or struggle) can be used as a verbal
metaphor such as “she was agonising over her chapter.” The underlying ideologies are
evident in the agonaljihad metaphors, which are built on a conception of masculine power

and victory.?®

The macrotrope

Research indicates that there are levels of metaphor, ranging from a singular usage up to the
major organising concept of whole literary works. Chrzanowska-Kluczewska calls these
higher level over-arching metaphors “macrotropes,” arguing that, “Macrotropes, in turn,
organise sequences of sentences, i.e. fragments of texts or even whole texts ... They are best
illustrated by extended similes and extended metaphors, with roots traceable to Homeric
figuration.”?® These metaphors carry within themselves the ideas of a whole narrative, and
there, “usually exists a master trope which organises the entire narrative structure.”®’ When
the specific struggle metaphors are explored in the ascetic writers in this thesis, it becomes
evident that “spiritual life is struggle” is the overall organising trope or macrotrope, as the
authors return to it again and again. The authors that | analyse use a panoply of imagery
related to struggle such as fighting, swords, shields, victory, wounds, and healing, so
centrally and ubiquitously that the macrotrope of “struggle” is easy to identify. Macrotropes
also often map onto a range of target domains, but these are not arbitrary as they share certain
defining features with usually a central concept that is exemplified by a prototypical model.?
| show that the struggle macrotrope maps onto the target domains of military fighting, racing
in the arena, social discipline, and occasionally even labouring in the field. The “life is
struggle” macrotrope can be seen across time, and is central to the ascetic and historic context
| discuss below. The Aphorisms of Hesiod for example, includes six aphorisms with

variations of the struggle motif, such as, “neighbour competes with neighbour,” and “strife is

Sandman Revisited’,” in Beyond Cognitive Metaphor Theory: Perspectives on Literary Metaphor, ed. Monika
Fludernik (New York: Routledge, 2011), 58-76 (62).

2 Aristotle, Rhetoric, cited in The Rule of Metaphor, Paul Ricoeur, trans. Robert Czerny with Kathleen
McLaughlin and John Costello (New York: Routledge,1977), 17.

® Michael Stewart, The Soldier’s Life: Martial Virtues and Manly Romanitas in the Early Byzantine Empire
(Leeds: Kismet, 2016), 43-59. Stewart notes that “Stoic and Christian intellectuals had popularised codes of
masculinity centred on self-control ... (shown by) fighting internalised ‘battles,”” 59.

% Elzbieta Chrzanowska-Kluczewska, “Catachresis—A Metaphor or a Figure in Its Own Right?” In Beyond
Cognitive Metaphor Theory: Perspectives on Literary Metaphor, ed. Monika Fludernik (New York: Routledge,
2011), 36-57 (37).

27 Biebuyck and Martens, Literary Metaphor between Cognition and Narration, 64.

% Zoltan Kovecses, Metaphor in Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012), 70.



24

good for mankind.”® The struggle macrotrope is also very apparent in contemporary
discussion of politics and sport, for example, “Team X is threatened with annihilation in its

fight with Team Y,” is a variation of “Sport is a struggle for survival,” or “sport is war.”*°

Cultural Universals?

Culture and metaphor are closely linked. The particular metaphors that people use shapes
how they think about life and meaning.®! Language is not neutral, but pre-determines
cognitive frameworks and activity; central concepts pre-dispose users of those concepts to
interpret reality in specific ways. Thus the metaphor of the ascetic Christian life as “struggle”
must be seen as connecting the single ascetic to a whole history of heroic agonistic battle.
This spiritual warfare is a painful “fight” that requires a highly disciplined lifestyle. Cognitive
psychology has recently shown that some metaphors are cross-culturally universal since they
develop from the shared lived experiences of infant humans. “Struggle” is such a form of
“primary metaphor” since the idea that “life is struggle” arises from the common and basic
experiences shared by babies and young children of “struggling” to sit up or reach for items,
and later wrestling with their siblings.*? Kévecses notes that life is often viewed as “struggle”
in many cultures, although more prominently in some than others.* Struggle is indeed the
primary metaphor in some cultures including the Greek and Middle-Eastern. These both had

much influence on Syrian Christianity and especially on the ascetic texts presented below.>

In the textual analysis that follows I thus discern the “rhetorical and ideological
characteristics of metaphor” via a “close reading” of texts as understood within their
historical milieu.®® The chosen writings were mostly originally spoken texts read in
monasteries or Sufi khanagah (lodges or retreat centres), and memorised and recited by

followers. They include many elements of poetry, pithy statements, metaphors, and

# Charles Rowan Beye, Ancient Greek Literature and Society (New York: Anchor Books, 1975), 102.

%0 Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 129.

%1 Kvecses, Metaphor in Culture, 1.

%2 Kovecses, Metaphor in Culture, 38. See also Shaun Gallagher, How the Body Shapes the Mind (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2005), 146-49. Charteris-Black adds that all struggle involves effort to overcome
obstacles, cf. neuro-cognitive linguistics research, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 246.

¥ Kovecses notes that its incidence is higher in Hungary than in the USA. Kévecses, Metaphor in Culture, 71.
He notes that there is a concept in Hungary of having a “Struggle with himself,” 61, which compares with the
French lutte in Jane Eyre, and may be related to having a linguistic tradition basd on the Latin classics.

% Jacob Burkhardt, The Greeks and Greek Civilization, trans. Shiela Stern (New York: St. Martin’s Griffin,
1998), 162-88 ; Kdvecses, Metaphor in Culture, 71;

% Charteris-Black, Corpus Approaches to Critical Metaphor Analysis, 34-35; Stephen Greenblatt, The
Greenblatt Reader, ed. Michael Payne (Oxford: Blackwell, 2005), 12-13.
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aphorisms which aided memorisation, and this is true for both the Syrian Christians and the
Muslims. While | shall especially focus on terms such as agora and the related cluster of
words meaning fight, battle, compete, etc., there are times when writers describe the struggle
using metaphors that do not contain these words, so my analysis focusses on imagery rather

than specific words per se.

Historic and Cultural Context

The historic context of the Syrian authors varies somewhat over the centuries but is
admirably discussed in Averil Cameron’s The Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity and in
Philip Rousseau’s A Companion to Late Antiquity.*® Syria as a region and Syriac as a
language were often split between the Roman and the Persian Empires, and the area was quite
multi-cultural and multi-lingual. Syria was a rich agricultural borderlands and it was often the
scene of battle—it was a “region in ferment.”®" For the earlier Syrian texts that | use, such as
Aphrahat’s Demonstrations and the Book of Steps, the context was one of a long history of
“constant large-scale warfare” and frequent persecutions, and it is possible that this

accentuated the amount of warfare language and metaphor used by the Syrians.*®

Drijvers discusses Syria as a buffer zone between the Roman and Sasanian empires, a
factor resulting in a distinctive multi-cultural Syriac worldview which drew from both
empires, encapsulated in the language. Syriac imbibed some Persian military terms, and
many Greek words for particularly Greek philosophical and military concepts. Other
conceptual domains, however, evidence a rich treasure of Syriac words able to effectively
describe life without Greek intrusion.>® The Syriac language roughly overlaps with Syria as a
region, and is a dialect of Aramaic, an important trade and diplomatic language widespread
across the Near East from 500 BCE. As Fox notes, at the time of Alexander, Aramaic was

“the language used by secretaries all the way from Egypt to India.” This cosmopolitan

% Averil Cameron, The Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity: AD 395-700 2nd ed. (London: Routledge,
2012); Philip Rousseau, ed. A Companion to Late Antiquity (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2012). See also Beate
Dignas and Englelbert Winter, Rome And Persia In Late Antiquity (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2007).

¥ Cameron, The Mediterranean World in Late Antiquity, 168-90.

% Geoffrey Greatrex, “The Romano-Persian Frontier and the Context of the Book of Steps”, in Kristian Heal and
Robert Kitchen, eds., Breaking the Mind: New Studies in the Syriac “Book of Steps” (Washington, DC: Catholic
University of America, 2014), 9-31 (20).

% Jan Willem Drijvers, “Rome and the Sasanid Empire: Confrontation and Coexistence,” in A Companion to
Late Antiquity, ed. Philip Rousseau (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2012), 441-54.
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language continued to influence Syrian Christianity for centuries.”> Along with Hellenism,
Persian culture also affected Syria since despite the frequent periods of war between Rome
and Persia there were significant times of cultural interaction. Drijvers speaks of “long
periods of [Roman-Persian] cooperation, which comprised active cultural, religious,
economic, and diplomatic exchange.”* He also discusses the sources for this interaction and
the complex historiography regarding Roman-Persians relations, focussed as it was until
recent decades on warfare.*? Both in Persia and Eastern Syria, Zoroastrianism was a major
religion prior to Christianity and continuing till early Islam. This religion features the belief
that Good and Evil are in a constant battle, but that the fight is an unequal one since Good is
assured of triumph. It is entirely possible that this cultural flavour may have added weight to
struggle metaphors in Syria, and this is a topic requiring study. According to Zoroastrianism,
in the cosmic struggle humans must enlist the help of the Ahura Mazda because of their
capacity of free choice, and this connection between free will and ascetic effort is very
similar to the Syrian authors.*® Overall, Syria and Syriac had a long history and rich tradition
that was shaped by many issues and events. Christine Shepardson concisely discusses these
historical, geographical, and cultural factors in her chapter and notes the recent changes in
Syrian historiography.** Syria is no longer seen as an uninteresting backwater but should be
read as a liminal zone close to the effective centre of a Eurasian world criss-crossed by trade

routes that often went through Syria, a world that existed from China to Britain.*®

Asceticism, War, and Struggle

The Syriac word agona derives its central meaning from the Greek agon. In approaching the
Syrian writers it is therefore essential to understand the previous history of asceticism and the
place of the agon within Hellenistic culture. War and struggle was a central feature of ancient

and late Antique Greek civilisation, even being reflected in the topics considered worthy of

“0 Robin Lane Fox, The Classical World: An Epic History from Homer to Hadrian (New York: Basic Books,
2006), 267.

*! Drijvers, Rome and the Sasanid Empire, 441.

*2 Drijvers, Rome and the Sasanid Empire, 441-42.

* Marietta Stepaniants, “The Encounter of Zoroastrianism with Islam,” Philosophy East and West Vol. 52, No. 2
(Apr., 2002): 159-172, and Abraham Valentine Williams Jackson, The Zoroastrian Doctrine of the Freedom of
the Will, http://www.cais-soas.com/CAIS/Religions/iranian/Zarathushtrian/freedom_will.htm, accessed
September 27, 2018.

* Christine Shepardson, “Syriac, Syria, Syrian: Negotiating East and West,” in A Companion to Late Antiquity,
ed. Philip Rousseau (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2012), 455-66.

% peter Frankopan, The Silkroads: A New History of the World (Vintage, 2017).
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historical depiction. When Hellenes were writing history the primary theme was warfare.*
For the Greeks, “Life was viewed as a constant battle, the moral problem of which was
excessive pleasure, that is, enslavement to desire, and the moral aim was ... mastery over
one’s own desires.”’ The large collection of essays, Asceticism, edited by Wimbush and
Valantasis, is possibly the best introduction to this topic, and contains numerous authors who
discuss various aspects of ancient and Late Antique asceticism and its importance for the
Greeks and Christians.*® Everett rightly summarises that for the ancients, asceticism was “a
way of life,” and this is especially so for the Stoics, Cynics, and early Christians.*® Physical
asceticism was understood as demonstrating a life ordered according to the virtues, and also
as a training in difficulties to prepare for the inevitable human sufferings. In an early
metaphor for inner struggle, the NeoPlatonic philosopher Porphyry (234-305 CE) urged a
wealthy Roman to “go stripped, without tunics, to the stadium, to compete in the Olympics of

the soul.” According to Finn:

Porphyry understood the goal of philosophy as that contemplation in the soul of
divine truth which was also an act of union with the divine ... The [athletic] metaphor
further located this goal as the fruit of a strict training (in Greek askesis) comparable
to the diet, sexual abstinence, and exercises of the naked Olympic athlete. It was an
apt metaphor in as much as the philosopher had to divest his mind of the multiple
concerns and passions which distracted it through its relationship to the body; such
concentration could easily be envisaged as a stripping naked of the self, because Plato

had long since characterized the body as clothing worn by the soul.>*

There are a surprising number of ideas here that reappear in the Syrian writings—
contemplation, union with God, ascetical training, sexual abstinence, fasting, and the soul

loosely wearing the body. In Greek thought, the New Testament, and in the Syrians,

“® Arnaldo Momigliano, “Popular Religious Beliefs and the Late Roman Historians,” in Essays in Ancient and
Modern Historiography (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2012), 141-59 (141).

*" Abraham Smith, “’Full of Spirit and Wisdom’: Luke’s Portrait of Stephen (Acts 6:1-8:1a) as a Man of Self-
Mastery”, in Asceticism and the New Testament, eds. Leif E. Vaage and Vincent L. Wimbush (New York:
Routledge, 1999), 97-114 (99). For the cultural background and Syrian appropriations see Arthur Vé6bus,
History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient vol. 1 (Louvain: Peeters, 1958).

*8 Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard Valantasis, eds. Asceticism (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998). See
also Vincent L. Wimbush, ed. Ascetic Behaviour in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Minneapolis, MN: Fortress Press,
1990).

% J. Duncan Everett, “Primitive Christianity as an Ascetic Movement,” in Asceticism, 88-107 (88).

*® Porphyry, On Abstinence from Killing Animals, 1.31.3, trans. G. Clark (London: Duckworth, 2000), 43 Cited
in Richard Finn, Asceticism in the Graeco-Roman World (Cambridge University Press, 2009), 9.

%! Finn discusses the range of sources that Porphyry uses to justify his teaching, ranging from Platonists to
various Stoics, Finn, Asceticism in the Graeco-Roman World, 9-11.
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asceticism is also closely related to attaining virtue.>* Patterson goes as far as to suggest that
“asceticism is an appropriate framework for understanding” the early Christian movement,
and this is especially true for the Syrians.”® Finn’s summary about the Greeks could also
apply to the Christians: “They saw in their asceticism the proper instrument for the formation
of virtues traditionally held central to the moral worth of a Greek aristocratic male and ruler:
self control with respect to sexual pleasures, food, and drink (enkrateia), endurance of
hardships and frugality.”>* These connections between virtue and asceticism were not unique
to the Greeks but existed in Jewish asceticism, as seen in Philo, the Nazarites, the
Maccabeans, and Second Temple Judaism, and they migrated into Christianity because the
religions were not sharply divided.” Thus in interpreting the Syrian writers it is important to
understand that many of their references and allusions are rooted in a long tradition. Their
readers will have been generally familiar with the ascetic struggle motifs they use.

The Hellenist Agon

Central to the macrotrope of ascetic struggle is the Greek term agon. The consistent word
used to translate this into Syriac is the cognate agona, which was derived from the Greek,
with the meaning in both languages of strife, struggle, conflict, fight, or contest.>® Payne
Smith has for agona: “A trial of skill or strength, a contest, struggle,” and its use in
Theodoret, Isaac etc. shows it to be equivalent to both agon and jihad. Smith also notes that

9% ¢

agona 1s used metaphorically for “mental struggle,” “ascetic training,” and “the ascetic life,”
thus locating the term within the monastic worldview.>” What is most significant, and a theme
to which 1 return, is that agon and agona are consistently translated by Christians using the
Arabic word jihad. The agon was used by Greeks for the populace united in battle, and for all
kinds of civic contest, which parallels the Islamic conception.® Closely associated with the

agon are also the themes of excelling in exertion, and accomplishing the heroic feat or quest,

%2 See for example Anthony Saldarini, “Asceticism and the Gospel of Matthew,” in Asceticism and the New
Testament, 11-28; Turid Karlsen Seim, “Children of the Resurrection: Perspectives on the Angelic Asceticism of
Luke-Acts,” in Asceticism and the New Testament, 115-26.

%3 Stephen Patterson, “Askesis and Early Christian Tradition,” in Asceticism and the New Testament, 49-70 (50).
> Richard Finn, Asceticism in the Graeco-Roman World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), 22-23.
*® Finn, Asceticism in the Graeco-Roman World, 3-6, 34- 46. Finn also covers the Essenes, Qumran
communities, the Talmud, and various other writings which all have elements of ascetic practice in them, 47-57.
Finn in several chapters describes various approaches to Christian asceticism practised in different parts of the
Roman Empire in the first four centuries, and has extensive references.

*® William Jennings Lexicon to the Syriac New Testament (London: Oxford University Press, 1926), 14; He lists
Ayoveg games; Ayovia agony, anguish, pang; Ayoviotig combatant, contender, contestant, fighter. Also see
George Divry, English-Greek and Greek-English dictionary (New York: Divry Inc., 1974), 396.

%7 Jesse Payne Smith, A Compendious Syriac Dictionary (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903), 3.

% pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif, 1-3, 16. The agan is a key idea in Stoic moral philosophy.
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as seen for example in Homer’s Iliad.>® This is similar to the semantic breadth seen later in
the Arabic term jihad.

Athletics was a common and popular aspect of Greek life, and importantly, the Greek
games (agones) were understood as holy (ieroi) because they were conducted under the
protection of the gods. This relation to the cult of the gods included the reward usually being
a wreath cut from a sacred grove.® This notion of struggle as holy is evident later in both the
Syrian monks and in the Arabic notion of the jihad that pleases God. Importantly, in Greek
athleticism the competition with others was one of the main factors motivating to high
achievement, and this idea is also seen in the friendly competition of the ascetics.®* In Greek
literature, agon was typically used in the expression agones gumnastikoi (gymnastic
struggle).®? This is understandable because, “The gymnasium was a focus of civic life,
passing on Greek values and learning.”®® The gymnasium was the place of education for the
children of the elite, where they were taught grammar, music, and athletics. It was a highly
competitive venue where students underwent “continual painful exertion” with the aim of
reaching perfection.®* These themes of perfection, competition, the gymnasium, and painful
exertion are frequently seen in the Syrian monastic literature. The agon was such an
important cultural glue and symbol that among the first major actions of Alexander after he
captured each city on his way to India, was the hosting of horse-riding, musical, and athletic
agone. LeGuen notes that the theatre and the gymnasium were the “two central institutions of
Greek culture,” and that these agone were performed for political and socially-unifying

purposes.®®

But while the agon was definitely external in warfare and athletic and musical
contests, it was also conceived of as internal, various philosophers even privileging this

aspect. Aristotle writes that the irrational aspect of the soul “fights” (or struggles, Greek

% pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif, 17, 18.

% pindar, Odes of Pindar (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1947), 19, 22, 26 etc.; Pfitzner, Paul and the
Agon Motif, 6, 17-19. Aywvrg, 1gpo.

%! pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif, 16.

%2 pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif, 16, aywvnc youvaotikor.

% Fox, The Classical World, 269.

% Pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif , 21.

% Brigitte Le Guen, “Theatre, Religion, and Politics at Alexander’s Travelling Royal Court,” in Greek Theatre in
the Fourth Century B.C., eds. Eric Csapo, Hans Rupprecht Goette, J. Richard Green, and Peter Wilson (Berlin:
De Gruyter, 2014), 249-74 (260, 271-73). See the table of locations and types of agone, 251-55.
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méchetai) against the rational.®® In this he agrees with Heraclitus that it is “hard to fight
(méchesthai) against emotion ... [and] pleasure.”® Because of this inner fight, according to
Aristotle, it is necessary to be properly trained in some way from infancy, and we see this
connection between fighting and training frequently in the Syrians.®® Aristotle also writes in
parallel in regards to the courage of “soldiers” and ““athletes,” as both are “contests,” showing
their close association, a similarity also shown in the Syrian ascetic authors.®® The agon is
also the term used for the “long debating scene” “in the middle” of later Greek tragedies, and
this foreshadows the internal intellectual battle of the Syrian ascetics as well as the Islamic

concept of “intellectual jihad” (sometimes but not always explained with the term ijtihad).”

The agon is often closely associated with the hero and heroic action. Homer’s Iliad
and Odyssey highlight the role of heroes, and emphasise their courage, wounds, and
healing.” Fox asserts that central to Greek thought is the Homeric epic and the struggles of
its heroes for justice.” Significantly for understanding the Christian agon is that Homer’s
epics recount an heroic journey, either physical (for example Odysseus) or mental (for
example Achilles in the Iliad) or both. Both Jesus and Paul are described in the New
Testament using Greek heroic imagery, and both underwent great hardships and much
journeying.” This hero motif is often referred to in the Syrian ascetic authors. Heracles is a
Greek hero known for his “Twelve Labours” (athlon- the word is also used for athletics), a
concept very closely related to the agon and part of the macrotrope of struggle. In
punishment, a god intervened and, “As a second labour he ordered him to kill the Lernaean
hydra.”™ While four of the labours were killing of various monsters, eight of the twelve

required capturing animals, stealing objects, or even cleaning the Augean stables in a single

% uéyetan. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. J.A. K. Thomson (New York: Penguin, 1955), Book 1.xiii
(Thomson, 89). NE 1102b.15 (Becker numbering according to Aristotle's Ethica Nicomachea, ed. J. Bywater
(Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1894)).

®7 Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. J.A. K. Thomson (New York: Penguin, 1955), Book 2.iii (Thomson, 96).
Nic. Eth. 1105a.5, pdyectar.

% Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, Book 2.iii (Thomson, 95). Nic. Eth. 1104b.10 810 8&i fixfoi mmg £00d¢ &k véov
opOn modeia.

% Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, trans. J.A. K. Thomson (New York: Penguin, 1955), Book 3.vii (Thomson,
132). Nic. Eth. 1116b.10. “Onlo1ic, GOANTai, dydoty.

" Fox, The Classical World, 139. Note that ijtihad derives from jihdad.

™' Robin Lane Fox, Travelling Heroes: In the Epic Age of Homer (New York: Vintage Books, 2010), 4-8.

2 Robin Lane Fox, The Classical World, 13-22.

" A, J. Mattill, Jr., “The Jesus-Paul Parallels and the Purpose of Luke-Acts: H. H. Evans Reconsidered,” Novum
Testamentum Vol. 17, Fasc. 1 (Jan., 1975): 15-46.
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Frazer, FBA., FRS. in 2 Volumes (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1921), accessed July 8, 2018.
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day. The labours thus are far broader than killing but always involve some element of
difficult exertion with attendant risk. According to the Odes of Pindar, after his feats of
killing and endurance, Heracles then founded the Olympic Games, providing a link between
labour, agan, fighting, and athletics.” These earthly games were in a sense a copy of the

contests of the gods on Mount Olympus which they frequently fought.

The heroic male is in mind when the Syrians use their soldier and athlete struggle
metaphors. Michael Stewart discusses the similar Roman idea of manliness as heroic courage
in a recent work and shows how the Greco-Roman ideals were appropriated by the Church.
He summarises that the Christian “heroic and manly conduct” included “one’s self-mastery
and displays of ‘courage’ in the face of adversity,” a trope very applicable to ascetics.”® This
can be compared to Aristotle who, when discussing courage, likens it to athletic contests
(gymnikois agosi) where the end is the “crown” (stephanos), another symbol referred to often
by the Syrian Christians.”” This heroic athlete and warrior theme is used in the New
Testament as we shall see below, and also in the Greek and Syrian ascetic writers. Gillian
Clark notes that writers of the fourth and fifth centuries such as Athanasius and Basil “present
the ascetic as hero or heroine, as the standard of true Christian commitment,” in a time where
martyrdom had mainly ceased inside the Roman Empire.”® Yet somewhat ironically, the
heroic “holy man” is a “man of power” and exerts influence, often standing up as a hero
against injustice.” Asceticism in Late Antiquity did not exist in a vacuum—the ascetic had
political power, usually unsought, but controversial and effective none the less. The ascetic
practices of monk-bishops placed them in a particular place of conflict. While hermits could
avoid issues of power, the role of bishops as representatives of their communities meant that
they sometimes conflicted with the governors and emperors of their day. This means that the
spiritually-powerful ascetic who was known for their victorious battles with the flesh was
often also a locus for political power both within the church and against the state. This was

true of both Christian and Muslim ascetics, and Simon Stylite, Isaac of Nineveh, and Hallaj

" pindar, The Odes of Pindar, ed. and trans. Richmond Lattimore (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press,
1947), 5, 17.

"® Michael Stewart, The Soldier’s Life: Martial Values and Manly Romanitas in the Early Byzantine Empire
(Leeds: Kismet Press, 2016), 6-8, 134.

" Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, J.A. K. Thomson trans. (New York: Penguin, 1955), Book 3.vii (Thomson,
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33-48 (33).
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exemplify this.

Agona and Jihad in the Syriac and Arabic New Testaments

Luke writes about Jesus that, “being in an agony he prayed more earnestly, and his sweat was
as it were great drops of blood falling down to the ground.”®® The use of agon in Luke 22:44
and its later translation to agona and jihad is extremely significant in the context of this
research. For the Church, Jesus’ actions are paradigmatic for virtuous behaviour, and thus his
very physical and emotional wrestling with temptation is possibly the unassailable Christian
definition of agonaljihad. This usage is in the context of the Luke 22: 39-46 passage where
Jesus is in the Garden of Gethsemane wrestling with his choice to accept death by
crucifixion. Christ reveals the depth of his agony when he says in the immediately preceding
verse, “Father, if You are willing, remove this cup from me; yet not my will, but Yours be
done.” Jesus has almost concluded his life work, and in terms of the agon, has almost
completed the race.®* In continuation of the Greek philosophical and heroic tradition of the
role of the agon, this moment of very personal wrestling with temptation is the climax in
Luke’s account of Christ’s agony in the garden. After this choice, the crucifixion quickly
unfolds after a series of conflictual encounters between Jesus and the human powers.
Significantly, unlike the other gospels, the trial and crucifixion events are treated relatively
briefly in Luke. Whereas Matthew explains the stories of Jesus, Peter, and Judas in depth,
Luke is brief, factual and far less emotive. His attention is on the agon, and the results of
Jesus’ choice are presented as an almost inevitable post-climactic death and resurrection.
Matthew’s parallel passage explains Jesus’ agony a little differently, and has Jesus saying,
“My soul is deeply grieved, to the point of death.”® In both writers, the agon is intense, and
like the later jihad, means death to both soul and body. The author of Luke is almost
universally accepted as being Luke the disciple and fellow-missionary with Paul, author of
the Luke-Acts pair of works. However, irrespective of actual authorship it is accepted that

8 uke 22:43, 44, Syriac =y, Greek oyovia, Arabic 2> . These words are only found in Luke’s gospel but
are found in most early manuscripts, including Sinaiticus but not Alexandinus. It is quoted extensively however
by early authors such as Irenaeus, Justin, Hippolytus and Origen. John Chrysostom evidently knew these verses
as shown by his references to the angel strengthening Jesus and to Jesus sweating of great drops of blood.
Interestingly, Chrysostom refers to these events in his commentary on Matthew (Homily 83) even though they
are not recorded in that gospel. NPNF 1.10: St. Chrysostom: Homilies on the Gospel of Saint Matthew, 497. It is
possible that the Hebrews 12:4 reference to resisting temptation and to Jesus “shedding great drops of blood”
was the cause of a later first century CE insertion into Luke. This does not, however, impact on the great
importance attached by the monks to this event.

8 Susan R. Garrett, ‘Beloved Physician of the Soul? Luke as Advocate for Ascetic Practice,” in Asceticism and
the New Testament, 71-96 (83-84).

% Matt. 26:38.
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Luke is a product of the Pauline school and inherits the same ascetic mindset. Thus this
passage and the later verses from the Pauline letters must be understood in relation to each
other and to the Greek philosophy that Paul was so familiar with. In relation to my argument
it ultimately matters little whether Luke or Paul themselves penned these works, as it is the
frequent use of philosophical metaphor of virtuous struggle across so much of the New

Testament which becomes a defining framework for the later ascetics.

This worldview of spiritual struggle has both a personal and a cosmic dimension and
this is seen in Luke. In Luke 22:44 the author shows Jesus wrestling with the temptation to
avoid crucifixion, and also fighting evil forces and even death itself.2® The struggle is a
personal human battle with cosmic significance, a theme later used to depict the monks at
prayer. The concept of agony is here also set within the broader context of Luke’s portrayal
of the very human Jesus the man who suffers, and who is thus the examplar for all Christians.
It also continues the recurring theme of spiritual warfare seen throughout Luke, for example
in Luke 4:31-37 where Jesus casts out demons, Luke 9:1 where he gives his disciples the
same authority to fight demons, and Luke 13: 10-17 where Jesus says that he releases a
woman from the “bondage of Satan.” Jesus’ struggle in the Garden of Gethsemane at the very
end of his ministry in some ways parallels the battle with Satan in the wilderness temptation
at the beginning of his ministry. Such “book-end” or chiastic passages are a common gospel
occurrence and signify important themes. In both passages angels strengthen or protect Jesus
in his temptation. In Luke 4:1-13 Jesus is tempted by the devil (a form of attack according to
later Syrian writers), but chooses to resist the temptations of comfort and power. This story
parallels the Luke 22 passage where Jesus prays through the night and resists sleep and the
opportunity to avoid death.®* Thus his struggle is both internal personal-psychological and a

battle with external supernatural forces, a pairing also commonly seen in the Syrian authors.®®

Significantly, Luke understands Jesus’ ministry as a fulfilment and parallel of Moses’
ministry. Luke 8:1-39 has Jesus stilling the sea and then overpowering the demons who are

destroyed in it. To Jews, such demonstrations of divine power are clearly reminiscent of

& pfitzner, Paul and the Agon Motif, 131.

% See also Hebrews 12:1-4.

8 Syrian Christians usually understand these supernatural demonic forces as "external," and thus Jesus and
monks fight a spiritual battle against demons not using real swords but rather the metaphorical sword of prayer.
See for example Theodoret’s writing of “demons making war from the outside” (exothen polemousi daimosi).
Theodoret, History, trans. R .M. Price, A History of the Monks of Syria (Kalamazoo, Cistercian Publications,
1985), Prologue.6 (Price, 6), ££wbev Tolepodot daipoot.
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Moses who splits the Red Sea and then drowns the armies of Pharaoh. Thus Jesus’ power
must be understood as standing within the history of divine warfare in the Pentateuch. His
struggle with evil has both personal dimensions of healing as well as supernatural elements in
relation to demons and the environment. This is important because the same conjunction of
ideas is exactly what the later monks understood their prayer to demonstrate. The struggle is
an internal psychological wrestling but with an element of conflict with external human and
demonic powers. Jesus’ agon becomes a key motivator and example for the monks who
frequently cite Jesus words in the Garden, “Watch and pray that you do not enter into
temptation.”®® Thus when Isaac the Syrian challenges his readers to watch and pray he is
calling to their remembrance Jesus’ own struggles, and calling them to share the struggles, as
Paul also encourages in his letters.®” For the Syrian ascetics, Jesus’ personal and cosmic
agona 1s of profound relevance because they understand that Jesus suffered as a human like

them, and yet resisted temptation even to death, and thus they seek to emulate his struggle.

The Garden of Gethsemane scene is referred to again in Hebrews 12:1-4 which
includes two uses of the struggle word. Heb. 12:1 has, “Therefore, since we have so great a
cloud of witnesses surrounding us, let us also lay aside every encumbrance and the sin which
so easily entangles us, and let us run with endurance the race that is set before us.”® This
image of the race is explicitly linked to fighting sin and temptation in verse four: “You have
not yet resisted to the point of shedding blood in your striving against (antagonizomenoi)
sin.”® As noted earlier, this imagery of the painfully fighting hero struggling even to death is
very Hellenistic and would have been vivid for hearers and readers. The author is invoking a
rich set of metaphors and makes Jesus into a new Hercules. The author in Heb. 12:1 uses the
term “witnesses,” that is those who watch the events in the arena, so he is connecting Jesus’
resisting of passions with the arena where many Christians were suffering, which both
humanises Christ and draws him close to the persecuted believers.®® These military fighting
metaphors are further used by Paul in several places. He writes, “Fight the good fight of faith,

take hold of the eternal life to which you were called.”®*

% Matt. 26:41.

¥ Rom. 15:30. ]

% Heb. 12:1 (emphasis mine), ~aan_~ . Note the Arabic Bible has sl Significantly, the witnesses are
mujahidin {nalsa

% Heb. 12:4 (emphasis mine), avtayovi{opevor, contending against. Syriac ssas_« , Arabic dusalas .

% In Syriac sahde root s-h-d.

L 1Tim. 6:12 (emphasis ming), Syriac =hah~a o~ The Arabic uses the noun and verb forms of jikad,

3als s cf. 1 Tim. 1:18 “fight the good fight,” Greek: strateué tén kaléin strateian, lit. to fight the good warfare,
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There are a number of other important metaphors relevant to inner spiritual struggle
which recur in the New Testament but use terms other than agona. A passage that is
frequently cited by the Syrian Christians is Ephesians Six where Paul invokes the macrotrope
of the Christian as a fighting soldier and starts by emphasising what the spiritual fight is
against. He writes, “Put on the full armour of God, so that you will be able to stand firm
against the schemes of the devil. For our struggle (Greek palé; Syriac taktosa) is not against
flesh and blood, but against the rulers, against the powers, against the world forces of this
darkness, against the spiritual forces of wickedness in the heavenly places.”® He then
elaborates over several verses and links many parts of a soldier’s clothing with elements of

Christian practice:

Stand firm therefore, having girded your loins with truth, and having put on the
breastplate of righteousness, and having shod your feet with the preparation of the
gospel of peace; in addition to all, taking up the shield of faith with which you will be
able to extinguish all the flaming missiles of the evil one. And take the helmet of
salvation, and the sword of the Spirit which is the word of God.*

In a further (but less obvious) military allusion, in the following verse Paul continues, “Be on
the alert,” where alertness is the watchful stance of the soldier who has completed the
previous preparations.®* Paul demonstrates here that he has considered at some depth this
struggle motif, and has developed a practical application of every aspect of a soldier’s armour

to the spiritual fight.

This fight is also not just against the external demons or against sin, but sometimes
encompasses battles regarding prayer, emotions, and the intellect, which later Sufis describe
as the “jihad of the heart.” Paul uses agon in relation to this broader conceptual framework
when he says, “Now | beseech you, brethren ... that ye strive together (sunagonisasthai) with
me in [your] prayers to God for me.”® The struggle of prayer is also referred to when Paul

says, “For I would that you know what great conflict (Syr. agona) | have for you, and for

Syriac: fight (v), lit. serve, work saYeXsin the fight (n), lit. warfare, sla.

% Eph. 6:11-12, part of a whole passage using this imagery, 6:11-17. For “struggle,” Greek: palé wrestle,
Syriac: ass.anada faktosa, root k-t-§, contest, fighting, strife, struggle, Arabic: (& e jliax the wrestle/struggle.
% Eph. 6:14-17.

% Eph. 6:18.

% Rom. 15:30, suvayovicacbou, verb aor. mid. decl. from agon.
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them at Laodicea, and for as many as have not seen my face in the flesh.”®® It is noteworthy
that just previously in Col. 1:29 Paul writes of one who strives, in the context of sufferings
(cf. 1:24) and here the Arabic used is mujahidin (the one who does jihad).”” In the current
climate of Islamic terrorism this translation choice is very significant—it shows that Christian
Arabic speakers have always considered that there is an appropriate internal spiritual fight

undertaken by Christian mujahidim.

Paul also uses this concept of struggle in relation to his missionary ministry and as a
challenge to other Christians. In Phil. 1:30 he writes, “Having the same conflict which you
saw in me, and now hear to be in me.”*® Paul was probably dependent on Philo and the Stoics
and the images from 4 Maccabees in his thinking.*® Elsewhere, Paul describes a Christian as
a “fellow-soldier” because of intellectual opponents they faced together, indicating a
metaphorical fight for truth.’® This theme of intellectual fighting seems to be mentioned also
when Paul writes, “But even after that we had suffered before, and were shamefully
entreated, as ye know, at Philippi, we were bold in our God to speak unto you the gospel of
God with much contention (agoni).”*®* He uses athletic terminology when he writes of one
who “shared my struggle” (sunathlesan).'%” In summing up his whole life Paul returns to this
struggle metaphor referring both to the fight and to the race, showing just how central it is for
him. He writes, “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, | have kept the

faith.”1%3

Along with the most common words for struggle, there are other terms describing the
same macrotrope in the New Testament. A near equivalent to agonaljihad is the Syriac graba

(n. war, fight, battle, v. attack, draw near).’** Like jihad in the Qur’an, graba is used in the

% Col. 2:1 Arabic: 2&> Syr: s -
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192 Phil. 4:3 cuvnOinoav, lit. athletes together, cf. Phil. 3:8, 12-16 with its image of suffering in a race. Also cf.
Phil. 2:27, 30, being close to death, and being citizens of heaven, paralleling Jesus before Pilate etc. 3:20,2. Paul
also uses other Greek philosophical concepts like “contentment,” Phil 4:1, and courage/fearlessness when he
praises, “not being alarmed by opponents.” ) .

103 2Tim. 4:7 (emphasis mine), oyova ... eyoviopot, Arabic: 3 G3ala deall (fnall Skl ald) St (Glagy) Syr.
o~ Cf. Phil 3:12ff with its eschatological focus, and Phil. 3:13-14, “Chasing the prize.” On these verses see
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104 Jennings, Lexicon, 197. Qraba occurs 19 times in the NT. Note that one Akkadian word for battle is garabu
with the same root of g-r-b, and with almost the same semantic range of graba ie both “battle” and “drawing
close to someone” i.e. wrestling/struggling. Akkadian is a mother language of both Arabic and Syriac.
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Syriac New Testament with both the inner and outer meanings. With the meaning of the
external battle, graba is used for example in Mark 13:7, “And when you hear of wars and
rumours of wars do not be frightened.”® Significantly, graba is used in a verse that links the
internal and external battles, “What is the source of quarrels and conflicts among you? Is not
the source your pleasures that wage war in your members?”*'% Possibly the struggle concept
most often referred to by later Syrian ascetics is this war with the passions, which has several
New Testament precedents. Along with the mentions of struggling with sin above (Heb. 12:1,
4), Paul also speaks of part of his being fighting against (antistrateuomenon) his true
desires.'”’ Along with Paul, James and Peter also speak of the “war with the passions,” which
demonstrates the popularity of this imagery. James writes of the, “Passions/pleasures which
wage war (Gk. strateuomenon) against your members,” and Peter of, “fleshly lusts ... wage
war (strateuontai) with your soul.”'®® The New Testament thus is a rich source for the Syrian
ascetic authors and demonstrates a wide selection of metaphors and terms used to describe
the struggle. The spiritual battle is conceived of as occurring in several domains, and so,
understandably, we see similar struggle language and metaphors in the Syrian Christian

writers.

Divine Warriors

These New Testament references not only follow Greek ideals but also reflect an Old
Testament conception of God as the Divine Warrior, a theme also present in relation to
Christ. There is thus continuity between Old Testament struggle and warfare metaphors and
those in the New Testament. Schellenberg’s thesis on the Divine Warrior motif shows how
the image of the God who fights is central to apocalyptic material from Daniel through to
Revelation.'® In an older book, Neufeld discusses the imagery of the armour of God in
Isaiah, and Paul’s reuse of this in Ephesians and 1 Thessalonians.'*® Paul’s adaptation of
Divine Warrior motifs has been only barely studied, although there is significant work on

Christ as the new Divine Warrior. Duff discusses Jesus’ entry to Jerusalem as a reflection

195 Mark 13:7. See also 1 Cor. 14:8 “For if the bugle produces an indistinct sound, who will prepare himself for
battle?” Rev. 12:7 “And there was a war in heaven...” and 2 Cor. 7:5.

196 james 4:1 (emphasis mine), moAepot Syr. w=ia The Arabic uses the verb and noun from the same root g-r-b as
the Syriac, ie. qurub and graba.
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109 Angeline Janel Falk Schellenberg, “The Development of the Divine Warrior Motif in Apocalyptic Literature”
(Thesis, 1999). Her bibliography is particularly extensive although dated.

19 Thomas Yoder Neufeld, “Put on the Armour of God”: The Divine Warrior from Isaiah to Ephesians
(Sheffield: Sheffield Academic Press, 1997).
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both of Jewish and Roman imagery of the victorious King entering in triumph.*! In this
reading, Jesus’ destruction of the pigs in the sea in Mark 5:13 parallels God’s destruction of
the Egyptians in Exod. 14:27. Christ is the Divine Warrior who will render judgement both
now and especially finally at his second coming when, “the Lord Jesus shall be revealed from
heaven with His mighty angels in flaming fire, dealing out retribution to those who do not
know God.”**? There are many other Old Testament references that expand these metaphors
such as when David describes God as a “shield,” a “fortress,” and “stronghold.”ll3 David
understands God as a warrior both externally and internally in his heart. He writes that God
will “strike” all his “enemies” and that, “The Lord is strong and mighty ... mighty in battle,”
and then when David sins he says that God sends “arrows” against him, a metaphor for

presumably some kind of guilt or emotional punishment.**

That Christians saw themselves as inheritors somehow of Christ’s warrior status is
shown by Paul who writes, “We do not war according to the flesh, for the weapons of our
warfare are not of the flesh, but divinely powerful for the destruction of fortresses ...
destroying speculations ... taking every thought captive to Christ.”**> The wording here of
“war” (Gk. strateuometha, Syr. palhinan), “destruction of fortresses” (Gk. kathairesin
oxuromaton, Syr. kabsinan hesne), “weapons (Gk. opla, Syr. zayna) of our warfare (Gk.
strateias, Syr. d-palhitan),” “destroying,” (Gk. kathairountes, Syr. satrinan) and “taking
captive,” (Gk. aixmalstizontes, Syr sabénan) all extend this military metaphor.**® Because
Jesus’ victory is not fully present until the second coming, in the interim Christians need to
continue the struggle, especially against the traditional foes of the “world, flesh, and devil.”
The divine warrior motif thus informs ascetic practice: the Orthodox Christology of a partial
present victory necessitates their daily life of spiritual battle.

One particular part of the Orthodox Old Testament that influenced the Syrian ascetic

' Paul Brooks Duff, “The March of the Divine Warrior and the Advent of the Greco-Roman King: Mark's
Account of Jesus' Entry into Jerusalem,” Journal of Biblical Literature Vol. 111, No. 1 (Spring, 1992): 55-71.
See also Edward Adams, “The Coming of the Son of Man in Mark’s Gospel,” Tyndale Bulletin (56.1, 2005): 39-
61; Scott Ryan, “Cosmic conflict and the divine warrior in Paul's letter to the Romans” (Thesis, Baylor
University, 2017); Delnora Williams, “Portraits of Christ in Revelation” (Thesis, Regent University, 2017).
1122 Thess. 1:7-8. For further examples in early Syrian writings see Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom,
169-71.

" ps, 3:3,18:2.

"4 ps. 3:2,24:8,37:2.

152 Cor. 10:3-5.

18 Gk. otpatevopedo, KaboIPESY OXVPMUOTOV, OTAL ... CTPUTELIC, kobapovvres, ayporiotiovies; Syriac:
B e BAND e i L HBLAd e dadn s ... Gusld Arabic: Sl Fight; ) 4alid arms/the weapons; islas
our fight.
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tradition is the story of the Maccabees. This strand of Hellenised Jewish teaching is
frequently referred to in the early church especially in the Syrian tradition, and had a
significant influence on ideas of martyrdom and virtue. The martyr stories in Two Maccabees
and Four Maccabees are celebrated in liturgies and in iconography, and the martyrs are held
up as ascetic models to imitate.**” Two Maccabees 7 tells the story of a mother and her sons
who heroically resist the temptation to renounce their faith, and this story is repeated with
elaboration in Four Maccabees. Their struggle is an agon and shows the “steadfastness of the
mother ... in the face of a flood of passionate impulses.”™*® The martyrs demonstrate the
ultimate control over their emotions so they are logical models for the later ascetic resisting
their own passions.''® The Maccabean story was an important foundation for Syrian church
understandings of martyrdom and ascetic practice. The story of the mother and her seven
sons martyred by Antiochus was celebrated as a motivation to imitate their bold and
courageous stand. This story also exhibits important Stoic ideas of overcoming the emotions
by using reason and thus is a foretaste of the Syrian Stoic emphasis of Isaac. The concept of
the righteous resistance to idolatry, which leads to martyrdom, is also frequently found in
other deuterocanonical books. These works were well known in Syrian circles and display

Semitic elements not so evident in the Greek and Latin traditions.*?°

The Syrian Theological Context

Aphrahat and lIsaac write within specific theological contexts that flavoured the tradition of
asceticism and spiritual struggle that they inherited. The Syrian church had a particular

eschatological emphasis and anthropology, discussed below. In general they shared the

17 Elias J. Bickerman, The God of the Maccabees, trans. Horst Moehring (Leiden: E.J. Brill, 1979), 114, 158;
James Charlesworth, The Old Testament pseudepigrapha and the New Testament (London: Cambridge
University Press, 1985), 86; Martin McNamara, Intertestamental literature (Wilmington, Delaware: Michael
Glazier Inc., 1983), 233; H. F. Henderson, The Age of the Maccabees (London: J.M. Dent and Co., n.d.), 42-47;
Jan Willem van Henten, The Maccabean Martyrs as Saviours of the Jewish People: A Study of 2 & 4 Maccabees
(Leiden: Brill, 1997), 3-7.

118 \William Fairweather, Background to the Gospels, or Judaism in the period between the Old and New
Testaments (Edinburgh: T and T Clark, 1908), 348.

19 R, Hiers, Reading the Bible book by book (Philadelphia: Fortress Books, 1988), 139; Martin McNamara,
Intertestamental literature, 235. The Syriac translation of these books (known as the Peshitta) uses words that
capture specifics that are not always present in the Greek. For example in 2 Maccabees 7:15 we see the fifth son
being “mangled” or “tortured” in various English translations. Yet the Syriac has mangrin and altsin, which
mean “stretched on a mangonel” and “pressed,” evoking vivid imagery of specific torture devices. This is
somewhat different to the Septuagint version which uses prosagontes (from agon), which certainly captures the
meaning but does not convey the same literal machine imagery. The Old Testament in Syriac: Peshitta Version
Part IV: Ezra and Nehemiah 1-2 Maccabees (Leiden: Brill, 2103). The Syriac language around this and other
stories reveals fascinating insights into Syriac theology and culture.

120 of significance also is the role of the woman as greatest in faith, as in 4 Maccabees 15:30 she is described as
“more noble than males in steadfastness,” a role reprised by Mary in the Syrian worldview.
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perspectives of the wider Christian communion including theological features relevant to
ascetic struggle. The best and most extensive collection of articles on the Church background
up to the fourth century is in the volume Early Christian Literature, which notes the social
and theological issues that were shared by many early Syrian authors.*** From the fourth to
seventh centuries Syrian Christian authors increasingly construct their theological framework
by drawing on ideas used in NeoPlatonic philosophy, and they sometimes add cultural
elements from Judaism and other religions.’? Syrian authors compose ascetic histories and
draw from shared symbols such as the military and the gymnasium to appeal to their
audiences. Brock presents a good summary of these various ascetic histories.**® As noted
earlier, there were somewhat fluid boundaries between religions—Fowden notes for example
that the shrine of the Christian ascetic Sergius was visited even by non-Christian Persians and
Avrabs, and later also by Muslims.'?* As the Roman Empire became increasingly Christianised
more imperial concepts and practices were embraced by the church including in the liturgy

and in its doctrine of war.*?®

Between the fourth and seventh centuries there were a number church councils held
by the Chalcedonians that were rejected by the other Orthodox of Syria. These councils
touched on many issues related to asceticism, mainly concerning the continuing
disagreements and council statements over the relation between the divine and human natures
in Christ.®® Human nature, the body, asceticism, and free will thus were continuing areas of
imperial and leadership debate while monastic practices continued at the grass-roots level.

Hannah Hunt’s Clothed in a Body provides an excellent introduction to early Christian body

121 Erances Young, Lewis Ayres and Andrew Louth, eds., Early Christian Literature (Cambridge, Cambridge
University Press, 2004); See especially Sebastian Brock, “Ephrem and the Syrian tradition,” 362-72, and
Andrew Louth, “The Literature of the Monastic Movement,” 373-81.

122 George Nickelsburg, Ancient Judaism and Christian Origins: Diversity, Continuity and Transformation
(Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 2003). See also Cameron, The Mediterranean World.

123§ P. Brock, “Syriac Historical Writing: A Survey of the Main Sources”, Journal of the Iraq Academy, Syriac
Corporation 5 (1979-1980): 1-30. See also Andrew Palmer, The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles
(Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1993); Geoffrey Greatrex, “The Roman-Persian Frontier and the Context
of the Book of Steps, ” in Breaking the Mind: New Studies in the Syriac “Book of Steps,” eds. Kristian S. Heal,
Robert A. Kitchen, (np: Catholic University of America Press, 2014), 9-31.

124 Elizabeth Key Fowden, The Barbarian Plain: Saint Sergius Between Rome and Iran (Los Angeles: University
of California Press, 1999), 4, 7, 133-139. See also: J. H. Liebeschuetz, Barbarians and Bishops: Army, Church,
and State in the Age of Arcadius and Chrysostom (Oxford: Clarendon, 1990).

12> John Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Press, 1989), 5-38;
and vice versa, as Schrier asserts, “In the Byzantine view, therefore, the war of 421-422 was certainly fought for
the sake of Christianity.” Omert J. Schrier, “Syriac Evidence for the Roman-Persian War of 421-422,” Greek,
Roman, and Byzantine Studies 33.1 (Duke University, 2005): 75-86 (78); See also K. C. Holum, "Pulcheria's
Crusade A.D.421-22 and the Ideology of Imperial Victory," Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 18
(1977):153-72.

126 See Meyendorff, Imperial Unity and Christian Divisions, 165-292 for an extensive discussion of these issues.
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theology especially as it impacts on asceticism.®” She supplies a very good summary of
Greek philosophical thinking about the body, and explains how it became the basis for
Christian theology.'”® Hunt discusses the theology of the soul working in harmony with the
body, leading to its transformation, and how asceticism is seen as a continuation of
martyrdom.129 She is incorrect that Christian doctrine says that “Jesus’ humanity ends with
His assumption into heaven, while His divinity endures,” but is right that the Fathers saw the
incarnation as elevating the flesh as good and transformable.’® For the Eastern Church,
human nature is basically good, and divine grace is needed, but a synergistic struggle is the
path of salvation. In this Syrian perspective human effort is elevated in a way that is quite
contradictory to that of Augustine, and | discuss this contrast in my final chapter after

analysing the concept of struggle in the Syrian and Muslim authors.

By the late fourth century, monasticism, and asceticism generally, were becoming
prominent in the church. The biography of St. Anthony by Athanasius propelled ideas of
frugal living, prayer, and the spiritual struggle to the forefront. Anthony especially became
known for his combats with the devil and his demons.*** This fight against the demons was
based on the “desert spirituality” of Judaism. Elijah and John the Baptist are central models in
this tradition, being prophets who deliberately retire to the desert to battle the demons. The
demons were understood to make their home there (e.g. Matt. 12:43), hence desert spirituality
was a direct spiritual attack on the demons’ home. Jesus’ forty days of temptation and
struggle against Satan continues the tradition and provides the model for the ascetic “soldiers

of the desert.”*®?

Katherine Smith has well-summarised the idea of the “soldiers of Christ” (miles
Christi) especially in the Latin Christian tradition, but also notes the concept in various Greek
church fathers as well. This understanding that training for spiritual battle against the

passions is an agan, was well-established during the third and fourth centuries.** Smith notes

127 Hannah Hunt, Clothed in a Body: Asceticism, the Body and the Spiritual in the Late Antique Era (Ashgate,
2012).

128 Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 9-29. She also notes the apparent contradiction between insistence on a real human
nature and body in Christ, yet suppression of the body by ascetics, 1.

129 Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 47-8, 79-92. Hunt’s discussion of the body in the writings of John Climacus, a
seventh century monk; is possibly the definitive summary.

30 Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 53-4, 82, 85.

B Derwas Chitty, The Desert a City (Oxford: Blackwell, 1966), 2-4.

132 Meyendorff, St. Gregory Palamas and Orthodox Spirituality, 5-8.

133 Katherine Allen Smith, War and the Making of Medieval Monastic Culture (Woodbridge: Boydell, 2011), 9-
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Anthony’s place in the developing metaphor of the ascetic saint fighting Satan and defending
the spiritual fort in the desert, and also the important role of soldier-saints such as Martin in
reflecting this ideal. This fight metaphor was also attached to a theology of the ascetic’s
imitation of Christ who was the conquering spiritual warrior. Smith asserts that (emphasis

hers):

As members of the militaria Christi, believers were not merely soldiers of Christ but
soldiers like Christ, who had, in the words of Cyprian, ‘walked first in that very
warfare, so that what He taught was to be done, He did first,” by triumphing over

death and the devil .13

This conception is especially prevalent in the Syrian tradition and is reflected in most of the
authors | analyse. This tradition is based on a significant number of New Testament
references as | have shown earlier, and the Greek Bible text exhibits the same words and
metaphors found in earlier Greek philosophical writers. Luke especially emphasises the
ascetic dimension of Christ’s life and teaching. He is the only gospel-writer who has Jesus
praying in the garden of Gethsemane in an agonia.’®* Garrett argues that this story shows
Jesus’ ascetic self-mastery, and is “best understood against the background of the
philosophical contest or gymnastic exercise.” For Luke, prayer is a form of askesis, and the
ascetic way is central to the Christian life.”*® For the Syrians, this example of Christ as the
heroic and ascetic true philosopher becomes paradigmatic for every ascetic in their own

struggle.

When dealing with the notion of struggle, it is important to recognise that while the
modern Western reader sometimes sees asceticism as just one optional aspect of a broader
concept of “spirituality,” for the Eastern Church there was no linguistic equivalent to

“spirituality,” but rather askesis (asceticism) was the focus of the life in the Spirit.™*” This

38, 71-94. Finn describes Egyptian and Syrian monasticism and ascetic practice at length in Finn, Asceticism in
the Graeco-Roman World, 131-43. See also http://www.syriacstudies.com/2012/10/11/egyptian-and-syrian-
asceticism-in-late-antiquity-jeffrey-conrad, accessed October 15, 2018.

134 Smith, War and the Making of Medieval Monastic Culture, 110, citing Cyprian, Letter 58.2, in Letters 1-81,
trans. Rose Donna (New York: Catholic University of America Press, 1965), 165.

135 Susan Garrett, “Beloved Physician of the Soul: Luke as Advocate for Asceticism,” 71-95 (83).

138 The theme of watchfulness or attention is seen earlier in Epictetus. Garrett, Beloved Physician, 85. See also
Susanna Elm, Virgins of God: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
1996). Elm discusses Christian ascetic practice, which she says is based on “distinct Stoic-Platonic notions,” 13-
14.

137 John Chryssavgis, “The Spiritual Way,” in The Cambridge Companion to Orthodox Christian Theology, eds.
Mary B. Cunningham and Elizabeth Theokritoff (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008):150-163 (150).
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askesis is most commonly described as the fight against the demons and the passions.
Chryssavgis makes the point that the writers are not unified on which are the exact enemy in
the struggle with passions- some writers describe them all as negative, following the Stoics,
while others see passions as neutral and simply expressed both as good or bad, following
Aristotle.*® Either way, for the Syrians ascetic achievement is central in a way that the Stoics

would have understood.

Distinct Syrian ascetic emphases

Syriac ascetic texts and indeed Syrian spirituality has been “barely explored” but has a
distinct flavour, even among the less-educated.*® Vo6bus in his monumental work discusses
at length the particular emphases of the Syrian church, noting their great focus on asceticism,
proto-monasticism, fasting, self-mortification, and spiritual war.*® The concept of “proto-
monasticism” is used in relation to Syria because in the fourth century there were large
numbers of ascetics but no organised settled monasteries nor clear rules or orders. This form
of asceticism was very individual rather than communal, as is evidenced by the language
used in Aphrahat where one term for ascetics is ikidaye (singular ikidaya), meaning “single
ones.”**' Monasticism in Syria was never as clearly delineated from the laity as in the West
because all Syrian Christians were expected to be somewhat ascetic.**? Barnard argues that
this pre-monastic movement arose in the third century in Syria possibly shaped by the large
Jewish population in Edessa.*** He notes that in the writing of Aphrahat the idea of the Bnai
Qyama (sons of the Covenant) especially bears a distinct similarity to the ascetic Jewish
Manual of Discipline from Qumran, and that the third century CE Syriac language Odes of

He adds that even theosis comes only through asceticism, 160-2.

138 Chryssavgis, “The Spiritual Way,” 156. See also the ascetic discourse of Abba Isa of Scesis discussed by
Chrysavgis.

139 Grigory Kessel and Karl Pinggéra, introduction to A Bibliography of Syriac Ascetic and Mystical Literature
(Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 7. There does not seem to have been as much range of views among the Syrians
compared to the Latins or Greeks in regards to asceticism, or at least, this has not been documented.

10 Arthur Voobus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient vol. 1 (Louvain: Peeters, 1958), 12-25, 67-89,
106-07, Arthur V6dbus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient vol. 2 (Louvain: Peeters, 1960), 19-34, 256-
300;

141 Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1987), xxi-xxv; Susan R. Garrett, ‘Beloved Physician of the Soul? Luke as Advocate for Ascetic
Practice,” 71-96 (76-9); Adam Lehto, introduction to Aphrahat, Demonstrations, trans. Adam Lehto
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2010), 34-41; See also Hannah Hunt, Clothed in a Body: Asceticism, the Body and the
Spiritual in the Late Antique Era (Ashgate, 2012), 103-06 on the ikidaye and Bnai Qyama.

Y2 This is especially evident in the Book of Steps where all Christians are assumed to be ascetic. See Robert
Kitchen, introduction to The Syriac Book of Steps, ed. and trans. Robert Kitchen (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias,
2009), viii.

3. W. Barnard, Studies in Church History and Patristics, Analecta 26 (Thessalonika: Patriarchal Institute for
Patristic Studies, 1978), 194-223 (199-206).



44

Solomon and Acts of Thomas demonstrate the views of a Jewish-Christian movement with a

particular ascetic flavour.**

Whether it was Christian converts from Judaism or simply the
Syrian cultural milieu, the Syriac-speaking Christians developed a greater appreciation for
intense spiritual discipline and warrior saints. For example, whereas the Greek Church rarely
mentions the Maccabees or the forty martyrs of Sebaste, the Syrian church shows a high

regard for them as seen in the frequent literature references and iconography.**

Syrian asceticism is somewhat different to Egyptian monasticism, whose writings
emphasise quality of the communal relations and the theme of forgiveness between monks.
Although Athanasius’ biography of the lone monk Anthony highlights his spiritual battles
with demons, later writings move more to communal themes.**® Brock notes that Syrian
asceticism was not derived from Egypt but had its own separate history right back to the New
Testament, and evolved a strong encratic (self-denying) influence in imitation of John the
Baptist."*” This self-denying conception is clear in Tatian’s Diatesseron, and was so extreme
that in some parts of the Syrian church, “celibacy was considered as an essential condition for
baptism.”**® Thus by the time of Islam there was a long Syrian ascetic tradition of individual
non-communal self-denying struggle and “spiritual battle.” Bamberger is accurate in his
assessment that, “There was a ruling concept in the early church that the ascetic life is a war
against demons,” and this spiritual warfare concept was especially strong in Syria.'*® It is
hard to determine why Christianity in the Middle East used more militant terms for
spirituality than in the Roman Empire. It may be because of the relatively greater number of

wars that directly affected Antioch and Edessa than Rome and Constantinople, or just

144 Barnard, Studies in Church History and Patristics, 195-97, 204-05. He adds that the Syrian writers Tatian and
Bardaisan also have distinct ascetic emphases, 207-14. Because Syriac is closely related to other ancient Middle-
Eastern languages and maintained some cultural continuity, precursor texts are also relevant. Murray even notes
that, “there is an extraordinary continuity of feeling between some ancient Sumerian litanies and passages in the
[Syrian] Acts of Judas Thomas.” Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 160.

15 John D’ Alton, “The Asceticism of Severus: The Forty Holy Martyrs of Sebaste,” in Severus of Antioch: His
Life and Times, eds. John D’Alton and Youhanna Youssef (Leiden: Brill, 2016), 47-64.

146 See for example Armand Veilleux, trans., Pachomian Koinonia vol. 3 (Kalamzaoo, MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1982), although see the many mentions of spiritual battle in the Letter of Pachomius, Pachomius,
“Instruction Concerning a Spiteful Monk,” 13-41.

147 Sebastian Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” Numen 20:1 (Apr. 1973):1-19 (3-5). See also Jeffrey Conrad,
Egyptian and Syrian Asceticism in Late Antiquity, http://www.syriacstudies.com/2015/09/16/egyptian-and-
syrian-asceticism-in-late-antiquity-jeffrey-conrad-2/, accessed October 10, 2018.

%8 Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” 7. Brock discusses possibly the best well-known example of this style of
individual encratic asceticism, Simeon the Stylite, as a contrast to the dominant Western communal monastery,
in 13-19; Hannah Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 95-6 discusses the singular Semitic influence on the Syrian church;
Giulia Sfameni Gasparro, “Asceticism and Anthropology: Enkrateia and ‘double creation' in Early Christianity,”
in Asceticism, 127-46.

149 John Eudes Bamberger, introduction to The Praktikos Chapters on Prayer (Kalamazoo, MI: Cisterian
Publications, 1981), 5.
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because warfare metaphors encoded the self-denying themes so well. Certainly, the inclusion
of warfare as central to Christian faith—it is one of the 22 chapters of Aphrahat’s
“Demonstrations,” which is unequalled in the West.™ Murray is correct in summarising,
“Aphrahat’s whole ceremony is a call to ‘holy war’ ... [and] celibates ... participate in the

eschatological holy war.” ™!

Christology has a particular shape with the Syrians. The incarnation is understood to
be Christ being “clothed in a body.”™? The incarnation of Jesus is thus seen as a reversal of
Adam and Eve’s wearing of garments which they received due to their sin in the Garden. The
theme of the garment is also very evident in the motif of “putting on” Christ at baptism and
“putting on the robe of glory”- one of the goals for ascetics.*> The body is thus sanctified,
potentially pure, and hence the Christian body as a temple is used in prayer and is even an aid
to spiritual growth.™* This is quite unlike the common Western conception of the body as a
locus of evil. The Syrian writers have a positive view of disciplining the body so that the
united body-soul can win the fight for holiness. In this unique way, “embodiment is at the
heart of Syrian theology and anthropology.”*® A closely-related outworking of this view of
Christ’s incarnation as “putting on a body” is that the real humanity of Jesus is emphasised.
Because of the appropriation of human nature, Christ Himself serves as the “perfect human
example and precedent” and as “the primary model for our imitation.”**® This perspective
appears to stem from the exegetical approach of the Antiochian tradition which focussed on
the human attributes of Christ including his human struggles. Theodore of Mopsuestia’s
exegesis is central in this, and among the Syrians his exegesis was not as counter-balanced by
the “high Christology” of the Alexandrian school as it was with the Greeks.™’ This idea is
later evidenced in the Arabic version of the Nicene Creed which translates the usual, “and He

150 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, in ANF vol 13, eds. and trans. P. Schaff and H. Wace (Peabody, 1994), 345-412.
151 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 15-17, see also Lehto, introduction, 46-48; For the importance of
war imagery in Syrian Christianity and a possible Manichaean background see Susan Ramsey, “Exploring the
Harbour of Rest: The Significance of avaravoig in the Theology of the Pseudo-Macarian Corpus” (PhD Thesis,
Marquette University, 2012), 147-51.

152 Hannah Hunt, Clothed in a Body: Asceticism, the Body and the Spiritual in the Late Antique Era (Ashgate,
2012), 144-52, Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 69-81.

153 Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1987), xxii-xxiv.

>4 Brock, Syriac Fathers, xxiv-xxv; Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 101-03.

5 Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 137.

156 Roberta Chesnut, Three Monophysite Christologies: Severus of Antioch, Philoxenus of Mabbug, and Jacob of
Sarug (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1976), 47.

57 Norris, Manhood and Christ: A Study in the Theology of Theodore of Mopsuestia (Oxford: Clarendon Press,
1963), xi, 173-89.
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suffered,” with the sense of “He was knocked down.”**®

The concept of “inaugurated eschatology” features prominently in the Syrian ascetic
tradition, and is of particular significance for my analyses of Aphrahat and some of the Syrian
authors. Inaugurated eschatology is the Christian belief that the future times have already
begun in Christ’s life on Earth, and so there are "already" and "not yet" dimensions to the

Kingdom of God.'**

According to this theological perspective, the future heavenly state is
already partially present now on earth, especially among ascetics who imitate Christ. In this
framework the angels are “models” for the ascetics to “imitate.”™®® Victory in the present
ascetic struggle means that people can have a foretaste of heaven now. Syrian hagiographies
abound with heaven-like stories of the wild beasts being at peace with holy ascetics, e.g. the
life of Thecla.'®® This inaugurated eschatology was also by the time of Isaac closely linked to
a strong apocalypticism and an expectation that the world would end soon, a perspective also

162

seen in early Islam.™ Because this view is so integral to Aphrahat’s texts on struggle I shall

elaborate more in his chapter.

Another distinctive of Syriac ascetic literature is that, unlike in the West, ascetical
training was seen as essential for every Christian, not just the monks. There was not the same
divide seen in the West between monks and laity, and the early Syrians only had various
classes or levels of attainment of the perfection which was expected of all. This is especially
clear in the Book of Steps where there are only two classes of Christians (in Syriac
Msihayuta, meaning “Messiah ones”), the Upright and the Perfect, and both are expected to
be quite ascetic.'®® It is only later that a separate monastic identity becomes more clearly
formed, but never as distinctly or as ordered with rules as with the Greek Church or in the
West. The very idea of a non-ascetic Christian was an anomaly in Syrian Christianity, hence
the emphasis on spiritual struggle, fasting, and prayer is seen in all the Syrian writers and
addressed somewhat to all Christians. This is due in part to the soteriology of the East, where

Christ is seen as the model, and salvation is understood as a process of imitation of Christ in

158 ‘i:')-

159 George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament (Grand Rapids, MI: Eerdmanns, 1993), 70.

180 Chesnut, Three Monophysite Christologies, 48.

181 Chesnut, Three Monophysite Christologies, 53.

162 Andrew Palmer, The Seventh Century in the West-Syrian Chronicles (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press,
1993), 33.

163 ehausae= ON the Upright and the Perfect see Robert Kitchen, introduction to The Syriac Book of Steps, viii;
Hunt notes that the Syrian church later rejected the encratite position that all were called to be ascetics but that
this idea still had some influence. Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 97-101.
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his struggle against sin.*®* The frequent references to Jesus’ agon in the Garden of
Gethsemane is one aspect of this, as is the commonly quoted verses from Hebrews 12 about

imitating Jesus who ran the race and underwent agony.

The teachings of Evagrius, the highly influential fourth-century monk and author
(345-399 CE), played a major role in shaping Syrian (and Greek) monasticism.*®> Although
better known for his speculative mysticism, Evagrius also writes extensively on the spiritual

battle of the ascetic.®®

Bamberger notes the divorce in Evagrius’ writings between his
philosophical and desert sayings, which highlights the different worldviews of classical
Greek speculation and the Coptic and Syriac ascetic praxis.*®” If the Syrians ignored his
philosophical speculation, they thrived on his ascetic writings, and preserved them even when
Evagrius was condemned in the Greco-Roman church. For Evagrius, as for most early
monks, the ascetic life is a battle, a “striving after virtue,” and specifically a “combat with

168
demons.”

Daily spiritual life is a “combat” and an “open fight,” themes that persist in the
Syrian writers. Even anger is a tool used to “fight against the demons and strive for every
pleasure.”™®® Evagrius certainly is foundational for many of the Syrians, and they use the
same struggle, warfare, and athlete language, especially Isaac for whom Evagrius is a major

source.

The concept of struggle is often related in Syriac Christian ascetic writings to the
sahda (martyr, cf. Arabic shahid) and to the athloi (athlete). These terms gained currency
from the early persecutions of Christians and are used by Clement of Alexandria, Eusebius
etc.!’® The executions of Christians for their refusal to worship idols, especially under

Diocletian, were “highly theatrical affairs,” and so their witness to their faith and courageous

164 Brock, Syriac Fathers, xxv; Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 93- 94 notes that Syrian asceticism has many
complexities and that the more distinct Syrian culture of the fourth century was increasingly mixed with Greek
theology by the sixth.
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Publications, 1981), li; A. M. Casidy, Evagrius Ponticus (London: Routedge, 2006), 3, 21-22.

1% See Evagrius® “Praktikos”, “Chapters on Prayer”, and “Sentences for monks”. It may be indicative of a
military worldview that Evagrius devised the genre of sentences (groups of 100 sayings) for his works on the
spiritual battle, given that the century was the standard Roman military unit of 100 men.

1°7 Bamberger, The Praktikos Chapters on Prayer, xxxiv, Ixviii. Bamberger notes that no “modern scholar has so
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trans. Robert Sinkewicz (Oxford: Oxford university Press, 2003), 29.

170 Clement, “The Instructor,” ANF vol. 2, eds. and trans. Alexander Roberts and James Donaldson (Peabody,
MA: Hendricksen, 2004), 224, and Eusebius, History of the Martyrs of Palestine, trans. William Cureton
(London: Williams and Norgate, 1861), 3, 6, 11.
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acceptance of death was understood as a martyrios (martyrdom or witness).'"* The concept of
martyr is closely connected with that of athlete due to the physical endurance of the martyrs
and the frequent location of the sufferings in the arena. Martyrs were described as “soldiers of
the arena” and “athletes (athloi) of God” for their willingness to undergo struggles for their
faith.}"2 This is natural since both athletes and martyrs “performed” in the arena. These three
terms therefore must be surveyed together both in Christianity and Islam as the images of
martyrdom and athleticism are closely linked with that of combat or battle against the
passions. At times the three ideas are virtually synonymous and they are often used together
in the Syrian writers. Theodoret, for example, calls ascetics “athletes of virtue” numerous
times, including in his opening sentence where he introduces the subject of these “excellent
men” who are worthy of imitation.”® At various times he also describes the monastery as a
“wrestling school,” “wrestling-ground” and “stadium,” and the monastic leader as a
“gymnastic trainer.”’’”* Both athloi and virtue are terms from Greek philosophy and

Theodoret is thus using a rich metaphor in his praise of the monks.

Agon, labouring in the fields, and the angelic life

As well as the link to athleticism and martyrdom, struggle is intertwined with the imagery of
labouring. While labouring as an agon is not seen in the Sufis, it is such an important aspect
of the Syrian anthropology of struggle that it needs explanation. In 2 Timothy Paul expands
the fighting metaphor to prove his assertion that the Christian must, “Suffer hardship with me
as a good soldier of Christ Jesus.”*” He uses three illustrations in an example of synthetic

parallelism to emphasise his point. He writes :

No soldier in active service entangles himself in the affairs of everyday life, so that he
may please the one who enlisted him as a soldier. And also if anyone competes as an
athlete, he does not win the prize unless he competes according to the rules. The hard-
working farmer ought to be the first to receive his share of the crops.!™

The close connection between the soldier and athlete has already been mentioned, but the

" Michael Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2006), 74.

172 Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 73-74.

3 Theodoret of Cyrrhus, A History of the Monks of Syria, trans. R.M. Price (Kalamazoo: Cistercian
Publications, 1985), 3, 39.

74 Theodoret, A History of the Monks of Syria, 50, 56, 100.

52 Tim. 2:3.

176 2 Tim. 2:4-6 (emphasis mine).
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similarity to the farmer labouring in the field is not immediately obvious. Peter Brown notes

that the Jews and then the Syrians saw the Fall as primarily related not to guilt or inherited sin
but rather to drudgery (Greek ponos, Syriac ‘amla). The result of Adam and Eve’s sin was

that the ground would be worked with great difficulty “by the sweat of your face” and in
“toil/labour/pain/sorrow” (Heb. b-otzbun), in a kind of struggle.'”” Viewing farming as a
painful struggle thus establishes the connection between the military, athletic, and farming
agon motifs.}”® Brown adds that daily drudgery was very evident for the agrarian Syrians and
thus they aspired to a heaven where there was no need to labour. A further link is that the
ascetics instead of physical work spent their time in prayer, seen as a new kind of labour, one
also called an agon and thus a heroic form of work. This connection partly explains why the
Syrian monks who did not work (unlike the Egyptian monks), were understood as being “like
the angels” in heaven. They were considered to be living on Earth a partial fulfilment of the
non-working prayerful heavenly state. The other angelic aspect of these monks is their
celibate nature which also makes them like the angels, since the angels in heaven do not

marry.*"

These two themes of celibacy, and of prayer being a kind of work, were understood as
aspects of the “angelic life,” and repeatedly appear in the Syrian ascetic writings. For
example, the image of Paradise as a drudgery-free existence appears several times in the
Book of Steps (fourth century). According to the anonymous author, before the Fall, Adam
and Eve engaged only in “the work of angels” (piil/hono d-malaké), and the Perfect are meant
to return to this work.'® Further, “God ... wanted all humanity to praise him without having

to work (oplo). It would have been so if Adam had only remained straight.”*®" The imperfect

" Gen. 3:17-19.

178 peter Brown, “Wealth, Work and the Holy Poor: Early Christian monasticism between Syria and Egypt.”
(Lecture, 2014), https://theology.georgetown.edu/sites/theology/files/Brown%20-
%20AIms%2C%20Work%2C%20and%20the%20Holy%20Poor_1.pdf, accessed October 15, 2018.

179 ke 20: 34-6. The angels in heaven do not marry. In this scheme Adam and Eve did not know drudgery and
they only had the labour of angels. Brown also suggests that people supported the monks because they
represented a taste of renewed paradise, cf. the Manichean monks who also did no work. Brown, “Wealth, Work
and the Holy Poor: Early Christian monasticism between Syria and Egypt.” Brown adds that “The careworn
inhabitants of these regions of intensive agriculture had long wondered why it was that human beings had come
(in the words of the Sumerian Atrahasis) ‘to bear the drudgery (the dullum) [passed on to them] by the [toil-less]
gods.”” See also Hesiod, Works and Days, Il. 42-53. trans. Hugh G. Evelyn-White, http://www.sacred-
texts.com/cla/hesiod/works.htm, accessed May 9, 2018.

180 Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 3, trans. and introduction, Robert Kitchen and Martien Parmentier
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 2014), Memra 25.8 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 132), ~Acdsni bdnlas .

181 Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 1, trans. and introduction, Robert Kitchen (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias 2009),
Memra 3.15 (Kitchen, 66), ~\a~ The author adds that the Perfect will be restored even now on Earth to the
Paradisical perfection of angelic work. He has God saying that, “I will also perfect you because you have ...



50

are those who “are always handicapped by various shortcomings due to the fact that they
labour in earthly spheres and consequently cannot follow the whole truth, toiling (da ‘milin,
from ‘amla) as they are in [worldly] anxiety.”'®? These are contrasted with the “Perfect”
(gmire) who in prayer are “contesting and wrestling like athletes (d-b-qrobo qoymin atlite w-
bagiins),” demonstrating the frequent connection in the Syrians between the heroic agon and
the achievement of perfection via labouring in prayer.'®® Struggle metaphors related to

farming are closely connected to an eschatological vision and the work of angels.

Sexuality and Struggle

A major theme in Syrian asceticism that has a significant influence on how they understand
ascetic struggle is sexuality.’® Such an emphasis seems to be non-existent in Sufi writings
but is so pervasive in Syrian asceticism that this anthropology must be addressed. The East
was beset for several centuries by the teachings of Messalianism, a lay ascetic movement
which rejected the sacraments and all sexual activity for Christians.*®®> The Council of Gangra
(340 CE) specifically dealt with these teachings, and Aphrahat writes within this context,
although later authors are less affected. By Aphrahat’s time, however, many of the questions
raised by Messalianism were unanswered, so he addresses a deep concern about the need for
celibacy of ascetics without rejecting marriage. | shall discuss various aspects of these issues
when they are raised by Aphrahat’s text but for now it is worth noting the general trend

within the Syrians.

Kari Borresen argues that women’s bodies and sexuality in general became issues in
early monasticism for a number of reasons. She finds a “pervading dualism between the soul

and body and a conflict between god-love and sexual love.”*® This is generally true as seen

pursued the Perfection of the heavenly angels from which Adam your father fell. 1 will make you and your father
Adam ascend to the height from which you have fallen.” Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 1, Memra 9.12 (Kitchen,
186).

1% Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 1, Memra 3.3 (Kitchen, 44), (Y .

1% Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 1, Memra 3 (Kitchen, 44), <iax_5a e wsus otasn . <lsa_ .

184 Susanna Elm, ‘Virgins of God’: The Making of Asceticism in Late Antiquity (Oxford: Clarendon, 1994), 190-
6. This is an excellent introduction to asceticism and the body in late antiquity but somewhat ignores the Syrian
context.

185 Messalianism is mentioned early by Ephrem and Ps.-Macarius, and possibly alluded to earlier by Aphrahat
and in the Book of Steps. The movement’s name derives from the Syriac ~w.\ .~ meaning one who prays (i.e.
alone, as opposed to joining with the church’s sacraments). For a good introduction to Messalianism see Marcus
Plested, The Macarian Legacy: The Place of Macarius-Symeon in the Eastern Christian Tradition (Oxford
Theological Monographs, 2004), 16-27.

186 K ari Elisabeth Berresen, “Sexual Difference in Christian Doctrine and Symbolism: Historical impact and
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for example in Aphrahat, yet Bgrresen overstates the dualism somewhat. In the Syrians there
certainly is some conception of an “antagonism” between soul and body, and she is correct in
asserting that this reflected the sense of a “cosmic strife between good and evil powers,”
however for the Syrians the body could aid the soul in this conflict, and the battle was not one
of two equal forces.®” While this idea of cosmic battle is muted in the Syrian fathers in
comparison to Zoroastrianism, the Syrians do follow the New Testament perspective of
preferring celibacy over marriage, as evidenced in several passages.’®® Syrian ascetic
teaching thus allowed for sexual practice but considered it a hindrance to the higher spiritual
attainment, and this is reflected in the Book of Steps and Aphrahat. The mainstream church’s
version of enkrateia was however less extreme than that of the Messalians who were far more
dualist. Hunt rightly suggests that Aphrahat sees men especially as at risk of lust, and this is
evident in his greater level of exhortation directing them to struggle for sexual purity.’®® At
the same time, especially in Aphrahat, it is clear that women ascetics also must struggle to

remain celibate, and this is occasionally part of his teaching on the internal battle.

Finally, writings in the Syrian ascetic tradition often use a distinct style of
communication, a mix of narrative or poetry heavily influenced by the Semitic style of
synthetic parallelism, with a small amount of Greek rhetoric.*® Such parallelism is often seen
in the Psalms, and this means that Syriac theology is encapsulated in a different way than in
the Greek or Latin traditions. Syriac Christianity needs to be studied as a distinct field,
“rather than as an interesting adjunct to a normative Greek and/or Latin western
Christianity.”*** A fitting conclusion to this brief summary of distinct Syrian themes is given

by Burns:

A convergent spirituality, drawing on an encratic tendency within the populace, and

encompassing the whole person, as understood in the biblical concept of the heart ...

Feminist Critique,” in Dynamics of Difference: Christianity and Alterity: A Festschrift for Werner G. Jeanrond,
eds. Ulrich Schmiedel and James M. Matarazzo Jr. (New York: Bloomsbury T&T Clark, 2015), 161-72 (161).
187 Bgrresen, Sexual Difference, 161. | discuss this aspect of the Syrian view later.

%1 Cor. 7:1-3, 25-35.

189 Hannah Hunt, Clothed in a Body, 58. Hunt also says that some writers considered women ascetics as
becoming like men, while others emphasised their (along with men) attainment of a de-gendered angel-like
identity, 63-77.

% Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 16-19, 42; For “Synthetic Parallelism” in Hebrew and Syriac see
Theophile James Meek, “The Structure of Hebrew poetry,” The Journal of Religion (1929): 523- 50. See also
Claudia Chiancaglini, “Syriac Language 1: Iranian Loan words in Syriac,”
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/syriac-language-i, accessed October 15, 2018.

91 Anna Silvas, introduction to Basil of Caesarea- Questions of the Brothers: Syriac Text and English
Translation (Leiden: Brill, 2014), 2, 23.
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Ascetically sympathetic with formative proto-monastic adherents. Theologically
perpetuated via a linguistic mode that was memorable and accessible to the majority
of the population, espoused in paradoxical statements rather than dogma ... Showing

strong Judaic influence combined with Mesopotamian traditions.*%*

The breadth of the struggle metaphor

The concept of struggle is broad in both Christian and Muslim usage, as evidenced in the
texts following. Earlier I discussed how the ancient Greeks used the term agon for military,
athletic, musical, and other kinds of struggle. Agon and related terms were also used in the
New Testament for intellectual and emotional battle, and even the warfare of prayer.
Importantly, even during Late Antique times the Greek word agon continued to be used in a
broad sense of both interior and exterior battle- this becomes significant when | compare the

Islamic usage later.

Procopius, writing in the sixth century, still uses the agon cluster of terms with a wide
range of meaning when he parallels his struggle against the inanimate sea with the war
against the Vandals. He writes about, “struggling (diamachomenoi from machomai) both
against the waves and against the Vandals,” immediately after mentioning the “struggle
(agon) we shall have” and being “engaged in conflict (agonizomenois),” both times using a
variation of agan which in this case seems to be also a parallel term to machomai.*®* The fifth
century Sozomen praises Theodosios because he undertakes daily “military and bodily
exercise (hopla kai to soma askein).”'** At the same time, in discussing the problems of the
church he writes of “conflicts with enemies,” and of Christian martyrs suffering in the contest
of the struggle (athion ton agéna).195 As the Eastern Roman empire became increasingly
Christianised, so did external warfare become more sanctified by the Church. Thus
connections between inner and outer warfare developed such as later occurs in Islam. The
internal and external fight themes are seen meshed in many places, for example Orosius (d.
418 CE), writing shortly after the events, says that Theodosius prostrated himself at the scene

of the battle and maintained a night vigil, leaving “pools of tears which he had paid as the

192 Stuart Burns, “Charisma and Spirituality in the Early Church: A Study of Messalianism and Pseudo-
Macarius” (PhD. Thesis, University of Leeds, 1999), 100.

193 procopius, History of the Wars, 3:15.26-28, trans. H. B. Dewing (London: William Heinemann, 1916), 137-
38. diapoyopevot, aymv, dymviLopéolg.

194 S0zomen, Ecclesiastical History, PG 67, ed. and trans. J.-P. Migne (Paris: Imprimerie Catholique, 1864), PG
67:847-48. omho. K01 TO OO0 UCKETV.

1% 8601¢ € &x0poic vmavticuca; EOAoV TOV dyove; Sozomen, Ecclesiastical History, PG 67:849-50; 857-58.
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price for heavenly assistance.”'*® Stephenson adds that:

Maurice further required that the standards be blessed a day or two before battle; that
the “Trisagion” (“Holy God, Holy Mighty One, Holy Immortal One, have mercy on
us”) be sung by each unit early in the morning and late at night, before and after all
duties; and that as each unit marched out of camp, it should cry in unison, “God is

with us” three times.*®’

A direct connection was often made between inner spiritual purity and the successful battle
outcome. All soldiers had to be moral otherwise their sin could lead to defeat. In 741 CE, Leo
Il and Constantine V write that, “Those who go to war against the enemy must protect
themselves from every evil word and deed and keep their mind on God alone ... for victory
in battle depends not on the size of the army but strength comes from God.”® Leo’s Taktika
(Emperor Leo VI, 886-912 CE) instructs generals to ensure the purity (kaBapov) of the army
and to pray fervently through the night. The general must ensure “that everyone is purified
[or sanctified, dyiacOnval] by priests, and that they believe completely in words and deed that
they have divine help.”**® Significantly, Leo’s Taktika has a section specifically on the Arabs
(called “Saracens™) which urges the Byzantines to “emulate the infidel.” *® Leo knows that
Muslims gain spiritual rewards if they die in battle and calls their reward misthos (nic60¢),
which according to Stephenson means “wage” or “the recompense given (mostly by God) for
the moral quality of an action,” and “corresponds to the Arabic term ajr.”?®* Leo goes still

further:

If with God’s help as an ally, properly armed and arranged, making an assault well

19 paul Stephenson, “Religious Services for Byzantine Soldiers and the Possibility of Martyrdom, c. 400—c.
1000,” in Just Wars, Holy Wars, and Jikads: Christian, Jewish, and Muslim Encounters and Exchanges,

ed. Sohail H. Hashmi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 25-46 (27).

197 Stephenson, “Religious Services,” 28.

198 | udwig Burgmann, ed., Ecloga: Das Gesetzbuch Leons 111 und Konstantinos V, Forschungen zur
Byzantinischen Rechtsgeschichte 10 (Frankfurt: Léwenklau, 1983), 244.

19 stephenson, “Religious Services,” 35, citing Leo’s Taktika.

200 stephenson, “Religious Services,” 36 writes “The Byzantines understood Islamic institutions and doctrines
and how they underpinned the Arabs’ war efforts ... Moreover, and exceptionally, the Christian emperor, while
offering the usual condemnation of the ‘barbarous and impious race,” recommends that the Byzantines emulate
the infidel.”

21 Stephenson, “Religious Services,” 36. Stephenson also writes, “Leo ordered that the general must be
instructed in the correct faith of the Christians, as must his commander and all of his men, so that ‘all who fight
through Christ our Lord and on behalf of their families and friends and country and for the whole Christian
people will easily overcome the distress of thirst and the lack of food, and of excess cold or heat ... and for their
pains they will store up compensations [picOdv] from God himself and from his kingdom.”” Leo, Taktika, PG
18:19, cited in Leo, The Taktika of Leo VI, trans. George Dennis (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2014),
444145,
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and bravely against them, fighting for our spiritual salvation [0nep thig yoykiig MUV
ocompiog ... ayovilouevot] just as for God himself, for our families and for our other
Christian brothers, placing hopes unhesitatingly in God, we shall not fail but rather

shall triumph completely against them.?*

Leo intimately links the reward for the victorious military warriors with “fighting for our
spiritual salvation.” In a passage that shows close parallels to later Islamic texts on jikad, Leo

says:

It is your duty after the battle, O general, to console those soldiers wounded in it,
and to honour those who fell in the battle with burial, and to consider them
perpetually blessed [pakapilev divekdc], since they did not esteem their own lives
above their faith and their brothers. This blessed act enhances the zeal of the

living. %

When Leo instructs that those who die in battle should be considered perpetually “blessed,”
makarios, he is using a term most frequently applied in patristic writings for the saintly
“martyr.” This is highly suggestive, and more work is needed to compare such “Christian”
texts with those of Islam. 2 These passages demonstrate the intimate link between internal
and external battle, and my text analysis demonstrates that there is a similarity between
Christian and Muslim understandings—both share a broad semantic range for the struggle

and warfare language.

Conclusion

Syrian Christian and Sufi authors mostly discuss the concept of spiritual fighting using a
cluster of metaphors and terms. Critical Metaphor Analysis is therefore used to interpret the
chosen texts, requiring an understanding of literary and social contexts which I have outlined.
| have provided a brief introduction to principles of interpreting metaphorical language in
relation to the concept of struggle, including the role of the macrotrope as an organising motif

202 Stephenson, “Religious Services,” 36, citing Dennis, The Taktika, 48485, PG 18: 127 (emphasis mine).

203 gtephenson, “Religious Services,” 36-7, citing Dennis, The Taktika, 484-85, PG 18:127.

2% Somewhat later, the emperor Constantine writes to the troops who were about to fight the Muslim forces of
the emir of Aleppo: “We will embrace you as victors appearing as triumphant conquerors against the enemy and
receive you with joyful acclamations as you return. We will kiss your bodies wounded for the sake of Christ in
veneration as the limbs of martyrs, we will pride ourselves in the defilement of blood, we will be glorified in you
and your valorous accomplishments and struggles.” Stephenson, “Religious Services,” 37, citing Dennis, The
Taktika, 484-85, PG 18:127.
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for the cluster of fighting words and images. Culturally, Hellenist and Semitic ideas of
warfare, asceticism, the divine warrior, and New Testament ideas and literary forms shaped
the Syrian authors so | have explained relevant literary and historical issues. The Syrians
share particular ascetic emphases regarding inaugurated eschatology, the role of the body, the
labouring farmer metaphor, and the place of sexuality in the spiritual struggle, and these have
been summarised. Both the internal and external worlds are covered by the struggle motif, so
| reviewed some Christian military texts that are roughly contemporary with the Syrian
writers that exhibit the broad semantic range for the struggle metaphor, in a way that is
similar to the Islamic authors. Having introduced the context, | shall now analyse the chosen

Syrian Christian texts in the following three chapters.



56

2. Metaphorical Struggle in the Demonstrations of Aphrahat

You who have put on the armour (zayneh) of Christ, learn the intricacies of
war (grobo), so that you may not be defeated and weary (sapple) in the
struggle (baigino). Our enemy is cunning and clever, but his armour is

inferior (Sapal) to ours.t

Spiritual struggle is a central concept and recurring imagery in the writings of Aphrahat (d. c.
345 CE), a Persian Christian ascetic likely born in the late third century, and active in the first
half of the fourth century before so many of the great Greek and Latin Church fathers.
Aphrahat’s terms and metaphors for struggle evidence marked similarities to the early Sufi
writers. With a name that literally means, “The Wise” in Persian, Aphrahat is a very
important figure in the Syrian ascetic tradition.” The Demonstrations (Syriac tahwita) of
Aphrahat provide a wide-ranging discussion of numerous aspects of the Christian life
grouped into twenty-three chapters, corresponding to the twenty-two letters of the Syriac
alphabet, plus one added final Demonstration. Writing in the context of Persian persecution
of a somewhat Romano-Hellenised yet distinctly Syrian church, Aphrahat uses a whole
cluster of related concepts and terms related to soldiers and athletes to articulate his vision of
successful spiritual fighting. In this chapter I introduce Aphrahat and his significance and
context, demonstrate the logic of his theology and the place of struggle within it, and
undertake an extensive textual analysis leading to an evaluation of the distinct Syrian

anthropological perspective and hence the centrality of struggle metaphors.

Aphrahat was apparently a leader in the Syrian church, probably a bishop. He writes
his twenty-three Demonstrations in two stages in 337 and 344 CE to clarify the teaching of
the Syrian church, and claims to speak on its behalf.®> Aphrahat’s claim has led one scholar to

suggest that he was even reporting the outcomes of a church council.* Either way, Aphrahat

! Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.7 (PS 1.1:321; Lehto, 203). Verses from Aphrahat throughout this thesis that are
quoted in English are mostly from Adam Lehto, The Demonstrations of Aphrahat, the Persian Sage
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2010). The Syriac is from Patrologica Syriaca, 1.1 and 1.2, ed. loannes Parisot
(Paris: Firmin-Didot, 1894), hereafter “PS 1.1:nnn or PS 1.1.2:nnn”". lar  ~tdages . 8 hin . odii.

2 Adam Lehto, introduction to Aphrahat, The Demonstrations of Aphrahat, the Persian Sage, ed. and trans.
Adam Lehto (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2010), 4; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, rev. edn (New
York: T&T Clark, 2002), 28.

% Lehto, introduction, 5-18 has an excellent introduction; T.D. Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of
Persia,” Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 75 (1985), 126-136 reviews the evidence for the dating.

* Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 28-29.
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is a leader, theologian, and ascetic, whose works claim to make clear the teaching of the
church. In his instruction he calls the faithful to deeper commitment using a wide range of
metaphors, many of which relate to spiritual struggle and using the body in ascetic ways.
Aphrahat reflects a more Jewish rather than Greek form of asceticism and eschatology, which
sees the body and soul as an integrated whole, and the body as a major positive contributor in

the attainment of holiness.’

Aphrahat is highly significant because he writes the first extensive and still extant
theological and ascetic works in Syriac. His writings reflect a unique and somewhat less-
Hellenised form of early Christianity.® Aphrahat is often compared to Ephrem, a roughly
contemporary Syriac teacher who lived from 306 to 373 CE and who wrote many poems,
hymns, and sermons, and a commentary on the Diatesseron (the four gospel synthesis).
Ephrem writes in his On Hermits and Desert Dwellers that the monks “are like spirits, though

" This description

among mortals; and like angels in heaven, though among men on earth.
neatly captures the approach of Aphrahat as well—the celibate life of the angels can be lived
on earth, but only by the ascetics who win the spiritual struggle against sin, especially sexual
sin. Also of note is that Aphrahat’s Demonstrations discuss monastic practice over 20 years
before Athanasius writes his famous Life of St Anthony (written between 356-362 CE).
Athanasius describes Anthony’s previous life in the desert and sees him as the founder of
monasticism, but Aphrahat discusses ascetic individuals and practices that appear to have
become fairly well established by his time. This early date for the Demonstrations has led
some scholars to posit a Syrian source for monasticism or at least a separate source to the

Egyptian and Latin sources.?

Relatively little research has been done on Aphrahat despite all these points. It is

® Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye: The spiritual world vision of Saint Ephrem (Kalamazoo: MI: Cistercian
Publications, 1992) 14-15, 139-141; Elizabeth A. Clark, Reading Renunciation: Asceticism and Scripture in
Early Christianity (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999), 31-36; Murray, Symbols of Church and
Kingdom, 69-86, and see discussion further below.

® Sebastian Brock, “Early Syrian Asceticism,” Numen, 20:1 (1973:Apr.): 1-19, especially 9; Lehto,
introduction, vii; Ute Possekel, Evidence of Greek Philosophical Concepts in the Writings of Ephrem the Syrian
(Louvain: Peeters, 1999), has demonstrated that near-contemporary Ephrem is not as untouched by Hellenism
as often claimed, and | would suggest such analysis of Aphrahat may show the same, although to a lesser
degree. Although Ephrem is very Semitic in approach, there is still a subtle shift from Aphrahat to Ephrem. For
an excellent overview of these issues see Christine Shepardson "Syria, Syriac, Syrian: Negotiating East and
West", In A Companion to late Antiquity, ed. Philip Rousseau (Oxford: Wiley Blackwell, 2012), 455-66.

7 Joseph Amar, “On Hermits and Desert Dwellers,” in Ascetic Behaviour in Greco-Roman Antiquity, 66-80.

& Lehto, introduction, 41; Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo:
Cistercian), xxi, Xxxiii.



58

telling that the best general introductions to the author and his work are both relatively brief:
The 1991 German Einleitung by Bruns and the excellent 2010 introduction by Adam Lehto
are both less than seventy pages in length.? Although Lehto lists in his Bibliography over 250
references on Aphrahat spanning 110 years, some of these sources are brief paragraphs, and
none discuss his views on spiritual struggle in any depth. A considerable portion focus on
Judaism, exegesis, sexuality, celibacy, the identity of Aphrahat’s “Sons of the Covenant”
(bnai qyama), and other peculiarities of Aphrahat, but not on his metaphorical world of
struggle. A number have covered aspects of Aphrahat’s eschatology and anthropology but
have not made connections to his teaching on the agona. Lehto ably summarises the spiritual
warfare theme of Demonstration Seven in a brief paragraph, but most other authors have
ignored this theme entirely. One exception is Arthur V66bus who notes the distinctive Syriac
ascetic warfare emphasis at points in his History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, volumes
One to Three.'? His discussion of the distinctive Syrian emphasis on celibacy and covenant is

also relevant to Aphrahat, although some of his conclusions are now outdated.™

In another significant contribution, Christopher Garland reviews the debates over the
status of the celibate bnai gyama with respect to the rest of the church, and positions them as
representative warriors in a way reminiscent of the Jewish warriors of the Qumran War
scroll.* Garland notes that in Demonstration Seven there are “strong allusions” to three Old
Testament passages that are used both in the War Scroll and in 1 Maccabees concerning the
recruitment qualifications of the holy warriors, a point to which 1 shall return. He also
mentions that, “Aphraates uses language of a ‘contest’ consistent with a holy war,” but does
not expand on this.*® Diana Juhl explores various aspects of the Christology, soteriology and
eschatology implied in Aphrahat and briefly mentions themes of ascetical warfare, for
example the “war against Satan’s temptation” (Kampf gegen die Versuchung des Satans).**
There is also much general useful background material on asceticism, celibacy, fasting, and

the Bnai gyama etc. in the works of Brock, Koch, Murray, and Schwen.'® Brock in particular

® peter Bruns, Aphrahat Demonstrationes Unterweisungen 1 (Freiburg: Herder, 1991); Lehto, introduction.

1% Arthur Vo6bus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient (Lovain: Peeters), Vol. 1, 1958; Vol. 2, 1960; Vol.
3, 1988, see 1:13; 3:8, 9.

1 Also helpful is Arthur VVédbus, Literary, critical and historical studies in Ephrem the Syrian (Stockholm:
ETSE, 1958), especially 94-109.

12 Christopher Garland, “Ascetics as Representative Warriors,” Expository Times 109 no.9: 266-268. This
responds to earlier material from Burkitt, V&6bus, and others which is now somewhat discredited.

3 Garland, “Ascetics as Representative Warriors,” 268.

' Diana Juhl, Die Askese im Liber graduum und bei Afrahat (Weisbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996), 118.

1 Sebastian Brock, Early Syrian Asceticism, Numen, 20:1 (1973:Apr.): 1-19; Hugo Koch, “Taufe und Askese
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mentions the “contest” language of the Syriacs and the worldview of the “anticipated”
eschatology of John the Baptist as important in the Syrian approach. Tjitze Baarde provides a
good brief introduction to Aphrahat, and Jacob Neusner’s study of the anti-Jewish parts of
Aphrahat is rich, but neither discuss the struggle. ® Christopher Buck notes the significance
in Syrian Christianity of “native metaphors, rooted in Semiticisms” and how these are used in
Aphrahat, which is relevant to my study.’” He also discusses the role visual symbol and
synthetic parallelism plays in Syriac literature in contrast to the more abstracted thought of

Greek material.*®

Yet while Buck analyses Syriac concepts such as the pearl and the robe, he
does not cover the agona. This is similarly true of many other articles and books on Aphrahat
or early Syrian Christianity. Although many have noted the significance and particular

flavour of Aphrahat, other than a few mentions, none explore agona in any depth.

The Demonstrations: Context and Form

The titles of The Demonstrations in English do not appear to follow any order that is logically
obvious to a modern reader. There is however some logic to this structure and | demonstrate
this in my analysis of struggle themes. It is sufficient to note that aside of a large number
(roughly ten depending on viewpoint), that directly reply to various arguments against
Christianity made by certain “Jews,” the rest cover the Christian virtues and some aspects of
ascetic practice. The Demonstrations are titled in English:*

1. On Faith
On Love
On Fasting
On Prayer
On Wars
On Covenanters (Bnai Qyama)
On the Penitent
On the Dead Coming to Life (Resurrection of the Dead)

© N o g B~ WD

in der alten ostsyrischen Kirche,” Zeitschrift fir die Neutestamentliche Wissenschaft und die Kunde der Alteren
Kirche (Volume 12, Issue 1): 37-69; Robert Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom: A Study in Early Syriac
Tradition (London: T&T Clark, 2004); Paul Schwen, Afrahat: Seine Person und Sein Verstandnis des
Christentums (Berlin: Trowitzsch & Sohn, 1907).

16 Tjitze Baarde, The Gospel Quotations of Aphrahat the Persian Sage (Amsterdam: Krips Repro B.V., 1975),
1-10; Jacob Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1971).

17 Christopher Buck, Paradise and Paradigm: Key Symbols in Persian Christianity and the Bahai Faith
(Albany: State University of New York, 1996), 5.

'8 Buck, Paradise and Paradigm, 30-32.

9 Here | am using the titles given by Lehto in Lehto, Demonstrations.
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9. On Humility

10. On Shepherds (Pastors)

11. On Circumcision

12. On the Passover (Pascha)

13. On the Sabbath

14. An Argument in Response to Dissension (elsewhere called “Exhortation”)
15. On the Distinctions among Foods

16. On the (gentile) Peoples in place of the (Jewish) People

17. On Christ, who is the Son of God

18. Against the Jews, on Virginity and Holiness (Continence)

19. Against the Jews who say that they will be yet gathered together
20. On the Support of the poor

21. On Persecution

22. On Death and the End Times

23. On the Grapecluster.

Aphrahat writes his Demonstrations during a period of upheaval and persecution in the
Syrian church.?’ He explicitly mentions this persecution in his Demonstrations 21 and 23, On
the Grapecluster and On Persecution. Although part of the Syrian church existed within the
boundaries of the Roman Empire, most was within the Sassanian Persian Empire. Drijvers
argues that although Christians were persecuted at times in Syria they were generally well-
treated especially by the later Sassanian empire.* The persecutions of the fourth century were
more a political issue rather than religious per se, since it was assumed by the Persians that
Christians were loyal to Rome and thus traitors.”” Buck goes too far in suggesting that Syrian
Christians existed in a very liminal state under the Sassanids, as there was actually extensive
exchange of ideas between the Syrians and Persia and Rome during these early Christian
centuries, and frontier towns were places of philosophical and theological interchange.?® The
Christian theological schools of Nisibis and Edessa had a significant number of Persian

2 T D. Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 75 (1985), 126-36.
Aphrahat writes in two stages in 337 CE and 344 CE.

2! Jan Willem Drijvers, “Rome and the Sassanid Empire: Confrontation and Coexistence,” in A Companion to
Late Antiquity, ed. Philip Rousseau (Blackwell, 2009), 441-54. The article by Drijvers is an excellent summary
of the primary and secondary sources.

2 Drijvers, “Rome and the Sassanid Empire,” 443, 445; Similarly, Manichaeism was seen as a fifth column in
the Roman Empire.

2 Christopher Buck, Paradise and Paradigm, 65-8.
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students and thus at the theological and educational levels the church was quite connected.?*
A good example of this cultural interplay is the Middle Persian (400 BCE to 600 CE) word
gtrywn, meaning 'centurion’. This is a loan-word from Syriac, and ultimately from Latin.? It
is also significant that Middle Persian script is actually a variation of the Aramaic (Syriac)

script.?®

The Syrian Church in Aphrahat’s time was becoming well-established but was still
resolving some aspects of practice especially regarding asceticism and sexual abstinence,
partly in response to the Manichaeans who rejected most sexuality and considered the body
as mostly evil.?” This is evident in Aphrahat and in the decisions of various local Syrian
church bishops and councils later in the fourth and fifth centuries, both of which condemn
such views of the body.?® It is unclear to what extent the Messalians were active in
Aphrahat’s time and his work does not directly respond to them. The church in the fourth
century however did exhibit many aspects of a quite severe asceticism, features of which are
discussed at length in VVo6bus, Brock, and others.?® There was also concern that Christians
would revert to Judaism since they had so many features in common.® It is clear that
Aphrahat is responding directly to Jewish arguments in almost half of all the Demonstrations
and that he has a quite nuanced understanding of Jewish teaching. He explicitly mentions his
dialogue with a Jewish scholar in Demonstration 21.' This topic has been extensively
researched by Jacob Neusner, and the works of Naomi Kultun-Fromm are also noteworthy.*
These Demonstrations appear to have little connection to the others, and barely mention
struggle at all. Of more significance in relation to Judaism is that Aphrahat uses very Semitic

thought-forms and exegetical approach, including in his treatment of spiritual battle. Salomon

* Drijvers, “Rome and the Sassanid Empire,” 450-2.

 Desmond Durkin-Meisterernst, Dictionary of Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian (Brepol, 2004), 209.
% «History of the language,” http://sites.la.utexas.edu/persian_online_resources/history-of-the-language/,
accessed October 15, 2018.

27 Cosmogony and Cosmology iii, in “Manicheism,” Encyclopedia Iranica,
http://www.iranicaonline.org/articles/cosmogony-iii, accessed 25 September 2018; "Manichaeism,"
Encyclopadia Britannica Online, http://search.eb.com/bol/topic?eu=51774&sctn=1&pm=1, accessed
September 25, 2018.

% See the rules of Bishop Rabbula and the Acts of the Council of Gangra which occurred sometime between
340 and 370CE, in Arthur V66bus, Syriac and Arabic documents regarding legislation relative to Syrian
Asceticism (Stockholm: ETSE, 1960).

%% See Brock, Early Syrian Asceticism, 1-19; Véobus, History of Asceticism in the Syrian Orient, Vol. 1, iv, 12f,
32-54, etc. Vol. 3, 24-41.

% Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 19.

%! Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 21.1 (PS 1.1:932; Lehto, 438).

%2 Jacob Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism (Leiden: Brill, 1971); Naomi Kultun-Fromm, “Sexuality and
Holiness: Semitic Christian and Jewish Conceptualizations of Sexual Behavior,” Vigiliae Christianae, Vol. 54,
No. 4 (2000): 375-95.
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Funk demonstrates that Aphrahat uses Haggadic-like argument and phraseology numerous
times even when he is not directly addressing Jewish themes.** Murray notes that a “striking
feature of early Syriac bible exegesis is acquaintance with Jewish traditions in targums and
midrash.”® This Semitic worldview shapes the kinds of metaphors used by Aphrahat, yet it is
also true that in some places he uses terms that have a Greek provenance. An example
showing both cultural influences is evident in Demonstration Seven where Aphrahat
extensively allegorises the Old Testament story of Gideon and the 300 soldiers at Jericho, and

he also describes this as a type (tiapsa, from the Greek tupos).

The Christian Scriptures feature prominently in some parts of Aphrahat’s work. He
quotes from or alludes to almost every Old and New Testament book and from a wide range
of chapters.®> He regularly uses Jewish synthetic parallelism, where the same concept is
repeated in two or more phrases, with each phrase having synonyms of the relevant nouns,
adjectives, or verbs.*® His approach to the Old Testament especially in regards to spiritual
warfare is often to use typological exegesis, for example he uses the story of Gideon and his
(external) battle as an extended metaphor for the inner spiritual warfare.*” Aphrahat also uses
quite sophisticated forms of Greek rhetoric.®® His writing especially shows usage of
exergasia, a repetitive style often used for providing evidence for an argument.®® Syria was
not an isolated area but by this time had been exposed to several centuries of Hellenism and
Greek philosophical schooling especially among the educated elite. Kitchen notes that even
the Syrians Bardaisan and Tatian, writing in the second and third centuries, use extensive
Greek rhetoric, showing evidence of the penetration of Hellenised education well before
Aphrahat. Drijvers argues convincingly that in Syrian Edessa there was training in Greek
rhetoric and literature from the mid-second century, and Hoeller says that Bardaisan was “a

master of Greek style and rhetoric.”*® The use then by Aphrahat of several Greek styles and

% salomon Funk, Die Haggadischen Elemente in dem Homilien des Aphraates, der persichen Weisen
(Piscataway, NJ:Gorgias Press, 2010), a reprint of an 1891 PhD thesis originally published in Vienna. See also
Garland, “Ascetics as Representative Warriors,” 266-8; Stephanie Jarkins, Aphrahat the Persian Sage and the
Temple of God (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2008), 34; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 280.

* Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 18.

% Except the NT books not considered canonical by the Syrian church e.g. 2 Peter and Revelation.

% Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 42.

%" See Lehto, introduction, 29-33; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 290-98.

% Keristian Heal, Joseph as a Type of Christ is Syriac Literature (BYU Studies 41, No. 1, 2002), 29-49 (30-31).
% Exergasia is in Greek literally “amplification,” and is, “a device by which a number of figures of speech
amplify a point and embellish a passage.” J. A. Cuddon, “Exergasia,” A Dictionary of Literary Terms and
Literary Theory, fifth edn. (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2013), 259.

“0 Hans Drijvers, “The School of Edessa: Greek Learning and Local Culture,” in Centres of Learning: Learning
and Location in Pre-Modern Europe and the Near East, eds. Hendrik Jan Willem Drijvers, Alasdair A.
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words is evidence of this extensive Hellenist penetration.

At times Aphrahat’s writing is almost poetic. In this and other ways Aphrahat can be
compared to his near-contemporary Ephrem (c. 306-373 CE). Ephrem writes extensive
Christian poetry in Syriac and is an expert in symbolical theology—his poetry is often
described as both “poetic theology” and “theological poetry.”** Aphrahat adopts a number of
rhetorical devices to convey his message including exergasia, paradox, and hyperbole. These
are common in Syriac poetry and are frequent in Ephrem’s work, often co-existing in the
same passage.*? Aphrahat is less poetic than Ephrem but still uses many of the same devices.
Aphrahat employs a common Syriac (and Second Sophistic) rhetoric of repetition and
exaggeration, and a very poetic style to argue for his ascetic ideals. The aim of this rhetoric is
to persuade readers to change their behaviour, and is deliberately manipulative, selectively
using evidence.*® Such language often makes a point by giving multiple examples that
“prove” the assertion in a way that appears extreme.** Aphrahat appears well educated and is
clearly proficient at using both exergasia and accumulatio. Exergasia is a “repetition of the

>4 \while accumulatio is defined as

same idea, changing either its wording or delivery,
“bringing together various points made throughout a speech and presenting them again in a
climactic manner.”* This type of rhetoric also sometimes includes hyperbole along with its
repetition.”” Aphrahat uses these three rhetorical devices frequently in relation to many

topics, and several times directly related to the agona.

The Demonstrations: Themes, Structure, and the place of struggle metaphors

The main themes in Aphrahat’s Demonstrations closely connect to struggle. Lehto and others

have noted the importance of asceticism, spiritual battle, eschatology, and Christology in

MacDonald (Leiden: Brill, 1995), 49-59; Stephan Hoeller, Gnosticism (Quest Books: Wheaton, 2002), 107;
Dimitrios Karadimas, Tatian's Oratio Ad Graecos: Rhetoric and Philosophy/theology (Almgvist & Wiksell,
2003), 4.

! Kees den Biesen, Simple and Bold (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2006), 25, 47-48.

“2 Den Biesen, Simple and Bold, 53.

*® Aristotle, in his essay Rhetoric Book 1, Chapter 2, states that rhetoric is "...the power of perceiving in every
thing that which is capable of producing persuasion." Aristotle, The Rhetoric, Poetic and Nichomachean Ethics
of Aristotle, trans. Thomas Taylor (London: James Black and Son, 1818), 7.

*“ For the importance of recognising rhetoric for the correct interpretation of Christian texts see Amos N.
Wilder, Scholars, Theologians, and Ancient Rhetoric, Journal of Biblical Literature, VVol. 75, No. 1 (Mar.,
1956) 1-11.

% Gregory T. Howard, Dictionary of Rhetorical Terms (np:Xlibris, 2010), 107.

*® Howard, Dictionary of Rhetorical Terms, 17.

*" Howard, Dictionary of Rhetorical Terms, 127.
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Aphrahat, along with anti-Judaising rhetoric.® In relation to spiritual struggle, Aphrahat’s
theology of asceticism in the Demonstrations is intertwined with inaugurated eschatology and
is characterised by five points: an anthropology of a present lived experience of the future
resurrection, exhibiting a likeness to the angels, watchfulness (which is also an attribute of
the angels), virginity (or at least celibacy), and victorious spiritual battle against sin. These
five inaugurated eschatology themes are frequently emphasised by the use of the key motif of
the heavenly eschatological marriage with the Bridegroom. The wedding imagery is closely
linked to two Biblical stories in Aphrahat—the marriage of the five faithful virgins, and the
question of which husband the wife who on Earth had seven husbands will have in heaven.
This last story contains a key verse about Christians in heaven, “for they are like angels, and
are sons of God, being ‘sons of the resurrection’ (bnai gyamtha),” which contrasts these
people with the “sons of this age.”*® This identity as “sons of the resurrection” is central to
Aphrahat’s anthropology, and informs his approach to the ascetic combat. It refers both to the
future resurrection but also to Christ’s resurrection which enables a present transformed life.
Inaugurated eschatology is closely tied to Aphrahat’s understanding of the reason and

effectiveness of spiritual combat.

The best way to understand Aphrahat’s teaching on struggle is to analyse
Demonstrations Six and Seven, titled On the Sons of the Covenant (bnai gyama) and On the
Penitent (tayoba).>® Before this however, it is important to appreciate how his ascetic
worldview is reflected across his whole work thematically, and how this affects the structure
of the Demonstrations. At this point it is appropriate to consider the question of the logic of
Aphrahat’s text as a whole. In structure, the Demonstrations appear at first somewhat
disordered. Lehto has recently summarised the evidence by saying that ““...coherence may not
be obvious to the modern reader,” and that Aphrahat’s “discussion of wars appears out of
place.”! He analyses key themes in Aphrahat but does not propose any overall logic to the
structure.®® However, Aphrahat’s inaugurated eschatological framework makes some sense of
the placement of material. Aside from the well-discussed anti-Jewish polemic

Demonstrations,”® the other chapters form a cohesive unit arranged around asceticism and

“® Lehto, introduction, 32-62; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 11-19, 41-68; See also discussion
throughout Jacob Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism.

“*Luke 20:34-36.

50 ~o¥ | o o, .

*! ehto, introduction, 24-25.

%2 |_ehto, introduction, 27-62.

%% See especially Neusner, Aphrahat and Judaism.
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eschatology.

Lehto says that ‘“eschatological expectation ... pervades the whole of the

Demonstrations.”>

But Aphrahat’s work shows more than a concern for a soon-coming of
Christ, rather, it conveys a whole new mindset, where, as Letho says, “ascetics ... in their
way of life anticipate the life of heaven.” Aphrahat believes that this anticipatory life is
possible because the Kingdom of God has already partly appeared—it has been
“inaugurated.” According to George Eldon Ladd, because of the resurrection of Jesus, the
Kingdom of God is "not only an eschatological gift belonging to the Age to Come; it is also a
gift to be received in the old aeon."* This theme is very closely related to struggle, as we
shall see in discussing the main themes of the first ten Demonstrations. These ten were
written a few years before the last thirteen, and contain none of the anti-Jewish rhetoric that

dominates the last Demonstrations, and thus must be considered as a somewhat distinct unit.

Demonstrations One to Four are on faith, love, prayer, and fasting, which are core
Christian beliefs and ascetic practices. The first two Demonstrations, On Faith and On Love
introduce the rest and also lay the foundation of the Christian teaching. Demonstration Three,
On Fasting and Demonstration Four, On Prayer teach the value and nature of Christian
practices, while the last of the first set of Demonstrations, Demonstration Ten On Pastors,
relates to the practical task of leading the flock. This leaves a group of five Demonstrations in
between that appear unconnected, but if seen in the light of an asceticism driven by Syrian

eschatological theology, they do form a pattern.

Demonstration Five, On Wars seems to be the start of a new focus for Aphrahat.
There is no discernible connection at the end of Demonstration Four to On Wars, nor is there
any reference in Demonstration Five back to On Prayer. There is however a thematic link
between the last sections of Demonstration Five and the themes in Demonstration Six. In On
Wars, Aphrahat discusses the current Roman-Persian wars in the context of salvation history,
especially the prophecies of Daniel.>® He discusses the history of persecution of the Jews and

analyses the Daniel’s beasts and kingdoms. His major thesis is that all these events, “have

> Lehto, introduction, 46.
% George Eldon Ladd, A Theology of the New Testament, 70.
% T.D. Barnes, “Constantine and the Christians of Persia,” Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 75 (1985): 126-36.
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been set in place beforehand by God.” In section 23 he moves to a conclusion and states
that Christians are the “holy people, who were chosen instead” of the Jews, and who have a
new covenant (gyama) with God.”® This is a clear link to the next Demonstration which
focusses on these new covenant people, the bnai gyama (sons of the covenant). He then a few
sentences later says, “Take note that the children of the kingdom have been marked, and they
have received their liberation from this world.”®® This “liberation” which has already been
received is thus not future but somehow present. Aphrahat is giving a foretaste of the next
Demonstration, which emphasises the life of the “sons of the covenant” who are already
partly living in the eternal heavenly kingdom and thus live somewhat like the angels. In the
next section Aphrahat describes Jesus as a great warrior, a “mighty champion” (gabro
ganebro) in his “armour” (zayneh), and his people as those who are “clothed with his armour
(zayneh) and will not be defeated by war (hoyabin ba-qrobd),” an image he repeats several
times in both Demonstrations Six and Seven.®® He finally warns his readers to be holy and
humble (makak) so as to receive the Kingdom.®! The word used here has the same root as in
the title of Demonstration Nine On Humility, directly connecting these two Demonstrations.
Hence, On Wars serves as an introduction to Demonstrations Six, Seven, Eight, and Nine by

placing eschatology, humility, and the spiritual warfare of the bnai gyama at the forefront.

Demonstration Six, On the Sons of the Covenant continues this theme of eschatology
and asceticism by discussing the importance of virginity for the “Covenanters,” the bnai
gyama. Because of the ambiguous nature of the people addressed in this Demonstration, most
research on it has focussed on the identity of these people. Nedungatt and Lehto summarise
the debates well, showing that these were a specific group who had made a covenant of
chastity, but discussions of the bnai gyama in Demonstration Six have tended to sideline the
relevance of the gyamtha. Griffith and Nedungatt have noted that there is some related idea of
resurrection (qyamtha) in this term gyama.®? This connection is because the Syriac for
resurrection is gqyamtha, derived from the same triliteral root as gyama (covenant) where the

root means to “stand up,” and covenants were often signified by erecting standing stones.

%" Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 5.1 (PS 1.1:184; Lehto, 148).

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 5.23 (PS 1.1:232; Lehto, 165), ~&nua .

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 5.23 (PS 1.1:232; Lehto, 166) (emphasis mine).

® Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 5.24 (PS 1.1:233; Lehto, 166-7), ~iaix_ ~iax(; mii; biad dus .

® Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 5.25 (PS 1.1:237; Lehto, 168), quoting Luke 14:11, PR

62 3.J. Nedungatt, The Covenanters in Early Syriac Christianity, Orientalia Christiana Periodica (Pontifical
Institute of Oriental Studies, Rome. Vol. 39): 191-215 and 419-44; Lehto, The Demonstrations of Aphrahat, 32-
46; Sidney Griffith, “Asceticism in the Church of Syria,” in Asceticism, eds. Vincent L. Wimbush and Richard
Valantasis (Oxford University Press, 2002), 220-45.
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Thus to a Syriac audience there is an immediate link between ‘sons of the resurrection’ (bnai
gyamtha) and ‘sons of the covenant’ (bnai qyama). Further, Nagel has shown that there is a
clear link between the bnai qyama and the bnai gyamtha since both terms relate to the state of
Christians within the framework of inaugurated eschatology and living like the angels.®
What scholars have missed however is just how important this link is for Aphrahat. They
have been unable to explain the proximity of Demonstrations Five, Six, Seven, and especially
Eight, On the Resurrection of the Dead, and Nine, On Humility. My analysis of
Demonstrations Five to Nine shows that these five Demonstrations are intimately related, and

are also thematically connected to Demonstrations 18, 21, 22 and 23.

Demonstration Six is a theological and practical exposition of the identity and
suggested praxis of the Covenanters. It builds on the Demonstration On War by shifting to
metaphorical war, and leads in to the following Demonstrations which emphasise particular
aspects of spiritual battle, that is, virginity, penitence, humility, and remembering death and
the last things etc. Rather than being “out of place,” On the Resurrection and On Wars should
be seen as closely related to the theme of the virginal state and angelic life of the bnai gyama
of Demonstration Six.** I would suggest that Nagel and Griffith are correct and that the “Sons
of the Covenant” should also be understood in a secondary sense as being the “Sons of the

Resurrection.”

Aphrahat writes numerous sentences in Demonstration Six that emphasise his
eschatological vision, for example, “Let us lift up our wings like eagles, so that we may see
the body where it is,” and “Let the one who is training for the contest keep himself from the
world... Let the one who wishes to receive a crown, run as a champion in the competition...
Let the one who takes on the image of angels be a stranger to people.”65 This “image of

angels,” elsewhere translated as “likeness to angels,” is a reference to Luke 20:34-36 which

8 Peter Nagel, “Zum Problem der ‘Bundessohne’ bei Aphrahat,” Zeitschrift fiir KirchenGeschichte (ZKG)
(1962): 152-154.

® Lehto, introduction, 25.

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6:1 (PS 1.1:248; Lehto, 173-4). Pak-Wah Lai, “John Chrysostom and the
Hermeneutics of Exemplar Portraits” (Phd. Thesis, Durham, 2010), 64, note 175, writes about references to the
monks living “the angelic life.” Lai, 65, adds that Gregory of Nazianus believes that the baptized have attained
equality with the angels, and that “he also agrees with Basil that the ascetics participate uniquely in the life and
duties of the angels, be it worship, prayer or even in their wondrous gifts and visions.” On monks as successors
of the martyrs, see Edward E. Malone, “The Monk and the Martyr: The Monk as the Successor of the Martyr,”
in Studies in Christian Antiquity, vol. 12, ed. Johannes Quasten (Washington, D.C: The Catholic University of
America Press, 1950).
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also calls Christians “sons of the resurrection.”® Having this new identity the Christian is
thus obliged to struggle against sin, especially sexual temptation. This emphasis explains the
relationship to the following Demonstration Seven which expands on Demonstration Six by
discussing several metaphors for spiritual struggle suitable for the “sons of the covenant.” |
analyse this Demonstration which is replete with agonistic language and also continues the

theme of inaugurated eschatology.

On the Resurrection of the Dead, Demonstration Eight, despite its apparent unusual
inclusion, again makes sense in light of the theme of resurrection and its links to inaugurated
eschatology. Given that a partial current experience of the future resurrection is central to
Aphrahat’s vision of asceticism, the reality of the future resurrection is thus vital. This
resurrection had been challenged by some doubters in Aphrahat’s time, and so he urges his
readers to, “believe that on the day of resurrection your body will rise up in its entirety. You
will receive the reward for your faith.”®” This quote from his concluding section shows the
link between current spiritual effort and future resurrection. This is also evident when
Aphrahat discusses reward and resurrection, and even notes that he has, “explained this topic
to you in [my] demonstration on the single ones” (that is, Demonstration Six On

Covenanters). | return to this close connection between resurrection and ascetic struggle later.

Demonstration Nine, On Humility concerns the virtue which is considered to be
central ascetics, but Aphrahat here links it explicitly to struggle. Humility is important for
Aphrahat because as he says early in the Demonstration, “Humility (makikwato) pulls down
(sotro lit. overthrows) strongholds and overcomes (mahapno) passion (kasne) and enmity.”®®
This is clearly following the theme of ascetic warfare in Demonstrations Six and Seven. He
also connects humility to eschatology in Section Four when he adds of the humble that, “they

89 Further, “their minds have been

are quiet and gentle, and they wait for the Bridegroom.
captured (met-hapkin) by what is above and are set there, for they are waiting to enter the

holy place. Their eyes are open and they gaze on that place and see the bridegroom who is

% Jesus said to them, ‘The sons of this age marry and are given in marriage, but those who are considered
worthy to attain to that age and the resurrection from the dead, neither marry nor are given in marriage; for they
cannot even die anymore, because they are like angels, and are sons of God, being sons of the resurrection.’
Luke 20:34-36.

87 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 8.25 (PS 1.1:405; Lehto, 236).

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 9.2 (PS 1.1:412; Lehto, 239), «ihb; hdaiash; riaduh rimms .

8 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 9.4 (PS 1.1:413; Lehto, 240).
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preparing himself.”® One of Aphrahat’s examples of humility is Job, who he says “loved
humility.” Because of this “Satan ... contended with him,” again linking humility back to
Aphrahat’s central theme of spiritual warfare.” It is also possible that this Demonstration is
meant to connect with the Demonstration 14 On Dissension because Aphrahat here adds, “be
on guard (sepwotok lit. be delivered) against dissension,” which appears to have been a major

problem in the church, and is the opposite of the ascetic virtue of humility."

When it is considered that Aphrahat was explicitly writing a summary of the main
points of Christian living and belief for his context, the extent of his emphasis on inaugurated
eschatology and the related struggle and virginity is noteworthy. This approach is less
common in other forms of Christianity, although generally normal for early Syrians as | noted
in the first chapter. His understanding of a resurrection-based asceticism must be seen as a
development of earlier Jewish apocalyptic, with some similarities to Chrysostom, but in
contrast to most Latin church fathers. Aphrahat’s vision of attaining to a present level of

holiness like the angels inspired monastics in the Syrian tradition to high levels of attainment.

That all these first ten Demonstrations are meant to be linked somehow is evidenced
by Aphrahat’s words in Demonstration Ten, which was the initial conclusion of his work. He
writes “I wrote to you my friend [here he refers back to his introductory comments to his
“friend”], to remind you about the disciplines (d-waborre) that are appropriate for the whole
flock.”” Given Aphrahat’s use here of “disciplines” it seems evident that ascetic practice is
his main focus, of which struggle is a repeated element. He adds later, “These ten small
books | have written to you borrow from each other and build upon each other; do not
separate them from each other,” showing that in his mind they are indeed connected. The
rationale for the structure of Aphrahat’s 23 Demonstrations continues to elude scholars, but a
close reading of Demonstration Six and its emphasis on inaugurated eschatology provides an
interpretive key. This summary of the main issues of the first ten Demonstrations with their
focus on an asceticism driven by a lived experience of resurrection, provides a cohesive
framework and a way to understand the place of many other of the unexplained inclusions. It
also shows the context and centrality of the agona in the daily practice of the sons of the

covenant/resurrection.

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 9.4 (PS 1.1:416; Lehto, 241), cad¥ss .
™ Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 9.13 (PS 1.1:439; Lehto, 249).

72 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 9.10 (PS 1.1:432; Lehto, 247), w\haas .
" Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 10.7 (PS 1.1:457; Lehto, 257), ~isés .
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There are a number of other ascetic themes that persist throughout Aphrahat’s work
that impinge on his teaching on struggle, and which provide the context for his many
metaphors. In common with some other early Syrian writers, Aphrahat discusses the ikidaye
“single ones,” and virginity (or celibacy, betuluta).” The concept of the ihidaye is important
because this term is both used as a title of Christ, and also of the ascetics who are specifically
addressed by Aphrahat in Demonstration Six.” Aphrahat says of the single ones, “Any man
who is a covenanter or a holy one who loves singleness yet wants a female covenanter to live
with him, it would be better for him to take a wife openly and not become wild with lust.
Likewise for the woman.”’® The importance of this term is also shown by its frequent close
association with “covenanters,” those addressed by Demonstration Six, and the “holy
virgins.” As well as the already quoted verse, Aphrahat starts 6.8 with, “Pay attention to what
I am writing to you concerning what is appropriate for single ones (ikzidaye), the covenanters
(bnai qyama), and holy virgins (betule w-gadisha).”’” Then after giving extensive teaching on
proper behaviour worthy of an ascetic, he concludes the whole section with, “These things
are fitting for the single ones (ikidaye), those who have received the heavenly yoke and have
become disciples of Christ. It is fitting for disciples of Christ to be like their Lord.”"® This
effectively equates the “single ones” with true disciples, and makes clear the relationship
between the agonising single ascetics and their example who is Christ the exemplar Single
One. Others have noted these interconnections of the ascetical single ones, Christ Himself,
the covenanters, and “eschatological holy war.””® The exact identity of these “single ones”
has been the subject of an overwhelmingly high proportion of research on Aphrahat so | do
not explore this further.?% It is sufficient to note that for Aphrahat, since Christ was “single”
and celibate, dedicated ascetics — the “covenanters” — should likewise be “single” and
celibate. This is a major goal in Demonstration Six and is the reason why the ascetic must

constantly struggle.

Such celibacy also reflects the practice of the “Heavenly Adam,” (Adam shmayono)

™ Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.20 (PS 1.1:312; Lehto, 198), ~%a&\éns lit. virginity, also implies celibacy for the
married.

" Lehto, introduction, 34-35.

"® Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.4 (PS 1.1:260; Lehto, 179).

" Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.8 (PS 1.1:272; Lehto, 184), ~ti1aa <Xahs rthin »in il .

® Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.8 (PS 1.1:276; Lehto, 185), resiiual .

™ Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 13-17.

8 See for example Lehto, introduction, 33-43; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 13-16; Nedungatt,
The Covenanters in Early Syriac Christianity, 191-215; and several mentions in various articles by Sebastian
Brock etc.
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another denotation of Christ with important ascetic implications. Aphrahat mentions Christ as
such in the context of ascetic struggle and celibacy.®* Murray explains how the Judeo-
Christian corporate understanding of the nature of Christ and the Church, links the present
existence of Jesus in heaven with His body, that is, the church. In this theology, Jesus has
become the New Israel and fulfils what Israel failed to do in obedience to God. Christ
recapitulates the fall of Adam by being the perfect “athlete” and victoriously agonising in the
Garden etc.?? Ascetic struggle including celibacy is thus central to both Christ’s identity and
the role of the follower, within an inaugurated eschatology framework. In discussing this
eschatological insight, Aphrahat quotes the New Testament story of the Foolish Virgins
again, linking this struggle for sexual purity once more to eschatology.®® As I have discussed
above, Aphrahat frequently refers to ascetics living in the likeness of the angels, being

without gender and sexual relations.

In relation to “Heavenly Adam” theology, Jarkins summarises Aphrahat’s soteriology
and anthropology saying, “salvation is dependent on changing one’s sinful nature from that of
Adam to the heavenly Adam, Christ, and thereby becoming a divine temple.”®* The image of
the church as divine temple stems from Paul’s letters, and is taken up by Aphrahat in several
places.®® Jarkins discusses this theology at length with many quotations from Aphrahat that
show how holiness is central to temple imagery, and holiness requires struggle.®® She notes
many passages about the person as the temple of God, including the opening summary of the
faith in Demonstration 1:3.%” Here we see two central motifs in Aphrahat, that is, the person
as the dwelling place of the Holy Spirit, and the natural progression from justification to
perfection via ascetic struggle. Jarkins assertss that the most important Pauline passage for
Aphrahat is 1 Cor 3:16-17 where Paul refers to the church as the “temple of God.”® This
focus on the person as temple, which includes the body, implies for Aphrahat an exaltation of

celibacy as the way to keep the body/temple pure, and thus the necessity for daily spiritual

81 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.18 (PS 1.1:304, 305; Lehto, 196, 197), cf. 1 Cor. 15: 49; «fiihe. i .

8 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 23.49 (PS 1.2: 96; Lehto, 513), Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 82-86.

& Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:265-69; Lehto, 181-3).

8 Stephanie Jarkins, Aphrahat the Persian Sage and the Temple of God (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2008), 35.
® For usage in Paul, see 1 Cor 6:19; Clark, Reading Renunciation, 212-19; Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.12-18
(Lehto, 189-97).

® Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 35-43.

8 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 1.3 (PS 1.1:8-9; Lehto, 69), Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 30-31. There are five
key Bible verses on this theme that Aphrahat repeatedly uses and Jarkins lists the many occurrences of these
proof texts.

% Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 33.
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struggle to avoid sexual temptation.®

This particular approach to soteriology was not unique to Aphrahat and was held also
by other Syrians.® Because this same anthropology is expressed by the later Syriac writers,
and especially clearly in Isaac, | discuss the place of the agona within Aphrahat’s framework
later in this chapter. | also overview various Syrian anthropological perspectives in more
depth at the end of Chapter Four. Of relevance here is that Aphrahat says that the way to
become this heavenly person now on Earth is to live as a “son of the covenant” (and “son of
the resurrection”) and thus to be celibate, which can only be achieved by a struggle/agona.
Jarkins also states that this approach is, “most prominently displayed in Demonstration Six,”
which is one of the two central Demonstrations on struggle and ascetical identity and praxis,
again showing the close link between Aphrahat’s soteriology and agona.” Jarkins argues
that, “the return to the pre-lapsarian state of Adam is key to understanding Aphrahat’s
concerns about the state of humans.”* One aspect of this return is the issue of celibacy to

which | shall return after the textual analysis.

Textual Analysis of Struggle Ideas and Metaphors in Demonstration Seven

The theme of spiritual battle is seen in a number of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations and | shall
start with an investigation of Demonstration Seven “On the Penitent” because this contains
many of Aphrahat’s clearest statements about the practice of spiritual combat. I then explore
Demonstration Six because it provides the context for Seven, and because it presents a
broader eschatological perspective for the agona. After this there are brief analyses of
Demonstration Fourteen and several others. The analysis of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations
proceeds from a thematic perspective, showing how struggle and inaugurated eschatology are

linked to a particularly Syriac anthropology and soteriology.

The theme of spiritual struggle is evident in Demonstration Seven On the Penitent
where Aphrahat ties together the whole notion of forgiveness of sin with the daily battle with
Satan and temptation. This Demonstration consists of twenty-seven sections dealing with the
person who sins, the battle with sin, examples of this fight, and advice to pastors when

® This is similar to Ps-Macarius on temple imagery and holiness; See also Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 60.
% Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 5, 11.

°! Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 40. Aphrahat explicitly argues this at length in Demonstrations 6: 14, 18.

% Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 42. Aphrahat says about Jesus that, “The body that he put on is the beginning
of our resurrection.” Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 23.50 (PS 1.2:97; Lehto, 514).
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dealing with the penitent. Aphrahat noticeably uses many Old Testament quotes and
examples to make his argument, although his pre-eminent example is Jesus Christ. The whole
work reveals many metaphors and examples of struggle, using the Syriac words agona,
graba, gital, and zaki, and others related to conquering, crowns, fighting, wounds, and many

related ideas, which I now analyse section by section.

Aphrahat starts his Demonstration by arguing that all people sin, and that only one
person has been sinless, namely Jesus Christ, who has, “overcome the world (deno zakiteh
[‘olmo),” quoting John 16:33 with its military conquest allusion.”® He adds that, “Many run
the race, but only one takes the crown (d-sagilin d-rohtin b-estadyo elo had hawa noseb leh
kalilo),” quoting Paul and the agonistic imagery of the runner, race, and crown.’ This verse
is followed in Paul with several more that mention the race intermingled with the word
struggle (agona), and Aphrahat’s readers would have known this. Aphrahat makes this
connection very clear when in the next sentence he explicitly says that no-one else but Christ
has gone, “into the struggle (b-ligono, from agona),” without being “beaten and struck”
(mermahe w-bola ‘) where bola “ also has the sense of “wounded.”® Further, although many
had “struck” (bola ) sin, sin had “beaten” (mama/ko) many, and “killed” (getlat) many, and
no-one was able to defeat sin, “until the coming of our Saviour, who lifted it up and nailed it
to his Cross.”® These few sentences in this opening section portray spiritual life as an
ongoing history of battle against sin that is only won by Christ. Sin and salvation are solely
identified with an agonistic metaphor, to which Aphrahat returns in almost every following
section. Given that this Demonstration and the similarly struggle-orientated Demonstration
Six are the two wherein Aphrahat deals with sin and salvation, it is not an overstatement to
say that Aphrahat’s predominant understanding of salvation centres on a cosmic yet personal

daily war with sin.

In the second section Aphrahat returns immediately to this military metaphor. He
writes, “for those who have been struck (ladmet-mieyn) in our struggle (baigiino, from

agona) there is the remedy for repentance, which can be provided by wise physicians

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.1 (PS 1.1:313; Lehto, 200), =<\ m¥uay wies .

% 1 Cor. 9:24. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.1 (PS 1.1:313; Lehto, 200), i dp 16 J& ahoids & min areings
% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.1 (PS 1.1:313; Lehto, 200), sV amdeh .. raaGeds -

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.1 (PS 1.1:313, 316; Lehto, 200), 2\ha : sz ; V5.
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(osawoto).”®” Physicians were essential on the battlefield because injury was so common, so
this linking of military and medical imagery is logical, and one that we see later in Isaac and
the Sufi writers. Aphrahat continues this metaphor, “For when a wise physician is found for
those warriors (grabtone, from qraba) who have been struck (db! in) in the struggle (ba-
qrobo) by the one who has fought (d-met-katash) against them, a medicine that heals the
wounded (lammakayo) is distributed.”®® This continues for a few more sentences that
includes further references to the spiritual soldier who has been “injured in the war” (dabla
ba-qrobo), and who “labours in the struggle” (d ‘omel baigiino), against the “Enemy” who
“injures” him.”

Shame in battle is the theme of the following section, where Aphrahat suggests that
the wounded soldier should not be ashamed to seek the physician due to his being “wounded

59100

in the war (dabla“ ba-qrobo). The penitent is not wholly to blame because, “the war

(groba) overcame him and wounded (mala ) him.”*®* There is no need to feel shame because,
“the King will not reject him, but will count him and include him in his army (hayleh).”*%
This imagery extends the idea of the soldier to include the whole army of which he is part,
and the King for whom he fights. Aphrahat sees the struggle in very rich and colourful terms
as he continues, “whoever is ashamed to show his abscess (to the doctor) ends up suffering
from gangrene (l-halodito).”™™® This discussion of wounds and gangrene reveals that
Aphrahat’s usage of struggle metaphor is not an isolated word or two but a detailed story of
fighting and woundedness that he is conveying to his readers. He ties in many aspects of
agonistic battle into his teaching on the war against sin, both the preparations before battle as
well as the results of the war. Section Three continues for a few more sentences which
include further references to the “struggle (baigiino),” being “defeated (d-mezdke) in struggle

(baigiino),” being “healed (dnetasea),” and “wounded (dmetmheyn).”%

Section four is the reverse of the previous section as it speaks to the physicians
(osawoto) who heal the wounded, and who are disciples of the “glorious Physician (dosyan

*" Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.2 (PS 1.1:316; Lehto, 201), whésw ... iaagres asoabnsnl .

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.2 (PS 1.1:316; Lehto, 201), wissial | efadhn .. olas . @lsn . oo .

% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.2 (PS 1.1:316; Lehto, 201), «iasgres Laia .. whias Yo .
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101 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.3 (PS 1.1:317; Lehto, 201), s\ . «5ia .
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nasz‘,ho).”lo5 These doctors must heal and also advise the wounded not to conceal their injuries
when seeing the doctor. But the physician must “not make it known” lest the “whole camp

196 11 this case the “King who leads the

(kaloh masdito)” receives a “bad name” (Smo biso).
army” (malko mdabroneh d-kaylo) “will be angry at those who exposed his camp
(masditeh).”™® Here Aphrahat links woundedness with shame, the value of morale, and
military intelligence. He also mentions “the line” [of battle](sedro), “victors” (zakoyye),
“enemies” (hayyobe), “adversaries” (sonnle), and “the slain are falling” (daqtayile noplin).**®
These multiple additions to the struggle metaphor demonstrate that Aphrahat has thought
intensely about his writing and use of the agonistic trope. He draws in every possible aspect

of the metaphor to teach his audience.

In the case of those who “do not wish to reveal their injuries,” Section Five warns that
“the doctors are not to blame for not healing” these secretly sick who have been “wounded
(detmahz'q).”109 These foolish people because of their unhealed wounds can “no longer put on
their armour (zayno), since they have developed gangrene (halodito),” an addition of armour
into the metaphor, and returning to Aphrahat’s previous mention of gangrene.'*® He adds that
if they do succeed in putting on their “armour” (zayno), “when they enter into the struggle (b-
aigino), their armour (zaynhun) will heat them up (makem), their abscesses will become
putrid (sorin) and decay (metmasin), and they will be killed (metga/in).”*** Here, unrepented
sin is seen as a festering wound and a cause of death, and Aphrahat uses the Galenic theory of

d.'*? Again, Aphrahat extends the imagery with vivid teaching

“heat” in regards the woun
based on concrete experiences of warfare wounds, presumably well-known to his readers,

otherwise he would have had to explain references to heat inside armour.

The following two sections Six and Seven are both brief, each consisting of just a few
sentences. In section Six, Aphrahat warns that the soldier must “be attentive to the healed
area, so that he might not be struck (nebla ) there a second time.”*** He warns that the wound

“struck twice” (dabla‘ tarten zabnin) cannot easily be healed, and that over such a wound

1% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.4 (PS 1.1:317; Lehto, 202), ws of @wia .. hasK .
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even when cured, “armour (zayno) cannot be worn.”*** Sin thus has affects on the soul like a
wound has on the body. Repeated serious sin leaves a dangerous scar that reduces the
protection against further sin. This is sound psychological advice and the metaphor is quite
appropriate.’®® Section Seven briefly adds an encouragement, possibly to balance the
previous warning section. It is so full of military imagery that it is worth quoting in its

entirety:

You who have put on the armour (zayneh) of Christ, learn the intricacies of war
(grobo), so that you may not be defeated and weary (sapple) in the struggle
(baiguno)! Our enemy is cunning and clever, but his armour is inferior (Sapal) to ours.
It is right for us, therefore, to turn against him and to take away his weapon (zayneh)
(which is sleep) with vigilance (b Truto). He is invisible when he attacks (magreb) us,

but let us turn to the one who sees him, so that he might remove him from us.**®

This passage refers to so many of Aphrahat’s favourite aspects of his struggle metaphor that
it could almost be a summary of this Demonstration. Here is a rousing call to arms with the
assertion that Satan’s armour is “inferior.” It is easy to imagine that such language was used
by leaders on all sides in military conflicts to inspire their soldiers to bravery. Such an
evaluation of Satan conforms to Orthodox theology and connects with Aphrahat’s start to the
whole Demonstration, where Christ has conquered Satan. Aphrahat also extends his central
metaphor further here by referring to “sleep” and ‘“vigilance,” themes that Isaac later
develops at great length. For now it is sufficient to note that the soldier who was on duty
guarding against enemy attack at night had to maintain great vigilance and avoid sleep at all
costs. Further, at night these attacks were “invisible” due to the dark, thus equating the hidden
sins inside the soul with night attacks. The metaphorical links in each case here are so
understandable that Aphrahat nowhere explains them. He is using commonly understood
military imagery yet applied to the internal world. In making this connection he explicitly
hearkens back to the New Testament, as the first sentence starts with a quote from Paul’s

passage about spiritual warfare in Ephesians.**’

"4 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.6 (PS 1.1:321; Lehto, 202), «isi .. dasi oRi% rlod .
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In Section Eight Aphrahat briefly returns to his theme of being “wounded” (d-
metmjeyn), but not ashamed of admitting to having “yiclded in the struggle (d-aspeln
baiguno).”**® He uses the examples of Adam and Cain who both refused to admit their sin
and thus suffered terrible consequences, to urge his readers to repent. Again Aphrahat follows
this warning section with a contrasting positive Section Nine, in this case showing examples
of those who did repent and of how God was compassionate to them. He uses examples of the
Ninevites, Israel, and Jerusalem, and although there is no explicit usage of the term agona,
the whole section is exhortation and commentary on those who have been wounded in the

struggle.

Sections Ten and Eleven form a further pair, with Ten another warning to the
unrepentant, and Eleven a reminder to priests as “those who hold the keys to the gates of
heaven” to “open the gates for those who repent.” This is a metaphorical reference to the
need to open the closed-in-wartime gates of the city for returning wounded soldiers. Here the
Church is likened to the city, the priest to the gatekeeper, and the sacrament of confession to
opening the gates. Aphrahat is thus linking key ecclesiological concepts with the struggle
metaphor. He emphasises his point by quoting Paul that, “If anyone among you is struggling
(net ‘eml, lit. labouring, toiling) with wrongdoing those who are spiritual should lead him
back with a humble spirit.” *® The Syriac here has a nuance that is missing in the Greek
which only says “overtaken” by sin, and I discuss this Syrian extra emphasis on struggle

further below when discussing Aphrahat’s anthropology.120

The priest is further urged “not to
treat as an adversary (b ‘eldbobo) the one among you who is struggling with wrongdoing,” for
when you “separate him from yourselves, he will be attacked (metbla ) by Satan.”'?! Whereas
before we saw the gate being opened for the repentant, here Aphrahat is using the opposite
aspect of the metaphor—if the wounded is kept out of the city (the church) he will be

vulnerable and thus surely attacked.

Sections Twelve through Sixteen continue this same metaphor of struggling with
wrongdoing, using multiple mostly Old Testament references to exemplify the need to repent.

There is no mention of spiritual struggle per se but repeated calls to repentance. Section

"% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.8 (PS 1.1:321, 324; Lehto, 203), wiasgws ... Jar&a . admadsha .

119 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.11 (PS 1.1:329; Lehto, 206), s xi cf. Gal. 6:1.

120 Greek mpoAngén. It is curious that even the common Syriac version does not have this reading so Aphrahat
is either using an unusual translation or is interpreting this passage within his agonistic worldview.

12 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.11 (PS 1.1:332; Lehto, 206), sYoksh . wasalis .
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Seventeen then explicitly takes up the theme of fighting again, with Aphrahat urging, “Gird
yourself with your excellent armour (b-zaynok sapir) so that you might not be struck (tetm/e)
in war (ba-grobo).”*?* This returns to the language of earlier sections and repeats the point
about the Christian’s armour being excellent and superior to Satan’s. The whole section
emphasises that the Christian need not fall, and that it is better to not need repentance in the
first place. Aphrahat also makes an important connection here by writing immediately before
this, ““You have taken delight in the portion that is above (mnoto ‘eloyto); keep yourself free

from all degeneration.”?

This links the inaugurated eschatological mindset of “living like
the angels” that is evident in Demonstration Six with the real possibility of present victory

over temptation.

Sections Eighteen through Twenty-Two form a unit as they all deal with the story of
Gideon and his battle as a metaphor for the spiritual struggle. Aphrahat begins Section
Eighteen saying, “O you who have prepared yourselves for the struggle (l-aigono from
agona): listen to the sound of the trumpet and take heart.”*** Here Aphrahat adds to all the
previous aspects of the warfare metaphor the trumpet and its call—a central feature of the
story of Gideon. He also extends the audience to include not just the penitents but also the
priests by adding, “I speak also to you who hold the trumpets (qarnoto): priests, deacons and
sages.”'?®> According to Aphrahat, just as Gideon had to select from the ten thousand just
those three hundred who were fit for battle, so must the leaders do the same with “all the
people,” presumably meaning the church. If the leaders do not warn people then they will
“suffer defeat” (wankub) in the “war” (b-groba).**® The person who has planted a vineyard,
married a wife, or is building a house, should return to these rather than fight, “lest he call it
to mind and not fight (netkatas) with full attention.”?’ This single-minded attentiveness is a
recurring motif in the Syrians. For Aphrahat, “It is the single ones (l-ikidaye) who are ready
for the struggle (aigono),” directly connecting the single ones of Demonstration Six with the
fight metaphor, as it is only those who are single-minded in their struggle who will gain

128

“plunder” (dbozin), likening ascetic achievement to war booty.”™ Aphrahat completes this

section in a few sentences that are addressed to the leaders:
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| say to you who sound the trumpets, that when you have finished issuing warnings
(lamzahoru) keep watch (hzaw) over those who have returned, care for those who
remain, and send down to the waters of testing (l-mayyo d-biigyono) those who have

vowed themselves to war (la-groba).'?°

This makes clear the connection with the waters of testing by Gideon—the leaders must be
selective and only appoint as ascetics the truly prepared and dedicated who are ready to fight
the spiritual war. Aphrahat continues his exhortation in Section Nineteen by drawing several

parallels between the present situation of penitents and the story of Gideon. He begins:

Understand this mystery (idozo), my friend, whose image (d-maiteh) Gideon has
shown beforehand. When he assembled the people for war (la-grobao), the scribes
admonished [them] with the words of the Law ... after which a large number of

people left the army (haylo).**

He continues by quoting the Old Testament about the testing at the waters, stating that this is
a “type (tapso) of baptism, and a mystery (i-rozeh) of the struggle, and an image of the single
ones.”®" Even though all Christians are baptised in the water, only a select few are the
current equivalent to the three hundred who lapped the water like dogs and were thus alert.
Aphrahat is once more drawing a connection between the struggle and the sacrament of
baptism—Dbaptism is only the starting point of the fight, and among the baptised there are
only a few “single ones” who were “chosen to enter the struggle (laz'gﬁné).”l32 It is also
interesting that Aphrahat uses a form of parallelism that shows his awareness of the
similarities between a “type,” “mystery,” and “image.”*®® He is consciously using various
literary devices to convey his points to his readers, and his sophisticated metaphorical
language is central to this approach. Section Twenty explains further Aphrahat’s theme and
ties this section back to the whole of Demonstration Six. Referring to the immediately

preceding Gideon story, he writes:

On account of this, it is fitting that those who sound the trumpets, the preachers of the
Church, should call and warn all those who have made a covenant with God (qyomeh)

123" Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.18 (PS 1.1:344; Lehto, 211), r5iaX  wiindon wisal | ofs . &idsisal .
130 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.19 (PS 1.1:344; Lehto, 211), rlass . cohéony . hire .
131 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.19 (PS 1.1:344; Lehto, 211), miie ... ad), Tupso is derived from the Greek

typos.

132 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 7.19 (PS 1.1:345; Lehto, 211), <asg\ .

133 Buck, Paradise and Paradigm, discusses this use of razi etc. See also Murray, Symbols of Church and
Kingdom, 243-44, 292-94.
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in advance of baptism, those who have vowed themselves to virginity and holiness,

young unmarried men and women, and holy ones.*3*

This is the clearest definition we have of who the Covenanters are, and includes all the
various wordings that Aphrahat uses elsewhere for the celibate as well. Only these select few
are ready for ascetic celibate struggle, and Aphrahat commands, “Let the preachers warn
them and say: “Whoever has set his heart on the state of marriage, let him be married before
baptism, lest he fall in the struggle (b-aigiins) and be killed (netgazel)’.”** This makes clear
the reason for the inclusion of Demonstration Six and the connection between it and
Demonstration Seven—these celibate “single ones” are the people who are key to the

church’s daily battle against sin, presumably because of their prayer, fasting and holiness.

Immediately following this, in Section Twenty, Aphrahat returns to his agonistic
metaphor again using many of the same words and tropes as previously. | quote the whole
passage to show how Aphrahat ties so many aspects of the metaphor together with the

Christian’s present experience:

And whoever is afraid of the conflict (mnoto d-taktosa, lit. portion of fighting), let
him return, lest he cause his brothers to become as disheartened as he is. And whoever
loves his property, let him turn away from the army (haylo), lest when the war
(groba) overwhelms him he calls his property to mind and turns back to it. There is
only shame for the one who turns away from the struggle (aigiino). The one who turns
away but has not yet vowed himself nor put on armour (zayno) is not blamed. But if
any of those who have vowed themselves and have put on armour (zaynao) turn away

from the struggle (aigiing), they are ridiculed.™*®

This connects to his earlier discussions of shame, turning back, and distractions. The goal is

the struggle, but not everyone is ready.

Section Twenty-One describes the next chronological phase in the testing at the
waters. Aphrahat advises the leaders that, “When they have preached, and announced, and

warned all those who have made a covenant with God, let them bring those who have been
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chosen for the struggle (I-aigiind) to the waters of baptism so that they might be tested.”’
Following selection as one of the prepared few comes baptism. Aphrahat continues his

metaphor by adding the further dimensions of military rout and weapons:

The strong ought to take courage, but the lazy and the weak will openly turn from the
struggle (nahpakin men aigiino), lest when fighting overtakes them they conceal
(negnabuin) their weapons (zaynhiin) and take flight (ne rwiin) and suffer defeat

(wanhibin). "

This is rich imagery and describes what must have been a reasonably common occurrence
given the number of battles fought in this region. Aphrahat appears to consciously add new
aspects of his metaphor in manageable pieces, extending his language as he connects warfare
imagery with the various dimensions of the inner struggle. He then quotes Judges again, “All
who lap the water like a dog ought to go to war (lagroba).”**® Aphrahat completes Section
Twenty-One by a lengthy discussion of the good dog (kalbbé) who will “take up his fight
courageously (wtaktoseh ‘obdin Ibiboit)” and “keep watch” (nagrin matarteh), being like
those chosen by Gideon and an example for the penitent.*® In a brief recap of the previous
teaching and with another use of synthetic parallelism, Aphrahat writes in Section Twenty-
Two of those who enter the “war” (ba-qrobo) and the “struggle” (b-aigiing) but “turn away
from the fight (takziiso)” and are thus disgraced.*** This is then a transition to the following
sections Twenty-Three to Twenty-Five which return to the theme of the wounds received in
battle.

According to Aphrahat, Christians must learn not to “trust in yourself,” since by this
“the one who has been wounded (lame/¢G) might become slack and not seek repentance.”*
This is the main point of Section Twenty-Three which mainly covers the struggle from the
point of view of leaders’ responsibilities. He suggests that just as the “watchers of heaven
(! 7ra)” rejoice when a sinner repents, so must leaders consider the wounded, and “lift up

from his suffering each one who is sick among us, and suffer agony over each one who
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stumbles.”**® This mention of suffering agony is likely a reference to Christ’s agony in the
Garden of Gethsemane. Aphrahat again is making Christ the example for the Christian leader,
and His suffering (agona) is paradigmatic. The medical healing aspect of the fight is the
theme of Section Twenty-Four, which returns to the language of the abscess we saw earlier.
Aphrahat uses the Pauline metaphor that the whole body suffers if one part is sick, to teach
the importance of leaders healing the “wounded.” So again pastoral care is included in the
extended struggle and healing metaphor, and Aphrahat makes his connection between ascetic
struggle and ecclesiology clear.

Sections Twenty-Five to Twenty-Seven are Aphrahat’s summary and conclusion. He
writes, “We struggle (aigiino) against our Adversary (b ‘eldaran), and he, our Adversary,
fights against us (metkatas).”*** He mentions the single ones and also those who have been
“defeated and struck (d-methaybin w-bol ‘in).”** He also refers to the parable of the Wise and
Foolish Virgins which he has discussed at length in Demonstration Six, linking this struggle
yet again to eschatology. Aphrahat appeals to pastors reminding them to “heal the lame” and
“guard” the Lord’s flock. He links this struggle and eschatology by commanding, “O
watchmen (dawge), keep watch diligently (diigu sapir, lit. watch well) and warn all the
people about the destruction [to come].”**® Aphrahat warns in his final sentences that this
judgement “draws near,” and hence people should repent now. He concludes by using
another Pauline image and aspect of the agona metaphor by saying, “For many run the race
(drohzin bestadyo), but only the man who wins obtains the crown, and every person receives
their wage according to their labour (‘amleh).”**” Hence Aphrahat finishes his Demonstration
on-theme, drawing together his thoughts about the Christian life as a spiritual struggle, and
using both the military and race aspects of the agona motif.

| have shown from this analysis of Demonstration Seven that aside from a few parts
which consist of Old Testament examples of repentance, every section is focussed on
Christians being prepared and worthy of the spiritual struggle, and contains highly

metaphorical struggle language. Aphrahat displays a wide range of related agora concepts to
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teach his readers about being ready for this fight. He extends the primary battle metaphor by
including the story of Gideon, and refers to many parts of the agona including the war, being
struck and killed, trumpets, plunder, armour, the army, weapons, adversaries, warriors, the
line of battle, being wounded, gangrene, keeping watch, victors, concealing weapons, and
fleeing, among other things. Aphrahat here conceives of the whole Christian life in relation to

struggle, especially for those who are called to be the single ones.

Aphrahat provides many rules related to effective warfare both for ascetics as well as
pastors, covering such themes as festering wounds, shame, lines of battle, and when to open
the gates of a city. He is not the first however to have made these kind of connections for
ascetics. Garland discusses the regulations for those who fight in the physical war against
Antiochus Epiphanes as recorded in 1 Maccabees, and the related passages in Mishnah Sotah
8 and the Qumran War Scrolls. He notes that Aphrahat seems to take similar regulations and
apply them to spiritual war but includes as the qualified all the baptised, not just the celibate.
Garland also notes the connection to Deuteronomy 20:2-9 concerning the war in which, “all
take part, ‘even the bridegroom out of his chamber and the bride out of her chamber’,” and
this is especially relevant given Aphrahat’s earlier use of this bridegroom imagery in

148

Demonstration Six.”™ Aphrahat is thus using concepts of the qualifications of the warrior

engaged in a literal battle and applying them to the inner spiritual battle.

Struggle Metaphors and Themes in Demonstration Six

While Demonstration Seven focusses on the present battle and its rules, Demonstration Six
discusses struggle from a more inaugurated eschatological perspective. | shall thus briefly
outline how Aphrahat portrays ascetic practice in the light of eschatology in each section of
this Demonstration, and then explore his specific metaphors for the spiritual struggle in more
detail. In Demonstration Six, Aphrahat begins by calling his readers to be watchful and to
awaken from sleep. This theme of watchfulness, a military activity, is common in the Syriac
ascetic tradition.’*® “Watchfulness” hearkens back to the Garden of Gethsemane—*“keep

59150

watching and praying, that you may not enter into temptation,”> and to Paul:

148 Garland, “Ascetics as Representative Warriors,” 267.

149 See Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life (Kalamazoo: Cistercian), xxv.
Brock also discusses other common Syriac themes, most of which are relevant to Aphrahat. These themes are
also clearly evident in Aphrahat’s near-contemporary Ephrem, and in the anonymous the Syriac “Book of
Steps.” Cf. Arabic muragaba used frequently by Sufis.

10 Matt. 26:41.
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(Dt is already the hour for you to awaken from sleep; for now salvation is nearer to us
than when we believed. The night is almost gone, and the day is at hand. Let us
therefore lay aside the deeds of darkness and put on the armour of light. ... put on the

Lord Jesus Christ, and make no provision for the flesh in regards to lusts.***

This focus on the nearness of “The Day” is a major theme in the whole Demonstration, and is
here the motivating factor for watchfulness and ascetic struggle against the lusts.™®® The
opening paragraph then emphasises the eschatological marriage imagery by referring to the
parable of the virgins and follows with a long list of “Let us...” statements, akin to Romans
13; for example, “Let us be strangers to the world, even as Christ was not of it,” and, “Let us
take as armour (zayno) for the fight (I-takto5a), the preparation of the gospel.”**® This long
part establishes the main themes of the Demonstration—eschatology, virginity, heavenly

marriage, and spiritual battle.

In the first sections of the Demonstration, Aphrahat frequently encourages his readers
to be Christ-like in the present so as to ensure a future reward, for example, “Let us be
partakers of His suffering, so that we might live through his resurrection” and, “Let us leave
the world, which is not ours, in order to arrive at the place to which we have been invited...
Whoever loves the abode that is in heaven, let him not toil at the building of clay that will
fall.”™ Yet Aphrahat’s focus is not just the future, and he has numerous sentences that
emphasise a more inaugurated eschatology, for example, “Let us lift up our wings as eagles
that we may see the body there where it is,” and, “Whoever is training for the conflict (d-
metrabé b-atlizoto) let him keep himself from the world. Whoever wishes to gain the crown
(kalzlo), let him run as a winner in the race (b-aigino ayk natsiho)... Whoever adopts the
likeness of angels (damato d-mlaké), let him be a stranger to men.”*>> These images highlight
the Syrian idea of treating our bodies in the present as if they are already resurrected and
glorified in heaven. Aphrahat also describes this behaviour as adopting the “likeness of
angels,” similar to Luke 20:34-36. Hence this is also a reference to another concept—that of

virginity as a foretaste of the heavenly a-sexual reality.

> Rom. 13:11-14 (emphasis mine).

152 We will see a similar perspective later in the Qur’an.
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This present lived experience of the resurrection may be compared to other writers,
for example St. John Damascene who has a similar emphasis in his Paschal Troparias and

Canon:

You raised with Yourself all Adam’s race, in Your rising from the Sepulchre, Buried
yesterday with you, O Christ, and today, as you arise, | am raised with you, ... The
Day of Resurrection, let us be radiant, O peoples, Pascha, the Lord’s Pascha, for from
death unto life, and from earth unto heaven, Christ has brought us over, as we sing the

triumphal song.™®

An inaugurated eschatological viewpoint is so central to Aphrahat’s ideas of struggle that I
shall discuss it at length below in relation to his soteriology and anthropology.™®” This

understanding is also evident in the later Syrian writers in my next two chapters.

In this first section of Demonstration Six Aphrahat uses the image of the wedding
feast four times, once in the first sentences, and again twice half-way through, and then
finally in his concluding sentences. This is clearly an important image for him. Significantly,
in the last occurrence he links the wedding feast with the already mentioned related image of
the “likeness of angels” (from Luke 20:34-36). Of deep significance is that the Luke passage
describes the disciples as “Sons of the resurrection.” This effectively equates bnai gyama
with bnai qyamtha, since both groups are those preparing for the wedding feast especially
with virginity, and both terms derive from the same root. In his summarising sentences,
Aphrahat again treats the wedding feast image but this time also adds a link to virginity,
which introduces the next several sections. He says, “The one who waits for the call should

take oil in his vessel. Whoever guards the gate ought to keep watch for his master (danorar

158 Andrew Louth, St. John Damascene (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 258, 261, 264 (emphasis
mine), note the link with the triumph. It also evident in the main liturgy of the Orthodox Church, that of St John
Chrysostom, which has a prayer, “You brought us out of nothing into being, and when we had fallen. You

raised us up again, and left nothing undone until you had brought us up to heaven and granted us Your kingdom
that is to come.” The Divine Liturgy of St John Chrysostom, trans. George Nasr and Geoff Harvey (Illawong,
NSW: Antiochian Orthodox Archdiocese of Australia and New Zealand, 2001). Note also that the prosokmede
prayer before the Liturgy has, “You poured forth immortality upon mankind” i.e. eternal life has already begun
to be realised. By comparison the Liturgy of the Apostles of the Church of the East has, “you clothed yourself
with our humanity, that you might make us alive by your Godhead. You have exalted our humble state, raised
up our fallen condition, given new life to our mortality, forgiven our debts.”
http://web.archive.org/web/20061206003428/http://www.cired.org/liturgy/apostles.html, accessed July 3, 2018.
57" Aphrahat’s view of salvation history is very Pauline, and reflects Paul’s statement, “But God ... made us
alive together with Christ ... and raised us up with Him, and seated us with Him in the heavenly places, in
Christ Jesus.” Eph. 2:4-6, cf. Col. 3:1-3 which says, “If you have been raised up with Christ, keep seeking the
things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God. Set your mind on the things above, not on the
things that are on earth. For you have died and your life is hidden with Christ in God.”
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tar ‘6 nasake [-moreh). The one who loves virginity should become like Elijah,” making

further connections between ascetic practice, eschatology, and virginity.**®

Sections Two to Eight continue this major theme of virginity by emphasising the
spiritual fight involved in remaining celibate, and how often women were the cause of man’s
downfall (Eve, Delilah with Samson etc.). Aphrahat notes that Elijah was holy and celibate,
and again links this with resurrection and angel-likeness, asserting that, “because he took
upon himself the likeness of the angels of heaven (damoto d- yiray smayo, lit. image of the
heavenly watchers), those very angels brought him bread and water when he was fleeing
before Jezebel.”™ Aphrahat here indicates that likeness to angels is appropriate while here
on Earth, and is not just a state for the future in heaven. The language here again resonates
with Luke 20 and “the sons of the resurrection” who do not marry, being like angels in

heaven.

In Section Six Aphrahat directly links the two themes of the wedding feast and
resurrection and also states that the watchers of heaven (d- ‘yiray smayo i.e. angels) shall
minister to those who do not take wives now, thus equating such people with Elijah.*® A
little later Aphrahat again invokes the wedding feast and says that such pure virgins are
“children of the Most High.” Women virgins especially he says are now “betrothed” to
Christ, presumably because the full marriage is still to come. This partial-fulfilment is again a
reference to Aphrahat’s inaugurated eschatology. Sections Nine and Ten address the
presumed question of how hard is the struggle to stay celibate, and the example of Christ
himself is seen as the motivation. The Saviour’s humility is especially emphasised and this is
a foretaste of the later Demonstration Nine On Humility. Thus Demonstration Nine can also

be seen as connected to Aphrahat’s theme of eschatologically-driven asceticism.

The next few sections deal with how this same Christ now dwells in people by His
Spirit, and Section Fourteen leads back into a discussion of how the animal nature will be
transformed at the final resurrection. Aphrahat writes, “And the Holy Spirit will be the
earnest with Christ for the resurrection of that body which kept Him with purity” (again
emphasising virginity), “and the Spirit will request to be again conjoined to it that that body

158 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1 (PS 1.1:253, Lehto, 176), i\ rehdas r iR i1 .
159 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.5 (PS 1.1:263, Johnston, 366), e, \iis 1 hésn .
1%0 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:269, Lehto, 182), risas. Jiisa .
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may rise up in glory.”*®* This draws yet a further link between present virginity and future
resurrection, and thus the fight against the animal nature.  Aphrahat reiterates his main
points in concluding the Demonstration, namely virginity, the angelic life, and the life of the
resurrection. He says, “In writing this I have reminded myself, and also you, my beloved;
therefore love virginity, the heavenly portion, the fellowship of the Watchers of heaven.”®
He also directly links this to eschatology, quoting Matthew 24:32 and Luke 21:10, and says
that these indications of the end, “are beginning to be fulfilled,” a connection back to
Demonstration Five On Wars.'®® Throughout the Demonstration Aphrahat repeatedly
emphasises that spiritual struggle is the method for attaining this heavenly life of virginity.
We have already seen above that in the opening sections of this Demonstration Aphrahat
refers to “the armour of light” and uses the phrases “training for the conflict,” and to “run as a

winner in the race” so as to receive the “crown.” These themes are continued throughout the

Demonstration and repeatedly intertwined with Aphrahat’s inaugurated eschatology.

Having summarised Aphrahat’s general approach in Demonstration Six, and the place
of ascetic battle within this, I now thematically analyse his specific struggle metaphors in

more detail. In Section One, Aphrahat in his “Let us” part writes:

Let us gird our lions with truth, that we may not be found impotent (sapple) in the
contest (b-aigano). Let us arise and awaken Christ, that he may still the stormy blasts
[away] from us. Let us take the shield (sakro) against the Evil One ... Let us receive

power (5a/tond) from our Lord to tread upon snakes and scorpions.*®*

This imagery describes the soldier preparing and fighting, and Aphrahat’s exhortation is in
the middle of many others that cover various aspects of the Christian life such as loving
others, laying aside malice, being diligent workers etc., so for Aphrahat the struggle is
integral with the rest of life. Noticeably, Aphrahat is using the phraseology of Ephesians Six,
which he returns to roughly twenty sentences later when he writes, “Let us take to ourselves,

as armour (zayng) for the battle (I-taktaso), the preparation of the Gospel.”*®® Continuing the

fighting imagery he adds, “Let us guard (nefar) His pledge in purity,” a metaphor related to

161 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.14 (PS 1.1:293-95; Johnston, 372).
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the active defence by a soldier.®®

In a more agricultural metaphor, Aphrahat writes, “Whoever receives the good seed,

let him purge his land from thorns (qrité w-simtd dabgwoh).”™®’

Here the term “purge” also
carries the idea of antagonism, and Aphrahat may also have the image of the land worked
with difficulty by Adam in Genesis Three, given his understanding of salvation as a partial
return to a Paradisiacal state.’®® Two sentences later, and still in Section One, Aphrahat uses

several sentences that all reflect the struggle trope. He says:

Let the one who wishes to receive a crown (klilo) run as a champion (natsizo) in the
competition (b-aigono). Let the one who wants to enter the stadium (b-estaydo) to
fight (d-netkatas) learn about his opponent (b ‘el). Let the one who wishes to enter into
battle (b-qrobo) take armour (zayna) for himself in order to fight (d-netkatas), and let

him keep it clean at all times.*®°

This again displays the linked themes of racing and military fighting. Aphrahat’s final phrase
connects struggle with purity, a point repeated elsewhere specifically in relation to sexual
purity. Interestingly, the immediately following sentence speaks of taking up the “likeness of
angels.” This implies that struggle is the way to attain such a likeness. Aphrahat then
continues for another eight sentences which include various portrayals of inaugurated
eschatology including the marriage feast image. This linkage is repeated towards the end of

Section One when Aphrahat says:

Whoever puts on the new man, let him keep (nerar, lit. guard) himself from all
filthiness. Whoever has put on armour (zayno) from the water (of baptism), let him
not put off his armour (zayneh) that he not be condemned. Whoever takes up the
shield (sakro) against the Evil one, let him keep himself from the darts (ge ¢) which
he hurls (d-sodé) at him.*"

This is almost a repeat of earlier and makes the same baptism-struggle connection we saw

detailed in Demonstration Seven. Aphrahat is again drawing on Ephesians Six, and finishes

1% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1 (PS 1.1:248; Johnston, 363), Wi .

197 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1 (PS 1.1:248; Johnston, 364), massi <¥eniwa hiis .

168 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 254-63.
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with, “Who shall draw back [retreat, pull back from] (d-metqas ‘6), his Lord has no pleasure

in him.”*"™"  Ascetics must keep up their fight daily, and the special attack that Aphrahat
alludes to here and describes more later, is sexual sin, which would break the ascetic vow of
celibacy. Aphrahat indeed after a few more sentences then finishes this Section mentioning
virginity, and having established the theme of struggle for holiness, he proceeds to explain

why it is a struggle in the next Section.

The centrality of struggle within Demonstration Six is evident in Section Two which
begins with, “For, my beloved, our adversary (b‘eldaran) is skillful. He that contends
(metkatas, lit. fights) against us is crafty. Against the brave (kallitse) and renowned ones
(natsihe, lit. victorious) does he prepare himself, that they may be weakened.”’* The terms
“brave” and “renowned ones” are those used of especially famous fighters. Aphrahat in the
followings sentences makes many other references to attacks from Satan, for example, “nor
does he fight (maqgreb) with the captivity [captive ones](shito) that are made captive to him”
contrasting these with the renowned ones.'”® He again draws on Ephesians Six but with a new
military analogy of fleeing the darts, writing, “He that has wings flees from him [ie the
Adversary] and the darts (ge »¢) that he hurls (d-sodé) at him do not reach him.”** Aphrahat
explains the reason for such confidence in the spiritual war: “The children of the Good fear
not the Evil, for He has given him to be trampled (d-d@so) by their feet,” a reference to Luke
10:17-19 and its theme of inaugurated eschatology.’” Further, in an allusion to Genesis, the
Evil One “creeps (rosep) upon them like a serpent (hewya),” but the Christians “conquer
(zokin) him by fasting.”*’® This possibly shows why Aphrahat includes a whole
Demonstration on fasting, since it is a powerful weapon to win the battle. Aphrahat also again
makes an eschatological connection when he continues, “And if he wishes to contend (d-net-
katas) with them by the lust of the eyes, they lift up their eyes to the height of heaven.”"’
This may be an allusion to Paul’s words in Colossians, “If then you have been raised up with
Christ, keep seeking the things above, where Christ is, seated at the right hand of God ... then

you will also be revealed with him in glory,” with its associated idea of inaugurated

"t Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1 (PS 1.1:252; Johnston, 364), <\ ax= This is almost a direct quote from Heb.
10:38.
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eschatology.'”® This connection is also seen in Aphrahat two sentences later: “If he wishes
openly to strive (d-net-katas) with them, lo! They are clothed in armour (zaynso) and stand up
(qomin, with same root as resurrection) against him.”*’® Aphrahat is saying that Christians
can in a sense reverse the fall which resulted in its “clothing” of skins, by living Christ’s
resurrection and by being clothed in spiritual warfare armour now. This theme of clothing
and resurrection life is important in Syriac theology, and discussed at length by Brock and

Murray.*®

According to the Syrians, Adam and Eve were originally clothed with light, but
after their sin they were clothed with skins, however, in Christ the Christian is again clothed
in Light.*®* Aphrahat is also referring to the armour of Light he has mentioned earlier, and

this clothing allows for a victorious standing up (resurrection) against the Devil.

Immediately after this, Aphrahat adds the theme of wakefulness and vigilant
watchfulness which he sees as integral to struggle and says, “If he wishes to come against
them by sleep, they are watchful (mett 77in) and vigilant (Sohrin) and sing psalms and
pray.”*®? Watchfulness and vigilance are the actions of a soldier on duty. This mention of
prayer so soon after fasting, and along with fasting in connection with struggle, does seem to
indicate that the usefulness of fasting and prayer is one reason for the inclusion of
Demonstrations Three On Fasting and Four On Prayer in Aphrahat’s work. Aphrahat
concludes Section Two repeating the central point of the struggle for sexual purity, “If he
inflames them with the desire of Eve, they dwell alone, and not with the daughters of Eve.”*
Aphrahat seems to understand the first sin as a sexual sin, and although at time he seems to

blame Eve solely for this sin, at other points he blames Adam.

Section Three mainly describes how various previous Old Testament men fell into sin
because of women but also provides examples of godly men such as Asa who “conquered
(zakoyahi) the Accursed-of-Life who wished to come in against him.”*® After this Aphrahat

focusses on sexual temptation and purity, several times using struggle imagery to discuss the

8 Col. 3:1-4.

1% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.2 (PS 1.1:256; Johnston, 365), wsué .. wiui .. «hadia .
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“The Church is implicitly presented as antitype of the garden.” Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 85.
See also Serge Ruzer, Syriac Idiosyncracies (Leiden: Brill, 2010), 63; and Jarkins, Aphrahat and Temple, 42.
181 gebastian Brock, “The Robe of Glory: A Biblical Image in the Syriac Tradition,” The Way, v. 39, no. 3 (July
1999): 247-59. This idea derived from Judaism, see Alexander Toepel, “When did Adam wear the Garments of
Light?,” Journal of Jewish Studies 61 (1, March 2010): 62-71.
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fight against temptation. He writes that, “it was through woman that the adversary (la-

b ‘eldbobo) ... fights (maqreb) against the champions (atlize),” since “she is the weapon

(zayneh) of Satan.”'®®

55186

He hence later writes of the one who “guards (d-nerar) the Spirit of

and how because Satan “watches” (norfar) and “assails” ( ‘'ode), therefore
187

Christ in purity,

the ascetic must “watch (d-nett 77in) and guard (nezrin) his house,” meaning his body.

Towards the end of Demonstration Six Aphrahat makes some significant theological
statements about Christ and ascetics. He refers again to Christ’s giving power to His disciples
to tread upon “the power (hayleh) of the adversary (b ‘eldbobo),” applying this to spiritual
struggle. According to Aphrahat, spiritual battle is inherent in life because Job says
concerning Satan that, “God made him to wage war (qrobeh).”® However, ascetics imitate
Christ and can win and “not be overcome (dl6 nezdké)” by Satan.*® This high anthropology
of a potentially victorious imitation of a war-waging Christ is a theme | return to below. The
mention of war also again indicates that the previous Demonstration Five on worldly wars

may have been included to contrast with and highlight the more spiritual war of ascetics.

Throughout this Demonstration Aphrahat uses military and athletic metaphors
repeatedly in relation to the spiritual agona. He uses much the same wording that he uses in
other Demonstrations, mainly fighting, conquering, watching, armour, and contending with
adversaries. His persistent joining of struggle metaphors with his soteriology and

anthropology is noticeable.

Struggle Concepts in Demonstrations Fourteen, Three, and Four

It is appropriate to briefly review some further uses of the term agona and the related cluster
of agonistic terms in other of Aphrahat’s Demonstrations, to note the persistency of his usage
and to show other related struggle metaphors. In Demonstration Fourteen On Dissension,
Aphrahat addresses the issue of disunity and strife in the church, and in one long section

(sixteen) uses an extensive list of brief metaphors to teach about the wise and good shepherds

185 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:265; Johnston, 367), mii... AL\R& .. oias .. asalial |
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187 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.17 (PS 1.1:301; Johnston, 373), (i3 .. L éteddia ... il . 3 Aphrahat
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13:7.
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who will protect the church. He uses sixteen images in consecutive sentences to make his
point, and although not every metaphor is directly related to agona, many are, and all have
some element of effort involved and thus are related to ascetic struggle. For example he

writes:

Blessed is the wise doctor who has obtained remedies and who will labour (re ‘mala)
for the sick. The brave sentinel (dogo natsiho) will warn the people about the sword
(harbo) which is unsheathed. The successful athlete (atlizo kasiro) will be victorious

in the struggle (netnatsay baigiing).**°

He says that the “famous athlete (atlizo natsiho) will compete in the stadium (b-estadyo),”
and mentions the “wise architect” who “digs his foundation deep” and “hired labourers” who
“work hard,” and this connecting of soldiers, runners, and farmers is reminiscent of Paul.'*
Aphrahat also mentions that, “the doorkeeper is vigilant (nefar) so as not to be conquered
(nezdke),” referring to the related imagery of the military guard on watch, and he refers to the
“captain (gobernita) who stays awake (d-sohar).”*® | shall return to this theme of military
watchfulness among the Syrians in my chapter on Isaac as he uses this concept extensively.
In the second half of this section Aphrahat switches from the wise shepherds to the church as
a whole and uses further agonistic language. He writes that “the prisoners (asiray) of the
congregation will remain in the fortress (b-kesno) and wait in silence,” where the term
“prisoners” here is not meant to be seen as negative.’® These church members are also those
who “guard” (nezdahrom) themselves, and “those wear the breastplate arm themselves

bravely (walbisay Seryond nethaltson hlitsoyit).”**

The struggle motif appears in a significant way in Demonstration Three On Fasting
and is briefly mentioned in Demonstration Four. Aphrahat starts with the two reasons why he
sees value in fasting, that is, as a “treasure” and as a “weapon.” He writes, “Pure fasting is
highly acceptable before God, and it is kept as a treasure (simto) in heaven. It is a weapon

(zayna) against the Evil one, and a shield (sakro) which receives the arrows (ge »¢) of the

1% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 14.16 (PS 1.1:609; Lehto, 320), .. wisst A AN& . 56 .. s o i .. Yo
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Adversary (d-b ‘eldbobo).”™® This pairing of the concept of successful struggle and good
standing with God as the main two advantages of fasting shows how important the agona is
for Aphrahat. Later in this same section Aphrahat expands his commentary on these two
linked ideas by writing, “There is one who, in suffering, keeps himself from the things of this
world, so that he will not be harmed by the Adversary (b ‘eldbobo), and there is the one who
abstains so that he may remain in mourning, in order to please his Lord in his suffering.”196
Here Aphrahat intertwines the two ideas of fasting as both a struggle and as a treasure—
fasting is a protection against Satan and also a way to please God. Further on various people
who fasted are used as examples again using agonistic metaphors, including Mordecai and

Esther whose fast was a “shield of salvation” (sakrd d-parona) for the Jews.*®”’

Fasting for Aphrahat is not just effective in the external fight against Satan, but also in
the internal battle against the lusts. In Demonstration Three Aphrahat uses agonistic language
to describe the fight with the passions and writes: “...there is one who abstains from anger,
and crushes (kobes, or subjugates) his desire [to get angry] so that he might not be conquered
(nezdké) [by it].”**® He also mentions the importance for an ascetic that he, “guards (nerar)
one’s tongue,” and he exhorts, “let him keep watch (nezdhar) over his tongue.”*® Aphrahat
concludes his Demonstration Three On Fasting by mentioning the prayer of Daniel, known
for his fasting due to the destruction of Jerusalem, and then contrasts the destroying foreign
army with, “The leader of our army (masritan) is greater than Gabriel.”*® Fasting is thus for
Aphrahat a key element in winning the spiritual fight, and he mainly conceptualises it with

agonistic metaphors.

Prayer as a power or strength is the theme of Demonstration Four, titled On Prayer.
Aphrahat begins by emphasising prayer as a pure offering and as a force, “Hear concerning
the strength (kaylo) of pure prayer, and see how our righteous fathers triumphed (atnats/o)
for their prayer before God, and how prayer was for them a pure offering.”?** Aphrahat seems
to pair powerful prayer with acceptance with God just as he did in relation to fasting. His

elevation of the struggle alongside right standing before God may appear overstatement to
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Protestant readers or be seen as a form of “salvation by works,” but is a natural outworking of
his anthropology and soteriology. Aphrahat continues by giving examples of the power of
prayer and lists how strong prayer, “divided the sea, opened a breach in the Jordan, held back
the sun and immobilized the moon, exterminated the impure,” among many others. What is
noticeable is that in these examples Aphrahat uses the military language of “breach (ter ‘at)”
and “exterminated (herbat).”?%? Aphrahat further urges, “Be diligent in watchfulness (b-
yirato), and remove from yourselves drowsiness and sluggishness. Be vigilant (sohar) by

day and by night,” again invoking the soldier metaphor.?®®

He asserts concerning prayer that, “Its strength (kayloh) is considerable, as
considerable as the strength of pure fasting.”?** That this is not an abstract strength but one
conceived of in very concrete and military terms is shown by the examples he uses and the
related agonistic language. For example Moses is discussed in Section Seven, where the
“strength of pure prayer” is exemplified by how he, “conquered (zakot) Amalek and gave
strength to Joshua ... [who] knocked down (sakpat) the walls of Jericho.”?®®> Aphrahat’s use
of these examples shows that he does not conceive of the battle of ascetics as abstract. We
must recognise that for Aphrahat, the present fight with the demons is just as concrete and
real as these Old Testament examples of strong prayer and physical walls—it involves
specific acts of fasting and praying that result in concrete affects. More examples are later
given including that, “the strong army was defeated (wezdki) by the strength of the prayer of
Asa.”® Jonah also prayed, and with more rich metaphor Aphrahat says that, “his prayer
penetrated (bez ‘at lit. split or cleave) the abyss, conquered (wazkot) the waves, and was

stronger (hesnat) than the tempestuous sea. It pierced [like an arrow] (bez ‘af) the clouds.”?”’

In summarising, Aphrahat asserts that these righteous fathers, “put on the armour
(zayno) of prayer,” yet another clear reference to Ephesians Six.””® Although brief,
Aphrahat’s mentions of struggle in relation to prayer and fasting underscore how much these

ascetic practices are an aspect of the spiritual fight. This spiritual war theme as | have
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mentioned earlier, is a salient aspect of the Syrian worldview.?*

Struggle in Aphrahat’s anthropology and soteriology

Aphrahat’s anthropology and soteriology is intimately related to his understanding of
struggle. Aphrahat has a “high” anthropology, a strong belief in the true freedom of the
human will, whereby due to Christ’s real transformation of human nature, a Christian can
attain to living like the angels while yet on Earth. For Aphrahat, “ascetica and eschata go
together; the latter motivates the former while the former prepares for the latter.”**° Aphrahat
can insist on the efficacy of the free human will because of his anthropology. Like all the
Syrians he holds a high view of human nature as being restored progressively.”** He sees
Christ’s incarnation as central to this transformed and effective human nature. In

Demonstration Three On Fasting Aphrahat concludes with three summarising sentences:

He has suffered, and has been tempted in the flesh which he received from us, and can
therefore assist those who are tempted. For he fasted on our behalf, and has
conquered (wazko) our Enemy. He has commanded us to fast and to keep watch at all

times, so that by the power of pure fasting, we might obtain rest.?*?

This conclusion references many Biblical passages. Firstly, there is the notion from Hebrews
that Jesus was tempted in all ways like other humans, in the same flesh received from us, yet
without sin, and therefore He can assist us fellow humans.?** Secondly, Jesus has conquered
Satan through fasting, a reference back to Christ’s forty days in the wilderness.”* These two
points affirm the power of human action, since it was Christ as a true human who defeated
Satan. Aphrahat says that, “He walked in our nature (ngawe knan bakyonan),” and thus
liberated it, which means the struggle of ascetics can be effective.”®® The Syrian tradition
affirms the absolute laying aside of Jesus’ divine power at this point (while still remaining

divine in essence), and that His sin-conquering actions were solely due to a purified human

29| ehto, introduction, 45-6; Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 15-17; Vé&bus, History of Asceticism
in the Syrian Orient, 1:13; 3:8,9. Aphrahat notes that Mary found favour with God by her “prayer and fasting.”
Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 3.14 (PS 1.1:132; Lehto, 123).
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nature.?’® Thirdly, the final exhortation refers to the words of Jesus in the Garden of
Gethsemane to his disciples, “Watch and pray,” although here Aphrahat links this to fasting.

Again, this event in Luke is described as an agona in the Syriac.?*’

In Demonstration 23 Aphrahat makes his anthropology and soteriology even more

explicit when he explains:

For great is the gift of the Blessed One which is with us ... Though we did not ask
him, he sent us his gift ... He sent Christ as a human being, so that he might ridicule
the Evil One and his armies (w-kaylahi), and chase away from us the conquered army
(walmerdap men lwotan faylo hayobo) ... He sent the Strong One (lhayltono) in the
form of our weakness, so that he might make strong our weakness against the strength

of the Evil one (danakyel mhiliitan ‘al hayleh d-biso).*8

As well as the explicit military language used here in relation to Christ’s victory over Satan,
this shows Aphrahat’s belief that in Christ the Christian is now strong enough to fight the
defeated Evil one. There is a juxtaposition between the terms “Evil One” and “Strong One,”
but Christ has won the battle, and this victory is transferred to the Christian. Aphrahat
connects this to his inaugurated eschatology where he continues this theme in the very next
section and quotes Paul that, “He has raised us up and seated us with him in heaven.”?*
Further, “We will give thanks with our mouths as much as possible to the Strong One (/aylo)
who has come to give life to the weak.”??° We see this linkage further in Demonstration 22
where Christ is called “the Slayer of Death (qotileh d-mawto).”??* Slightly later Aphrahat
says that because Christ destroyed death, Christians should, “be mindful of Death and

remember life.”??

It is the unwise who “do not keep in mind the end of the world,” an
association again of eschatology and holiness. We will see a similar idea of the remembrance

of death as a motivation for struggle in al-Muhasibi.

This theme of Christ as victor is central to Aphrahat’s soteriology and is joined to

218 phjl. 2:6-8; see also the Tome of Leo and its emphasis that Jesus operated in some cases purely with his
human nature.
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spiritual war at several other points. As well as occurring in the more ascetic Demonstrations,
there is even an important parallel made in the Demonstration On Wars. Aphrahat exhorts,
“Take note that the children of the kingdom have been marked, and they have received their

liberation from this world.”?®

The reason that this has occurred is that, “a mighty champion
(gabro ganeboro), whose name is Jesus, will come with power (kaylo), carrying all the power
of the kingdom as his armour (zayneh).”?** This adds to the other passages which show a
cosmic victory already occurring, and presents the final victory which will take place at the
Jesus’ Second Coming. Here Aphrahat is affirming the “now but not yet” paradox of

inaugurated eschatology.?®®

The following words about those who “clothed with his armour
will not be defeated in war (hit wzayneh [ isin wlo’ hoybin ba-qrobo)” and who “conquer the
beast” (zkalith [-hayiito) can therefore be seen as a further foreshadowing of the main themes
of Demonstrations Six and Seven, which equate the beast with the internal passions, and the
literal conquering with the ascetic metaphorical battle.??® For Aphrahat, salvation is
understood not in a legal justification sense but as the victory of the Strong over the evil, and
as strength imparted to the believer. This life is then lived out via a daily agona, and hence
both cosmic salvation and personal salvation consist of a battle for holiness. This struggle is
not easy, and Aphrahat teaches that the Christian still struggles with sin because even though
“it is nailed to the Cross, its sting ( ‘Zgsoh) [still] exists.”??” In further alluding to the sting of
the Serpent in Genesis as ongoing sinful temptation, he adds that sin will “pierce many until

the end comes when its sting ( Zgsoh) is broken.”??®

Aphrahat is not unique in emphasising this theology, as several of the Greek-speaking
Orthodox have a similar perspective. Chrysostom, living in the late fourth century, writes
extensively on virginity and the angelic life, and displays a very similar anthropology and
ascetical theology. For Chrysostom, Paul occupies the first place after Christ himself, and is
the person whose Christ-centred asceticism is most worthy of emulation. Paul is the ideal

model for the monk, and lived the “angelic life.”?*® Chrysostom lived in Syrian Antioch for
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his formative years, and since many in Antioch were bilingual Greek and Syriac speakers, it
is possible that he was exposed to Aphrahat. Chrysostom’s approach to asceticism and virtue
is not purely Greek philosophic, rather he often teaches Syriac and Cappadocian virginity-
asceticism. As Lai states, “one must resist the temptation to conclude hastily that
Chrysostom’s ethics is largely Stoic or Platonic.”®® Chrysostom uses many images to
describe the Christian eudaimonia, but “his favourite is most certainly the metaphor of the
Christian as living the life of the angels,” the restoration of the life of pre-fall Adam and

Eve 231

He challenges his hearers to love God and attain virtue, and thus they “shall be living
the life of angels, and while we abide on Earth,” emphasising the present possibility of

angelic holiness.?*? However, on one point Lai is wrong, i.e.:

[T]he areté, or, the way of life of the angels that the Son of God brings down from
heaven to earth is clearly understood in moral rather than ontological terms, since
Christians can only imitate the angels and not change their phusis in this present
age.233
Chrysostom and the Cappadocians do believe in a partial change of phusis here on Earth—a
partial deification, and that this was achieved through ascetic practice. On this point they
teach the same as the Syrians, although not to the same extent as we see in Aphrahat.
Chrysostom writes that the Christian’s “citizenship is in heaven...The Son of the Very God
has brought every virtue, has brought down from heaven all the fruits that are from hence...
He has brought us the virtuous life (politeian) of the angels.”*** In other words, there is an
ontological change in the Christian now which enables them to live a different life. Further,
Christians are “spiritual soldiers” who must “watch,” because no-one knows when Christ will
return.?®® Noticeably, the main themes of Chrysostom’s Ephesians Homily 23 resonate with
Aphrahat’s Demonstrations Six and Seven, that is, spiritual warfare, citizenship in heaven,

the life of angels, and watchfulness. It is hard to see that this clustering is coincidental, and it

opponents of the monastic life: Two Treatises by John Chrysostom (Studies in the Bible and Early Christianity
13) (Lewiston, NY: Edwin Mellen Press, 1988), 147, note 51, who says that, “What stands out most in
Chrysostom’s descriptions of the monastic life, however, is the idea that the monk lived on Earth the life of
heaven.” Chrysostom has been falsely accused of being a semi-Pelagian, but this is a term only developed in
the 16th century, according to Pak-Wah Lai, “John Chrysostom and the Hermeneutics of Exemplar Portraits,” 5
see also notes 15, 16.

20 | ai, John Chrysostom, 45.

81 | ai, John Chrysostom, 57.

282 john Chrysostom, Homilies to the Romans, NPNF, 1.11, 516.

253 | ai, John Chrysostom, 66.

2% John Chrysostom, Homilies to the Ephesians 23, NPNF, 1.13, 166.

2% John Chrysostom, Homilies to the Ephesians 23, NPNF, 1.13, 163, 166.
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is likely that both Aphrahat and Chrysostom were both informed by earlier works such as the

Liber Graduum and Jewish eschatological asceticism.

Struggle and celibacy

One specific feature of Aphrahat’s work has evoked much discussion, namely his emphasis
on virginity, or at least for those already married—celibacy. For Aphrahat life is a struggle
and one of the main temptations to fight is sexuality. This theme is central to Demonstration
Six where he writes, “In writing this I have reminded myself, and also you, my beloved;
therefore love virginity, the heavenly portion, the fellowship of the Watchers of heaven.”?*
He specifically warns ascetic men about sharing housing with women because they will
become the source of sexual temptation, since, “from the beginning women have been a way
for the Adversary to gain access to people...for women are the weapon (zayneh) of Satan,
and through them he fights (magreb) against the [spiritual] athletes (atlize).”**" Fighting
sexual sin is thus for Aphrahat primarily conceptualised as a battle.>*® Aphrahat notes that
Elijah was holy and avoided sexual relations, and then again links this with resurrection and
angel-likeness, “because he took upon himself the likeness of the angels of heaven, those
very angels brought him bread and water when he was fleeing before J ezebel.”?% Aphrahat

indicates that likeness to angels is appropriate while here on Earth, and is not just a state for

2% Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.19 (PS 1.1:309; Lehto, 198).

237 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:265; Lehto, 181), <A s\h& ... oia .. misi Further, Aphrahat provides
a long list of sixteen men who succumbed to sin because of women, including the righteous Adam and David,
and even the evil Ahab and Herod. He writes concerning Satan that, “it was through Eve that he came against
Adam, and in his innocence Adam was enticed by him ... Through a woman he [Satan] fought (agreb) with
Samson.” Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.3 (PS 1.1:257; Lehto, 177), sia~ During Aphrahat’s time the influence
of Encratism led many to reject marriage and all sexual relations, but not always successfully. There was well
over a century during which the church had to deal with renegotiating appropriate male-female relations. As
part of this upheaval, some of Aphrahat’s readers appear to have been practicing celibate co-habitation with
women, and Aphrahat says that this will not work. Non-sexual co-habitation seems to have become a new trend
in the church to such an extent that Aphrahat needs to warn against it, and he was not alone, as the Council of
Ancyra (314), the Council of Nicea (325), and Basil of Ancyra (c.337) warn and legislate against this
practice.”®” Canon Nineteen of the Council of Ancyra says, “And, moreover, we prohibit women who are
virgins from living with men as sisters.” NPNF, 2.14, 71. In this context, Aphrahat’s rhetoric about “dangerous
women” makes sense, and indeed he warns both men and women of the struggle of sexual temptation. His basic
vision is positive— regardless of gender, people can now on Earth be celibate like the angels. Yet Aphrahat is
concerned that his liberating vision of both women and men living transformed lives is in danger of being
undermined by unwise male decisions about co-habiting with female ascetics. His statements on women as the
source of evil then must be read in this context of probable male sin.

%% In regards to women specifically, Aphrahat invokes the wedding feast image again and says that these
virgins are “children of the Most High.” Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:269; Lehto, 183). He writes
that women virgins are now “betrothed” to Christ, presumably because the full heavenly “marriage” is still to
come. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.7 (PS 1.1:272; Lehto, 183).

29 Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.5 (PS 1.1:264; Johnston, 366).
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the future in heaven.?*® He sees sexual temptation as requiring a daily intense struggle, and

this is an important aspect of his Demonstrations.

Conclusion

The theme of struggle is very important to Aphrahat, an author who is significant for writing
before Athanasius pens his Life of Anthony. Aphrahat is an early exemplar of a distinctive and
continuous Syrian tradition. His concept of ascetic fighting is closely linked to inaugurated
eschatology, and also to a particular anthropology and soteriology. Because Christ is the
victor over sin and Satan, the ascetic Christian is partly transformed now and thus can win the
daily battle if they struggle wisely. A major issue for Aphrahat is the battle against sexual sin,
yet he also writes of fighting through prayer and fasting. Aphrahat discusses spiritual combat
using a wide range of terms and metaphors clustered together around the central metaphor of
the agonising soldier, or occasionally, athlete. He teaches extensively on the macrotrope of
“spiritual life is a struggle” using many images. Aphrahat’s theology and ascetic emphasis is
not unusual in the Syrian writings and | shall now analyse similar material in six other
representative Syrian authors, culminating in Isaac. My analysis of Aphrahat’s use of the

inner spiritual struggle metaphor shows that he sees this battle as vital for Christians.

0 He addresses men specifically, when he states that the “Watchers of heaven” (angels) shall minister to those
who do not take wives now, thus equating such men with Elijah. Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.6 (PS 1.1:268;
Johnston, 367). But he also says to both genders, “The one who loves virginity should become like Elijah,”
Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1 (PS 1.1:253; Lehto, 176). The Syrian church at this time was in significant
turmoil due to some Christians teaching an extreme theology that led husbands and wives to leave their spouses
in the name of holiness. Some ascetics even refused to accept that married priests could lead the church, and
numbers of women started wearing men’s clothing as a presumed sign of their renunciation of sexuality. The
Council of Gangra in 340CE responded thus: “For, from their utter abhorrence of marriage, and from their
adoption of the proposition that no one living in a state of marriage has any hope towards God, many misguided
married women have forsaken their husbands, and husbands their wives: then, afterwards, not being able to
contain, they have fallen into adultery; and so, through such a principle as this, have come to shame.” Council
of Gangra, Synodical Letter of the Council of Gangra, Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers 2.14, ed. Philip Schaff
(Peabody, MA: Hendricksen, 1994), 91. The rulings of this Council were seen as important enough to be
ratified by Chalcedon. Aphrahat’s repeated warnings about the possible loss of the fight against temptation is
thus grounded in his observed reality.
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3. Syrian Christian Authors on Struggle from the fourth to the sixth
century

The idea of spiritual battle is central to Syrian ascetic writing. Aphrahat is not alone in
discussing the agona, as there are almost three centuries of Syrian ascetic writers after him
and before Islam, who in their particular ways also emphasise struggle. | have analysed
Aphrahat in detail, but in this chapter | briefly demonstrate that spiritual battle and contest is
a persistent theme for five other Syrian ascetic writers. | argue that these authors similarly
connect the inner warfare motif with anthropology, free will, Christology, and the passions,
but in a creative diversity of ways. All the writers use a number of metaphors to explain the
struggle, many in common with others, but in some cases they demonstrate unique emphases.
Military metaphors and inaugurated eschatology are important in every case. Sebastian Brock
provides a list of the main Syrian ascetic authors between Aphrahat and Isaac, and in this
chapter I cover almost all of them. For the fourth century | analyse Pseudo-Macarius and the
anonymous author of the Book of Steps (Liber Graduum).! 1 do not include the well-known
fourth century Ephrem as he wrote very little on struggle. From the fifth century there are two
agonistic texts, namely On the Soul by John “the Solitary” (of Apamea, fl. mid fifth century),
and the History of the Monks of Syria by Theodoret of Cyrrhus (d. 466 CE). For the sixth
century | discuss two temptation homilies by Jacob of Serugh (d. 521 CE). Due to limitations
of space | do not include the two other major sixth century authors, namely Philoxenus (d.
523 CE), and Sergius of Resh’aina (d. 536 CE). | have chosen the main ascetic writers and
texts up to Isaac, but excluded authors such as Dadisho’ and Sahdona, who wrote after the
coming of Islam. Three of these selected Syrian authors wrote in Syriac, namely the
anonymous author of Book of Steps, John of Apamea, and Jacob of Serugh. The other two
authors, Pseudo-Macarius and Theodoret, wrote in Greek, but their thinking is distinctly
Syrian. Their works are very important in later Syrian ascetic theology, and Ps-Macarius is
extensively quoted by lIsaac. With regards to the Homilies of Ps-Macarius, its Syrian
worldview and cultural framework is more important than the language of his text.
Theodoret’s History is also important because it is a different genre but still emphasises the

agona.

1 S. P. Brock, “Spirituality,” http://www.doaks.org/research/byzantine/resources/syriac/brock/spirituality,
accessed October 10, 2018.
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Struggle Metaphors in the Book of Steps

The Book of Steps, often known by its Latin name Liber Graduum, is important because it

»2 This Syriac work, known to the

teaches “pre-monastic asceticism in the Syrian Orient.
West since 1926 as the Ktaba d-massqata, is written anonymously and is usually considered
to be dated from the mid-fourth to early fifth century.® The very individualist non-communal
nature of the contents however suggests that it is from the mid-fourth century, and possibly
even prior to Aphrahat. There is none of the communal flavour seen in the Egyptian
“Pachomian Koinonia” or in Basil’s Ascetikon.* Instead, there is a strong focus on individual
struggle and an Old Testament exegetical approach reminiscent of the targum-like style of
Aphrahat.® According to Kitchen, while Kmosko and Hausherr consider the text “Messalian,”

V66bus challenges this idea, and in some ways the text is quite anti-Messalian.®

The Christian life is portrayed as a series of steps on the road to perfection in the Book
of Steps, with a strong emphasis on celibacy.” The author indicates that some are further
ahead on the path, and these he labels “Perfect” (gmire, or mature),® while others are just
beginning—the “Upright” (kené).® Despite the many unique features of this work it has been
little studied.’® Diana Juhl’s recent monograph on the Liber Graduum discusses the
“heavenly-earthly” contrasts and related anthropology, and includes a chapter on the
worldview of ascetic practice, but only briefly notes the themes of struggle and warfare.™
Kitchen has written several articles on the text, but he and others such as Baker, Corbett, and
Roux, mainly explore anthropology, economics, and mysticism etc. and no one has analysed

2 Robert Kitchen, introduction to The Syriac Book of Steps, trans. Robert Kitchen (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias,
2009), vii.

® Kitchen, “Book of Steps,” in Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, eds. Sebastian Brock et
al. (Piscataway N.J: Gorgias Press, 2011), 85.

* See Armand Veilleux trans. Pachomian Koinonia (Kalamazoo, Cistercian Publications, 1980). The Koinonia
has extensive stories of conflict and reconciliation between the brothers.

® For a discussion of the Jewish literary features of the early Syriac authors see Robert Murray, Symbols of
Church and Kingdom, rev edn. (London: T&T Clark, 2004), 17-18.

® Kitchen, “Book of Steps”, in Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 85. See also Murray,
Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 33-35.

" Kitchen, introduction, viii.

8 The Syriac Book of Steps, also known as Liber Graduum (hereafter LG), 2.2 (Kitchen, 42-43), sy . The
Syriac text and facing-page English translation are from The Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 1, trans. Robert
Kitchen (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2009) and Syriac Book of Steps, Facsicle 2, trans. and introduction, Robert
Kitchen and Martien Parmentier (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2011).

° LG, 2.2 (Kitchen, 42-43), 1it5 .

10 Kitchen, introduction, vii.

! Diana Juhl, Die Askese im Liber graduum und bei Afrahat (Weisbaden: Harrassowitz, 1996). Juhl mentions
asceticism as the kampf or krieg briefly on 142 “asketischen kampf”, 118 “war against Satan’s temptation”
(Kampf gegen die Versuchung des Satans), and some ten other places, but these themes are not analysed in any
depth.
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its struggle metaphors.*?

The Syriac Book of Steps consists of thirty teaching chapters or memre (plural of
memra, lit. “words”), a common Syriac form of narrative theology.'® Thematically the Book
of Steps maintains the Syrian emphasis on asceticism and perfection as an ongoing struggle,
an ideal based on the New Testament command to “be perfect.”** One unique aspect of this
work that becomes important in later Syrian ascetic and mystical works is the importance of
tears e.g. Memra 18.%° The author of the Book of Steps writes often about spiritual struggle on
the path to perfection. He says of the perfect that “Contesting and wrestling like athletes (d-

916

ba-grobo goymin atlize w-b-agona),”™ they “strike and receive blows (w-moZen beh w-bol ‘yn

518 519

beh),”*’ and after they have “won (ef-zkiin),”*® and “received the wreath (w-etsbin klillo),
they are “found in victory (d-et-stakhin).”?° This agona of the perfect is against a number of
enemies including thoughts, passions, and evil spirits. He writes that Christians are,
“conquering their evil thoughts with which they fight continually within and without (wa-zka
I-makssbothin biszo d-ma-qrbon ‘mhin kulyizm men Igaw men Ibar).”?* The holy one also
“fights (w-net-katas) and defeats (w-ne-zke) the evil spirits that struggle against him (d-met-

katson),”?? must “do battle (agond) to the death (w-gerl),”*

and also undertakes a “great
struggle (wat-katizso) with the very root of sin.”* The Christian is called to “wrestle (W-met-

katas)® with Satan and overthrow (w-sokep) him as our Lord has overthrown (d-saZpeh)

12 Robert Kitchen, “Conflict on the stairway to heaven: The anonymity of perfection in the Syriac Liber
Graduum,” in Symposium Syriacum VII 1996, ed. R Lavenant (OCA 256, 1998), 211-20; Aelred Baker, "The
‘Gospel of Thomas’ and the Syriac ‘Liber Graduum’," New Testament Studies 12 (1965-1966): 49-55; John H.
Corbett, "They Do Not Take Wives or Build, or Work the Ground: Ascetic Life in the Early Syriac Christian
Tradition," Journal of the Canadian Society for Syriac Studies 3 (2003): 3-20; René Roux, "La sotériologie du
Liber Graduum," in Fir uns und fiir unser Heil: Soteriologie in Ost und West. Forscher aus dem Osten und
Westen Europas an den Quellen des gemeinsamen Glaubens Studientagung, Esztergom, 3.—5. Oktober 2012, eds.
Theresia Hainthaler, Franz Mali, Gregor Emmenegger, and Manté Lenkaityté Ostermann, Pro Oriente 37,
Wiener Patristische Tagungen 6 (Innsbruck Wien: Tyrolia, 2014): 81-90.

3S.P. Brock, “Ya'qub of Serugh,” in Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 433-35.

! Gregory Kessel and Karl Pinggéra, introduction to A Bibliography of Syriac Ascetic and Mystical Literature
(Leuven: Peeters, 2011), 1-11 (2); Matt. 5:48; ~iu=s_ Cf. 2 Cor. 13:11 where the Peshitta has “Be made perfect”
am\’)m-{n .

5 G, 18 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 124-34).

LG, 3.3 (Kitchen, 44-45), ag)so Rasll waud 1245, .

LG, 3.3 (Kitchen, 44-45), o2 S26 od (2o .

LG, 3.3 (Kitchen, 44-45), o, .

Y LG, 3.3 (Kitchen, 44-45), N30 cwls .

2| G, 3.3 (Kitchen, 44-45), \atahal, .

ZLLG, 3.4 (Kitchen, 46-47), ia 3o ad™ b paldb (oboed Siadhy [hid (SMAKaEN a5yf .

2 .G, 20.4,5 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 196-97), &asas, ... 1340 whdtdo .

2 1G, 20.4,5 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 196-97), \ads Loy .

%G, 20.4,5 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 196-97), Loboholo .

# G, 6.2 (Kitchen, 118-19), wisAss .
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him.”® Thus after he has “conquered (da-zakoyhy) his enemy,”®” he can “rest from this
enemy’s burning arrows (ge rawhy yagqde).”*® So the battle is against both Satan and evil
spirits, and against the internal thoughts and sins, just as in the other Syrians. It is also an
imitation of Christ, as I discuss further below.

The author uses both military and athletic imagery and terms interchangeably and
sometimes intermingled, for example he writes that, “an athlete (atlizo), who sees [sin]
standing menacingly before him ... battles (ma-qreb from g-r-b) desperately, struggling
(agono) with sin.”? He continues saying that the reader has “not yet conquered even visible
sins” and is engaged in a “battle (w-agons) by which sin and the powers of Satan engage
you.”® He bases this on Paul who he then quotes concerning, “a battle (qrobg) outside and

fear within,”%!

clarifying that “externally the powers of Satan do battle (maqrbimn) and
internally sin attacks (bagina).”® The author says that the there is a definite outcome when
the Christian does “battle (d-agono) against sin,” that is, “either it kills or is killed (getlat aw
etqazlat).” This Memra 20 is a good example of the breadth of terms that the author uses as
we see here a wide range of words derived from several roots all related to the theme of
struggle, namely g-r-b, k-t-8, g-t-1, s-h-p, z-k-y, as well as agona, and the Syriac cognate of
athlete. The struggle is also connected to the author’s central theme of becoming “perfect”.
He writes, quoting Christ, “You must be perfect, as your Father in heaven is perfect,” and
follows with a quote from Paul that, “this is my struggle and my toil (‘amly w-agany), to
make all people perfect (gmir) in Christ by the energy which works in me through the power

of our Lord.”* The author’s understanding of the balance between human and divine activity

is here evident.

The Christian’s struggle is closely related to Jesus’ Gethsemane experience in Luke.

The anonymous author interprets this event as understood in Hebrews, and writes:

Even an athlete, who sees [sin] standing menacingly before him preventing him from

%G, 6.2 (Kitchen, 118-19), edus, ... audbo .

TG, 6.2 (Kitchen, 118-19), wousy; .

%G, 6.2 (Kitchen, 118-19), &l wosile, .

# |G, 20.4 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 194-95), Lo ... oias .. 15317 .

%G, 20.4 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 194-95), Lag5 .

12 Cor. 7:5; 13s .

%2 .G, 20.4 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 194-95), Liag(5 ... wdiab .

% LG, 20.4 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 194-95). These verbs are derived from the g-t- root. AXy4L1 of AX)S .. KagJs.
¥ LG, 3.9 (Kitchen, 54-55), i ... wals Sk .
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crossing over to the place the Lord has promised him, battles desperately, struggling
with sin. Concerning this step Paul said, ‘You have not yet encountered murder nor

stood up (gqomtuon) in the struggle until blood [is shed] against sin”’.*

There are a number of important points to make about this passage. Firstly, the author
reinterprets the Hebrews verse (Heb. 12:3) equating the Biblical “resists” with “standing up,”
both terms with military meaning related to a soldier in direct contact with the enemy.
Secondly, he evokes the image of the soldier trying to cross a stream but meeting resistance,
drawing on the Jewish imagery of the battle to enter the “promised land.” Thirdly, the quote
from Hebrews and the use of the term “struggling” both refer to Christ at Gethsemane as
described in Luke, but here is used in the context of going to the place that “the Lord has
promised him,” so this adds an eschatological and soteriological perspective to the suffering
of Jesus. Christ Himself fought sin, not just in a moment at the Cross, but for a long period
beforehand, and this is a model for Christians. Hence, according to this author, the final

promised heavenly kingdom is only entered through persistently struggling with sin.*

The author also includes two other memre specifically and solely on this theme of the
sufferings of Christ, memre Eighteen and Nineteen, which teach that struggle is intricately
linked to his eschatology and anthropology, and to a discipleship emphasising the imitation of
Christ.>’ In one extended discussion of the agana in Memra Eighteen, the author uses a range
of terms and metaphors to describe the battle with sin, and also explains his anthropology and
imitative Christology clearly. He begins:

When we cut off (da-pasagnan from pasaq) all our visible sins we shall rise up (n-
qum from gom) in the struggle (b-agiino) against the Sin that dwells in us internally,
because they are the evil thoughts that Sin devises in the heart. With power (wab-
haylo) may we pursue the struggle (I-agono) that is set before (dsém) us and let us do
battle (la-giina) with prayer just as ("ykan) our Lord did before us.®

Intermingled with the agonistic terms are two words that come straight from the Peshitta and

refer to Christ’s death and resurrection—"“pasaq” (from Heb. Peshach) and “qom.” The

% LG, 20.4 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 194-95) (emphasis mine), \ohses .

% This is a quite different view of salvation to the common Western forensic concept of an instant salvation as
developed by Anselm and Luther.

%7 This imitative aspect of the Liber Graduum is discussed in depth by Juhl, Die Askese im Liber graduum und
bei Afrahat, 77-83.

% |G, 18.3 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 128-29) (emphasis Mine), & ... yuby gl ... Nusd .. Lag)s pod.. dodasi .
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phrase “set before (dsem) us” is also from Hebrews 12:1 where it is used of the agona set
before Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane and also in relation to the reader. The term
“power” is also from the Garden, where Christ Himself is strengthened with power by the
angels,® and words derived from the same root (h-y-1) are used in several other Peshitta
verses about the struggle with sin.*® As with the other Syrians, this author sees Jesus as the
model agonist to be imitated. In this instance the use of the crucifixion, resurrection, and
Gethsemane terms highlights the extent of identification required. This whole section is full
of Christological terms that would have been familiar to Syriac Christians who used the
Peshitta.

The author repeats his main points in the following two paragraphs of Memra 18
again mentioning “struggle” (l-agond) and Christ’s example, and adding Paul’s comment that
“Epaphras does battle (I-agons) for you with his prayer.”** Only through Christ-like shedding
of “many tears” (asad sageyoto) in prayer is the Christian “rescued (metpargin) from the sin
that dwells in the heart.”** Of note is the statement that through this struggle Christ Himself
was “made perfect” (wetgmar from root g-m-r), which is yet another quote from Hebrews
and one which emphasises the real humanity of Christ in his dealings with temptation and
sin.*® That the author is not a Pelagian he makes clear in the immediately previous section
where he concludes that we must “work diligently to become sinless” (d-net-hapat dnehwe’
dlo hhtohe’),* but also to, “entreat our Lord to rescue us from sin” (d-neprgan men hsyto)
since no one can be delivered from sin except by the “grace of God” (fybuteh da-aloho),

quoting Paul.”®

Overall however, the author mostly emphasises human agency in the gaining of
holiness and in becoming like the angels on Earth even now. He quotes an apocryphal saying
of Christ: “Raise yourselves up from the earth and do not be anxious” (det ‘la Ikizn men ar ‘o
w-lo tetspin).*® Of the perfect Christian he writes: “While living in the flesh on earth, his
mind daily dwells in Eden in the Spirit, that is, the heavenly Jerusalem (bawrslem dal el).

% Luke 22:43.

0 For example Eph. 6:10, Col. 1:11, 2 Tim. 2:1, Heb. 11:34.

L Col. 4:12; (agli

*2 LG, 18.3 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 128-29); «é:584 .. ligs (&1 this term metpargin is related to redemption
and “saviour”.

LG, 18.3 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 128-29), Heb. 5:9, wa s .

“ LG, 18.2 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 128-29), lohus Ny Jdody 81y .

|G, 18.2 (Kitchen and Parmentier, 128-29), Rom. 7:24 (emphasis mine), 158 olaind ... IAude & Sialy .
LG, 3.6 (Kitchen, 50-51), (oé,ll N Kif & eax &1 .
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Thus he grows daily ... until he arrives at the measure of the spiritual angels (d 7rre

rihone).”*

At the same time he does link human agency with divine grace, received from the
Holy Spirit, to become angel-like. The author quotes an apocryphal saying of Christ: “When I
send the Paraclete ...I will perfect you because you have ... pursued the Perfection of the
heavenly angels from which Adam your father fell. 1 will make you and your father Adam
ascend to the height from which you have fallen.”*® This theme of the heavenly is often

contrasted with the earthly, and parallels Paradise in the Garden versus the “world.”*

So with the exception of the emphasis on the being perfect, this author writes in a
very similar way to Aphrahat about struggle, using a wide range of terms. He also ties this
closely to a well-developed anthropology and soteriology that has a strong eschatological
dimension, and in this he is an exemplar of the other Syrians.

Struggle Metaphors in the Fifty Spiritual Homilies of Ps-Macarius

The second representative Syrian writer to explore is Macarius, author of the Fifty Spiritual
Homilies sometime in the late fourth century or early fifth century.® Not much has been
written about these Homilies nor Macarius, and what has been written tends to focus on the
text and its dating rather than the content.®® Werner Jaeger wrote a brief introduction to
Macarius in his now old work, and George Maloney provides a basic introduction in his
modern translation where he notes the importance of spiritual combat and free will in
Macarius.>* Marcus Plested’s recent monograph emphasises the source texts of Macarius and
notes how much he does not follow Evagrius.”® This is an excellent work with some general
comments on struggle in Macarius’s soteriology but no analysis of the metaphors. Alexander

Golitzin has a few paragraphs that note Macarius’ emphasis on synergeia, free will, Jewish

LG, 6.2 (Kitchen, 118-19), Lisoi iy .. NN wlafols .

*® LG, 9.12 (Kitchen, 186-87).

*% See also Juhl, Die Askese im Liber graduum und bei Afrahat, 99-104.

% Johannes Quasten, Patrology Vol. 3. (Utrecht, 1966), 162-64. Baker argued that the Homilies were written
before 534 CE based on manuscript evidence, Aelred Baker, Syriac and Scriptural Quotations of Pseudo-
Macarius, The Journal of Theological Studies New Series, Vol. 20, No. 1 (Oxford University Press, April 1969):
133-49 (137).

*! See for example G. Quispel, The Syrian Thomas and the Syrian Macarius, Vigiliae Christianae Vol. 18, No. 4
(Brill, Dec., 1964): 226-235, and Aelred Baker “Pseudo-Macarius and the Gospel of Thomas,” Vigiliae
Christianae Vol. 18, No. 4 (Dec., 1964): 215-25.

2 \Werner Jaeger, Two rediscovered works of ancient Christian literature: Gregory of Nyssa and Macarius
(Leiden: Brill, 1954), 208-30; Macarius, Pseudo-Macarius: The fifty spiritual homilies and the Great Letter,
trans. George Maloney (New York: Paulist, 1992).

%% Marcus Plested, The Macarian Legacy: The Place of Macarius-Symeon in the Eastern Christian Tradition
(Oxford Theological Monographs 2004). See especially 36-42.
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mystical elements, and spiritual combat, and these are indeed quite central to Macarius.**

The identity of Macarius is unknown because from early times he was confused with
Macarius the Great of Egypt or with Macarius of Alexandria, although his background is
clearly quite Syrian, as shown by his use of characteristic Syrian metaphors and terms such as
“clothing”, and his detailed understanding of Syrian geography and other local elements.”
Maloney speculates that he may have been one Symeon of Mesopotamia given the very
Syrian style of writing, but Symeon was a Messalian, and Macarius is quite anti-Messalian.
Golitzin notes the similarity of Macarius with “Syrian Christian currents represented by
Aphrahat and Ephrem,” which were quite strict but not Messalian.>® The Messalians were a
lay anti-sacramental movement that emphasised individual rather than corporate prayer and
were condemned in various Church Councils.”” Whoever he was, there is no particular reason
to say that he was not named Macarius so | use that denotation rather than the clumsy
“Pseudo-Macarius.”® It is unclear also whether these passages were originally spoken
homilies recorded by a listener or written texts penned by the ascetic himself. What is known
is that the author writes to Christians in general, although he addresses monks in particular at
points.® He also seems to be answering the words of false teachers when he says, “and not as
some say: ‘To put off one garment and put on another’.”®® Apparently the Pauline reference

%1 was being used by some to teach an instant perfection on Earth, but

to “putting on Christ
Macarius speaks extensively and repeatedly in various homilies about the (only) gradual

overcoming of sin.%? He also writes that, “There are those who claim that there is no sin in

> Alexander Golitzin, “The Macarian Homilies and Orthodox Spirituality”, in Orthodox and Wesleyan
Spirituality, ed. S. T. Kimbrough (Crestwood NY:2002), 133-41 (133-34, 137-41). See also Ramsey who has a
few pages on struggle imagery in Macarius, Susan Ramsey, Exploring the Harbour of Rest (Unpublished PhD
thesis, 2012), 156-158.

** Maloney demonstrates that Macarius has extensive local knowledge of Syria etc. in Maloney, introduction,
Pseudo-Macarius, 6-8. See also Johannes Quasten, Patrology Vol. 3. (Utrecht, 1966), 162-64.

% Golitzin, “The Macarian Homilies and Orthodox Spirituality,” 131.

%" plested, The Macarian Legacy: The Place of Macarius-Symeon in the Eastern Christian Tradition, 16-27

%8 If his name was Macarius this may explain why he was confused with the Egyptian Macarius even though his
writing style is quite different.

% For example “Christians (Christianoi), therefore, should strive in all things,” George Maloney, Pseudo-
Macarius: The fifty spiritual homilies and the Great Letter (New York: Paulist, 1992) (hereafter “Macarius,
Homilies™), 15.8 (PG 34: 580-81; Maloney, 111), yet “But you, O monk” (monéazon) Macarius, Homilies, 48.6
(PG 34: 812; Maloney, 241). The Greek text is from PG 34, SS. Macarii Ambo, Aegyptius et Alexandrinus, J.P.
Migne, ed. and trans. (Paris: J.P. Migne, 1860). The English translation is from Maloney, Pseudo-Macarius.

% Macarius, Homilies, 15.41 (PG 34: 604; Maloney, 124).

® Gal. 3:27; See Kitchen, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 69, 157; and Sebastian Brock, The Syriac Fathers on
Prayer and the Spiritual life (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1987), xxiv who discusses the significance of
this imagery.

82 Macarius, Homilies, 8, 9 (PG 34: 527-39; Maloney, 81-88).
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man.”® This statement about sinless people sounds very Messalian, and Macarius sides with
the Orthodox belief in condemning this idea which is contrary to his understanding of daily

spiritual struggle.

Macarius teaches extensively about the value of spiritual struggle, often using the
word “agona,” and uses much the same motifs as Aphrahat and the earlier Greeks. His
predominant struggle metaphor is the military one, and he says that the Christian must “do
battle against his thoughts (én tois logismois poiein agona kai pdlemon),” although a better
translation is to “do struggle and war.”® The Christian faces “daily battles and struggles”
(méso agonas kai athleseis)®® because “in his heart there is interiorly a war, and a struggle ...
a conflict” (s en te kardia ho p6lemos ginetai, kai ho agan, kai ho stathmion).®® Following
the Greek notion that courageous fighting is central to masculinity,®” Macarius says that the
disciple must “manfully fight against” (polemei gennaias) the passions.?® Other terms he uses
include kruptozs (battle),*® apomachémenos (war against/struggle)™® and verb variations of
agon such as aganisetai (struggle)™ and agonisasthai.’® Elsewhere Macarius mentions “battle
and affliction” (p6lemon kai pasan)’® and “contend” (athlein).” Macarius writes that “The

>’ and as discussed in the

contest and battle (Hé ... palé kai ho agon) is one of equal forces,
first chapter, agon and pale are roughly synonyms. At times the ascetic in this fight will

receive “wounds” (tralimata).”

As with the other Syrians, Macarius extends the war metaphor to include weapons
that prevent these wounds or that hurt the enemy. He describes fasting, faith, and struggle as

the “heavenly armour (hopla) of the Spirit” with which the Christian is “armed

% Macarius, Homilies, 16.10 (PG 34: 619; Maloney, 133).

% Macarius, Homilies, 3.3 (PG 34: 469; Maloney, 48), &v 10ig Aoytopoic Totelv dydva koi moAepov. See also
Homilies 3.4 (PG 34: 469; Maloney, 49).

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 500; Maloney, 66), péowm dydvog kol dOMoEL.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 501; Maloney, 67), £c0 &v Tij kapdig 6 TOAepog Yivetar, kai 6 dydv, kai 6
oTafpov.

87 Jacob Burkhardt, The Greeks and Greek Civilization, trans. Sheila Stern (New York: St Martin’s Griffin,
1998), 160-85.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 505; Maloney, 68), mokepel yevvoiog.

% Macarius, Homilies, 21.1 (PG 34: 655; Maloney, 153), kpuatoic.

" Macarius, Homilies, 21.1 (PG 34: 655; Maloney, 153), GopoyOpeVoG.

™ Macarius, Homilies, 21.3 (PG 34: 655; Maloney, 154), dyoviontat.

2 Macarius, Homilies, 3.5 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), dyovicacot.

® Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 505; Maloney, 69), to\epov kai Tdoav.

™ Macarius, Homilies, 3.5 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), 40Aeiv.

> Macarius, Homilies, 3.6 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 50), ‘H ...tdAn kai 6 dycv.

"® Macarius, Homilies, 21.4 (PG 34: 657; Maloney, 154), tpadpoto.
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(hoplisdmenos).””” He adds: “(H)aving armed himself by all prayer and perseverance and
supplication and fasting and by faith, he will be able to battle the war against the
principalities, powers, and world rulers, and be able to have victory over the opposition
through the cooperation of the Spirit.””® Macarius explains the spiritual battle using several
examples including the image of the soldier responding to an “invading enemy” (allophdlon
érchesthai).” He says that the Christian defender thus, “through divine power ... cuts
through (dia-koptei) the world and through the powers of evil which lay snares for the human

soul 5580

In these passages Macarius’ dominant metaphor has been military, but he also uses

some athletic imagery. In a vivid boxing metaphor Macarius says that:

[S]in pounces (rhiptei) on the soul and wages ten or twenty conflicts (agonas). It
overcomes (nika) the soul and pins it down (rhiptei). But then the soul, after a while
of momentous struggle (mian agogen), overcomes (nikd) sin. If the soul perseveres
without letting down its guard in any area, it begins to emerge victorious (pleonazein)
as it sees through the deceits of sin and so it wins the crown of victory (apoféresthai

ta niketeria) over sin.”™

One metaphor that is not strictly military nor athletic but does involve violence, is that of the
robber invading one’s home. Passions are likened to this robber who must be fought: “you
begin to fight back (anti-tGptein) against him. You exchange blows (déreis kai déré). So also
the soul ought to strike back (anti-taptein), to resist (anti-méachesthai), to strike blow for blow
(anti-kroGiein).”®? The central “against another” aspect of the struggle metaphor is clearly
seen here in the second sentence in the Greek compound word formation—all words start

with “anti”.

" Macarius, Homilies, 21.5 (PG 34: 657; Maloney, 155), 6mha ££ 00pavod Tod TTvedpatikog ... OTAMGANEVOC.
"8 Macarius, Homilies, 21.5, (PG 34: 657; my translation, cf. Maloney, 156), Anep Smha 816 Tdong Tpocevyiic,
KOl TPOCKOPTEPNGEMS, KOl 1ENCEMG, Kol VoTeiog, TO O€ mav O10 THG TIoTEMG TOPIGAIEVOC, TOV TPOG TAG APYOC,
kol £€0vceiag, Kol KOGLOKPATOPAG TOAEOV Kataymvicachal SuviceTat, Kol 00TMG VIKNGOS TAG EVavTiog
dvvapelg 01 thg ovcepyeiog tod Ivedpatog. Maloney’s work here is a weak paraphrase that leaves out the
important points concerning victory and the synergy of the Spirit. Several of these phrases are Pauline, compare
Eph. 6:12.

" Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 508; Maloney, 69), 6AL0@OAmV Epyecdad.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 505; Maloney, 69), dwxontet.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 3.5 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), pintet ... dy@dvoc ... vikdi ... pintet ... plav dyoyyv ...
VIKQ... TAeovAlew ... dmo@épecton T ViknTHpLa.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 3.4 (PG 34: 469; Maloney, 49), Gvtitdntew ... S&peig ko dEp ... GVTITOTTEW ...
avtipdyectat ... AVTIKPOVELY.
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For Macarius, this struggle is against several enemies, including one’s own will, as
“the will fights back (proairesis anti-machoméne).”®® He explains that the struggle is also
against “‘earthly preoccupations” (peristasmon geinon), “sinful passions” (pathon tés
hamartias), “evil spirits” (pneimata—the “evil” is clear from his following quote of Eph.
6:12), and the “pleasures of the flesh” (hegoun ton sarkikon hédonon).®* Macarius quotes
Paul as evidence, using the same passage from Ephesians Six that many other Syrian writers
quote.® Christians must make themselves “an enemy against the adversary” (t5 enantic mérei
tes kakias) and “wage battle on a double front” (pros dio agonas echei ten palen).®® The
struggle is thus against the internal passions as well as the external Satan and the demons. To
win in the struggles and to “avoid the attacks (ponéron) of the evil spirits,” Macarius also
prescribes “vigilance and attentive faith” (népsei kai gorgéteti pistess).®” Vigilance is the
practice of a soldier on guard-duty, which becomes one of the key monastic virtues, as will be

discussed in Isaac. Here Macarius uses the Greek equivalent monastic term nepsis.

Macarius at points uses synthetic parallelism to discuss the spiritual war. He writes
using some of his most frequently used terms, of the Christian finding “in his heart another
struggle (pale), another hidden opposition (enantiosis krupte), and another war (pélemos) of
the temptations of evil spirits, and another battle (agon) opens up.”® This shows how closely
linked these words are within the same metaphorical concept. Macarius often uses a number
of related or synonymous terms to describe the spiritual struggle, presumably for variety. For
example in Homily Twenty-One, which consists of only five paragraphs of approximately
840 words, he uses military struggle terms forty-three times, applying over fifteen different
root words. The struggle metaphor is his central theme here and it is dominant in many other

Homilies as well.

Sometimes Macarius links struggle with the virtues in the same way as the other

Syrians. He says “let all strive and labour with all the virtues” (ofeilei oav ékastos

& Macarius, Homilies, 3.5 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), | mpoaipeoic avipoyopévn.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 21.1,2 (PG 34: 656; Maloney, 153), teptotacpudv ynivev, taddv e duaptiog,
nveduata, Eyovv 1@V copkikdv Ndovav. When he describes the fight as occurring in the thoughts or against the
will it is unclear whether these are an aspect of the “passions” or the “preoccupations”.

% Eph. 6:12.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 21.1 (PG 34: 656; Maloney, 153), @ &vavtio pépet Tic kakiag ... tpdg d0o dydvoc &xet
TNV TOANV.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 512; Maloney, 72), movnp@v ... ViYEL Koi YopyOTTL THOTE®G.

8 Macarius, Homilies, 21.3 (PG 34: 656-57; Maloney, 154), TéA1 ... EvavTiooig KpUmTH ... TOAEWOG ... GymV.
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agonisasthai, kai stoudasai dia pasan areton).® Like Paul, Macarius makes the connection of
struggle to labouring in physical work at points, for example he writes of “struggles, labours,
and setbacks (agonas kai pénous kai thlipseis).”® For Macarius, virtue and salvation is
difficult and is only found through “temptations and many trials and afflictions and struggles
(peirasmoi, kai dokimasiai pollai, kai thlipseis, kai aganes).”* This indicates just how central
the agon is in Macarian soteriology, and his use of these closely-related ideas is common to
Aphrahat and lIsaac etc. He says that it is the “just man” (dikaios) who “pleased God”
(eueréstese to theo) and “struggled and fought battles” (posa endragathéesan kai égonisanto),
for indeed, no-one can “possess the kingdom” without “labor and struggles” (pénous kali
agonas).” That “labors and struggles” is meant to be representative of the whole range of

trials is shown a few sentences later when Macarius writes in relation to the godly ones:

We desire ardently to receive their outstanding gifts, but we fail to notice their labors,
struggles, afflictions, and crucifixions (tous ponous, kai agonas, kai tas thlipseis, kai
ta pathémata). We eagerly want their honors and dignities ... but we are not ready to

accept their labors and struggles (pénous kai agonas).*

Other agonistic imagery that Macarius uses include the need to “examine the heart”
(enkiptontes eis ten kardian) as part of the “war against sin,” (agona kata tes hamartias)™

and the need for the ascetic to have “crucified himself” (eauton staurasas).”

The world-view of Macarius is quite similar to the other Syrians, especially regarding
free will and an inaugurated eschatology. Macarius writes extensively on the themes of free
will and grace, and at times he seems to be answering questions of presumed interlocutors in
the way he frames his comments. He seems especially to be answering Messalian rhetoric for

example when he writes:

[S]till, to uproot sin and evil that is so embedded in our sinning can only be done by

8 Macarius, Homilies, 5.7 (PG 34: 512; Maloney, 72), 6¢siket obv Ekactog dyovicasdal, Kot oTovddoa Sid
TOOOV APETAOV.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 512; Maloney, 69), dy@vag kai mévoug koi tnAiyeg. CF. 2 Tim. 2:4-6.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 512; Maloney, 71), teipoopol, kai Soktpooion moAkad, koi Ohiyelc, kol
ay®dVeC.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 509, 512; Maloney, 71), 8ikaioc ... ebnpéomoe 1 Ocw ... oo
Nvépayddnoav kol Nyovicavto ... Tovovg, Kol dy®dvag.

% Macarius, Homilies, 5.6 (PG 34: 512; Maloney, 71), Tod¢ mévoue, kai dy@dvag, kai Tég tnAiyerc, kai Té
nabnuoTa ... TOVOLS Kal Aymvag,.

% Macarius, Homilies, 15.48 (PG 34: 608-09; Maloney, 126), yk0mtovieg €1¢ THY Kopdioy ... ydvo katd Tic
apoptiog.

% Macarius, Homilies, 49.1 (PG 34: 812; Maloney, 241), £avtdv oTawpdGaC.



113

divine power (t¢ theia dunamei ménon),*® for it is impossible and outside man’s
competence to uproot sin. To struggle (antipalaisai),”’ yes, to continue to fight
(antimachesthenai), to inflict blows (deirai), and to receive setbacks is in your power.
To uproot, however, belongs to God alone.*®

For Macarius, the struggle is the human choice and responsibility, but only God’s grace will
bring holiness. It is almost possible to see an anti-Augustinian view in Macarius when he
asserts: “(I)f you say that the enemy has too great a power and that evil completely dominates
man (kai basiletein to hélon tén kakian kata tod anthrépou), you make God unjust.”®
However, Macarius is likely prior to Augustine so this must be understood as a response to
(possibly Manichaean) rhetoric. Further, in comparison to the power of Satan, “we again
insist that the mind is a good match (antipalon) and is equipped with equal powers of combat
(isérrhopon).”® Further, “(T)he contest and battle is of equal forces (isodunamia).”** He
argues that “man was enchained by two binding forces ... the flesh and the passions ... from
which the Word of God bids him to be freed by his own free choice (idfa proairései).”%?
Thus for Macarius, the daily struggle is possible and efficacious because humans have a real
and effective free will. The Christian can fight Satan on equal terms if they so choose.’® At
the same time Macarius recognises that grace is essential, but it is not automatic. Indeed, God
works in synergeia with human effort, “depending on one’s cooperation (sumphéron) as far

as this is given.”104

Macarius writes from an understanding that the body has a positive value when

appropriately integrated with the soul.!®® In this view the body is not unnecessarily an

% Macarius, Homilies, 3.4 (PG 34: 469; Maloney, 48), (emphasis mine), tij Osia duvayet povov.

9 gvtuahaicor. This is the same verb “to wrestle against” used earlier in Euripides, Heracles, Euripidis Fabulae,
vol. 2. ed. Gilbert Murray (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1913), 1206, and in many other Greek classics, See:
http://www.perseus.tufts.edu/hopper/searchresults?all_words=a)nti/palos&la=greek&page=1&all_words_expand
=yes, accessed October 15, 2018.

% Macarius, Homilies, 3.4 (PG 34: 469; Maloney, 48), avtipayecdijvar ... Seipot.

% Macarius, Homilies, 3.6 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), (emphasis mine), koi Pacthede o SAov THY Kakioy Kot
100 avBpmmov.

190 Macarius, Homilies, 3.6 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 49), avtinatov ... 16dppomov. “of combat™ is implied by the
earlier palon.

1%L Macarius, Homilies, 3.6 (PG 34: 472; Maloney, 50), icodvvoic.

192 Macarius, Homilies, 21.2 (PG 34: 656; Maloney, 153), 18ig mpooipéoet.

193 Macarius does say that Satan holds humanity “captive” (aichmaldtizon; aiypodotiCov) and that the human
race is infected by “the sin of Adam” (t0 hamartolon génos toi Adam; to apaptolov yévog tod Adap). Macarius,
Homilies, 5.2 (PG 34: 496; Maloney, 63). But this is not a total control as in Macarius the free will is still able to
fight.

104 Macarius, Homilies, 8.2 (PG 34: 529; Maloney, 81), emphasis mine, cupugépov.

1% Daniel Payne, “The Revival of Political Hesychasm in Greek Orthodox Thought” (PhD. Thesis, Baylor
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antagonist to the soul but is an aspect of the whole united being which is an integrated soul
and body, and where right use of the body can even assist in holiness. In contrast to Evagrius
who concentrates on the nous (mind), Macarius emphasises purification of the heart, which
for him is deeply connected to the body, an approach that becomes dominant in Syriac

196 An inaugurated eschatology is clear in Macarius just as it was in Aphrahat.

Christianity.
For Macarius, a primary reason for belief in the possibility of current victory in the battle
against sin, is because Christians already while on Earth participate in the life of the angels
and already share in the divine glory. In an extended discussion of sharing in God’s glory
now on Earth, Macarius elaborates his thesis. He starts by linking struggle with glory when

he says:

How, therefore, ought each of us to believe and strive (agonisasthai) and to be
dedicated to a full virtuous life (pasé enaréto politeia)? With much hope and
endurance we should now desire the privilege of receiving that heavenly power and
the glory of the Holy Spirit interiorly in the soul (ten ex ouranoti ddnamin labein kai

déxan toz agiou Pnelimatos entos en #é psuché).”®

He says that the face of Moses shone and that this demonstrates the, “glory which even now
(apo toz nin) the souls of the saintly and faithful people are deemed worthy to possess

within.”%®

Further, “the saints even now (apo0 toa nin) possess this glory in their souls”, and
Macarius emphasises his point by using the same phrase “even now” (ap0 toz n:in) three
more times in the next section.'®® This has a very practical application for ascetics, as
Macarius teaches that monks can live communally in peace just “as the angels in heaven (0i

en ouranois angela).”**°

In summary, Macarius has a joyful vision of the daily spiritual struggle and teaches an
empowered free will that can be victorious in the spiritual battle. Thus the Christian if they
choose can experience some partial glory like the angels even now in the present. Macarius’
frequent use of what appear to be stock phrases for the agon shows that he is writing within a

framework of a well-worn tradition that goes back to Paul and Homer. He uses a wide range

University, 2006), 140.

1% payne, The Revival of Political Hesychasm, 141.

197 Macarius, Homilies, 5.10 (PG 34: 516; Maloney, 73), (emphasis mine), dyovicacOot ... méon vapéte
moAteia ... TV &€ oOpavod duvauty AaBelv kol §6Eav tod dyiov Tvedpatog éviOg &v i Tovyd.

198 Macarius, Homilies, 5.10 (PG 34: 516; Maloney, 74), (emphasis mine), &md tod vov.

199 Macarius, Homilies, 5.11 (PG 34: 516; Maloney, 74), (emphasis mine), &md tod vov.

19 Macarius, Homilies, 3.1 (PG 34: 496; Maloney, 47), oi &V 00pavoig &yyeia.
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of fighting metaphors and the struggle is central to his teaching.

Struggle Metaphors in the Discourses of John “the Solitary”

John “the Solitary”, now usually regarded as being John of Apamea (fl. 400s CE), is another
important Syriac writer whose main ascetic teaching is on fighting the passions.** John’s
Discourses were written in Syriac for an ascetic audience wrestling with questions of
practice, his answers becoming definitive—Brock says John’s writings, “exerted a profound

influence on virtually all later Syriac authors who wrote on the spiritual life.”**?

Hansbury’s
assertion of a date of authorship “probably mid-5th century, and before Chalcedon” does
seem a logical conclusion from the evidence of the text.'** One important aspect of John’s
work is that it adopts a three-fold scheme of body, soul, and spirit, but is written before the
main impact of Evagrius on the Syrian church.'** Bitton-Ashkelony says that John knew
Greek, but he uses almost no Greek terms and no NeoPlatonic ideas, and his worldview

follows Aphrahat in many ways.'*®

John’s discourses seem to be written for monks, as he addresses their particular
concerns. The main theme of John’s writing is the issue of how to be holy while having a
body full of passions, as can be seen from his closing sentence: “Let us seek the bonds which
bind our senses to the love of God so that when we are released from a body full of passions
(pagra mila hassa nstra), we may be found in the place of rejoicing in God.”**® This is
preceded by over twenty more “Let us” statements which are very reminiscent of Aphrahat’s
words in Demonstration Six about ascetic struggle.**’ John’s general aim is also clear from

the first pages of the First Discourse where he discusses the negative impact on the soul of

" His title ikidaya is the same Syriac term seen earlier. Kitchen asserts the now dominant view in “Yohannan
Thidaya,” Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage, 442. See also Mary Hansbury, introduction to
John the Solitary on the Soul, trans. Mary T. Hansbury (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2013), viii, who provides a
brief summary of the arguments over identity; Acosta provides an extensive review, see Dempsey Rosales
Acosta, “The Historical John of Apamea: A Framework of the Problem of his Identity”, Journal of Early
Christian History (Vol. 5, No. 1, 2015): 4-25.

112 Sebastian Brock, introduction to Isaac of Nineveh (Isaac the Syrian) ‘The Second Part’ (Leuven, Peeters,
1995), xviii.

13 Hanshury, introduction, ix. Brock agrees, see Brock, introduction, in Isaac of Nineveh, xviii.

14 Brouria Bitton-Ashkelony, “‘More Interior than the Lips and the Tongue’: John of Apamea and Silent Prayer
in Late Antiquity,” Journal of Early Christian Studies (Vol. 20, No. 2, Summer 2012): 303-31 (303).

115 Bjtton-Ashkelony, 321.

1% John, Discourses (Hansbury, 196-97), (emphasis mine), it La. lis i . The Syriac text and facing-page
English translation are from John, John the Solitary on the Soul, trans. Mary T. Hansbury (Piscataway, NJ:
Gorgias, 2013).

117 See Aphrahat, Demonstrations, 6.1, (PS 1.1:240-48; Lehto, 169-74).
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the body with its passions, the need for struggle (agona) against the passions so as to gain
limpidity (sapyuta), and the love of God.*® He says that the passions and thoughts that afflict
the body and soul can only be overcome by a “great struggle (b-agona sagila).”**® Thus
struggle is an intrinsic and important element in his teaching. There is also a strong
eschatological approach in John, possibly influenced by Theodore of Mopsuestia.'?® This is
reflected in his frequent emphasis on the future world and a life lived now given that hope,

and this again is reminiscent of Aphrahat.

John often discusses struggle and uses the same set of terms as the other Syrian
authors—agona, graba, tktosa, zkota, and so on, but he also adds a few of his own words. He
asserts that the Christian “strives against evil thoughts” (tktosa logbl bySota d-hosbohy)'?*
and that the Christian must “conquer (zzk’) your thoughts” until with God’s help the “evil
thought will be overcome (d-msrp’).”*? In an interesting development beyond the previous
Syrians, John adds that in relation to the evil thoughts the person must “force himself with

violence (W- ‘sa npsha b-qtyra) so as not to do their will.”*%

The struggle for John is against the evil thoughts and the passions in the soul and
body. The Christian must “do battle (agona) against” the passions and “pray for their
destruction (botlhon)”, although they are “not easily defeated (b-zkoth).”*?* John’s approach
to the passions is very practical and he is concerned for how each passion interrupts the godly
life now. He says that the “evil passions” (hassa b-bysa) are an “obstacle” (syg’) to holiness
and thus humans are “enemies of God” (b ‘ldbba I-allaha).**® For John the fight is also against
Satan who does “battle” (m-qrab) with “spiritual persons” (gbr’ d-whn’).**® A demon-
possessed person may even have an “army” (masryta) of evil spirits.*?’ He mentions several

times the envy of Satan and his “jealousy” (hsm) of both the fasting Christian and of Christ
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Himself.'?8

At several points John uses medical terminology and metaphors to extend his
argument about passions and thoughts, so much so that Roger Pearse suggests that he may
have had medical training.?® He writes, for example, about medicinal plants,*® lists a wide
range of diseases,*! and says that demons are harmful to the body (pagra).*** Similarly to
Aphrahat, John describes the passions as like an “ulcerous gangrene (hldyta d-Sohna).”**
John writes quite poetically about struggle. In a passage that because of its synthetic

parallelism sounds very much like Proverbs, John writes:

Virtuous strife (takrosa, literally “fighting”) is the war (qraba) against the passions.
Real valour (atlyrota) is the victory (zakota) over bad thoughts.
The victory (zakota) of the soul is true majesty.

The garment of wisdom is the mind’s armor (zayna).'3*

The abiding influence of Hellenist notions of the heroic athlete is evidenced in this section by
John’s use of the word atlyota, and is also referred to when he writes that “Heroism
(ganbrota lit. Manliness, as per Greek usage)... is that a person conquer (n-zka) his evil
will.”*** For John, the passions must also be “rebuked (kayt),” a concept not that common in
the Syrians but seen later in al-Muhasibi and other Sufis.*® In a different non-military
metaphor but also one we will see with the Sufis, John urges: “Empty (d-nstrqg, from s-r-q)
oneself of the passion of love of praise.”*®’ Part of this process involves “constraining ( §a)
inner thoughts,” an idea with agonistic connotations since constraining is akin to binding of

an enemy.*

In these discourses, one of the main goals of fighting the passions is to achieve love of

God in a state of limpidity, an idea roughly equivalent to the Greek notion of tranquility and
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seen extensively in Isaac. John teaches that only when the passions are overcome can one
attain “limpidity of soul (Spyota d-npsa).”**® This limpidity is an aspect of John’s inaugurated
eschatology—a present experience of future glory. He writes however that the life in heaven
is “higher than (/‘lytohy) limpidity” thus limiting current attainment to a foretaste of
eternity.**® This limpidity is also only a stage in the battle of the soul on its way to becoming
a fully new person. John writes: “When he has done battle (mgrabn) and overcome (agona)
all evil passions and has stood firm (qom) in purity of mind ... he begins to advance (d-» ‘6/)
from limpidity of soul to the way of life of the new Person.”**! In this sentence John uses a
wide range of military terms, adding to his usual “do battle” the words related to the soldier
advancing or standing firm. The word used here for “stood firm” is also the term used for
resurrection, and this is probably an allusion to the imitation of Christ, as also seen in the
author of the Book of Steps.*” The term used for “advance” is the same used in the Peshitta
for the one who “enters” the house of the strong man to bind him, with its clear spiritual
warfare implications.*® In other passages John links “wakeful striving” (net-qrb) for good

thoughts and purity of soul, with “serenity and ... mental awareness (b ‘yrota d-m-rnyta d-

§pyrta).”144

John has a quite nuanced perspective on the possibility of perfection, and on free will
and grace. In relation to fighting and breaking free from sins, John says: “[I] do not believe
that human nature is capable of this without God'’s aid (‘odrna d-alaha).”**® Even limpidity is
ultimately a gift, and John sees it in the same category of divine graces as baptism. He writes:
“consider baptism, resurrection and limpidity because their mystery is identical %
Limpidity is an “intermediary (mts ‘yta) devised for our inner person (brnsa ksya),” an initial
experience of “life after the resurrection.”**” Yet human effort is essential in the spiritual
fight and the will is efficacious, since for John, there is nothing more “excellent” than that a
person, “understand his evil passions and subject them to the rule of his will (ns‘bd anon I-

mrota d-sbynh).”**® The victorious Christian is also one who “drives out (dsord) an evil
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passion from himself,” with the Syriac having a clear military usage.**® This is possible
because of the practical reality of habits, for as John explains, “if one does not do the will of

the passions they completely lose strength (mlyayt mtm/ilyn).”*>°

John’s view of the synergeia is underpinned by his anthropology. “The nature of the
soul is higher than evil deeds and foul thoughts. It is on account of the body it is affected by
association with them.”* Yet the body is intrinsic to being human because it is the container
of the soul, and the soul is unique in creation as it is given by God. John argues further that a
body without a soul or a soul without a body would not even be a true human. Thus, the
body though afflicted by the taint of sin, is still the place of salvation and the locus of

spiritual battle and progress.

John also shares the Syrian approach to eschatology whereby the Christian can even
now on Earth by God’s grace have a present experience of heaven. Hansbury has noted how
important eschatology is to John: His vision is of the “new world,” but this is tarnished by the
reality that the Christian is “not yet really being there.”®® As noted above, for John,

limpidity, a foretaste of heaven, is only gained as a result of daily struggle. He says:

But the one who is diligent ... God does begin from this time to give him as much as
he is able to receive of the future gifts in this life (mka m-sra). Therefore, after the
self-emptying of the passion of the love of money ... he ... is brought to limpidity of

soul.***

In some senses John’s whole work is an extended discussion of the hope of heavenly life
which can be partially realised now by continued intense struggle. Spiritual life for him is a
series of “transformations” (suhlpé), for “as there are many transformations in the growth of
the body so there are many transformations in the mind’s growth.”™>® This partly explains
John’s extensive and comprehensive discussion of all the different passions and how to

conquer them. The Christian who fights each passion discovers that, “little by little he is
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raised up (met 1) so that he is brought to perfection (d-netgmr) in the spiritual order.”**® The
future heavenly state is also a motivation to struggle, as it is for Aphrahat and Macarius. John
writes “Take care to understand the hope to come and you will be masters of your passions

(mrrya d-hsykon).”™’

John thus shares with the other Syrians an integrated worldview where spiritual battle
forms a key part of his vision for the successful Christian. His emphasis on the passions,
stillness, and tranquility is a development from Aphrahat, and makes him a stepping stone to
Isaac, whose work will greatly evidence these themes. Two other authors whose work is not
particularly ascetic in general, but who both pen specific texts which emphasise struggle
language are Theodoret of Cyrrhus and Jacob of Serugh, and their ascetic works require
further research as the agon theme in these has been barely touched. Whereas the three
previous authors, as well as Aphrahat and Isaac, all write in prose, these two authors pen a
historia and poetry respectively. | therefore briefly mention some examples of their use of
struggle metaphors, but there is not space to discuss their language and worldview in as much
detail as the earlier writers.

Theodoret’s A History of the Monks of Syria

Theodoret (c. 393 — c. 466 CE) was a Christian bishop (423-457 CE), of Cyrrhus (sometimes
Cyrus) in Syria, known for his extensive exegetical and theological writings and major
theological influence on the “Nestorian” church, today known as the Assyrian Church of the
East. Despite his controversial role in relation to the Chalcedonian controversy, he continued
to be a reference point for both sides, his thinking being reflected in many later writers.!*®
Theodoret wrote an important biographical document on the Syrian ascetics, A History of the
Monks of Syria, known in its original Greek literally as “History of the Ascetic People.”**
Although he was a native Syriac speaker, because Theodoret lived in a mixed Greek-Syriac
environment within the Greek-speaking empire he wrote this history in Greek.*® Urbainczyk

discusses the context of Theodore’s work and possible reasons for his choice of a classical
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Greek style and language.’® His writings received wide attention in the Syrian area
especially since his mindset was more aligned to the later Oriental church than to the Greek
speculative tradition. He was recognized as one of the main theologians of the non-
Chalcedonian Syrian church and his theological writings were widely used. Thus his
description of Syrian monks is representative of the Syrian ascetic worldview and approach

to spiritual struggle.

Theodoret’s A History of the Monks of Syria is a collection of the histories of 33
monks living in the Syrian region from the late third century CE till his own time. Roughly a
third were still alive at the time of Theodoret’s writing in 440 or 444 CE, and Theodoret had
personally conversed with several of the monks. He appears to know and consciously follow
the style of the earlier History of the Martyrs in Palestine of Eusebius. The key to
understanding Theodoret’s book on monastic struggle is found in his six page prologue to the
roughly 200 page work. Theodoret here engages in quite explicit rhetoric to inspire his
readers to keep alive “the memory of these contests (aganan) worthy of admiration.”*®? In his
opening sentence he introduces the conceptual metaphor of athletic struggle (agonas) which
is performed by the monks, the “athletes of virtue” (aretés athléron kalon).*®® This athletic
image becomes the main recurring motif throughout his individual histories, and he several
times even uses the exact same phraseology. Theodoret also writes that his aim is to “impel
the beholder to attain” the same virtues which have resulted from the “memory of these
contests (agonon) worthy of admiration.”*® He notes that if it is proper to honour the
Olympic “athletes and pancratiasts” (agonizoménon athléton te kal pankratiaston, lit.
agonizing athletes and wrestlers) with images, then surely these monks should be praised,

remembered, and emulated.'®®

Significantly, Theodoret like the other Syrians discusses Paul’s Eph. 6:12-17
metaphor of armour and warfare, applying it to the monks. He highlights the element of

wrestling with the demons and says that monks are surrounded by spiritual “adversaries”
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(anti-palous) and “enemies” (polemion), yet they have “won so radiant a crown of victory
(niken)” because they have been able to “rout their adversaries” (anti-palous drapeteiisai).*®
Building on Paul’s Ephesians Six metaphor he says the monks were “steadfast in shaking off
the showers of the devil’s darts” (apekrolsanto dé karteros ton toii diabOlou belon tas
niphadas) and resisted the “demons making war from the outside” (exothen polemousi
daimosi).’®” Further they even “laughed at the antagonists assailing from without” (tous
exathen epiontas antipalous egélon).*®® Theodoret is consciously applying Pauline imagery to
the monks and describing their way of life primarily in terms of spiritual warfare. Elsewhere
he does use other metaphors for monks, but in his prologue the persistent and
overwhelmingly dominant motif is of the agon. Theodoret’s few other images of the
charioteer or helmsman etc. are only briefly used, and it is to struggle metaphors that he

consistently returns both here and in his later descriptions.

Theodoret describes Syrian monks throughout his work using a consistent cluster of
terms related to athletes, warfare, victory, adversaries, combat, and struggling. He also uses
other metaphors to affirm the great spiritual achievements of the monks, but his favourites
seem to be these martial and athletic terms. Theodoret calls the battle with demons a “war”
and quotes monk Eusebius of Teleda as saying, “To prevent him (the demon) from making
war (p6lemé) on me in things of importance... I try to transfer the war (pdlemon) to these
unimportant things.”*®® In his praise of James of Cyrrestica, Theodoret links athletes and war

in an extended metaphor:

Now that we have proceeded through the contests (agonas) of the athletes of virtue
(aretées athleton) described above, narrating in summary their laborious exercises
(melére pdnous), their exertions in the contests (agosin) and their most glorious and
splendid victories (nikas), let us now record ... the way of life of those ... who contend
magnificently (agonizoménon) and strive to surpass their predecessors in exertion ...
[James] unceasingly under the eyes of spectators ... strives in combat and repels

(agonizesthai kai tas anankas) the necessities of nature."
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Despite the monk’s life not being public, Theodoret includes the imagery of the spectators
watching the athletic feats. He adds the military term of “repel,” used here for the internal
battle, and Theodoret metaphorically applies this idea of physically pushing back an enemy to
the notion of spiritually resisting the demonic attacks. Part of this resistance is due to the fact
that Theodoret, in common with the other Syrians, understands monks to be living an angel-
like life. He says of James that he was “practising in a body the life without the body” (#én

asématon zéen en somati meleton).*™ In praise of Symeon the Elder, Theodoret says,

He built two philosophic retreats ... He assembled athletes of virtue (athlétas aretés) in
each, and was the gymnastic trainer (gumnastes) of both groups—teaching the assaults
of the adversary (antipalou) and enemy (polemiou), promising the favour of the Umpire

(agonothéou).'"

This is a passage rich in imagery and allusion, invoking a clear sense of heroic struggle.
Picturing God as an Umpire is unusual but appropriate to this metaphor. Theodoret even

concludes one biography with the prayer:

May the Umpire (agonothétes) of the athletes of piety (eusebeias athléton) grant this
man an end worthy of his labors (agonon), and make the rest of his course (dromou)
consonant with the earlier part, so that he may reach the finishing-post as victor
(nikephoros); and may He through the prayers of this man support our weakness, so
that strengthened we may retrieve our many defeats (anapalaisomen) and depart from

this life with victory (nikes).!"

These examples indicate the close connection between the images of athletic contest and
warfare in Theodoret’s mind. Theodoret’s quoting of Paul shows his explicit awareness of the
Biblical basis for this theology of spiritual battle.!”* There may even be a foreshadowing of
the Islamic idea of greater and lesser jihad in Theodoret’s reference to the “greater contests”

and “lesser labours.”*"®
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In his epilogue Theodoret ties the struggle metaphor to what is almost a new topic for
him, but is clearly important given that his epilogue is devoted to it—Ilove. He writes again
about “athletes of virtue” (aretés athleral) and their “struggle (palén) against sleep”, and how
this leads to an “intoxication he had received from divine love” (toialton apo tes Theias
agapes edéxato mérhén).t™® He uses a metaphor in relation to this deep desire for God of

7 wWe will see

being “kindled by the firebrand on high” (to hanothen turso turpoloumenoi).
this same language of intoxicating and burning love again in Isaac, who also connects it to
struggle. Theodoret concludes the epilogue with the Biblical basis for such conection of these
two themes when he says of the monks he has described that “they have been wounded by the
sweet darts of love” (tois glukési tes agapes etrothesan bélesi) and quotes the Old Testament,

“We are wounded with love (tetroménoi agapes emeis).”*"

Theodoret writes with less Old Testament exegesis and more Greek philosophical
rhetoric than his earlier Syrian forefathers, yet his use of the agon metaphor is very similar in
relation to ascetic victories. He uses a wide range of terms and many variations of metaphor
to discuss the central topic of struggle, and makes a connection to divine love that goes

beyond the earliest Syrians.

Jacob of Serugh

The final Syrian writer | analyse in this chapter is Jacob of Serugh (sometimes Sarug), a
bishop not known specifically for ascetic writing, but whose theological poetry exhibits the
same struggle worldview and metaphors as the other Syrians. Jacob (c. 451-521 CE) wrote
over 700 theological poems or memre, a form of narrative theology.'”® He was known as the
“Flute of the Spirit” because of the beauty and depth of his poetry, thus associating him with
Ephrem who was called the “Harp of the Spirit.”*** Jacob is important in this thesis because
he is a significant Syrian theological author and because like John of Apamea and Macarius,
he is one of the main sources of influence on Isaac, and thus his framework becomes deeply

embedded in Syrian ascetic tradition.
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Among Jacob’s works are two “Homilies on our Lord’s combats (dareh) with Satan,”
Homily 82 and Homily 126. In his recent translation of these homilies, Adam McCollum
extensively lists the wide range of war-like terms that Jacob uses, providing lists of line
numbers for each occurrence. These words include athlete, fighter, victorious, contest, battle,

army, arrow, weapon, win, lose, fight, conquer etc.*®

McCollum notes the similarity of this
aggressive language with that of Ephrem but he does not discuss the struggle metaphor in any
depth. Because McCollum’s listing is extensive | add just four quotes which suffice to show
the breadth of Jacob’s metaphorical fight language and how these terms are intertwined with,

and reflect, his soteriology and anthropology.

In Homily 82 he writes:

Because Adam fell in the contest (b-daro) when he was tempted,

The contest (daro) was renewed that the slanderer might be defeated (d-n-#ib).
Because Adam was defeated (d-.ob) and taught defeat (hayobiito) to his descendants,
The Son of God has taught them how to be victorious (nezkiin). ..

And for this reason, he did combat (agonra) in a human body (b-pagro).

For he was embodied out of the human race:

He became a human and as a human Son he did battle (qrobo).

His contest (dareh) with Satan was a human one (anosoyo):

Let no one say that he was fighting divinely (da-alohoit etkatas).*®®

In this passage we see struggle terms derived from five different roots all clustered together
as virtually synonyms. Jacob also makes clear one of the main themes of his homily—that
Jesus’ struggle was in a human body and not due to any divine power. He teaches that any
human can also thus in imitation of Christ win in the battle with Satan, a similar view to John
of Apamea. Jacob also sees Adam’s sin as a battle defeat and somehow transmitted to all his
descendants, thus emphasising the significance of struggle in Jacob’s whole understanding of

salvation history.
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When Jacob emphasises that Jesus was not fighting divinely, but that his fight was a
“human one,” this is in the context of ongoing debate over the Council of Chalcedon. He
teaches that the human nature of Jesus was fighting, using no divine power, with the
implication that therefore any human who so desires can likewise fight. For both sides of the
Chalcedonian debate the issue of soteriology was central—the way the natures of Christ
interacted had direct consequences for the possibility and value of human spiritual struggle.
Such emphasis on the importance of synergeia and the agon for salvation is why sometimes
5,183

the West has labelled both Greek Orthodox and Oriental Orthodox as “Semi-Pelagian.

Jacob continues a little later:

The race that had been conquered (d-%a6b), the Son of God wished to make a victor
(dan-zake),

And for this reason he fought bodily (pagronoit metkatos).

He undertook a fast at the beginning of the struggle (dareh) of that contest (agono).
Since he had seen that Adam was conquered (d-%ob) with food...

He began with a fast (b-soma), in order to rebuke gluttony, intemperance,

And the desire of people’s bellies with his fast,

And to show us with which weapon (zayna) people may conquer (zoke).'®*

In this section Jacob teaches on the imitation of Christ, again like the earlier Syrians, and on
the distinct possibility of victory now on Earth. Fasting is a key element in the struggle, and
again occurs within a long view of salvation reaching back to Adam. Jacob emphasises that
Christ fought “bodily,” a strongly anti-gnostic position and in keeping with the Syrian
approach of seeing body and soul as closely joined. ® Jacob follows the other Syrians also in
describing the fight as specifically against Satan, who Jacob pictures as audaciously waging

war against Jesus:

The opponent (b 1-daro) saw the Athlete (I-atliz) of Truth standing in the struggle (d-
gom ba-agono),
And he readied himself to fight strongly (Imet-katosi hasinoit)...

183 Michael Horton, "Are Eastern Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism compatible? No.," in ed. James Stamoolis,

Three Views on Eastern Orthodoxy and Evangelicalism (Grand Rapids: Zondervan, 2004), 139-40.

184 Jacob, Homily 82: 78-82, 89-91 (McCollum, 36-37), .. aiy... Bl .. off .. «hohd ALLG® ... 136 .. oy
[E I R T

185 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 69-77.
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He drew near to fight (net-katas), held back the dread of divinity.
Arrows (gerre) wounded (b-17 n) the evil one before the fight (taktiiso),
But he audaciously dared to wage a contest (daro)...

He was strengthened to have a contest (daro) in confidence.

Perhaps, my brothers, he had ceased from all [other] contests (darin),

That he might fight (net-katas) in that contest (dara) for victory (zokiiza).*®

Jacob names Satan (b ‘lI-daro) using a word that is derived from that for contest or struggle
(daro), emphasising that Jacob sees Satan’s primary relationship with humans as
characterised by antagonistic struggle. In contrast, Christ is the “Athlete of Truth”, combining
the struggler term with the primary Greek virtue Truth. The term used for “standing” in the
fight is doubly appropriate because it is the stance of the resisting soldier and also the word
used for the resurrection. Again there is mention of the weapon which wounds Satan even
before the fight, which we know from the text is fasting, accessible to all Christians. Jacob

continues concerning Satan:

He gathered his tribes at his bivouac and set up his camp (paseh);

He summoned his legions (legyinawhy), appointed his battle lines (sedrawhy), and
arranged his troops (gidawhy) all around.

He readied his armies (gaysawhy), convoking his ranks (tegmawhy), prepared his
companies (kensawhy);

He assembled his troop (si ‘oeh), and his throng (shrawhy) arrived from every side.*®’

This passage shows a great variety of words to describe Satan’s attacking demons, terms that
are later used by Isaac and other Syrian writers. Jacob shows a deep appreciation for the
nuances of military structure terminology, and two words of his words are even derived from
the Greek terms legion and tagma. This indicates that he has thought about the struggle
metaphor at length as he uses a large number of appropriate combinations of nouns and verbs

to picture the attacking forces.'®

Jacob of Serugh’s homilies have been little studied and may
well reveal even more insights into his agonist worldview. His struggle metaphor in these two

homilies is central and defining of salvation, and many of his ideas appear later in Isaac.

*% Jacob, Homily 126:65, 66, 70-72, 78-80 (McCollum, 92-95), Ji; Alicz saBons . gl sy .. §310 .. s
Jladi.. i ... WS L odt o U Lbodol L SN LI AN,
187 Jacob, Homily 126:81-84 (McCOIlUM, 94-95), .. wonkid ... woihl ... woaiid .. woofis ... woohud .. wadild ... add

y o ;..
SO0 ., ASUD .

188 | have here focussed mostly on the nouns, but an analysis of more of the verbs would also be useful research.
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Conclusion

The struggle motif presented by Aphrahat is consistently developed by these five other major
Syrian Christian authors. These writers share a persistent worldview and language which they
express in a variety of metaphorical and linguistic forms. The seven Syrian Christian authors
| explore across this whole thesis are adequate exemplars of a tradition which has barely
begun to be analysed. In this chapter | have shown that struggle is a defining element for all
these authors and is closely tied to their persistent worldview of a present lived experience of
partial-angelic likeness and partial perfection. The agon is central to their anthropology and
soteriology, and they communicate an enduring set of metaphors around combat, contesting,
and racing. They write often of fighting, passions, stillness, wounds, and guarding, and we

see these themes developed even further in Isaac.
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4. The Struggle Metaphor in the Ascetic Homilies of Isaac

Isaac of Nineveh (c. 613 -c. 700 CE), is a key witness to Syrian Christian ascetic belief and
practice because he draws upon a long line of Syriac ascetic writers and is considered to be
the summit of Syrian monasticism.® Other Syrian Christian writers do not become as
popular as Isaac, nor as defining of Orthodox spirituality, and it is Isaac’s work more than
any other Syriac text that is carried to the West from the thirteenth century onwards via
Latin translations.> Known in the West more commonly as “Isaac the Syrian,” his writings
were early translated into several other languages and form a significant part of the
Philokalia, the standard Orthodox monastic and ascetic manual. Isaac is important because
he writes within a century of the formation of the Muslim community and is a near
contemporary with the very earliest known Sufis such as Rabi‘a and Hasan al-Basri. His
writing on struggle (in Syriac agona), given that the Syriac word agona and the Arabic
jihad were commonly seen as equivalent, is thus highly significant.? Isaac was born early in
the seventh century in Beth Qatraye on the South coast of the Persian Gulf (near Bahrain).
He lived as a monk for many years and wrote numerous homilies on the ascetic life.
Although in 676 CE he was briefly made a bishop of the Church of the East (often
incorrectly called the Nestorian Church), he is also greatly revered as a saint in the Eastern
and Oriental Orthodox churches because of his holiness and writings. Isaac is recognised by
both the Syrian and the Greek Orthodox churches as a primary source for ascetic thought
and practice, and he is known variously as Isaac the Syrian or Isaac of Nineveh depending

on the church. Very little else is known about Isaac’s life, but his ascetic works are some of

! Becker describes Isaac as “The culmination of monastic ideology,” Adam Becker, Fear of God and the
Beginning of Wisdom: the School of Nisibis and the Development of Scholastic Culture in late Antique
Mesopotamia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 184. Brock calls him the “outstanding
representative,” Sebastian Brock, “St Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” Sobornost 7.2 (Winter 1975):
79-89 (80). Later Syrian authors appear to have contributed little new to the ascetic corpus with the possible
exception of the anonymous author of the Book of the Dove.

% Dana Miller, introduction to The Ascetical Homilies, of Saint Isaac the Syrian, trans. Dana Miller (Boston:
The Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 2011), 64-73. Miller notes Isaac’s use by John Peckham in his Tractatis
Pauperis in 1270 CE, and probable influence on Ignatius Loyola via the Latin translation of Isaac by Abbot
Cisneros of Montserrat.

® Hassan Bar Bahlul, Syriac Lexicon, Vol.1, ed. Rubens Duval (Paris, 1901), Col. 24-25.
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the most read in Orthodoxy and are definitive of ascetic practice.* The similarities between
the metaphors and phrases used by Isaac and early Sufis such as al-Muhasibi informs
debates over the nature of early Islam and the concept of inner spiritual jikad, raising
questions about the extent of possible mutual interaction.

In this chapter I explain Isaac’s context, and review the current research on Isaac which
has barely touched on his ideas of ascetic struggle. | evaluate the role of struggle within the
purpose and structure of Isaac’s Ascetic Homilies, and discuss his use of various sources.
Isaac writes about the macrotrope of spiritual life as a struggle using a cluster of related
metaphors, and these are examined by a close reading of his work. The connected imagery of
the arena, wrestling, contest, watchful soldier, and others are explored and evaluated from a
critical metaphor analysis perspective. | analyse some important aspects of Isaac’s vision of
struggle, including the Stoic notion of stillness, the assumption of free will for effective
struggle. Also summarised is Isaac’s understanding of inaugurated eschatology and struggle,
and how this impacts his anthropology and the body-soul connection. This chapter uses a
close reading approach to discern Isaac’s conception of the heroic spiritual warrior as a
development of the Greek tradition, especially in relation to the concepts of passionlessness

(apatheia) and stillness (ataraxia).

When Isaac writes in the late seventh century of “holy athletes and strugglers who
splendidly ran the course of their life,” he is using imagery that already had over a thousand
years of history in the Greek games, but such games had not been held in Syria for several
centuries.® The agon of Greek popular life features prominently in Isaac’s homilies, with
several homilies even using this image as the defining metaphorical framework for the
whole passage. Isaac also very frequently uses a cluster of related terms such as

gymnasium, wrestler, and contestant, and this athletic trope is one of his two favourites,

* Mary Hansbury, introduction to St. Isaac of Nineveh: On Ascetical Life, trans. Mary Hansbury (Crestwood,
New York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1989), 7-12. Hilarion Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the
Syria (Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 2000) has an excellent introduction to the life and teaching of
Isaac.

® Isaac, Homilies, 1.21 (Bedjan, 151-52; Miller, 233). In this thesis I use three sources for Isaac’s translated
homilies, namely Isaac, St. Isaac of Nineveh: On Ascetical Life, trans. Mary Hansbury (Crestwood, New
York: St. Vladimir’s Seminary Press, 1989), hereafter (Hansbury); Isaac, The Ascetical Homilies of Saint
Isaac the Syrian, trans. Dana Miller (Boston: The Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 2011), hereafter (Miller);
and Isaac, Isaac of Nineveh: ‘The Second Part,” CSCO 555, trans. Sebastian Brock (Louvain: Peeters, 1995),
hereafter (Brock). The Syriac sources for the two “Parts” are Isaac, Mar Isaacus Ninivita: De Perfectione
Religiosa, ed. Paulus Bedjan (Paris: Otto Harrowitz, 1909), and Isaac, Isaac of Nineveh: ‘The Second Part’
(CSCO 554, ed. Sebastian Brock (Louvain: Peeters, 1995).
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along with the metaphor related to soldiers and warfare. This demonstrates the persistence
over time of a worldview of spiritual attainment as a heroic athletic struggle or a spiritual
battle, a conception rooted in Paul’s letters and seen throughout early church ascetic
discourse.® Isaac is quite aware of this heritage and quotes both the New Testament and
other Syrian authors on the struggle, and even explicitly links this back to Jesus and his

Gethsemane struggle in prayer.’

Isaac has often been compared to Evagrius who he quotes extensively, but while
Evagrius was later condemned, Isaac was lauded. One key difference is that Isaac is far more
Stoic than Evagrius, and his asceticism is less speculative and abstract. Isaac’s ascetic
homilies were originally written for an audience of monks in the 690s CE.® He wrote in
Syriac, but his work was early translated into Greek and Arabic, thus becoming a central text
for monks across the churches of the Orthodox, Oriental, and Assyrian Church of the East
communions, making his works uniquely ecumenical in the region. His writing evidences
many Syriac thought-forms intermingled with Greek philosophy, especially Stoicism. Other
authors have focussed on his Neoplatonic thought, but as Marcia Colish has noted, the
Western academic bias against Stoicism has meant that almost nothing has been written about
Isaac’s Stoicism.’ Alfeyev’s much-cited work for example only treats Isaac’s Neoplatonism

and does not even mention any Stoic mindset.

Isaac’s Ascetic Homilies consists of three parts: the first being the longest and best
known, the second apparently a continuation of the first, with the third part only recently
re-discovered and still debated with regards its attribution. Only the First Part was
translated from the original Syriac into other languages—first into Greek within a hundred
years, then into Arabic by 1000 CE, and then into Latin by the 13th century.® The Homilies
contains many images and teachings on ascetic struggle that have hardly been researched.

Hagman is correct in asserting that “Isaac's writings have barely been considered in the

® See for example Basil in his Homily on the “forty martyrs,” where he discusses the soldiers as “athletes, ”
and speaks of the “stadium ” and “ascetic exercises.” Basil, ‘A Homily on the Forty Holy Martyrs of
Sebaste,” in “Let Us Die That We May Live, ” eds. Johan Leemans, Wendy Mayer, Pauline Allen and
Boudewijn Dehandschutter, (New York: Routledge, 2003), 68-77. See also S.P. Brock, “Early Syrian
Asceticism,” Numen 20 (1973.4): 1-19.

" Isaac, Homilies, 1.75 (Bedjan, 556; Miller, 521).

® Miller, introduction, 60.

° Marcia Colish, Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, Volume 2 (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 2.
1% Miller, introduction, 64-67. Isaac’s Part Two was never anciently translated, so it was not known to
Western Christians until the late 20" century.
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. . .. 11
discussion on asceticism among scholars.”

Context

The world that Isaac writes within is one of dramatic change and conflict, and yet this was
typical of the region. Inter-religious and intra-religious conflict was the accepted reality of
Isaac’s readers. Three important aspects of this were the recent conquest by the Arab Islamic
empire after centuries of Persian-Roman conflict, the ongoing debates between the three main
branches of Syrian Christianity, and tensions between ascetics and the established church
hierarchy. I shall now situate Isaac’s work within these three contexts. Prior to the coming of
Islam, Christianity was a large group within society in Isaac’s territory, the region now
known as Iraq. Morony suggests that it may have been the largest religious group, although
there were still significant numbers of Jews and other religious groups present.*? By the time
of Isaac, the Syrian region had undergone several centuries of warfare. In the 300s CE there
were several wars between the Roman and Persian empires. In Isaac’s century there had been
further Roman-Persian wars and then the Arab/Muslim conquests.** Warfare was a fact of life
and a frequent occurrence, and this is evident in the metaphorical world of Isaac’s writings.
In the period from roughly 290 CE - 630 CE the Roman imperial policy had become one of
containment and defensive strategy on the Eastern borders, resulting in the creation of and
dependence on a series of border forts and towns. The focus for the military in these forts was
on guarding and watching, themes that are evident in Isaac, and he uses the image of the

fortress several times to illustrate the “guarding” focus of “spiritual soldiers.”**

Isaac writes roughly seven decades after the Islamic conquest of Iraq. The Arab/Islamic
conquests however did not change that much at the grassroots level in the first Islamic
century. Civil administration was still conducted in Syriac in Isaac’s time, and although the

collectors of taxes were changed, taxes were still paid, merchants still traded, and churches

1 patrik Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 21.

12 Michael Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2005), 332; on the Jews see 306-
09.

13 Christianity in the late Sasanian period was no longer as persecuted as it was during the fourth and fifth
centuries, although there was a brief time of persecution during the Persian-Byzantine war in the 620s under
Parviz. Michael Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1984), 333-34.
' For example Isaac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan, 537-38; Miller, 508). On the defensive mindset and practices on
Rome’s Eastern borders see Nigel Pollard, Imperatores castra dedicaverunt: Security, Army Bases, and Military
Dispositions in Later Roman Egypt (Late Third-Fourth Century), Journal of Late Antiquity (The Johns Hopkins
University Press, Volume 6, Number 1, Spring 2013): 3-36, DOI: 10.1353/j1a.2013.0001 accessed October 14,
2018.
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still functioned.’® Jews and various kinds of Christians continued in government roles into the
early Islamic period, and so there was extensive Islamic contact with these groups.'®
Christians under Islamic law even had some protections, although these were not always
applied.’” The churches therefore did not immediately fall into a retreat mode—there was
ongoing inter-religious contact with Muslims, such that, At the end of the eighth century, the
law code of the Catholicos Timothy (780-823 CE) accepted the witness of ‘a Muslim or
another God-fearing man’ in the ecclesiastical court.”*® Timothy engaged in robust argument
with the Caliph in a well-documented and studied debate which evidences extensive
knowledge of each other’s beliefs.*® Within a few generations of Isaac, the Islamic empire
became a centre of learning and translation with an important function for Christian scholars,
but some elements of this process were also beginning during Isaac’s time.?’ Bertaina says
that, “(S)ometimes these individuals and communities identified more closely with their Arab

521

colleagues than their western Christian counterparts.”” Thus Isaac’s work must be seen

within the context not of some Arab-induced “dark age,” but within a time of change and
growth. Islam and Christianity were not yet radically opposed, and it must be remembered

that, “Every first-generation Muslim was a former pagan, Magian, Jew or Christian.”?

15 There were even new churches built during this time, Penn, Envisioning Islam, 3, 9.

1 Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 508-11. It is also notable that around Isaac’s time John of
Damascus’ father was an administrator in the court of the Caliph. Sidney H. Griffith, “The Mansar Family and
St. John of Damascus,” in Christians and Others in the Umayyad State: Lamine 1- Late Antique and Medieval
Islamic Near East, eds. Antoine Borrut and Fred M. Donner (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2016), 29-51.
Griffith elsewhere notes that Arabic-speaking Christians made “major contributions to Islamic culture”, Sidney
Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque: Christians and Muslims in the World of Islam (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 2008), 1.

" Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 343. In a poignant statement regarding the reasonable status of
Christians relevant also to Syria, Morony writes that the Catholicos Isho'yahbh,“is said to have made an
agreement with Muhammad through the mediation of the secular leader and the bishop of the Christians at
Najran. According to this agreement, Christians were to be protected from attack, Arabs were not to require
them to do military service or to change their faith or their laws, and Arabs were to help Christians repair ruined
churches. Priests and monks were to be exempt from tribute (Syr. gezitd), the poor were to pay only four silver
coins (Syr. zuze), and merchants and the rich were to pay ten zuze. A Christian woman in an Arab household
was not to be forced to change her religion or beguiled out of the fasting, worship (Syr. selota), or doctrine of
her own faith.”

'8 Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 371.

9 Erica C. D. Hunter, “Interfaith dialogues: The Church of the East and the Abbassids,” in Der Christliche
Orient und seine Umwelt, ed. Sophia G.Vashaolmidze and Lutz Greisiger (Weisbaden: Harrassowitz,

2007), 289-302.

20 Griffith, The Church in the Shadow of the Mosque, 45-7, 156-9.

?! David Bertaina, Christian and Muslim Dialogues: The Religious Uses of a Literary Form in the Early Islamic
Middle East (Piscataway, NJ:Gorgias, 2011), 4. Griffith argues for “a significant measure of intellectual cross-
pollination”, Sidney Griffith, The Bible in Arabic (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2013), 2, 7-17.

“2 Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 431.
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The history of the theological schism that separated the three branches of Christianity in
Syria—the “Chalcedonian,” ‘“Miaphysite,” and “Nestorian” churches, has been well
documented.® What has often not been noted however, is the impact of these divisions on
specific people and places. In the case of Isaac, he had been a bishop in the Church of the
East, which was as Bertaina notes was, “in terms of geography ... the largest Church in the
world by the seventh century.”®* The Church of the East by this time had congregations as far
away as China, and had jurisdiction over an area larger than that covered by the Latin and
Greek churches combined.”® This challenges the usual Western perceptions of an exotic
fringe Oriental Church far from Rome, and explains why Isaac is in no way defensive nor
reacting to Byzantine Church concerns. He speaks authoritatively as a former bishop of a
large cosmopolitan church from inside a monastery in the centre of his known and extensive

world.

Ongoing debates between the churches in the sixth and seventh centuries caused a
growing clarifying of boundaries, a greater centralisation in church leadership, and an
extension of canon law to cover all aspects of life for the laity.?® Despite the differences
between the three branches of the Church, there was still considerable dialogue, a feature
which continued under Muslim rule and affected Christian-Muslim dialogue as well. Bertaina
argues that the usual concept of a clear “parting of the ways” between Christianity and Islam
is fundamentally flawed, an issue | develop in my final chapter.?” For now it is sufficient to
recognise that Isaac was well-placed within this context of inter-confessional conflict to write
in such a way as to overcome the differences. He rarely writes on the controversial and
divisive topic of the natures in Christ, but when he does he writes very carefully. Isaac
explicitly urges his readers not to read books, "which accentuate the differences between the

2 Aloys Grillmeier, Christ in Christian Tradition, Vol. 2, Part 1 (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press,
1986); Dana Miller, "A Brief Historical and Theological Introduction to the Church of Persia to the End of the
Seventh Century," in The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian, ed. Dana Miller (Boston: The Holy
Transfiguration Monastery, 1984), 481-541.

2 Bertaina, Christian and Muslim Dialogues, 35.

% Following Alfeyev and others I will use the term “Church of the East” rather than “Nestorian” since it is
unclear whether Isaac’s Church ever held to the teachings of Nestorius. Hilarion Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of
Isaac the Syrian (Kalamazoo,MI: Cisterian Publications, 2000), 15-24. Isaac’s Christology certainly appears
Orthodox enough according to Alfeyev.

% Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 366. Morony notes that, “By the 580s, with the growing
Monophysite challenge, Nestorian canon law was beginning to enclose the entire community by extending its
principles to cover the laity.”

*’ Bertaina Christian and Muslim Dialogues, 4.
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confessions with the aim of causing schisms.”?® There was also conflict between the
“Miaphysite” Syrian Church and the Church of the East in regards to forms of prayer and the
place of Evagrius. Isaac reflects a positive appreciation of Evagrius, but this was in tension
with the more “scholastic” approach of the School of Nisibis within the “Miaphysite” West
Syrian Church.?® Becker notes that Isaac makes frequent comments that privileges monastic
theoria (contemplative experience of God) over the institutional “knowledge” about God.*
Becker also argues that these different views were driven by the “Egyptianization” of the
native Syriac form of asceticism, resulting in a reactive and more mystical “reform
monasticsm” of which Isaac was a leader.®! This difference in response to “Egyptianization”
and “reform monasticism” was a tension between churches, but also related to an internal

conflict within the Church of the East.

During Isaac’s time there were considerable tensions between ascetics and the
established church hierarchy that had been ongoing since the early fourth century. The
struggle between monastic and episcopal influence on the church was manifested in issues
such as rules of prayer, the role of celibacy, and the power and accountability of wandering
ascetics etc.®? As discussed earlier, at the time of Aphrahat there had already been continued
arguments in the Church between the bishop-centric hierarchy and the wandering ascetics
who repudiated various rules of the Church. The number of Church Council rulings spanning
several centuries exhibit the enduring problem caused by various forms of Messalianism and
Encratism. In Isaac’s context these issues were still alive and so he writes against dead
formalism, but also against various kinds of antinomianism and Messalianism. It appears that
there were various lay groups who rejected communal and sacramental forms of worship and
withdrew from the church into solitary prayer, and these are called by Isaac “Messalians.” He

rejects the teaching of, “those people with Messalian opinions,” who say that “outward forms

% |saac of Nineveh, Mystic Treatises, trans. A.J. Wensinck (Amsterdam, 1923), 34. Brock notes that “Spiritual
writers of the Christian East ... often got into trouble with the ecclesiastical authorities of the day, and they had
a delightfully disconcerting way of crossing the normal ecclasiastical boundaries. In this respect they became
truly ecumenical figures - and perhaps none more so than St Isaac of Nineveh. Sebastian Brock, “St Isaac of
Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” Sobornost 7.2 (Winter 1975): 79-89 (79).

2 Adam Becker, Fear of God and the beginning of Wisdom: the School of Nisibis and the Development of
Scholastic Culture in late Antique Mesopotamia (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 15,
169-96.

¥ Becker quotes several of Isaac’s passages and discusses Isaac’s role, Becker, Fear of God and the beginning
of Wisdom, 184-188.

%! Becker, Fear of God and the beginning of Wisdom, 172-78.

% Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 347. The conflict between different models of monasticism can be
also seen as an aspect of this ascetic versus bishop conflict. Morony writes, “The movement to spread
coenobitic discipline and to found new monasteries lasted from the mid-sixth century until the mid-eighth
century.” Morony, Iraq after the Muslim Conquest, 363.
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of worship are unnecessary.” Isaac refers a number of times to the importance of ignoring
the rules of prayer, as he believes that they are no longer needed for the one who has
achieved a delight in God. He writes, “When someone reaches insights into creation on the
path of his ascetic life, then he is raised above having prayer set for him within a boundary;
for it is superfluous from then onwards for him to put a boundary to prayer by means of
(fixed) times of prayer or the Hours.”* He also says of those who deeply love God that,
“They are not concerned whether this (portion) belongs to the community’s (monastic) rule
... for they are not enslaved by custom or by the fine points of the series of the community’s
rules which were laid down for the undisciplined.”*® Isaac does however limit this freedom to
those who have attained “pure prayer” and cites as his authority Mark who, “knew that not

everyone attains to pure prayer.”36

At the same time he cautions against merely breaking the bodily disciplines due to any
tendencies which downplay the physical. He also argues against an antinomian spirit at times,
writing, “Many people have despised these (outward postures) in their thoughts and supposed
that prayer of the heart suffices by itself for God ... Imagining in themselves that they are
wise, they have acted with disrespect.”® In Homily 2.21 Isaac seems to draw his two
thoughts together when he discusses the benefits of both the Office of Prayer and the freer
inner prayers attending it.*® In this context Isaac’s term for the ascetic life (bawrka d-dobrh)
which literally means “road/way of guidance/training,” but implying rule and ordered

cultivation, seems ironic given his emphasis on freedom.* Yet the thrust of his writing as a

% |saac, Homilies, Part 2, 14.22 (CSCO 554:62-63, trans. Sebastian Brock (CSCO 555 (Louvain: Peeters,
1995), 73, hereafter referenced as “Isaac, Homilies, 2.X.Y (CSCO 554:pp; Brock, pp).” For details of
Messalians see Marcus Plested, The Macarian Legacy: The Place of Macarius-Symeon in the Eastern Christian
Tradition (Oxford Theological Monographs, 2004), 16-27.

* |saac, Homilies, 2.35.1 (CSCO 554: 139; Brock, 151).

% |saac, Homilies, 2.31.6 (CSCO 554: 127-28; Brock, 139-40). He also writes, “During prolonged periods of
grace when you enjoy this great prayer of delight ... there is no great necessity for you to stand by the canonical
(Hour) or to worry yourself over the matter of the number of (prayers) that remain (to be recited), for such
prayer has ... made the canons (governing such behaviour) subordinate to you.” Isaac, Homilies, 2.4.4 (CSCO
554: 2; Brock, 2).

% |saac, Homilies, 2.4.5 (CSCO 554: 2; Brock, 2).

%" |saac, Homilies, 2.14.14 (CSCO 554: 59-60; Brock, 70-71).

% |saac, Homilies, 2.21 (CSCO 554: 102-05; Brock, 114-17). He also writes of the need for wise use of
freedom. He says of those who have attained delight in God that, “Even though they conduct their way of life
with such liberty with themselves, being above any law because of the truth they have acquired within
themselves - namely, divine love - when they come to other people and to the (monastic) community, then they
conduct themselves exactly as others do, following in everything the practices which the (community) uses.”
Isaac, Homilies, 2.31.8 (CSCO 554: 128-29; Brock, 140). See also Homilies 2.14.7 (CSCO 554: 58; Brock, 68),
where he condemns those who “neglect the duty of the hours of prayer” except when this is due to a “long
drawn out ... sweet delight in prayer.”

%9 |saac, Homilies, 2.35.1 (CSCO 554: 139; Brock, 151), minaa rewiarda
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whole does posit a host of guidelines and flexible rules to attain to ascetic heights, and his
individual statements about ignoring rules must be seen in this light. The agona is a serious
struggle and guidelines of some sort cannot be ignored, even if it is Isaac’s own rules about
when to ignore the rules. One aspect of Isaac’s life that is unclear is to what extent he
fulfilled the “holy man” role discussed by Peter Brown.”® Unlike many earlier monks who
criticised rulers and healed the poor from atop their pillars or mountains, Isaac appears to
limit his impact to the written word.** Yet in his resistance to a rule-centred Christianity there

are resonances with a “holy man” status, and this could be an area of interesting research.

Literature review

Considering that Isaac’s writings are some of the most important in Eastern Orthodox
spirituality, surprisingly little has been written about him and his work. In English there are
only two significant texts, namely The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian by Hilarion
Alfeyev, and The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh by Patrik Hagman.*? There is a recent Italian
monograph by Sabino Chiala that is a good introduction with many insights into some themes
in Isaac, and a German text by Nestor Kavvadas that situates Isaac within various historical
currents.* Alfeyev’s work is the most thorough exploration of Isaac’s thought world to date
and admirably introduces the theological and ecclesial context of Isaac as well as analysing
many key themes in Isaac’s work. Alfeyev discusses prayer, asceticism, humility, wonder,
and the possibility of universal salvation in Isaac. He focusses on the idea of the love of God
and union with the divine and other more NeoPlatonic themes, but has very little on the very
central theme of ascetic struggle, which he notes more as a means to attain to “inebriation” in
God. In this he is following the viewpoint of Lossky in his The Mystical Theology of the
Eastern Church which similarly understands the NeoPlatonic elements in Isaac but overlooks

the more Stoic themes of struggle and stillness.*

“ Brown also argues for interpreting Muhammad as a kind of Late Antique holy man in Peter Brown, Society
and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 103-04, 148-52.

! For example, none of the histories mention any criticism by Isaac of rulers, nor any miracles of his miracles,
and only speak of his going blind from much reading.

*2 Hilarion Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian (Kalazmazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 2000);
Patrik Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010).

*® Sabino Chiala, Dall'ascesi eremitica alla misericordia infinita: ricerche su Isacco di Ninive e la sua fortuna
(Florence: Casa Editrice Leo S. Olschki, 2002), Nestor Kavvadas, Isaak von Ninive und seine Kephalaia
Gnostika: Die Pneumatologie und ihr Kontext (Leiden: Brill, 2015).

“ Vladimir Lossky, The Mystical Theology of the Eastern Church (Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary
Press, 2002).
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Patrik Hagman has some important insights into Isaac’s use of his various sources and
what aspects he draws from each.* Hagman rightly notes the extensive use of ascetic
metaphor in Isaac and that asceticism is “a concept that has layer after layer of metaphors
heaped upon it.”*® He discusses the theological viewpoints of Isaac but only mentions the
theme of spiritual battle in the context of analysing Isaac’s use of John of Apamea. Hagman
correctly identifies the ascetic background to Isaac and notes the important metaphors of
athletic training and school discipline.*” He does not however investigate the specific Syriac
words used nor the related aspects of these metaphors such as the image of wrestling in the
arena. His main emphasis is on the politics of the body in Isaac. Hagman makes a positive
contribution to rehabilitating the body as an aid in asceticism and holiness, an idea well
propounded by Isaac. Chiala’s work covers ground closest to this thesis in that he discusses
struggle in relation to specific practices and virtues, for example, prayer, fasting, poverty,
humility, weeping, hope, perseverance, silence etc. His main framework for approaching
Isaac, however, is the virtues, understood from a more Latin perspective, and this means that
the more Stoic and vigorous struggle aspects of Isaac are overlooked. Chiala barely mentions
stillness, and does not interpret this in the light of Isaac’s Stoic precursors. His main
interpretive tool is the Evagrian eight “deadly sins,” which while present in Isaac, are not as
prevalent as the persistent struggle metaphors. Chiala also discusses Isaac’s anthropology and
his approach to the mind and senses, and correctly notes Isaac’s “Two Natures Christology”
and his understanding of the passions. His focus is on enduring human frailty in the slow
process of healing, but he does not discuss Isaac’s vision of the importance of free will and
grace acting in synergy in ascetic struggle. Chiala also ably analyses Isaac’s writing in
relation to union with God and love of God, but does not discuss the metaphors nor
thoughtworld of Isaac regarding attaining such love through wrestling with the soul’s
passions and fighting in the arena of life. All these three texts rightly note the enduring
significance of Isaac’s thought in Eastern Christianity but also highlight his significant
influence on Western thought as well. Chiala especially traces possible influences on the
work of Ignatius of Loyola and this is an area requiring further research.

* Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 27.
*® Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 3.
*" Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 44,
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There are brief useful introductions to Isaac to be found in Mary Hansbury’s Isaac of
Nineveh, On Ascetical Life,*® Margaret Smith’s 1931 classic Studies in Early Mysticism in the
Near and Middle East,*® and Dana Miller’s Introduction to her translation of Isaac’s Homilies
Part 1.° While these provide basic outlines of his life and writings, they do not explore
Isaac’s themes in any detail. Despite the paucity of English material, there are however a
number of works in Latin, German, Dutch, and French which provide a basic introduction to
Isaac’s life and thought, although some of the contents is at points outdated, for example, the
most famous of these by Bedjan.”* Blum’s recent work, like several other books and articles,
surveys a wide range of Syrian mystics including Isaac, but his emphasis is on Isaac’s notion
of grace operating in the heart and mind, and on the experience of the Light of God rather
than spiritual battle.>® Blum discusses the three Evagrian aspects in the way to God, but in
relation to the corporeal he does not explore bodily struggle. Possibly the most prolific writer
on Syriac authors is Sebastian Brock, who has written more than 20 articles on Isaac plus
many more of general relevance.®® Brock however has not focussed on struggle and his
articles cover the more NeoPlatonic themes that Alfeyev emphasises. There are at least
another 100 articles that have brief mentions of Isaac but their material barely goes beyond
what is contained in the able summary of the Gorgias Encyclopedia or in Khalifé-Hachem’s
French article.®* Few of these articles mention struggle per se and none analyse this very

central theme in Isaac’s work.>

*® |saac of Nineveh, On Ascetical Life, trans. Mary Hansbury (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s Seminary Press,
1989)

*° Smith, Margaret, Studies in Early Mysticism in the Near and Middle East (Sheldon Press, 1931).

*® Dana Miller, introduction to The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian, trans. Dana Miller (Boston: The
Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 2011).

*! |Isaac, De perfectione religiosa: Homiliz S. Isaaci, Syri Antiocheni, trans. Paul Bedjan (np: Otto
Harrassowitz, 1903); There is a useful index and footnotes in A. J. Wensinck, Mystic treatises (Amsterdam:
Koninklijke Akademie Van Wtenschappen, 1923); See also general information in Isaac of Nineveh, Euvres
spirituelles : les 86 discours ascétiques: les lettres, préface d'Olivier Clément, introduction du Pére Basile,
avant-propos, traduction et notes de Jacques Touraille (Desclée De Brouwer; 1981); For a very old work often
quoted until recently, see J.B. Chabot, De S. Isaac Ninivitae (Lovani: Excuderbunt Lefever F.& S., 1892).

%2 Georg Giinter Blum, Die Geschichte der Begegnung christlich-orientalischer Mystik mit der Mystik des
Islams, Orientalia Biblica et Christiana 17 (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz, 2009).

% See for example Sebastian P. Brock, “St. Isaac of Nineveh and Syriac Spirituality,” Sobornost 7.2 (1975): 79-
89. Sebastian P. Brock, “Discerning the Evagrian in the Writings of Isaac of Nineveh: A Preliminary
Investigation,” Adamantius 15 (2009): 60-72.

> Sebastian P. Brock et al, Gorgias Encyclopedic Dictionary of the Syriac Heritage (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias,
2011), 213-14; Elie Khalifé-Hachem, “Isaac de Ninive,” in Dictionnaire de spiritualité ascétique et mystique:
doctrine et histoire (Paris: Beauchesne, 1971), 2041-54. See also Muriel Debié, “Livres et monasteres en Syrie-
Mésopotamie d’aprés les sources syriaques,” in Le Monachisme syriaque, ed. F. Jullien (Etudes syriaques 7)
(Paris: Geuthner, 2010): 123-168.

> For example Paoli Bettiolo, Isacco di Ninive. Discorsi spirituali: capitoli sulla conoscenza, preghiere,
contemplazione sull argomento della gehenna, altri opuscoli. Padri orientali (Magnano: Monastero di Bose,
Edizioni Qigajon, 1985) covers knowledge, prayers, and contemplation on the subject of gehenna, and his
"Misericordia versus giustizia nella meditazione di un solitario siro-orientale del V11 secolo, Isacco di Ninive",
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Isaac’s Sources

John the Solitary (John of Apamea) and Evagrius are major sources for Isaac, as Sebastian
Brock has noted: “Isaac’s phraseology and terminology owes a great debt” to them.>® John
writes in Syriac probably around the fifth century and his agonistic themes have been
discussed in the previous chapter.®” Some of the main emphases in Isaac that reflect John are
seen in John’s Epistle on Stillness.®® In this letter the central themes in Isaac of struggle,
stillness, passions, knowledge of God, and love of Christ are clearly seen. After a brief

introduction, John writes:

Therefore, my brethren, let stillness be reckoned by you as greater than any other way
of life. For by continually abiding in stillness the wandering thoughts are mortified
along with empty recollections and deadly passions, since continual abiding within
itself makes the intellect stronger than anything else. Thus it mightily defeats the
thoughts, it destroys the memory of wrath, and it slays the passions through

patience.>®

Isaac follows John, teaching that the passions are an enemy which disturb the mind, and must
be fought against to obtain the goal of stillness. Isaac shares John’s anthropology of believing
that human nature is basically good and has the capacity to find stillness and wisdom, and
emphasises that knowing oneself is to draw near to God.*®® Isaac shares John’s very positive

view of human attainment, and the bulk of Isaac’s quotes are from John and Evagrius.

Evagrius is the other main source for Isaac, and is referred to several times by name. For

example lIsaac says that during certain times a person should “remember the word of

in “Cose nuove e cose antiche.” Scritti per Monsignor Antonio Niero e Don Bruno Bertoli, Eds Francesca
Cavazzana Romanelli, Maria Leonardi, and Stefania Rossi Minutelli, Collana di studi 7 (Venezia: Biblioteca
nazionale marciana, 2006), 55-70 is on Isaac’s mercy and justice, and his ““Avec la charité comme but’: Dieu et
création dans la méditation d’Isaac de Ninive,” Irénikon 63:3 (1990): 323-45 is on Isaac’s theology of Creation.
% Sebastian Brock, introduction to Isaac of Nineveh (Isaac the Syrian) ‘The Second Part’ (Leuven, Peeters,
1995), 38.

%" See also Mary Hansbury, introduction to John the Solitary, John the Solitary on the Soul, trans. Mary
Hansbury (Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias Press, 2013), ix.

%8 John the Solitary, “Epistle on Stillness,” in The Ascetical Homilies of Saint Isaac the Syrian, trans. Dana
Miller (Brooklyn, MA: The Holy Transfiguration Monastery, 1985), 461-66. Several passages in particular find
nearly identical form in Isaac.

*° John the Solitary, “Epistle on Stillness,” (emphasis mine), 462.

% John writes in relation to seeking knowledge of God, “We do not desire something that is not in our own
nature, but something that we are, which is implanted in and given by the Bestower of all. Wisdom is one of the
man of God’s great members, as it were. Indeed, it is not acquired or revealed to a man without the experience
of struggles, and that, only when he has embraced stillness ... By means of stillness a man is brought near to
himself.” John the Solitary, “Epistle on Stillness,” 463.
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Evagrius.”61 Brock correctly notes, “For Isaac, as for almost all other Syriac monastic writers,
Evagrius ranks among the most highly revered authorities on the spiritual life.”®? Alfeyev
also discusses how Isaac embraces the Evagrian approach in many respects, for example in
relation to contemplative prayer.®® One key example is where Isaac explicitly uses the three
stages of ascetic growth developed in Evagrius to structure his whole homily.®* Isaac
frequently draws on Evagrius but also other earlier Syrian church fathers such as Ps
Macarius, Theodore of Mopsuestia, Diodore of Tarsus, Aphrahat, Ephrem, and Dionysius,
although these others are only occasionally quoted.®® There are also times where Isaac refers
to philosophers, and he seems well-acquainted with certain aspects of NeoPlatonism
especially that part influenced by Stoicism.®® In relation to the theme of struggle he writes in
a very Stoic-like tone, “One of the great philosophers said: ‘If a man satiate his body with
delicacies, he delivers his soul up to warfare.””®" Overall it is apparent that Isaac is well-read.
Later histories contain few facts about his life, but one detail that is common is that he went

blind from all his reading.

Genre

Christian ascetic writing was a common enough genre by the time of Isaac, having been
developed by Greco-Roman philosophers such as Epictetus, Porphyry, Philo, Musonius,

and the Cynics, and refined in Syriac by Isaac’s sources, for example Evagrius, Ps-

% |saac, Homilies, 2.18.21 (CSCO 554: 91; Brock, 101); Hagman discusses the various writers that Isaac quotes
and notes “Theodore of Mopsuestia, whom Isaac quotes more that fifty times. Evagrios of Pontos is quoted
explicitly more than thirty times.” Hagman, The Asceticism of Isaac of Nineveh, 27, and see also 27-33; Isaac
quotes or uses as his authority St Martinian in Homilies, 1.9.

82 Brock, introduction to Isaac, Homilies “The Second Part,” xxiv. Brock’s index and footnotes show how many
phrases Isaac draws from Evagrius.

% Hilarion Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian (Kalazmazoo, MI: Cistercian Publications, 2000),
21-24. See also the Index which notes many other themes drawn from Evagrius.

% |saac, Homilies, 1.12 (Bedjan, 121-22; Miller, 198).

% Brock discusses the importance of each of these in Isaac’s thinking and quotes in his Introduction to Isaac,
Homilies “The Second Part,” XX-XXXX.

% The NeoPlatonism that Isaac inherited was a mix of Plato, Plotinus, and Stoicism. See Gregory Smith,
“Physics and Metaphysics,” Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity, ed. Scott Fitzgerald Johnson (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2012), 513-43 (516).

®7 |saac, Homilies, 1.40 (Bedjan, 285; Miller, 331). Isaac also is knowledgeable about some aspects of Aristotle
and uses Aristotelean categories and terms at various points. For example in Homily 1.26 he distinguishes
between motions, essences, natures and affects. Isaac, Homilies, 1.26 (Bedjan, 182-88; Miller, 252-56), and
compare Homily 1.27 (Bedjan, 189; Miller, 257) where Isaac discusses the differences between substances and
effects.
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Macarius, and John the Solitary (John of Apamea).® This genre is characterised by
persuasive teaching about the value of struggling with the body and overcoming the
passions. The content of ascetic discourse according to Wimbush is a “complex of ideas
clustering round central themes of renunciation, temptation, denial, spiritual progress or
ascent in the spiritual life.”®® Many of these relate to the macrotrope of spiritual life as
struggle, and when Isaac’s writing is analysed such advocacy of the path of denial and self-
renunciation is evident. Isaac uses the cluster of terms mentioned by Wimbush although he
adds and emphasises that struggle is important in asceticism, along with stillness and

apatheia.”

Isaac writes very rhetorically about asceticism, and in Syriac his work has a beauty not
easily conveyed in English. His prose is often poetic and alliterative, and his choice of
imagery designed to inspire the reader or listener to ascetic endurance. One curious aspect of
his Ascetic Discourses is that there is a division between the first six chapters and the rest of
his work in both the First and Second Parts. The opening six chapters follow the “Centuries”
style used earlier by Evagrius and others, consisting of short pithy sayings not organised in
any particular order.”" The rest of Isaac however is more strictly speaking discourse, with
each chapter flowing and developing around usually a single topic or series of related issues.
Homily 1.8 is a typical example and deals with the importance of the monk knowing “his
own weakness” and thus being “in need of divine help” and motivated to many prayers.
There are also a few places where Isaac uses a Question-Answer approach with an explicit
Interlocutor where he responds to questions such as, “What bond restrains a man’s mind from

running after evil things?”’? An implicit interlocutor is also present in Homily 1.52 where

% See for example Epictetus, The Enchiridion of Epictetus, trans. David Tuffley (Radford, VA: Wilder
Publications, 2012), Porphyry’s De Abstinentia, or the examples from Philo, Musonius and the Cynics in
Ascetic Behaviour in Greco-Roman Antiquity, 117-55. Pseudo-Macarius, Pseudo-Macarius: The Fifty
Spiritual Homilies, and the Great Letter, trans. George Maloney (New York: Paulist, 1992).

% Wimbush and Valantasis, Asceticism, 150-51. Wimbush defines Ascetic Discourse as, [T]he typical way of
expressing ascetic ideas, including the vocabulary used ... an ascetic discourse is one which explicitly advocates
asceticism ... for example lamblichus’s On the Pythagorean Life ...the Life of Anthony has long been rightly
regarded as a work of seminal importance, both for the pattern it lays down, including its typology of demonic
temptation, and its agenda of physical deprivation.

" struggle is a theme that Wimbush barely touches on in his definition even though agana is central to much
Greek ascetic discourse. He also barely mentions the ideas of stillness and apatheia but this may be because
these are more later-Stoic rather than common in earlier Greek writing.

™ See Evagrius Ponticus, The Praktikos and Chapters on Prayer, trans. John Eudes Bamberger (Cistercian
Publications, 1972).

"2 For example Isaac, Homilies 1.3, 1.23, 1.28, 1.37, 1.62 and 1.71 (Bedjan, 21-33, 168-73, 195-197, 224-66;
Miller, 128-38, 243-45, 262-63, 289-317, 438-50, 491-96). The example is from 1.37 (Bedjan, 224; Miller,
289).
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Isaac writes, “If anyone says...” and then replies with his solution.”® Discourses of this type
would also be read in whole or in part as homilies, both in churches and in monasteries, and
commentators thus use the terms “discourse” and “homily” interchangeably with respect to
Isaac’s work. This homiletic aspect accounts for Isaac’s very typically Syriac use of
alliteration and other devices that would be pleasing to the ear. Syriac also is naturally
somewhat rhyming simply due to the nature of its case and verb formation, but skilled

authors like Isaac amplify this.”

Purpose and Structure

There are several places where Isaac explains his purpose in writing, but as this is usually in
regards to specific Homilies it can only be surmised that these sentiments are true for the
work as a whole. He says, “I now compose this homily for the kindling and enlightenment of
our souls, and of those who come across it, with the hope that, perchance, some might rouse
themselves by reason of their desire for what | speak of, and endeavour to practice it.”” In
Homily 1.35 he writes, “Now that we have written above about spiritual aspiration and
yearning, the time has come to explain it.”’® This in fact is a good characterisation of his
work—an explanation, often from many different angles, of the practice of ascetic life in

God. Using a metaphor unrelated to struggle, he also says:

These things | have written down as a reminder and source of profit for myself, and
for every man who comes upon this book, according to what | have understood from
both the divine vision of the Scriptures and from true mouths, and a little from
experience itself, in order that they might be a help to me through the prayers of those

who are profitted by them.”’

Isaac expects people will be benefitted by his words and thus grow spiritually. Although he
seems to have monks in mind as his main audience, he hopes any reader will benefit. Isaac
noticeably does not appear to respond in his work to the current theological debates
happening around him. His lack of direct response in itself is a response, as he hints at the

errors of theological debate and the disunity it causes.”® In Isaac’s time the relation of the

" |saac, Homilies, 1.52 (Bedjan, 368; Miller, 392).

™ | will mention some examples below.

" |saac, Homilies, 1.23 (Bedjan, 164; Miller, 238). The Syriac literally says to “labour at war.”
"8 |saac, Homilies, 1.35 (Bedjan, 221; Miller, 284), (emphasis mine).

" |saac, Homilies, 1.14 (Bedjan, 126; Miller, 202), (emphasis mine).

" Isaac of Nineveh, Mystic Treatises, trans. A.J. Wensinck (Amsterdam, 1923), 34.
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natures and wills in Christ was still a lively point of debate, being the main source of
contention between the three branches of Christianity in Syria—the “Chalcedonian,”
“Miaphysite,” and “Nestorian” churches. Given that he was a member of the Church of the
East, his few statements on the nature of Christ using words that appear to be non-

controversial is significant.”

The one debate that Isaac noticeably enters into is the ongoing argument about the
extent of human free will, but on this topic he does not discuss the controversial topic of how
the human and divine wills operate in Christ. He says, “For in proportion to a man’s volition
to strive towards God, and in proportion to his purpose to attain his goal for God’s sake, God
works with him, helps him, and manifests His providence in him.”® In this statement Isaac is
following the teaching of earlier Syrian writers like Aphrahat, as well as the Cappadocian
fathers. He also concurs with the more extensive teachings of John of Damascus who writes
some 40-50 years later. The topic of free will appears to have been an ongoing philosophical
concern in both the Greek and Syriac-speaking churches, but became especially apposite in
relation to the monothelite controversy of the seventh and eighth centuries, as evidenced by
Maximus the Confessor and John of Damascus.?! This debate over free will is paralleled by
the equally large divisions in early Islam over the same topic.®’ Isaac appears to enter this
argument only to the extent that the use of free will is fundamental to ascetic struggle, a
theme to which I shall return.

As previously discussed there is a basic structure of Isaac’s works where the first six
chapters of “Centuries” introduce the remaining 71 Discourses in the “First Part,” plus
another 41 Discourses in the “Second Part.” Writers have noted that there is no particular
structure to these chapters as they wander between various topics related to the love of God,
prayer, and ascetic warfare. However, there does appear to be some development in Isaac’s
chapters with more specific and difficult questions being answered later, such as the state of

people in hell and whether it is temporary or permanent.®® There is often more structure seen

" |saac, Homilies, 2.11.21 (CSCO 554: 49; Brock, 59).

% |saac, Homilies, 1.39, (Bedjan, 271; Miller, 321).

8 Maximus (580-662 CE) wrote extensively against monothelitism, for example in his Disputation with
Pyrrhus, trans. Joseph P. Farrell (St. Tikhon's Monastery Press, 2014). John of Damascus (c. 675-749 CE) treats
free will in his Exposition on the Christian Faith, Book 2: xxii-xxx, 484-92 and Book 3: xiv-xviii, 515-29.

8 Maria De Cillis, Free Will and Predestination in Islamic Thought: Theoretical Compromises in the Works of
Avicenna, al-Ghazali and Ibn 'Arabi (Routledge, 2013).

& |saac, Homilies, 2.40 and 2.41 (CSCO 554: 163-71; Brock, 174-82).
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at the level of each chapter, for example, several chapters use the three-fold progress in the
spiritual life developed by Evagrius.®* In 2.20 he also outlines his chapter structure, writing,
“We will begin by distinguishing the stirrings of human knowledge, both the level below the
nature of the soul, and the upsurges which are supernatural.”® Isaac does indeed proceed in
this manner although his work appears to digress at points, and Isaac even writes at one point,
“But let us leave these spiritual matters behind and come back again to our topic.”86 Isaac is
also aware that his chapters somehow build upon each other, for example at the beginning of
1.70 he refers to the previous chapter, “The concise sense of [the previous] chapter is the

following.”87

Struggle Themes in Isaac’s Ascetical Homilies

Isaac explains his themes at several points in his work. In his opening words he follows a
traditional philosophical approach by defining virtue as “the fear of God (bklt alaha).”® A
few paragraphs later he says, “This is virtue: emptying one’s mind of the world (mytrota

5989 5990

hd’ hy: d-ans b-r ‘ynh mn ‘Ima nhwa spyq),” and he also mentions “passions (kassa),

5591 9992

“the time of conflict (bnysa d-tktosa),”” and “the struggle within (qraba d-mn I-go),
these being some of his central themes. [saac also writes of love of God, saying, “Thirst for
Jesus, that he may intoxicate you with his love.”® This theme of love of God is evidenced
many times in his writings but | do not deal with it in this chapter as it seems rarely to be
connected with struggle and it has already been extensively analysed in Alfeyev and others.
In some ways Isaac’s first chapter covers all his main themes in that he discusses virtue,
passions, the fight against the passions, spiritual union with God, and “when the soul is
freed.”® In the last paragraphs at the end of his first six chapters, that is, at the conclusion
of his “Centuries-like” chapters, Isaac writes, “Better for us is death in the battle (qraba)

for the love of God than a life of shame and debility.”* This is a rousing finale to his

# For example Isaac, Homilies, 1.12 (Bedjan, 121-22; Miller, 198).

® |saac, Homilies, 2.20.1 (CSCO 554: 95; Brock, 106).

% |saac, Homilies, 2.20.9 (CSCO 554: 98; Brock, 109).

8 |saac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 502; Miller, 487). Some Homilies build on the previous ones, for example
1.35-36, and 2.40-41.

% |saac, Homilies, 1.1.1 (Bedjan, 1; Hansbury, 25), <\« Rlas.

% Jsaac, Homilies, 1.1.5 (Bedjan, 2; Hansbury, 26), auam <ams =als & 15 mus 111 50 <30 haidus
% |saac, Homilies, 1.2.23 (Bedjan, 16; Hansbury, 38), ~eex .

%! |saac, Homilies, 1.1.15 (Bedjan, 4; Hansbury, 27), <eohahs reas .

% 1saac, Homilies, 1.1.19 (Bedjan, 5; Hansbury, 28), axd om i .

% |saac, Homilies, 1.3.38 (Bedjan, 38; Hansbury, 55).

% |saac, Homilies, 1.1.20 (Bedjan, 5; Hansbury, 29).

% Isaac, Homilies, 1.6.26 (Bedjan, 97; Hansbury, 114-15), «=ia.
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ascetic aphorisms and encapsulates his two main themes—Ilove of God and spiritual
struggle. Significantly, when Isaac concludes his First Part he writes about imitating Christ
and attaining virtue, and of the ascetic who has “overcome and subjugated all the
strongholds of the enemy (w-zka w-mkn lklhon /Zsna mryda),” showing again that the

struggle metaphor is one of his main points.*®

At the conclusion of his “Second Part,” Isaac explicitly outlines his main two themes
in his concluding prayer by saying, “For to God our Saviour (belongs) glory, in Christ Jesus
our hope, along with all adoration and honour, in the two worlds which He created for our

training and for our delight, for eternal ages, amen.”®’

Here his use of “delight” (w-I-
bosmn) refers to his frequent earlier mentions of delighting in God and being inebriated
with God.® The use of “training” (dorsn, also meaning exercise) is a reference back to the
ascetic practice required of the monk.% This mention of training also follows the previous
paragraph where Isaac writes of the future hope of salvation and of the current “contest
with the passions (agoné hassa),” a notion common in Greek philosophy.’® For Isaac,
philosophy is not an abstract phenomenon but a lived practice of holiness. This is best
discussed by Hadot in his Philosophy as a Way of Life.'® The true philosopher for Isaac is
the one who concretely lives the virtues rather than one who has noble speculation and
knowledge. Isaac does however use many common philosophical tropes and especially
appropriates and develops the Stoic notions of stillness and apatheia, and | discuss his

particular transformations of these concepts below.

The struggle metaphor is very important to Isaac and he repeatedly emphasises the
ideas of struggle, fight, contest, and battle, often using the Syriac words agona (cf. Greek
agon), qraba, and taktosa. He often pairs these terms in a synthetic parallelism, for example
he says, “When a man has cast off from himself every hindrance and has entered into the

struggle (agona), what is the beginning of his war (taktosa) against sin and where does he

% 1saac, Homilies, 1.77 (Bedjan, 580; Miller, 538), <1i» ~wms « aclal (assa eava

%" |saac, Homilies, 2.40.18 (CSCO 554: 168; Brock, 179), (emphasis mine). Chapter 41 appears to be a later
addition.

% |saac, Homilies, 2.14.7 (CSCO 554: 58; Brock, 68); 2.10.29 (CSCO 554: 39; Brock, 48), 2.10.35 (CSCO
554: 40; Brock, 49).

% This word is also used in 1 Tim 4:8 in relation to “training in righteousness.”

190 |saac, Homilies, 2.40.17 (CSCO 554: 168; Brock, 179).

191 pierre Hadot, Philosophy as a Way of Life: Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault Arnold Davidson
ed. (Wiley Blackwell, 1995).
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start his fight (qraba)?”'° However, there are times when Isaac describes the struggle using
metaphors that do not contain these words, so my analysis focusses on imagery as well as

specific words. In his discussions of struggle Isaac uses many related metaphorical terms

2 6 b1 2 6 2 6

such as “attacks,” “battle,” “defence,” “wounding,” “warfare,” “wrestling,” “weapons,”

“stadium,” “courses,” “crowns,” and “enemies” etc. and these are explained in the sections
that follow.'%® Isaac see struggle as occurring in three stages, corresponding to the three
stages enunciated by Evagrius. Isaac outlines these stages: “The initial stage involves
labouring with a great deal of recitation, and just the treading out of the body by means of
laborious fasting.”*** The imagery here is of treading out (hullapa d-dubbaré) the grapes in
a winepress, a laborious process requiring constant and repetitive actions. Isaac mentions
both recitation of prayers and fasting as the two activities of this first stage; both of which
he discusses several times in his work as forms of struggle. The second stage, he writes,
involves more, “persistence in other things, labouring (‘amla) on (spiritual) reading and

105 . . . .
”7 Isaac means kneeling in prayer, and his use of “labouring”

especially on kneeling.
continues the metaphor of hard spiritual work. According to Isaac, at the final stage in
struggle, the person engages in, “labouring (instead) on meditation and on prayer of the
heart.” % He elsewhere says that at the third stage the ascetic comes to stillness, a theme he
returns to repeatedly.’®” There is a kind of symmetry in Isaac’s teaching that struggle leads
to stillness, and that hard spiritual work leads to love of God. After much “toil and
struggle” the goal is to be “raised up to the love of God.”'® At this third stage, “Luminous

109 [qaac also asserts that, “All these are different

meditation on God is the goal of prayer.
stages in the course run (soklpa d-rhza), in divine fashion, by the intellect in the stadium
(asradyon) of this world, each person having his gaze fixed upon the crown,” using a

further metaphor of the athletic race completed over the course in the stadium.**

192 1saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 238; Miller, 298); all three words appear in the Peshitta. Taktosa is from the
root =x~ k-t-§ to strike, strive, endeavor, fight. Cf. 1 Tim. 6:12 See also Isaac, Homilies, 2.18.3 (CSCO 554:
85-86 where taktosa and agona are also used as parallels. The other common equivalent terms are wrestles,
struggles, and fights e.g. Isaac, Homilies, 2.10.9 (CSCO 554: 32; Brock, 40), idata d-agoné, contest,
conflict.

193 Isaac writes of “Battles that assail him.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 244; Miller, 301).

1% 1saac, Homilies, 2.22.1 (CSCO 554: 106; Brock, 118).

1% |saac, Homilies, 2.22.2 (CSCO 554: 106; Brock, 118), Yeus .

106 |saac, Homilies, 2.22.3 (CSCO 554: 106; Brock, 118).

197 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.37 (CSCO 554: 41; Brock, 50).

198 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.35 (CSCO 554: 40; Brock, 49).

199 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.38 (CSCO 554: 41; Brock, 51).

"% Isaac, Homilies, 2.10.40 (CSCO 554: 41-42; Brock, 51), L cu,more ... A omia waluar..
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Struggle is inherent in living in this present world according to Isaac. The agona is
natural to human existence prior to heaven yet does not have to be lost. He writes of the
saints of Christ who, “conquered this world of struggle (w-zako beh |‘lma hza d-agona).”*"*
Isaac uses the struggle metaphor to explain almost every aspect of the ascetic life, for
example, the thought life, prayer, and fasting. He asserts that, “Fasting is the champion
(m‘srnana) of every virtue, the beginning of the struggle (b-agona), the crown of the
abstinent.”*!? These short three phrases link several struggle motifs together. For Isaac, the
central ascetic practice of fasting is the “champion,” that is, the single strong fighter who
fights as representative of the army, an image with strong resonances with the battle of David
against Goliath. Fasting is also described as the starting point or essential basic practice of the
struggle, and is the victor’s “crown.” These closely-related terms all evoke the

military/athletic imagery that is central to Isaac’s understanding of ascetic agona.

The Importance of Struggle

The concept of struggle is perhaps the most central aspect of Isaac’s teaching, a feature not
previously mentioned by other scholars. Struggle and the related metaphors of athlete and
soldier etc. account for the bulk of the content in most of his chapters, and are mentioned in
almost every homily. Isaac makes struggle his primary and persistent focus in a large

number of Homilies. For example in Homily 1.32, Isaac starts with:

A man is not freed from the pleasure of the working of sin until he truly abhors the
cause of sin with his whole heart. This is the fiercest struggle (ksynot agona), the
struggle that resists (d-l1-goblh) a man unto blood (‘dma I-dma), wherein his free will

is tested as to singleness of his love for the virtues.**®

Isaac’s reference to “resisting unto blood” is a direct allusion to Jesus in the Garden of
Gethsemane, using the same Syriac words as in the Peshitta version of Hebrews 12:4 where
Christ is described as having “resisted to the point of shedding blood” in “striving against
sin.” Isaac also mentions free will in relation to the struggle, an important theme in Isaac.
Isaac then continues with a few sentences wherein he discusses the agona further using
terms such as the “power (hyleh) of sin,” “the enemy (m-doda, lit. disturber),” “struggle
unto blood (agona d-dma),” “this warfare (qraba),” a “struggle (taktosa),” and a “fierce

" Isaac, Homilies, 2.5.22 (CSCO 554: 12; Brock, 16), csas 3 <o sl s asva.
2 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 238; Miller, 298), rias o ... <uvass .
"3 Isaac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 208; Miller, 275),(emphasis mine), s\ wmas ... calnaals ... ias ¢ hawsms.
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conflict (b-agona).”*** He says that this struggle is a time of “unseen martyrdom (d-shdota
d-la mthzya),” making the metaphorical connection with the literal Christian combatants in
the arenas who also underwent an agona.'® Isaac extends the imagery by writing that the
“upright” (tagma, the word for cohort) “mind” must “guard itself (mthzya),” and then

provides a sample prayer to do this.**® He writes:

O Lord, the Source of all aid, in these times ...of martyrdom ...grant them power to
pull down (kabas, lit. overcome) with boldness the fortified walls (kasna) and every
high thing that exalts itself against the truth, lest they miss their mark (ntdodn men
nysa) by reason of the irresistible and unsupportable violence of that moment when

one must struggle unto blood (agona d-dma).**’

Once again lIsaac uses extensive military metaphors related to guarding, pulling down
walls, and the arrow which misses its mark. He alludes to Jesus at Gethsemane with the
mention of “struggle unto blood.” Isaac also describes this present time as a “critical
conflict (taktosa),” and warns of the “adversary (b ‘Idynh),” and “opening our door (b-
Sbyqothiin) to the demons,” who seek to “enslave (d-shyohy),” and take “captives
(5bygota).”*'® He further warns readers to “[B]e on your guard (azdhro)” and not be like
the weak men who have “surrendered themselves to defeat (d-rkynot)” and to “death
(mota).”** This is all the language of war, and Isaac returns to these closely-related
metaphors frequently.’? In contrast, Isaac uses a predominantly athletic metaphor when he

writes:

If each day recurringly we should receive a thousand wounds (m#ota), we should not
become faint-hearted and abandon our course in the arena (rhara d-b-as¢dyon). For it
is possible through one small opportunity to seize the victory (azpynn leh lzkota) and
to win our crown (ngbl klyln). The world is the course of the contest (rhasa hu d-

"4 Isaac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275), ... z.adad ... oia ... 511 QN ... <3037 ... oiles
My o

15 Isaac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275), =shon \s hormo .

% 1saac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275), b ... oas_h -

"7 Isaac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275), (emphasis Mine), ... ea o « 303k ... aass ... g2n

o o (.

8 Isaac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 276). <haasns ... ,qunes ... « amamunes ... calas ... rahah
The last three terms are all derived from the same root §-b-y.

19 1saac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275-76), =ha ... hauais ... aimnee .

120 I this one and a half pages Isaac uses over twenty-five different warfare-related terms, and this passage
shows that Isaac’s thought on agona is richer in metaphorical terms than any other topic.
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agona) and the arena of the courses (aszdyon d-rhasa).***

In this passage lIsaac is evoking a whole series of traditional Greek sporting images.
Athletes ran and fought on courses in arenas, and if they won then they received crowns.
Isaac writes these words in the concluding stage of Homily 1.70, but notes at the beginning
that he is building upon the previous Homily 1.69, which also focuses on the struggle and
uses metaphors of spiritual battle. This parallelism of the athletic and military metaphors

demonstrates the link between these two aspects of the “life is struggle” macrotrope.

The struggle metaphor is central to Isaac as seen in his discussions on sin. His longest
homily on sins, Homily 1.9, discusses voluntary and involuntary sin, a common distinction

made in the fathers and seen in the Orthodox liturgy.'??

After a few paragraphs discussing
laziness, falling short of virtue, and free will, Isaac spends the bulk of the Homily speaking
of struggling against sin. He writes, “whenever a man falls, he should not forget the love of

123

his father ... he should rise up again™ to struggle (b-taktosa) against his adversaries ...

May he never cease from making war (b-I-m-qrabo) until his death, and as long as there is
breath in his nostrils may he not surrender his soul to defeat (yhb npsh I-m-zdkynota).”*** In
response, God, “beholding his struggle (kpyroth, lit. diligence)” then “sends down His
mercy and gives him powerful motivations to enable him to undergo and resist the flaming
darts of the enemy (I-mad ‘ gara ymda d-bysa).”** For lsaac, the whole Christian story of
forgiveness and growth is encapsulated in agonistic metaphor. Here Isaac also emphasizes
that when the monk struggles, God assists him to continue to defeat Satan. Human free will
is assisted by divine grace once it is exercised, a theme to which I return when | discuss
Isaac’s anthropology. The Homily continues with Isaac urging “[N]ever cease, therefore,
from wrestling with your adversaries (taktosa d-lo-gbl b ‘ldbba).”**® He mentions the
“fierceness of the battle (zaktosa),” “your struggle (d-qraba),” “many struggles (sagyawt

taktosa),” and a “great war (d-graba ... rab).”*?" He expands the metaphor, mentioning

12 1saac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506; Miller, 489), (emphasis mine), ... L cul\ wros Ami .. “hans
rdvmin \c\..1§v_oof< R AN ) rﬂvmi é;.\a oo . haal ) T\.‘AXV_\: .

122 George Nasr and Geoff Harvey trans., The Divine Liturgy (lllawong, NSW: The Antiochian Orthodox

Christian Archdiocese of Australia and New Zealand, 2001), 12, 21, 32.

123 ]-m-gom, maa=\ This Syriac word also refers to resurrection and Isaac may be drawing a parallel here with

Christ.

124 1saac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan, 112; Miller, 190), hauans\ mmas oo ... asiamls ... eahaks.

125 |saac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan, 112-13; Miller, 190-91); this is a quote from Eph. 6:16.
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12 |saac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan 113; Miller, 191), asilas danals eakak .

" Isaac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan, 113; Miller, 191), =i ... «oien ... eahad Rardad ... Zoiod ... Crahad -
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“blood of your wounds (b-dma d-mjotdon),” “enemies (d-b Idbba),” and “wrestling with
adversaries (taktosa d-logbl b Idbba).”**® For Isaac, his whole theology of salvation from

sin, and the acquisition of virtue, is conceived of and described in agonistic language.

Struggle is inherent in living in this present world according to Isaac. The agona is
natural to human existence prior to heaven yet does not have to be a lost battle. He writes

5129

that, “This world is the course of the contest (raharsa hu d-agono),” ” yet it is also the place

where the saints of Christ “conquered this world of struggle (W-zkw bh I ‘Ima d-agona).”**°
Isaac uses the struggle metaphor to explain almost every aspect of the ascetic life, for
example, the thought life, prayer, and fasting. He asserts that “[F]asting is the champion
(m ‘smna) of every virtue, the beginning of the struggle (b-agona), the crown (klyla) of the
abstinent.”™*! These short three phrases link several struggle motifs together. For Isaac, the
central ascetic practice of fasting is the “champion,” that is, the single strong fighter who
fights as representative of the army, an image with strong resonances with the battle of
David against Goliath. Fasting is also described as the starting point or essential basic
practice of the struggle, and is the victor’s “crown,” a reference to the athletic games.*
These closely-related terms all evoke the military/athletic imagery that is central to Isaac’s

understanding of ascetic agona.

The words for struggle: Clustered concepts

As discussed in the first chapter, spiritual life as a struggle is a macrotrope that encompasses
a number of images and a cluster of words and metaphors. Many of these ideas are grouped
together in Isaac. He connects ideas of the struggle (agona) with metaphors of athletes and
soldiers who engage in struggle and warfare, and who practice watchfulness, guarding of the
soul, and victory over the demons. The ascetics run the race in the stadium to gain their
victory, but they are sometimes wounded by the fight against the passions, and Isaac clusters
these metaphors together on many occasions. Isaac also goes further and adds several more
Stoic-derived themes, namely dispassion, the fight for apatheia, and the goal of stillness. |

discuss all these themes in this chapter. That Isaac understands these as related is evident in

128 |saac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan, 114; Miller, 191), asilan dnaaly eadhad ... gamalini ... L arhasns oo -
129 |saac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506; Miller, 489), ias_ 3 aom A i -

1% |saac, Homilies, 2.5.22 (CSCO 554: 12; Brock, 16), sas_ 3 ol ;s asva .

! Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 238; Miller, 298), «lulx ... <has_go ... rueasn .

132 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 238 ; Miller, 298).
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the many times he links some or all of them together in various combinations. Homily 1.73 is

one of Isaac’s shorter discourses and demonstrates his overall thought as well as how he links

these agonistic metaphors. It is worth quoting in its entirety to show the way his discourse

flows, and how he integrates multiple related ideas:

133 that arises from the

134

Mighty indeed, trying and difficult, is the struggle (agona)

proximity of things. However much a man becomes eminent and strong (kyltn),” yet

when the causes that bring on the onslaughts of wars and struggles (qraba w-

135

taktosa) > come near him, fear grips him; he swiftly inclines towards a fall, even

more than through encounter with the devil’s open warfare (b-graba gly yr).**

Therefore, as long as a man does not remove himself far from what his heart dreads,

137

his enemy (b ‘ldra)*®’ always has a coign of vantage (‘tra ‘lohy)'*® against him. And

if he drowses a little, his enemy readily destroys (mobd)** him.

There'*® the body is fearful of injury, but by every means it keeps itself distant from

141 142

sin. But here™" it is the soul that receives the invisible wound (mkota d-la mthzya)

and cannot beat down her enemy who strives against her (m!’y’ leh Ib ldra d-n-taktos

‘mh).2*3 For (worldly) things of themselves are able to arouse the turbulence of

144

warfare (graba)™" against her, and voluntarily she is led away into captivity (mt-dbra

dsbythyn)* by them, though no warfare has assaulted (d-sdr ‘mh graba)**® her from

without. Howbeit, the soul has to struggle (agona)'*’

in the provocations that are
arrayed before the body’s senses, as has been said elsewhere: ‘Whenever the harmful

encounters of the world prevail upon the soul, these same become sharp stakes

133 @an_~ This and the following terms are all in Isaac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan 536-38; Miller, 507-08),
(emphasis mine). | reference them on separate lines for easier identification.

134 .
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(5pya)*® for her, and she is worsted as it were naturally whenever she comes in

contact with them.

Because our ancient fathers, who walked these paths, knew full well that our mind is

not at all times in vigorous health, and that it is incapable of standing steadily

149 150

(mstlyn’yt)™™ in one state and keeping guard (mgrta)~™" on itself, and that there come

times of darkness when it cannot even perceive what causes it injury (d-m-sgpn),***
they considered the matter with wisdom, and clad themselves with non-
possessiveness as a weapon (zayna).*** This frees a man from many struggles (agona
Sgya),153
pl)™* from many transgressions. And they went out into the desert, where there is

as it is written, for by means of his indigence he can extricate himself (d-mt-

nothing that can be an occasion for the passions, in order that when a moment of
weakness should come, they would be unable to find occasions for falls. | mean that
they would have no occasion for anger, lust, the remembrance of wrongs, and glory,
and that both these and their like would be at a minimum by reason of the desert. For
they walled themselves up in the desert as in an impregnable tower (d-bmgdla d-la

156 in stillness

158

mtkb3).*>® Thus each of them was able to finish his struggles (agoneh)
(b-5lya),”™" where the senses find no help for assisting our adversary (/b Iy taktosa)

through the encounter with harmful things. It is better for us to die in the struggle

159

(mota d-b-agonyn),**® than to live in our fall.**®

In this Homily we see from the first sentence that the theme is the struggle (agona) caused

by having or desiring possessions. Isaac in the following sentence mentions both struggle

(agona) and war (graba), and that Satan conducts open warfare against the ascetic. He then

develops this theme in several sentences that all use various military terms—enemy, strives,

18 iax. This is the same word used by Paul in 2 Corinthians 12:7 to describe the thorn from Satan that

harassed him.

149

198 v adad Manl.

159 Qo o has .

190 |saac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan, 536-38; Miller, 507-08).
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wound, fight, captivity, warfare, assaulted, struggle, prevail, and sharp stakes (as used in
warfare). Isaac evinces his wide repertoire of struggle-related ideas in a well-constructed
paragraph. These terms frequently used in his work in close conjunction and exhibit Isaac’s
capacity to use a kind of exergasia. In the concluding paragraph lIsaac develops his
argument further and again adds to his exhibition of terms related to a military struggle. He
mentions keeping guard, injury, weapon, adversary, and struggles (three times). He also
introduces passions and stillness, and describes the successful ascetic as one who “walled
themselves up in the desert as in an impregnable tower,” a clearly military idea. This whole
Homily, like several others, moves quickly from phrase to phrase, and uses many military

or athletic terms or images.

I shall now proceed to analyse Isaac’s use of these terms, starting with the more obvious
military and athletic ideas of fighting, wrestling, guarding, and watchfulness, including the
main objects of the fight—Satan and the passions. This leads to further discussion on struggle
in relation to Isaac’s anthropology and inaugurated eschatology. I conclude with his approach

to spiritual battle as it intersects with the Stoic themes of dispassion and stillness.

Locations of Struggle

Isaac’s definitive understanding of spiritual life is that it is an ascetic struggle (agona), one
that takes place in several locations, the most common being the arena or stadium of life.
This term asradyon derives from the Greco-Roman word for stadium—the place used for
both sport and for the slaughter of martyrs.*®® Since for Isaac the struggler is both soldier
and athlete, the arena is a logical location in his metaphorical thought-world, as both the
athlete and soldier-martyrs fought there. Also, given that asceticism was often seen as a
new kind of martyrdom, and martyrdom was often associated with the arena, this is a
natural connection for Isaac to make. Isaac says, “Now is the time of the unseen martyrdom
(d-shdota d-la mthzya), in which it is said that the monastic order always excel.”1%? He
explains that, “Not only those who, for the sake of faith in Christ suffer death, are martyrs;
but also those who die because of their observance of the commandments.”*®® Isaac writes

that anyone who is having difficulties in the fight “should not be troubled on this account,

' Isaac, Homilies, 2.10.40 (CSCO 554: 41-42; Brock, 51), < csi\,or .
192 1saac, Homilies, 1.32 (Bedjan, 209; Miller, 275), wyuhen ~y harmor .
183 |saac, Homilies, 1.3.19 (Bedjan, 31; Hansbury, 53).
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nor quit the arena (b-d-gon).”*®* At several points Isaac refers to pankrateia, the “all-in”
style of Greek wrestling which featured in the Olympic games and was a popular military
training exercise. He writes that God is “gladdened by your wrestling.”*® For Isaac, the
location of this spiritual wrestling is the stadium, and it is an “all-in” wrestling with Satan
and the passions.™®® Isaac also uses the term stadium when he says, “there are four different
kinds of reflection on salvation, with which the intellect works to irrigate its knowledge, for
the increase of life in the stadium of uprightness (asfadyon d-kinuta).”*®” He continues by
listing these four kinds of reflection, which he says includes “knowledge of the hidden
struggles (taktosa),” indicating yet again the connection between struggle and its

metaphorical location of the arena.'®®

Isaac discusses the stages of spiritual life and prayer in Homily 2.10.%° He then
summarises, “All these are different stages in the course [are] run (Soklpa d-rhza), in divine
fashion, by the intellect in the stadium (asfadyon) of this world, each person having his
gaze fixed upon the crown.”*® Here Isaac adds to the metaphor of the stadium the images
of course to be run in the stadium, and the vision of the reward of the crown. Isaac is
alluding to the Pauline expression in 1 Cor. 9:24-27.*"* One aspect of this metaphor of
running the race is persistence. The Greek marathon was long and exhausting and Isaac
sees this as a correct understanding of ascetic struggle. This use of arena or stadium is not
frequent in Isaac, yet the naturalness of Isaac’s usage shows that he expects that his readers
will understand these terms and their related metaphorical worlds. Given that when Isaac
was writing, the Greco-Roman stadiums had long been closed for such arena sports this

evidences the remarkable longevity of these ideas and the extent that Hellenist culture had

184 Isaac, Homilies, 1.8 (Bedjan, 110; Miller, 188), . ax_a= The Syriac construction means roughly “in the
place of the agon.”

1% |saac, Homilies, 1.16 (Miller, 211). The Syriac text is not in Bedjan.

1% Note the significance in Semitic thought of Jacob who in Genesis 32:22-32 wrestles with the angel of God.
His name is changed to Israel meaning “He who wrestles with God.” Compare Hos. 12:3,4a “In the womb he
took his brother by the heel, And in his maturity he contended with (lit. craftily put to flight) God. Yes, he
wrestled (ath-rorb) with the angel and prevailed.”

1" 1saac, Homilies, 2:10.1 (CSCO 554: 31; Brock, 38), <haidat « corhore .

168 |saac, Homilies, 2:10.1 (CSCO 554: 31; Brock, 38), wz.akah .

199 |saac, Homilies, 2.10 (CSCO 554: 31-42; Brock, 38-52).

' 1saac, Homilies, 2.10.40 (CSCO 554: 41-42; Brock, 51), < cud\ o ... A onia aluas. .

1 «Do you not know that those who run in a race all run, but one receives the prize? Run in such a way that
you may obtain it. And everyone who competes for the prize is temperate in all things. Now they do it to
obtain a perishable crown, but we for an imperishable crown. Therefore | run thus: not with uncertainty. Thus
| fight: not as one who beats the air. But | discipline my body and bring it into subjection, lest, when | have
preached to others, I myself should become disqualified.”
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penetrated the worldview of Syrians.!” It also demonstrates again the high level of
similarity between Syrian and Greek Christian ascetic frameworks. For Isaac the location of
the spiritual warfare is here on Earth, which he also calls the “field of fighting (atra galya
d-taktose),” using a term for the rural outdoor scene of battle.*” This somewhat contrasts
with Isaac’s more frequent reference to the arena as the location of struggle, but the wide
open space was generally chosen by generals because it was most suitable for opposing
armies to fight and is thus an appropriate metaphor. Isaac also refers to a mound or place
gained by a soldier to provide a positional or height advantage over his opponent. He uses
this as a metaphor for “the devil’s open warfare” because if the ascetic is not careful “his

enemy always has a coign of vantage (atra ‘lohy) against him.”"

Another related metaphor is that of the fortress as a place of watching and as a target for
offensive fighting. When Isaac writes that ascetics succeeded in their “struggle” (agona)
because “they walled themselves up in the desert as in an impregnable tower (d-bmgdla d-la
mtkbs),” he is using the fort as a metaphor for the body and soul of the ascetic who dwells
safely in the desert.!”® This analogy is doubly appropriate as the desert region was where
most of the defensive Syrian forts were built, and because by the time of Isaac many of these
desert forts had been abandoned and were inhabited by ascetics.'”® These references to
various locations for the agona demonstrate that Isaac has a well thought-out appreciation for
the similarities between the ascetic, the soldier, and the athlete in terms of where they fight or

agonise.

Soldiers, Armour, Weapons, Athletes, and Crowns

The spiritual combat is never-ending according to Isaac, and requires quite brutal soldier-

172 Theodosius | banned the games in 394 CE, Tony Perrottet, The Naked Olympics: The True Story of the
Ancient Games (New York: Random, 2004), 190.

13 Brock’s translation “open space of struggles,” while literal, does not do justice to the metaphor. Isaac,
Homilies, 2.10.37 (CSCO 554: 41; Brock, 50), rahaha bl e .

174 |saac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan, 537; Miller, 507), ;mals. ~inre .

' 1saac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan, 538; Miller, 508), zaaden A3 Aascnos .

178 procopius writes, “For a land which is altogether bare and unproductive separates the Roman and the
Persian territory for a great distance, and this contains nothing worth fighting for. Both of them, however,
have built forts carelessly of unbaked brick in the desert which chances to lie nearest to the land which they
inhabit; these forts never suffered attack from their neighbours, for both peoples lived there without enmity,
since they possessed nothing which their adversaries might desire. The Emperor Diocletian had built three
forts, such as | have described, in this desert, one of which, Mambri by name, had fallen into decay in the
long course of time and was restored by the Emperor Justinian.”
http://penelope.uchicago.edu/Thayer/E/Roman/Texts/Procopius/Buildings/home.html, accessed October 15,
2018.



157

like self-discipline for the spiritual warrior. He urges his readers to copy the beliefs and

practice of the ascetic “frontline warriors (r3y drra dbnyh).”*"" He writes that:

This world is the course of the contest (rhara hu d-agona) and the arena of the
courses (asfadyon d-rahza).!”® This is the time of combat (d-takdsa); and there is no
law laid down in the field of combat (atra d-taktosa) and in the time of contest (zbna
d-agona).” That is to say, the King lays no limits on His warriors (palhawohy) until

the contest (agona) is finished.'®

Isaac uses the intertwined metaphors of the soldier fighting in the field of combat until the
battle is won, and the runner racing in the stadium until the race completed, to make the
point that the ascetic must not stop his fasting and prayer or he will lose. He also warns that
“oftentimes” an ascetic is “useless ... because of his lack of training (la-mdrsoteh),” and is
“constantly pierced and thrown down (dgys w-rma).”*®" This links lack of military
preparedness with the outcome of being speared or possibly thrust through with a sword.
For Isaac, training is essential to win the spiritual fight. Yet Isaac sees the possibility of
victory even amidst near-defeat. He says that such an untrained ascetic can rise up and win
if he “suddenly seizes the banner from the hands of mighty warriors (htp leh Inysa d-mSryta
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min ayda dbny gnbra). Here Isaac refers to the general’s banner which if captured
signalled a major victory for the attacker. To do this requires one to be greater than the

“mighty warriors,” and thus Isaac is attributing to unyielding ascetics great stature indeed.

Isaac often expands the metaphor of the ascetic as a spiritual soldier fighting in
combat, by discussing how he is equipped with weapons. In Homily 1.39 he speaks to

ascetics saying:

But you ... who have set out in pursuit of God, always remember in your life of
struggle (d-agona) ... the ardent thoughts with which you left your home ... and
enrolled yourself in the fighting ranks (d-graba). In this manner examine yourself

each day, that there be no cooling of your soul’s ardor with respect to any of the

" 1saac, Homilies, 1.14 (Bedjan, 127; Miller, 202), o «iia s2i .

'8 Isaac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506; Miller, 489), A, ;i « co\, < ... iax_<3 oo A i -

' Isaac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506 ; Miller, 489), wias 1 it ... Cradadia AN ... Lradad -
1% |saac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506 ; Miller, 489), <sax_«< - smasla.

' Isaac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506 ; Miller, 490), <ia xas_s - mdaziz .

' |saac, Homilies, 1.70 (Bedjan, 506 ; Miller, 490), ~inw_ =1 e on huiesn weal ol ol s Lit,
“Encampment banner.”
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weapons that you carry, nor in the zeal which blazed up within you at the
commencement of your struggle (agona), lest you lose any of those weapons (zayna)

with which you were arrayed at the start of the contest (agona).'®®

The imagery of the soldier being arrayed with weapons and having the right zealous
attitude is an appropriate image for the zeal required of an ascetic in maintaining his fasting
and prayer.184 Isaac continues by mentioning another weapon in the soldier’s armoury. A
soldier’s voice could be used as a psychological weapon and also as a warning. “Constantly
raise your voice in the camp (w-arym glk amynayt bgo msryata), encouraging and urging to
valor the sons of the right (that is, your own thoughts) and show the others (that is, the
enemy’s forces) that you are keeping watch (d yr).”*® In this section we see the image of
the army camp, with the soldier on guard duty, strengthening his comrades’ commitment
and also raising his voice at the first sign of attack. The spiritual soldier is not meant to be
passive but active, and use his ascetic weapons in the combat. He writes, “He who has
armed himself with the weapon of fasting is afire with zeal at all times (ayna dlhna amyn

Ibys: dtnna ayk dbnora sgyr bklzbn).”186

Along with weapons, Isaac several times mentions the use of spiritual armour. He
speaks of the “armour of humility (zayna mkykota)” when fighting the “enemy
(db ‘ldbba).”*®" Elsewhere he urges:

Arm your soul (zayn npsk) against the spirit of blasphemy; for without armour
(zayna) you will not stand firm in this place without being killed suddenly in secret
by the seducers. Your armour (zayna) is fasting and those tears which you shed in

continual bowing down” (i.e. ]prayer).188

Later he adds the importance of having, “Our senses without and our thoughts within

clothed with the whole armor of God (zyna d-Alaha).”*®® While Isaac explicitly mentions

'8 1saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 274; Miller, 323), (emphasis Mine), ... <as_« - ra ... oion ... a2
Ay« ... Kt

184 In another reference that connects to the image of the arena without explicitly mentioning it, Isaac writes
of the ascetic who fails to maintain righteousness and is thus “like a gladiator surrounded by enemy ranks and
stripped of his weapons.” . Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 226; Miller, 290).

1% Isaac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 274; Miller, 323), tews ... @huizrm axs huusad wla mica.

"% |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 241; Miller, 300). oilas g wiaim word <ada raml word ol e I iS
interesting that Isaac at various points describes fasting as both an armour and as a weapon.

187 1saac, Homilies, 2.5.26 (CSCO 554: 13; Brock, 18), asilson ... hasiam .

"% |saac, Homilies, 1.4.55 (Bedjan, 48; Hansbury, 70), rw ... =i oo wxzas o«

1% Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 242; Miller, 300). wo\wa o
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the soldier and his defensive armour many times, the hundreds of other times that he uses

99 ¢¢ 99 ¢

“struggle,” “combat,” “contest,” and equivalent terms all imply the soldier or athlete as the
actor. Significantly, other than a very few times when lIsaac likens the ascetic to someone
on a journey, Isaac’s persistent and overwhelming metaphor for the ascetic is that of the
soldier or athlete in an agona.*® For him, almost the only way to conceptualise the

committed spiritual life is as a spiritual battle or race.

| have previously noted several places where Isaac writes about wrestling in the arena
and running the race to receive the crown. The Syriac word that Isaac uses at these times is
usually m-athlyta (mslyta), which is derived from the Greek atlysa (i.e. athlete).’® Isaac
directly links the two metaphors of athlete and soldier together at several points. One of the
clearest is in Homily 1.70 where Isaac writes: “This world is the course of the contest (rhra
hu agona) and the arena (asradyon) of courses. This time is the time of combat
(taktosa).”*** Isaac is using typical Syriac synthetic parallelism where two closely-related
terms and ideas are brought together to make a point, often poetically.*® Isaac also makes
this connection when after mentioning fighting with the “enemies” (-5 ‘ldbbyn) of the soul
and taking up the “whole armor of God” (klh zyna d-alaha), he adds “let us strenuously
take this crown (klyla).”*** It was normal in Greek athletics that after an athlete won a race
they would receive a crown, thus Isaac is here linking the military conquest with the
athletic achievement.’®™ Elsewhere Isaac further uses the image of the athlete and the
crown. He says, “For if you suffer bodily in the Lord’s contest (agona), the Lord himself

will crown (m-kll) you.”™®® This imagery is familiar in Christian ascetic literature, for

199 For examples of the journey metaphor see Isaac, Homilies, 2.30.7 (CSCO 554: 123; Brock, 136):
2.30.13,14 (CSCO 554: 124-25; Brock, 237); 2.31.1 (CSCO 554: 126; Brock, 238); 2.32.3 (CSCO 554: 131,
Brock, 143); 2.33.1 (CSCO 554: 132; Brock, 144).

% |saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 276; Miller, 325), ~x.\\ = . Mrlyta, (n. fight, struggle, especially for a
prize). A related word that Isaac uses is dorsn (=i03) meaning training or ascetic practice, and which is the
equivalent of the Greek gymnasia or the Latin exercitus, for example Isaac, Homilies, 2.40.18 (CSCO 554:
168; Brock, 179).

2 Homily 1.70 (Bedjan, 506; Miller, 489), (emphasis Mine), <eakad ... L o ... ar < am A mi.

193 This was a common Middle-Eastern form and is very evident in Psalms and Proverbs.

19 Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 242; Miller, 300), ~lils ... oa\s ot ks .. @msala=\ Compare Theodoret
of Cyrus who in his praise of James of Cyrrestica, links athletes and war in an extended metaphor. “Now that
we have proceeded through the contests of the athletes of virtue described above, narrating in summary their
laborious exercises, their exertions in the contests and their most glorious and splendid victories, let us now
record ... the way of life of those ... who contend magnificently and strive to surpass their predecessors in
exertion.” James, “unceasingly under the eyes of spectators ... strives in combat and repels the necessities of
nature” (emphasis mine). Theodoret of Cyrrhus, R.M. Price, trans. A History of the Monks of Syria
(Kalamazoo: Cistercian Publications, 1985), 133, 135.

1% See Burkhardt, The Greeks and Greek Civilization, 160-217.

1% 1saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 270; Miller, 321), M=
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example Rufinus writes that Athanasius died “after many struggles and many crowns of

suffering” (post multos agones multasquo patientiae coronas).*®”’

A common enough trick
in the arena was for an athlete to blind his wrestling opponent with dirt thrown in his eye.
While considered dishonourable it was practiced enough to be an image for the tricky
enemy. Isaac states that various objects can blind the senses of the ascetic, particularly the
“phantasies of a woman’s beauty,” and thus “the athlete’s understanding is blinded by the
sight and nearness of objects of sense.”'*® So the metaphor of the athlete is, along with
soldier, a very appropriate image for the ascetic, and given the interconnectedness of the

two roles, in many ways Isaac’s most common metaphor could be defined as that of the

soldier/athlete.

Self-mortification

Isaac in several places uses the image of self-mortification and specifically self-crucifixion
as a form of agona. In Homily 2.30 Isaac teaches at length about spiritual self-crucifixion
in relation to prayer. He writes that one who prays at length without keeping track of the
time, “has truly crucified (d-zgph) the world within himself” and “has been crucified (w-
azdgp) over against the world (logbal ‘Ima), having suspended himself on the cross through
the abandonment of everything (wtla npsh b-zqypa bsbyqota dki mdm).”**® In this section he
discusses various ways a monk may spend the day in prayer or psalmody, which enables
him to fight the passions, “this being the sum of all contests (agona).”*® Isaac specifies
further that it is both the “body (d-pagra) and intellect (hona)” that are “crucified,” an
aspect of Isaac’s integrated anthropology where what impacts the body also affects the
soul.?* Isaac elsewhere develops this notion of fighting the mind where he writes of our
“foolish mentality, which continually needs the lash (torsa lit. correction) in order to be

kept on the right path ... Accordingly, blame (at ‘dl) your mind for being stupid.”?*?

In Homily 1.64, Isaac discusses his popular themes of stillness, silence, guarding the

heart, prayer and the passions, and early in the homily adds a set of pithy aphorisms. One of

Y97 Rufinus, Church History, Book 11.3, The Church history of Rufinus of Aquileia Books 10 and 11, trans.
Philip Amidon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 64; PL 21:510.

1% |saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan 276-77; Miller, 325).

%9 Homily 2.30.5 (CSCO 554: 123; Brock, 135), (emphasis mine), ... <als Aanal ... aonea ... mao

w1 ol haninrs awols mxas rdlva.

2% Jsaac, Homilies, 2.30.7 (CSCO 554: 123; Brock, 136), =sas_~ -

2% Jsaac, Homilies, 2.30.6 (CSCO 554: 123; Brock, 135), <sam ... wizaa -

292 Jsaac, Homilies, 2.26.2 (CSCO 554: 113; Brock, 125), Ade ...  ciak.
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the first of these is that, “True thedria is mortification of the heart (teorya d-srra: mytota hy
d-Iba).”®® Theoria is the Greek idea best translated as “contemplation of God” and is a
common theme in Syrian ascetic and mystical writings.?®* Isaac is thus directly linking the
ultimate ascetic experience of God with heart mortification. He continues by adding that,
“A heart that is truly dead to the world (Iba d-bgosta myt [ ‘Ima) is wholly astir to God ...
True mortification is the movement of life,” thus emphasising the paradox that death can
bring life, and that the agona is life-giving.?”® For lsaac this image of self-death is
recurring. He states “Be dead in life and you will not live in death. Let your soul die
strenuously and not live in weakness (hwy myta bhiya: w-la tha b-mytota. hb npsk dtmot
bksyrota: w-la Imha bhyba).”?* Isaac emphasises the level of self-denial required to be an
ascetic, and he seems to be alluding to Jesus’ words that “whoever wishes to save his soul
will lose it, but whoever loses his soul for my sake will find it.”?°" Isaac writes also that
“stillness mortifies (mmyt) the outward senses” as these were understood to cause the
passions and thus needed to be deadened.?® This metaphorical death of the ascetic is quite
an intense image and reflects the Biblical imagery of the agana unto death.?®® For Isaac, the
Christian life is a fight with the self to the death, but this death leads to life.

This linking of agona with crucifixion would for a Syriac reader immediately bring to
mind the direct connection between the agona of Jesus in the Garden of Gethsemane and
his related crucifixion. The Eastern and Oriental traditions, and even to some extent the
Latin, place far more emphasis on the events leading up to the Crucifixion than does
Protestantism with its almost exclusive focus on the death of Christ. This somewhat
occludes to Western perception the extent to which the Syrians view the whole agonising
process as salvific. The struggle of Jesus is not a defeat, but a victory of a hero over sin and
death. And since for Jesus as a divine hero there was suffering and struggle, then naturally

for the ascetic there is also most appropriately a daily struggle and various kinds of self-

3 |saac, Homilies, 1.64 (Bedjan, 444; Miller, 448), ;o al1 hokus iies aiardh .

204 Mary Hansbury, introduction to On the Ascetical Life: St Isaac of Nineveh, (Crestwood, NY: St Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 1989), 17. Hansbury notes that thearia along with many other key Syrian terms were
originally developed by Evagrius. Brock notes that for Isaac, theoria is the “profundity of the soul’s vision.”
Isaac, Homilies, 2.7 footnote 5.

2 |saac, Homilies, 1.64 (Bedjan, 444; Miller, 448), (emphasis mine), =sals\ dus eheaass = This is yet
another synthetic parallelism showing that self-mortification is being dead to the world. This concept is
common in the Sufis too.

2% Jsaac, Homilies, 1.3.19 (Bedjan, 31; Hansbury, 53), weas om <hadums ek a s husn a0

~aano um) o fhotaras hasha .

20" Matt. 16:25.

208 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 246; Miller, 303), yuss .

2% Heb. 12:4.
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crucifixion. Spirituality for the Syrians focusses on the ascetic imitating the actions of
Christ.? In a lesser form of self-mortification Isaac also discusses the importance of self-
examination in the struggle. He says, “throughout your life of struggle (agona) ... examine
yourself each day (wabqy napsek bklywm),” a phraseology we see in the chapter on al-

Muhasibi.?!!

The Enemies: The passions, Satan, and demons

Isaac frequently uses the language of the “enemy” which is natural given that the struggle is
a fight against an antagonist. He states that the demons are the “enemy (b ldbba, lit.
accuser)” and uses a roughly equivalent term when he writes of “countless blows from the
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adversary (d-lgobla). In Homily 1.16 Isaac writes about the attacking “demon of
fornication” and that the ascetic must, “be on your guard against the spiteful abuse of the
enemy.”* In all this, God is present to assist the ascetic in the struggle. He writes that God
will help the monk so that “you will no longer be defeated (k0b) by your enemy
(b ldbbza).”*** The enemy is not just external and demonic however, for the battle is partly
internal against the lusts. Isaac describes the result of being attacked by the enemy of the
passions as being, “Vanquished (nezdka) by the lusts,” where the notion of being defeated
is one of deep shame in Syrian culture.?™® This repeated use of the enemy trope would have
resonated deeply in a culture where repeated invasions by Persians, Romans, and Arabs was

a regular feature of everyday life.

The most frequent antagonist in the struggle is the passions. Isaac writes often of
“contests with the passions” (agoné hassé) and “contests ... in opposing the passions
(agona ... bhyn bhlyn, where “these” refers back to the hasse).”**® He frequently links
contests and passions, for example, he warns that leaving God, the “Fountainhead of life

and Ocean of knowledge,” one is “thrown night and day into struggles, contests and fights

219 [saac also teaches his readers to pray “By your passion, cure my passions.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.16, (Miller,
212). The Syriac is not in Bedjan.

2! 1saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 274; Miller, 323), nauas weas ,ana .

22 Aoasla ... wasilas Isaac, Homilies, 2.5.26 (CSCO 554: 13; Brock, 18); Isaac, Homilies, 1.40 (Miller,
329). He also writes of “hard battles with the demons (b-graba ‘sqa d-sada).” <1<zs <ass <sias ISaaC,
Homilies, 2.5.26 (CSCO 554: 13; Brock, 17).

213 |saac, Homilies, 1.16 (Miller, 210), (emphasis mine). Syriac unavailable.

2% 1saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 275; Miller, 324); <\asilss ... aw ISaac also often uses metaphorically-
related terms like “victory (zkota),” Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 241; Miller, 300).

21> Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 243; Miller, 301), raaus.

218 1saac, Homilies, 2.10.15 (CSCO 554: 34; Brock, 41); Isaac, Homilies, 2.10.9 (CSCO 554: 32; Brock, 40),
Ao ems /AN (... rem o <.
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with the thoughts, the passions (mswota w-agona w-taktosa. ‘m-hosbba w-hhasa).”**" Isaac
lists the passions towards the end of Homily 1.2 as being “love of riches; amassing of
possessions; the fattening of the body, from which proceeds carnal desire; love of honours,
which is the source of envy; ... pride and pomp of power; elegance; popularity, which is the
cause of ill-will; fear for the body.”?*® He elsewhere lists anxiety, anger, greed,*® fear,?*°
depression,??! and lust.??® In relation to these, Isaac writes that “virtue consist(s)” in control
of the passions, and that “once the intellect is engaged in meditating on God, it is raised
above contest (mnh d-agona at‘ly),” and “reigns over (mmlko mmlk)” the passions and

“they vanish away (mtslqo mtzlgyn).”?%

The passions are relentless in attacking the ascetic, and Isaac asserts that, “you will
find no peace from the importunity of the passions (Izta d-hassa).”?** Isaac argues that just
as the warmth from the sun lingers for awhile, much more so do passions. He warns that,
“The passions are like dogs accustomed to lick blood in butcher’s shops. When these are
barred from what their habit feeds on, they stand before the doors and howl! until the force
of their previous custom is spent.”??> Isaac describes the attacks in very vivid and concrete
imagery. He also demonstrates a very nuanced view of the passions and how they attack
when he states that, “Not all the passions wage war by means of assault (lo klhon hassa
bgorga mqrabyn)” but some “simply lay a weight upon the soul (ala yogra symyn blzod ‘I-
npsa).”??® Because the passions are so powerful they are hard to fight, therefore, Isaac says
that, “[T]o avert passions by memories of virtues is easier and also more beautiful than to
conquer them in battle (Im-gnb anon I-hassa b ‘wohdna dmytrta pSyqa ap Spyra: min d-Im-
zka anon b-agana).”?*’ The war against the passions is difficult according to Isaac, and
everyone falls at some point. People will be “grieved over the portion of their righteousness

which is snatched away from them from time to time during the contest (agona) with the

?'" 1saac, Homilies, 2.10.26 (CSCO 554: 38; Brock, 47), essa wanras ne rahaha ias <o o> haa.
18 |saac, Homilies, 1.2.30 (Bedjan, 18-19; Hansbury, 40).

19 Isaac, Homilies, 1.3.1, 1.6.2 (Bedjan, 20, 82; Hansbury, 43, 102).

20 |saac, Homilies, 1.1.20, 1.1.37 (Bedjan, 5-6, 10; Hansbury, 29, 32).

22! |saac, Homilies, 1.2.6 (Bedjan, 11; Hansbury, 33).

%22 |saac, Homilies, 1.5.84 (Bedjan, 78; Hansbury, 97).

%23 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.12 (CSCO 554: 33; Brock, 40-41), ... W aalsas ... Lo he shas < ousn

224 |saac, Homilies, 1.67 (Bedjan, 481; Miller, 474), rtezss redul .

22 |saac, Homilies, 1.67 (Bedjan, 481; Miller, 474).

220 grar M\ rasls womuw ioas (A ... aoias (A _iaao wers L acla ol Isaac, Homilies, 1.68 (Bedjan, 485;
Miller, 477). Tsaac lists here as those which “do not attack”: “listlessness, despondency and grief.”

%27 1saac, Homilies, 1.6.17 (Bedjan, 90; Hansbury, 109), o« <asza <hidum iamass rees) i mnneal
i o (N famll o K.
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passions and with sin.”??® Yet God’s forgiveness is great and, “His mercifulness is far more

. . 229
extensive than we can conceive.”

While discussing the war against the passions Isaac writes of the importance of being
“diligent and alert (kSyrinn w- ‘yrinn).”*° Diligence is the quality expected of the soldier on
watch, and so is alertness. A word from the same Syriac root ( ‘yr) is used in the NT where
Paul writes, “Be on the alert.”?*! This vigilance is especially against attacks on the mind,
and Isaac speaks of the “hidden attacks (bksyot pg ‘a) of the imprints of thoughts.”*** He
adds that for the ascetic, “His mind is defiled (ms ‘ra) by shameful passions” and thus needs
to be “purified (zhy),” making a connection here with the whole sacrificial system and the
cleansing brought by Christ’s salvation.?** The mind for Isaac is the battle field for thoughts
and passions, but these can be defeated. He asserts that “[F]rom labor ( ‘mla) and vigilance
(zhyrota) flows purity of thoughts.”®** Isaac at times locates these passions within the
“irascible (Amat)” part of the soul, in contrast to the mind, and whereas the mind is purified
by theoria, Isaac says that the passions in the soul are purified by ascetic “practice”
(s ‘orota, thymes with Syriac teorya).?®®> According to Isaac, the passions do not cease nor
evil thoughts come to an end without the desert and solitude.”®® The significance of the
desert is that it is the place where the monk in solitude is most engaged in the warfare with
the demons. The desert in monastic tradition is the place of undistracted prayer, but also the
site of the greatest agona. Sometimes these spiritual battles with evil forces are open and
sometimes in secret.?®” Isaac therefore frequently emphasises the importance of being
vigilant and watching and guarding against the demons’ attacks.”® He writes of the

“watchfulness” (shahara) required by the monk for “completing their struggles

#%% 1saac, Homilies, 2.40.17 (CSCO 554: 167-68; Brock, 179), (emphasis mine), «sas_« -

29 |saac, Homilies, 2.40.17 (CSCO 554: 167-68; Brock, 179).

%% |saac, Homilies, 2.10.26 (CSCO 554: 38; Brock, 47), w.iwa asiwes . This rhymes.

2L ettyro. Greek is gregoreite 1 Cor 16:13, Compare “be fully alert” 1 Peter 1:13.

2% saac, Homilies, 1.2.34 (Bedjan, 20; Hansbury, 41), ~se hawmas.

233 |saac, Homilies, 1.2.23 (Bedjan, 16; Hansbury, 38), ym: ... <isem.

%% |saac, Homilies, 1.2.24 (Bedjan, 17; Hansbury, 38), =hai.m ... =s The Syriac word ‘mla connotes
working against the soil, e.g. Exod 20:9 cf. Gen 3:17-109.

% |saac, Homilies, 1.2.21 (Bedjan, 15; Hansbury, 37). whaiasw ... heesss This understanding of the
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2% |saac, Homilies, 1.1.6 (Bedjan, 2-3; Hansbury, 26); Isaac, Homilies, 1.73 (Bedjan, 537-38; Miller, 508).
7 |saac, Homilies, 2.5.26 (CSCO 554: 13; Brock, 17). Isaac writes of “Hidden struggles” 2.10.1; Brock, 38;
“Battles (taktoSa) that assail him from without.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 244; Miller, 301).

%8 Compare Athanasius who was “vigilant,” and thus the “tricks and deceits” of the heretics were “vigilantly
exposed” by him. Rufinus writes “doli as fallaciae vigilanter detergebantu.” Rufinus, Church History, Book
10.8, The Church history of Rufinus of Aquileia Books 10 and 11, Philip Amidon trans. (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 26; PL 21:486.
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(agonyhon).”?* He also emphasises “guarding of the heart (nsorta d-lebba),” “guarding the

tongue (d-nzorta d-i$na),” and “guarding the mouth (d-ngr poma).”?*

Isaac sees the demons as partners with the passions in attacking the ascetic. The demons
and their leader Satan must be wrestled with and conquered. Isaac writes of “hard battles (b-
grabe ‘sqa) with the demons.”?*! This warfare is consistently described in agonistic language.
For example, Isaac writes in a beautiful piece of synthetic parallelism, “God commands us to
confront the devil with fearlessness and ardor, saying: ‘Start now to destroy (l-mibikéteh)
him, rush to war against him (atgaka ‘améh I-graba), grapple with him manfully’.”?** The
language he uses is replete with various images and words tied to the central trope of warfare,

for example Isaac speaks of being attacked by a “phalanx of demons (palga d-sasana).”?*®

For Isaac, this agona with the demons is real and constant but can be successfully waged.***
He says, “the Fathers of old overcame the mighty and fearsome attacks of the rebellious
one.”** Sometimes this spiritual battle is with Satan himself because according to Isaac, evil
thoughts come to the mind and lack of stillness assails the ascetic because of “the devil’s
violent combats (b-grabohy tagyapa).”**® This “adversary” Satan is very cunning in how he
attacks—“Our adversary, the devil, has the long-standing habit of artfully choosing modes of
warfare against those who enter this contest after an examination of their weapons, and he
changes the mode of his struggle (dna kagoneh msahlep) against them according to the aim
of each.”®" Isaac therefore frequently emphasises the importance of being vigilant and

watching and guarding against the demons’ attacks.?*®

2% saac, Homilies, 1.75 (Bedjan 551, 556; Miller, 518, 521), L acuas_ ; <icms. -

#% 1saac, Homilies, 2.29.7 (CSCO 554: 119; Brock, 131); =alx whia\,s Isaac, Homilies, 1.54 (Bedjan , 389;
Miller, 411), =aels hic\ i1 ¢ naa A .

1 |saac, Homilies, 2.5.26 (CSCO 554: 13; Brock, 17), rags raias .

#42 |saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 270; Miller, 320), ool cmns as _hiea ... cddaasaal .

#3 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 241; Miller, 300), <\ w3 rexlda .

24 |saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 274; Miller, 323), He warns the ascetic that, “The tempter violently assaults
you.”

% |saac, Homilies, 2.5.12 (CSCO 554: 8-9; Brock, 11). This theme of battle with demons is ancient in Christian
teaching, being a primary motif in the Life of Anthony but derived originally from the struggles of Jesus with
both the demons and Satan in the New Testament. Jesus casts out of demons many times in the gospels and is
described as at war with them and Satan several times, as discussed in Chapter 1. Rufinus says that Anthony
“triumphed frequently over the demons” (et de daemonibus crebos agens triumphos), Rufinus, Church History,
Book 10.8, The Church history of Rufinus of Aquileia Books 10 and 11, trans. Philip Amidon (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 18; PL 21:478.

24 |saac, Homilies, 1.25 (Bedjan, 179; Miller, 249), ~auok ;oasias .

7 1saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 269; Miller, 320), alur= muas s w1 Isaac in Homily 39 writes at great
length of the various kinds of warfare that Satan uses against ascetics who are progressing well. He notes that
Satan is tricky and does “not confront them immediately,” nor does he “draw himself up to do battle with” them
at first. This is because Satan “knows that a man’s beginning in every war is more fervent, and that zealous
warriors are not lightly vanquished, and he sees how his antagonist has great zeal.” Isaac continues that Satan
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Watching and Guarding

Watchfulness is one of Isaac's most frequent metaphors for the spiritual struggle. He writes of
the “watchfulness” (shahar) required for the monk for “completing their struggles.”**® He
says that, “The soul which is purified by the thought of God in watchful vigil (b-shrah ‘yra)
night and day is good earth which makes its Lord rejoice by yielding a hundredfold.”*° Here
Isaac is invoking the imagery that Jesus uses in Mark 4:1-20 to describe the fruitful disciple;
the watchful disciple is the fruitful one. This is paralleled by the image in Matt. 25:1-13,
where it is the five watchful/alert virgins who enter the bridegroom’s chamber which is a

251 \Watchfulness is an

metaphor for Christ’s eternal kingdom, a common ascetic image.
appropriate metaphor in relation to struggle as it invokes several related images that would be
known to Isaac’s readers. Firstly there are the words of Jesus while He was undergoing his
own struggle (agona) in the Garden of Gethsemane as discussed earlier. Jesus asks his sleepy
disciples to “watch with me,” and when they fail, He rebukes them with “Could you not

59252

watch with me for one hour.”*>* He then instructs them to “Watch and pray that that you may

not enter into temptation.”®* Secondly, “watchfulness” was the word used of a soldier on

waits until the monk has become “self-confident” and “lax,” when they have “cast off the weapons they had
fashioned.” But then, “the devil refrains from warring against them” because God Himself “repels from them
the violence of the devil’s wickedness.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 272-73; Miller, 322). This paragraph is
replete with military metaphor including even the behavioural components of zeal and fervour.

8 Compare Athanasius who was “vigilant”, and thus the “tricks and deceits” of the heretics were “vigilantly
exposed” by him. Rufinus writes “doli as fallaciae vigilanter detergebantu.” Rufinus, Church History, Book
10.8, The Church history of Rufinus of Aquileia Books 10 and 11, trans. Philip Amidon (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1997), 26; PL 21:486.

249 |saac, Homilies, 1.75 (Bedjan, 551; Miller, 518), o cf. Arabic shaharuwa.

0 |saac, Homilies, 6.3 (Bedjan, 82-83; Hansbury, 102), <i mimms .

51 For Watchfulness as an ideal, see P. Rousseau, “The Desert Fathers, Antony and Pachomius,” in Study of
Spirituality, ed. C. Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1986), 119 — 130 (122). See also L. Bouyer, History
of Christian Spirituality: The Spirituality of the New Testament and the Fathers, vol. 1 (London: Burns and
Oates, 1960), and T. Ryan, “The Spirituality of the Desert Fathers”, in Christian Spirituality: Origins to the 12th
Century, eds. B. McGinn, and J. Meyendorff (London: Routledge Kegan Paul, 1986).

52 Matt. 26:38, 40, 41. (cf. Greek noun ypnyopette, verb ypiyopevo, Strong’s notes: to keep awake, i.e. watch
(literally or figuratively), probably from egeiro, to waken (transitively or intransitively), i.e. to rouse (literally,
from sleep, from sitting or lying, from disease, from death; or figuratively, from obscurity, inactivity, ruins,
nonexistence; probably akin to the base of agora (through the idea of collecting one's faculties), also used in
1Cor. 15:13, 1Pet. 5:8, 1Thess. 5:6, Col. 4:2; Acts 20:31; Luke 12:37; Rev. 3:2,3, in relation to eschatology. The
Syrian Orthodox liturgy has, “Blessed are those good servants, whom their Lord shall find watching and
working when He comes to His vineyard.”

3 Two closely related terms are used in these verses— one from the root §hr and the other from ‘yr. Matt. 26:38
has wshrw (aiheé) the 2MP Imp PEAL of the root ime. This word is also used elsewhere in the Peshitta NT, for
example where Paul suffers “by labour, by watching, by fasting,” 2 Cor. 6:5, ~hardls imes a oo Note the
proximity of fasting and watching. Also cf. 2 Cor 11:27, and usage by Philoxenus and others, although ‘yr-
derived words are used more often. Sokoloff, A Syriac Lexicon, 1516. Also compare the Arabic New Testament
which has isharuwa 's)¢ This idea of watching is repeated in Matt. 25:13, 1 Cor. 16:13, and in 1 Peter 5:8, in
all cases using ow.< X%~ Which also has the meaning of alert/watchful. In these cases the words are derived from
the root i~ and is the same word used in Matt 28:41, stteyrw 2mPI imper ettaphal, “awake, wake up, watch,
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guard duty and thus is an appropriate action for the ascetic spiritual soldier who is watching
over their actions, mind and soul.”* It was used this way by the earlier Stoic philosophers as
well, for example, Epictetus writes of “being watchful in cultivating our reason.”?> So when
Isaac speaks of keeping “watch over his soul,” “guarding of the heart,” and “guarding the
mouth,” he is making this direct connection for his readers, a link that they would have been

quite familiar with.?*®

Isaac ranks watchfulness and guarding as one of the primary ascetic practices. He writes
“the guarding of the heart (nfirta d-lebba) is the most important thing of all.”®’ The
centrality of watchfulness is made explicit by Isaac when he quotes Jesus’ “Watch and pray”
words in Homily 2.75, using these words to reinforce his assertion that “all the fathers
persevered in this labor of the vigil throughout the entire course of their lives.”*® Isaac
continues, “But they did so especially because they heard our Saviour in many places
earnestly admonish us by his living word: ‘Watch ye therefore and pray at all times’...He
also gave us an example in His own Person.” Isaac is thus making Jesus’ own teaching and
practice paradigmatic. For Isaac, watchfulness is clearly an aspect of struggle, especially with

2

the passions. In Homily 1.18 Isaac writes of the “work” of “violence” (meaning prayer,
fasting, prostrations etc. as he explains later in the same Homily) and links it to watchfulness
(and also limpidity). He writes, “This work, and watchfulness (w-d-Ayroté), refine the mind

by their fervor.”?? In this same Homily Isaac also warns of the danger of being un-watchful.

arouse.” Verse 41 is a parallel of verse 38. “Be on the alert” or be wakeful/watchful. *tteyrw o hh~ Verb,
Ettaphal 2MP Imperative from ... Root meaning awake, wake up, watch, arouse, cf. Arabic Isharuwa s’y
54 Syriac: shahar or the closely related “guarding” ntortha, See Michael Sokoloff, A Syriac Lexicon
(Piscataway, NJ: Gorgias, 2009), 1516, ES3 488:10 where an armed guard watches.

5 Epictetus writes, “Why are we still indolent and negligent and sluggish, and why do we seek pretences for
not labouring and not being watchful in cultivating our reason?” Epictetus, Discourses of Epictetus, 1, Chapter
7. trans. George Long (New York: D. Appleton and Company, 1904), 23, compare Rufinus who writes of the
emperor that, “in no respect did he slacken his vigilance of mind” (tamen in nullo relaxant animi vigorem),
Rufinus, Church History, Book 10.12, The Church history of Rufinus of Aquileia Books 10 and 11, trans. Philip
Amidon (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 24; PL 21:483.

8 |saac, Homilies, 1.8 (Bedjan, 109; Miller, 188); Isaac, Homilies, 2.29.7 CSCO 554: 119; Brock, 131); Isaac,
Homilies, 1.54 (Bedjan, 389; Miller, 411).

7 1saac, Homilies, 2.29.7 (CSCO 554: 119; Brock, 131), rals hic s

%8 |saac, Homilies, 1.75 (Bedjan, 556; Miller, 521). It is worth noting that the two most common words used by
Isaac, which depending on context are translated as watchful, guarding, wakeful or vigilant are based on the
roots of shr and ngr and their various verbal and adjectival forms. These words are synonyms but with shahar
having more the sense of wakefulness and nzr/nzorta having more the sense of observing/guarding. The Syriac
Peshitta has several instances where various verbs from the root n-t-r are used, for example Luke 2:8 has
shepherds “keeping watch over their flock”; Mark 3:2 the Jews were “watching Him (Jesus) to see if He would
heal him on the Sabbath”; and Luke 11:28 “Blessed are those who hear the word of God and observe (nr) it”;
but also Matt. 27:36, the soldiers “keep watch” over Jesus before His trial; and “He will give His angels charge
concerning you to keep you.” Luke 4:11. The verbs can also mean remaining sleepless.

9 |saac, Homilies, 1.18 (Bedjan, 128; Miller, 217), hai.cma cf. Matt. 11:12.
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He says that if a person should, “cease as well from his outer watchfulness (from which come
both inner watchfulness and proficient work), then he is certain to be swept away into the

passions.”?®® He explicitly links watchfulness to victory over the passions.?*!

Watchfulness is a sort of defensive struggle and appears to be less active than the
combative agona. Yet Isaac sees watchfulness as a violence against the body and its desires
for food and sleep. Watchfulness is at times linked to a specific kind of guarding and
struggle, that of the night vigil, and because the night is when demons are understood to most

attack this is a natural connection.?®?

Isaac writes, “Watch over your belly, but still more over
your sight” since these two are the source of many sins.”®® In Homily 67 Isaac discusses
several other bodily behaviours that he says are, “signs for those who are vigilant and on their
guard, who abide in stillness, and have their hearts set on attaining perfection” linking these
frequently-clustered concepts.?®* For Isaac, watchfulness covers every aspect of physical life.
He writes, “For this is the love of wisdom: that a man is ever watchful even in the small and
insignificant things he does,” a sentence with distinct Stoic overtones.”®> Watchfulness is also
connected to Syrian ascetic eschatology as seen in Aphrahat, where to be ascetic is to be like

the angels, because in Syriac the angels are known as the “Watchers.”?*® Many Sufis also

%0 1saac, Homilies, 1.18 (Bedjan, 128; Miller, 217), cf. Miller, 380.

261 Watching for Isaac is an attentive defense against specific enemies. Just as in his other discussions of
struggle, Isaac believes in Satan as a real protagonist. He discusses “Guarding against the passions” which
attack the soul, for “Satan is ever wont to mount upon it (ie the soul) as a charioteer, and bearing with him the
thong of the passions, he invades the wretched soul and plunges her into the pit of confusion.” In a passage
about the “war with the demons” Isaac notes the importance of “guarding the tongue™ and adds that “guarding
the mouth wakes up the conscience to God.” He teaches that the victorious ascetic is one who is diligent to
“Keep guard on their minds through prayer.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.54 (Bedjan, 380-89; Miller, 404, 407, 410-11,
409).

%62 Syriac lalya, literally “night” but by extension the night prayers. Hilarion Alfeyev has an excellent summary
of the night prayer vigil in Isaac: “The aim of the night vigil is spiritual illumination: nothing makes the mind so
radiant and joyous, as do continual vigils. 1/75 (370). Isaac calls night vigil ‘the light of the thinking (tar ‘itha)’,
by which ‘the understanding (mad ‘a) is exalted, the mind (re ‘yana) is collected, and the intellect (hauna) takes
flight and gazes at spiritual things and by prayer is rejuvenated and shines brightly’.1/75 (372-373). This is a
unique passage in Isaac where all four Syriac terms for the mental faculties of man are employed together. By
this Isaac probably wants to emphasize that night prayer can embrace an entire man and can totally transfigure
the whole of man’s intellectual sphere. Nocturnal prayer has, in Isaac, an all-embracing character and is
regarded as a universal means for attaining to the illumination of mind.”
http://orthodoxeurope.org/page/12/2.aspx, accessed October 15, 2018.

%3 |saac, Homilies, 1.51 (Bedjan, 345; Miller, 380). Elsewhere he adds that “wise mastery of the belly” in turn
leads to “watchfulness of the understanding.” Homilies 1.40 (Bedjan, 281; Miller, 329).

% |saac, Homilies, 1.67 (Bedjan, 479-83; Miller, 473-75), (emphasis mine). These behaviours are eyes filled
with tears, longing to depart this body and be in heaven, and silence during prayer even when “the verse is cut
short from the tongue.”

28 |saac, Homilies, 1.40 (Bedjan, 290; Miller, 335).

26 (Syr. ‘yra = Watcher/Angel compare Daniel: ‘yrin and gaddishin, "Watchers and Holy Ones"; ‘yrutha =
wakefulness.) Brock notes “Ephrem, Hymns on Nativity 21:4 ‘The Wakeful One (Christ) came to make us
wakeful here on earth.”” http://www.doaks.org/research/byzantine/resources/syriac/brock/spirituality, accessed
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write of watching the soul, but a full comparison of Syrian Christian and Islamic ideas of
watchfulness is yet to be completed. Isaac’s metaphor of the watchful soldier in the desert

fort is vivid and visceral and it is no wonder it has become a staple of Orthodox asceticism.

Greek Philosophical elements: Apatheia and Ataraxia

Central to Isaac is the whole notion of virtue and the fight against the passions to achieve
apatheia (lit. without passions) and ataraxia (stillness, Syriac, selya).?®” This is a very
Evagrian framework and builds on Greek philosophical ideas, especially that of the Stoics.
Passions in Stoic thought are externally caused and impact the soul negatively. They ebb and
flow, overwhelm and control. According to Seneca, “the passions, the tides and the orbits are
phenomena of the same kind.”*® One of the main aims and virtues of the Stoics was
therefore apatheia, being without the base emotional responses of fear, anger, etc.”®® Stoics
considered uncontrolled emotion (pathos) to be a “perturbation ... a commotion of mind
contrary to reason.””'° Isaac often uses very Stoic arguments against emotions by asserting the
need to flee passions and fight against them to attain apatheia. He speaks of “contests with

99271

the passions, and sees the goal of the monk as acquiring “dispassion” which “cannot be

acquired outside of stillness.”?"

For Isaac, “Dispassion (apatheia) does not mean that a man
feels no passions, but that he does not accept any of them. Owing to the many and various
virtues...acquired by the saints, the passions have grown feeble in them.”?”® Significantly,
Isaac also transforms the idea of apatheia. In his first Homily Isaac says that healing of the

senses does not happen until the “soul is intoxicated with God.”?™* He challenges his readers

October 15, 2018. See also Christopher Buck, Paradise and Paradigm: Symbols in Persian Christianity and the
Baha’i Faith (New York: State University of New York, 1999), 59. Isaac says “A Monk who perseveres in the
vigil (shahar) with a discerning mind will not seem clad with flesh, for this is truly the work of the angelic
estate ... (in their) wakefulness of heart ... a soul that labors in the practice of vigil and excels therein will have
the eyes of Cherubim.” Homilies 1.20 (Miller, 222).

%7 Syriac e cf. Greek ataraxia, meaning “not disturbed”.

%68 C. J. Herrington, “Senecan Tragedy”, In Essays on Classical Literature, ed. Niall Rudd (Cambridge: Heffer,
1972), 169-220 (181-2).

%9 F 'H. Sandbach, The Stoics (London: Chatto and Windus, 1975), 59-63.

270 7eno quoted by Cicero, Tusculanae Quaestiones, iv. 6, Andrew P. Peabody, Cicero's Tusculan Disputations
(Boston: Little & Brown, 1886), 202. Stoics taught then that a person of “moral and intellectual perfection
would not suffer such emotions,” “Stoicism”, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy,
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/stoicism/, accessed October 15, 2018.

™ |saac, Homilies, 2.10.15 (CSCO 554: 34; Brock, 41).

272 |saac, Homilies, 1, Appendix (Miller, 554). The Syriac is not in Bedjan.

%3 |saac, Homilies, 1.71 (Bedjan, 513; Miller, 495). This can be contrasted with Gregory the Great who argued
that “the goal of the contemplative was not apatheia.” Hester, Eschatology and pain in St. Gregory the Great,
105.

2% |saac, Homilies, 1.1.6 (Bedjan 2-3; Hansbury, 26).
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to “Thirst for Jesus, that He may intoxicate you with his love.”?” Isaac’s idea at this point is

quite a contrast to the distant and unfeeling Stoic.?"®

For Stoics, the attainment of apatheia and ataraxia primarily comes about through right
thinking in the mind/will (nous), by realising that it is reasonable to live in accordance with
nature and the universal reason (that is, the logos).?”” Isaac writes of Stoic-like constant
ascetic practice, and assumes that people can attain to virtue due to the presence of the Logos,
but his focus is neither on right thinking nor quiet reflection. Isaac instead emphasises the
daily struggle and sees it as serious athleticism and soldier-like battle. His asceticism is more
active and “violent” to the self, involving “self-mortification” rather than just quiet reflection.

. . . 27
Isaac writes, “Persecute yourself and your adversary will be driven away from you.”?"®

The idea of stillness (ataraxia, or limpidity) is deeply rooted in the Syriac tradition.?”
For Isaac, as noted before, apatheia is attained via stillness, but stillness is also an end in

itself.”® The word most commonly used in Syriac is shelya which can be translated as

27 |saac, Homilies, 1.3.38 (Bedjan, 38; Hansbury, 55).

278 Also in contrast to the Stoics, Isaac says that no-one can know truth until they have experienced suffering and
developed strong compassion, Isaac, Homilies, 1.1.8 (Bedjan, 3; Hansbury, 26). He also writes that, “Spiritual
union is a watchful memory which ... swells the heart with burning compassion.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.1.33
(Bedjan, 9; Hansbury, 31). He urges his readers to, “Be a companion to those who are sad at heart with
passionate prayer and heartfelt sighs,” Isaac, Homilies, 1.2.17 (Bedjan, 14; Hansbury, 36). Isaac sees
intoxication and compassion as good emotions, in contrast to the “bad” emotions of greed, anger and lust etc.
This idea of good emotions or eupatheiai was a concept partially developed by some later Stoics in reaction to
criticism of their apparently emotionless ideal. Marcia Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early
Middle Ages, Vol. 1 (Leiden: Brill, 1985), 42; Sandbach, The Stoics, 67; See also Gitte Buch-Hansen, “The
Emotional Jesus: Anti-Stoicism in the Fourth Gospel?”, Stoicism in Early Christianity, ed. Tuomas Rasimus
(Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 106-09. Yet their notion of the good passion of joy was never
developed to the extent of being a “burning intoxication.”

277 Colish, The Stoic Tradition from Antiquity to the Early Middle Ages, Vol. 1, 43; Sandbach, The Stoics, 40,
53; Runar M. Thorsteinsson, “Stoicism as a Key to Pauline Ethics in Romans,” in Stoicism in Early Christianity,
ed. Tuomas Rasimus (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic, 2012), 28. Stoics believe that destructive emotions
are caused by errors in judgement, and hence if thinking is changed, virtue can be obtained. Thorsteinsson,
“Stoicism as a Key to Pauline Ethics in Romans,” 83. Marcus Aurelius writes: “Say to yourself in the early
morning: | shall meet today ungrateful, violent, treacherous, envious, uncharitable men. All of these things have
come upon them through ignorance of real good and ill... I can neither be harmed by any of them, for no man
will involve me in wrong, nor can | be angry with my kinsman or hate him; for we have come into the world to
work together.” Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, Book |1, part 1, trans. Robin Hard (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2011), 10. Virtue for Stoics is thus achieved through reason and rational decision. Sandbach, The Stoics,
36, 37.

%" |saac, Homilies, 1.2.8 (Bedjan, 12; Hansbury, 34). When Isaac does write of contemplation, it is as theoria,
o eias), contemplation of God not self. See Isaac, Homilies, 2.7.1 (CSCO 554: 19; Brock, 23), and
note 5 for other references and for Isaac’s definition.

2% Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 77-80; The Syrian Orthodox Liturgy Service book
mentions stillness/tranquility. The priest blesses the people with, “Tranquility and Peace be unto you all”
(Shayno wash-lomo Ikol-400n), and a prayer is made to “the Lord of peace and tranquility.”
www.syriacmusic.com/pdf/Service_Book_of the Holy Divine_Liturgy.doc, accessed October 15, 2018.

0 |saac, Homilies, 1, Appendix (Miller, 554).
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stillness, limpidity, or tranquility. For Isaac, tranquility is both a means to victory in the
struggle as well as a result of successful spiritual battle. He writes, “The soul receives
limpidity after experiences (consisting) in struggles.”?®! There is an apparent irony in the
contrast of stillness being gained through struggle, yet the battle is against the passions which
are the cause of the lack of stillness. At the same time, tranquility assists in overcoming the
passions and is the opposite of the passions. Stillness is often linked to watchfulness and
being on guard since to be truly watchful requires being undisturbed, being still. Isaac writes
“There are times when a person sits in stillness that is guarded and wakeful.”?®? Isaac speaks
several times of the rest and stillness that comes after long periods of prayer. ®* He says that,
“sometimes ... tears fall like fountains of water, involuntarily soaking the whole face. All this

time such a person is serene, still, and filled with a wonder-filled vision.”?**

Isaac has a slightly different idea of ataraxia.?® Isaac opens his fourth Homily with the
saying, “The soul that loves God is at rest in God alone.”?®® Here Isaac links the good
passions with the apparently contrasting image of stillness. Note that for the Stoics, ataraxia
was an attribute of the gods, so Isaac is here possibly referring to the theology of divinisation.
Stoics emphasise stillness while in the world, whereas Isaac teaches a flight from the world
into a heavenly state of undisturbed contemplation of God. He urges his readers to, “Cherish

the leisure of stillness more than satisfying the hungry of the world, or converting a multitude

281 |saac, Homilies, 2.18.1 (CSCO 554: 84; Brock, 95). He also says that, “A person who has stillness and the
converse of knowledge will easily and quickly arrive at the love of God.” Isaac, Homilies, 2.10.3 (CSCO 554:
31; Brock, 49). Isaac teaches how to attain, “tranquility from passions.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 243;
Miller, 301).

%82 |saac, Homilies, 2:35.2 (CSCO 554: 140; Brock, 146). Watchful struggle is less apparently active and seems
the opposite of violence, yet Isaac sees watchfulness as a violence against the body and its desires for sleep.

28 One of the frequent metaphors in Isaac is that of the pearl diver, which is understandable given his life near
the Sea in Beth Qatraye (modern Qatar). He writes “let those who dive into the sea of stillness” (yamma d-Selya)
and adds “let us consider as oysters the prayers upon which the intellect alights.” Isaac, Homilies, 2:34.5 (CSCO
554: 137; Brock, 148). After further discussing prayer as diving into the sea of stillness, Isaac describes the
results as, “a joy and sense of unexpected lightness.” Isaac, Homilies, 2:34.9 (CSCO 554: 137; Brock, 149). This
link of stillness to lightness is significant because lightness is another important Syriac theme.

%4 |saac, Homilies, 2:35:1 (CSCO 554: 139; Brock, 151). This imagery of serenity is very close to the Stoic
understanding of stillness. Ataraxia (stillness or being undisturbed) is a central Stoic concept and almost for
them an equivalent to apatheia. In his Meditations, Marcus Aurelius says, “Do not disturb yourself” (ceavtov
un tépaocce), and that [the goal is to live a] “tranquil and god-fearing life.”(ebpovv kai Ogovdt| Pidcor Piov).
Marcus Aurelius, Meditations, 4.26; 2.5. The Greek word here derives from eurous, meaning gently flowing.

%8 Ataraxia is equivalent to hesychia according to Gisela Striker, Essays on Hellenistic Epistemology and Ethics
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996), 184.

“8 |saac, Homilies, 1.4.1 (Bedjan, 40; Hansbury, 63). He later writes that the aim of the monk is to make the
soul a “limpid receptacle of the blessed light.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.3.5 (Bedjan, 22; Hansbury, 44). Also he says
“...be assured that God is near to his friends... (those who) follow Him with a limpid heart.” Isaac, Homilies,
1.5.39 (Bedjan, 67; Hansbury, 86). Further, One is “lifted to God” by “stillness of soul from the world.” Isaac,
Homilies, 1.3.1 (Bedjan, 20; Hansbury, 43).
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of peoples from error to the worship of God.”?®” For Isaac, becoming free of the passions and
attaining stillness requires a serious struggle with the flesh and the demons. Isaac reminds his

. . . . 288
audience to “never cease ... from wrestling with your adversaries.”

For Isaac as for the Stoics, the path to victory over the passions is through ascetic
practice to attain to apatheia and stillness, but Isaac transforms these notions and connects
them to the agan in a unique way.”®® Isaac adds suffering to the agan, and for him, to struggle
is also to nobly suffer. He argues that no-one can know truth without gaining experience of

suffering.?®

While for the Stoics, self-examination is an important part of the agon, Isaac
extends it to include self-mortification.?®® Isaac can thus be seen as utilising but adapting

some key ideas from Stoicism.

Christ as Model

Like other early Syrian Christian writers Isaac is very Christ-centered.?*” For Isaac, struggling
against Satan is both an emulation of Christ and effective as a result of Christ’s own struggle.
In an earlier chapter | discussed the New Testament references to agona which demonstrate
the portrayal of Christ as a Divine Warrior and Hero. For the Syrians, a Christian is meant to
follow their hero through their struggles because this is the way to true life. Isaac writes that
ascetics should choose to cut themselves off from others when they pray the vigil prayers

because “our Saviour too, during the night times, chose deserted places.”* Isaac also writes

27 |saac, Homilies, 1.4.40 (Bedjan, 45; Hansbury, 68). Yet he also writes, “Deem that one a man of God who
with his great compassion always stands on the side of poverty.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.5.51 (Bedjan, 68; Hansbury,
87).

%88 |saac, Homilies, 1.9 (Bedjan, 114; Miller, 191). This is also somewhat evident in Stoic thinking. Marcus
Aurelius writes that it is good to be like “a wrestler in the greatest contest of all, never to be overthrown by any
passion.” Aurelius, Meditations, 3.4. The Greek is 0Antiv 80kov tod peyictov, Tod VO UNdeVOg ThHovg
KatoAn0fvor.

9 For the Stoics, the idea of agon is less important than for Isaac, and it is merely an aspect of the general
askesis which is required to attain apatheia. Seneca for example writes of frequent struggle, but the imagery of
the athlete is far less common in Stoicism than in Isaac. Isaac however sounds like Seneca who writes, “You are
a great man; but how am I to know it, if fortune gives you no opportunity of showing your virtue? You have
entered the arena of the Olympic games, but no one else has done so: you have the crown, but not the
victory...There can be no easy proof of virtue. Fortune lashes and mangles us: well, let us endure it: it is not
cruelty, it is a struggle (certamen), in which the oftener we engage the braver we shall become. Seneca, Prov. 4
http://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Of_Providence#lV, accessed October 15, 2018.

2% |saac, Homilies, 1.1.8 (Bedjan, 8; Miller, 185-7).

9 Isaac writes, “I have carried out an examination of myself for many long years.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.40
(Bedjan, 281; Miller, 329). He also says, “You may take the measure of your way of life by observing your
mental impulses.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.2.34 (Bedjan, 19; Hansbury, 40).

22 Mary Hansbury, “Evidence of Jewish influence in the writings of Isaac of Nineveh: translation and
commentary” (PhD. Thesis, Temple University, 1987), 11, 12.

2% |saac, Homilies, 2.12.1 (CSCO 554: 53-54; Brock, 63).
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of the “children of light (bnai nuhra) who would travel afterwards in His footsteps following
this new mode of life.”®® For Isaac, when the Christian struggles they are following the
example of Christ, and he makes this connection explicit at several points. For example, Isaac
writes that the ascetic, “has truly crucified the world within himself,” and “has been crucified
over against the world, having suspended himself on the cross through the abandonment of
everything.”*® Since Christ underwent an agona specifically of prayer, the ascetic likewise
struggles in prayer. This is because as a baptised person the ascetic now has the broken image
restored in Christ—The image lost by Adam is renewed by Christ Who is the “Second
Adam.” As Brock notes, “Second Adam typology plays a very prominent role in early Syriac

Chris‘tianity.”296

Isaac also understands that an ascetic can like Christ have real victory in the spiritual
battle, especially as a result of Christ’s own victorious struggle. He prays, “O Christ, because
of our nature’s sin You went out into the wilderness and vanquished ... the ruler of darkness,
taking from him the victory.”®’ He extends this by referring to the crucifixion, saying
(emphasis mine showing struggle language), “May the Cross of shame which You mounted
for my sake become a bridge to that peaceful abode [ie heaven], may the crown of thorns
with which your head was crowned, become for me a helmet of salvation (snorta d-porgna)
on the heated day of battle (b-yoma zmyma d-graba) ... may the mysteries of the faith ...
replace there the inadequacy of my ascetic conduct.”*® For Isaac, the battle is undertaken
because it is a “winnable war,” and the language of ascetic agona is natural because this

emulates Christ.?%°

% |saac, Homilies, 2.12.1 (CSCO 554: 53-54; Brock, 63). ~imas nis | discuss this theme of light below in
Isaac’s Anthropology. See also Sebastian Brock, The Luminous Eye: The Spiritual World Vision of Saint
Ephrem the Syrian (Kalamazoo, MI: Cistercian Studies, 1992), 71-7.

2% |saac, Homilies, 2.30.4-7 (CSCO 554: 123; Brock, 134-6).

2% Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, xxii.

27 |saac, Homilies, 2.5.24 (CSCO 554: 12; Brock, 16).

% |saac, Homilies, 2.5.25 (CSCO 554: 12; Brock, 16-17). r¢sin1 rénamas ncus .. <iniaas hauo His mention of
the helmet of salvation is from Eph. 6 discussed earlier.

% Isaac’s view of possible and indeed significant spiritual victory while on Earth contrasts with the Latin view
which is less optimistic. Some Latin writers in the first millennium accused the Eastern Church of being “semi-
Pelagian” because of this, but this was more due to a misunderstanding of Syrian and Greek Orthodox
anthropology. See for example the debate over the differences between John Cassian and Augustine in Daniel
Taylor, Sovereignty of God and Human Responsibility: Augustine Versus Cassian (Research Paper, Southern
Baptist Theological Seminary, 2016),
https://www.academia.edu/27086302/Sovereignty _of God_and_Human_Responsibility_Augustine_Versus_Ca
ssian, accessed October 3, 2018.
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Isaac’s Anthropology

Isaac’s Anthropology is important to understand because it underlies his whole approach to
spiritual struggle. He generally follows the earlier Syrian ideas but adds one novel feature
regarding the passions in response to NeoPlatonic/Stoic philosophy. As Brock asserts, the
Syrian theological system is more Jewish and Biblically-based than the Greek which has a
strong Platonic influence.** One aspect of this Syriac worldview is the body-soul integration.

Brock writes about Syriac asceticism that:

Far from being the outcome of a dualistic worldview and a negative attitude to the
body, these ascetic ideals in fact imply a very biblical—and positive—attitude
towards the human person as body-cum-soul, with great value attached to the sanctity
of the body, and emphasis laid on the interpenetration of the physical and spiritual

worlds.***

I have already discussed how Aphrahat saw the ascetic’s experience during this present time

as far more than an “anticipated resurrection.”*? Isaac shares this view and writes:

Insofar as a person draws near to knowledge of truth, he becomes less (under the
influence) of the activity of the senses ... The mode of conduct of this (present) life
provides (an opening) for the functioning of the senses, while the mode (of the life) to
come leads to spiritual activation... May God grant you to know the power of the
world to come, and you will cease henceforth from all engagement with this present

life.303

One example of this more Jewish and integrated worldview is the idea that the struggling
ascetic may develop a shining face filled with light.3*** This concept can be compared to
Moses’ face which shone after He experienced God on Mt Sinai, and which Paul also applies

to his readers when he writes that Christians in his day are:

%00 Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, xii.

%01 Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, xxiv-v. See also the discussion on the Syrian
worldview in Murray, Church and Kingdom, 69-77.

%2 Hansbury, introduction, 21; Lehto, introduction, 46.

%3 |saac, Homilies, 2.13.1-2 (CSCO 554: 55; Brock, 65), cf. Murray, Church and Kingdom, 74-77.

%4 |saac, Homilies, 2.6.1-4 (CSCO 554: 16-17; Brock, 20-1). Isaac writes: “When, through the grace and mercy
of our Lord Jesus Christ, that illumination of mind of which the Fathers speak has begun to shine out in you,
there are two signs which will give you confirmation concerning this... Now one of the signs is this: once this
hidden light starts shining in your soul you will have the sign, that whenever you leave off the reading Scripture
or prayer, the mind will be caught up with certain verses or with the content of these, and it will mediate on,
examine and probe of its own accord into their spiritual significance.”
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[N]ot as Moses, who used to put a veil over his face so that the sons of Israel might
not look intently at the end of what was fading away (ie. the light), ... But we all, with
unveiled face beholding as in a mirror the glory of the Lord, are being transformed
into the same image from glory to glory.>®

For Paul, Christians even in this present life begin to experience God’s glory, which is
manifested as light, and this theme is emphasised in Syrian asceticism. Alfeyev notes that
“the term nahhiruta, ‘illumination’, also refers to the influence of divine grace over a person:
it derives from nuhra, ‘light’, and points to such an action of God within a person which is
accompanied by the presence of light.”** So Isaac writes of the person who chooses their
actions so that “the love of the Lord may best shine out in them,” he is using a common

Syrian ascetic trope.>”’

The trope of the shining philosopher’s face was well-known in
NeoPlatonic teaching, but was also a feature of both Syrian and Greek Orthodox theology.*
For Late Antique readers schooled in NeoPlatonic thinking, this close connnection between
the mind, soul, and body was obvious. Isaac sees ascetics as the true philosophers who treat

their body in such a way as to benefit their souls.**

Isaac does not however see the body as necessarily a hindrance to purifying the soul. On
the contrary, the body can be a great aid in soul-growth, but even this way of discussing

Isaac’s thought is dualist. It is better to recognise that he understands the ascetic struggle of

%2 Cor. 3:18.

%6 Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 236-240. See also Brock, The Luminous Eye, 71-7.

%7 |saac, Homilies, 2.31.6 (CSCO 554: 127; Brock, 139). In Syrian asceticism these stories of shining monks are
very celebrated. For example, the story is remembered of Monk Martyr Stephen the New (born 715 CE). Two
brothers who visited him in prison “beheld the face of the monk shining with a divine light.”
http://oca.org/saints/lives/2014/11/28/103412-monkmartyr-and-confessor-stephen-the-new-of-mt-st-auxentius,
accessed October 15, 2018. Compare the story of Monk Sisoi the Great (d. 429 CE) who was a hermit-monk,
and lived in the Egyptian wilderness in a cave previously occupied by the Monk Anthony the Great. “When the
Monk Sisoi lay upon his death-bed, his students saw his face shining, so they asked him what he saw. Sisoi
answered, that he saw the prophets and apostles. His students then asked, with whom was he talking? He said
that Angels had come for his soul, and he had entreated them to give him a short bit of time yet for repentance.
“You, father, have no need for repentance,’ replied the students. But the Monk Sisoi, with his great humility,
answered: ‘I do not know for sure whether I have even begun to make my repentance.” After these words his
face shone so brightly, that the students could not look at him.” “Monk Sisoi the Great.”
http://www.missionstclare.com/english/people/jul6o.html, accessed October 15, 2018.

%% Gregory Smith, “Physics and Metaphysics”, Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity, ed. Scott Fitzgerald
Johnson (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2012), 513-543, especially 515-6. This idea draws on NeoPlatonic
notions and earlier Greek philosophy that goes as far back as the 5th century BCE, whereby light-filled and
light-weight souls ascend to the heavens after death, whereas heavy souls, that is, those filled with food and
lusts, cannot ascend so readily, see especially 513, 515, 532-3.

% This is in some contrast to the immaterial soul view of Augustine and Descartes which has pervaded the
West and which makes it hard to appreciate the integrated psychology of Isaac. Smith, Physics and
Metaphysics, 540. Smith notes of this Western dualism, “No matter how kind or keen, a Cartesian mind cannot
shine through a philosopher’s face,” 518.
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purifying the soul-body-mind as one single harmonious process. Isaac specifically states,
“You should realize, my brethren, that in all our service God very much wants outward
postures, specific kinds of honour, and visible forms of prayer—nor for His own sake, but for

310 He adds that a monk sometimes can be overcome by “altered states” of

our benefit.
“rapture,” and “delight” “resembling honey from a honeycomb,” while he “lies prostrate on
his face.”**! For Isaac, another of the main reasons for the outward bodily actions is that these
break one’s pride. He says that this “labour of the body” was done by the “blessed fathers”
Evagrius, Macarius and others because of their “fear of pride.”*"? Presumably, remaining in a

physically humble stance prevents the soul from becoming proud.®*?

As previously mentioned, Isaac’s comments about using the body in prayer are in the
context of his anti-Messalian chapter where he specifically argues against, “those who
despise the reverent outward forms.”*** That proper bodily struggle is essential is borne out
by Isaac’s warning that the Messalians have failed to follow “instructions about stratagems
against the demons.”*™ For Isaac, being successful in the spiritual battle requires a bodily
spirituality involving, “prostrations, continual falling to the ground, a suffering heart, and the
submissive postures appropriate to prayer, modest standing, hands clasped in submissive

59316

fashion, or stretched out to heaven. It is evident that Isaac’s anthropology directly shapes

his understanding of struggle.

With regard to the passions, Isaac has a somewhat different anthropology from the
Stoics and from the Stoic-informed NeoPlatonism current in Syria in his time. Stoics teach
that humans are by nature filled with unhealthy passions whereas Isaac’s anthropology
emphasises an earthly lived experience of the heavenly—an inaugurated eschatology. Isaac
teaches a present re-creation of the original Edenic passionless humanity. He accepts the

normal Syriac anthropology which teaches that putting on Christ’s resurrection restores

%19 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.13 (CSCO 554: 59; Brock, 69). He notes that standing helps the ascetic stay focussed
and undistracted.

11 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.27 (CSCO 554: 64-65; Brock, 75).

%12 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.21-2 (CSCO 554: 62-63; Brock, 73).

%13 Isaac also writes that, “Someone who shows a reverential posture during prayer, by stretching out his hands
to heaven as he stands in modesty, or by falling to his face on the ground, will be accounted worthy of much
grace from on high.” Isaac, Homilies, 2.14.12 (CSCO 554: 59; Brock, 69).

%14 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.3 (CSCO 554: 56; Brock, 66); He mentions the Messalians by name in 2.14.22, (CSCO
554: 62-63; Brock, 73). Isaac also warns about “those who say that outward forms are unnecessary.” Isaac,
Homilies, 2.14.22 (CSCO 554: 62-63; Brock, 73).

#15 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.42 (CSCO 554: 70; Brock, 80).

%16 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.42 (CSCO 554: 70; Brock, 80).
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humanity to the innocent state of the Garden, at least in potential. This is a common Syrian
idea—that just as Adam and Eve were clothed in garments of skin to cover their sin and
shame, God has given Christians garments of light to make us like Him, since Christ Himself

317

put on the garment of humanity and restored it to the divine state.””" Isaac writes, “the

passions are no (longer there), for that person has actually been raised from the world,

leaving behind below.”**

Isaac is very conscious that his reasoning at this point is in contrast to the NeoPlatonic
philosophers. He states that the soul, “does not naturally have passions. But the philosophers
who are outside (the church) do not believe this... We believe that God has not made his
image subject to passion.”** Later he asserts, “Let no one blaspheme against God saying that
He has placed passions and sin in our nature,” rather that, “the soul without sin has a “natural
limpidity and innocence.”*?° For Isaac, the natural state of humanity is apatheia and stillness,
being like God. The passions are purely a result of the fall and thus can be healed here on
Earth through ascetic practice. At the same time, paradoxically, and also in contrast to the
Stoics, Isaac says that the negative passions can be useful. Although humanity has fallen in
sin, and God did not create the passions in people, he allows and uses them for humanity’s
restoration. For example he writes that, “Fear is useful to human nature to preserve the

boundary of transgressing a commandment.”*?!

Isaac in comparison to other ascetics even at times sounds libertine. In one paragraph he
begins with the typical monastic warnings but then proceeds to qualify them—He writes,
“Occasions for sin are wine and woman, riches and a healthy body. It is not that these things
in and of themselves are to be designated as sin, but on account of human weakness and the
unlawful use of these.”** This explicit affirmation of the goodness of the body and sexuality
was quite counter to the lingering Encratism that existed on the fringes of the Syrian Church.

Isaac’s anthropology is rich and liberating for an ascetic. He sees the human as partially

17 Murray, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, 69-71.

%18 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.12 (CSCO 554: 33; Brock, 41). Isaac also quotes an “Elder” who warned against losing
the focus on stillness and the memory of God, and thus “awakens in you the mortified passions; ... resurrects
your corpse which was dead to the world; causes you to fall from the angelic husbandry.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.21
(Miller, 230).

%19 |saac, Homilies, 1.3.4-5 (Bedjan, 21-22; Hansbury, 44).

%29 |saac, Homilies, 1.3.8 (Bedjan, 25-26; Hansbury, 47); Homilies 1.3.12 (Bedjan, 30; Hansbury, 51).

%1 |saac, Homilies, 1.3.13 (Bedjan, 30; Hansbury, 51). Further, he writes “The bodily passions are placed in the
body by God for its support and growth; the passions of the soul, that is, the soul’s powers [are placed there] for
the growth and support of the soul.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.3.8 (Bedjan, 25; Hansbury, 47).

322 |saac, Homilies, 1.5.6 (Bedjan, 61; Hansbury, 81). Compare Aphrahat’s comments earlier.



178

transformed and able to ascend above the flesh, and his very hopeful anthropology is closely

linked to his eschatology.®?®

Inaugurated Eschatology

Isaac teaches inaugurated eschatology because he understands that baptism has wrought a
fundamental change in human nature. Isaac believes that Christ’s resurrection has already
taken the Christian somewhat into a new heavenly life—“The passions, memories and all that
they induce, are no (longer there), for that person has actually been raised from the world.”***
In the Syrian worldview, baptism is both a sign and an active participation in the new
Paradise.*? This earthly time however is not yet fully heavenly. The current “time of contests

(zbna d-agona)” is also contrasted with the “time of immortality (zbna dla mywtota).”3?°

Like Aphrahat, Isaac sees the ascetic life as being the angelic life. He writes of the
ascetic who “acquires an inner stillness (Selyita gawayta) in God, a semblance of the future

327 He believes that “as though in heaven, may we bear on our hidden limbs (i.e.

state.
spiritual bodies) the sanctification of your divinity.”*?® For Isaac, this life of the angels is an
important element in winning the spiritual battle. He links the two ideas when he says, “the
Fathers of old overcame the mighty and fearsome attacks of the rebellious one ... manifesting
on earth a likeness of the things to come.”®*® He sees this angelic life as without equal and
highly attractive. Isaac asks rhetorically, “What is comparable to this, that someone should
resemble the angels (while still) standing in this world, as his reflection is continually upon
God and things divine.”** At the same time he recognises that the complete fulfilment of this
angelic state is still in the future. He warns those who avoid the outward rituals of prayer that
“they do not realize that they have not yet reached the state of spiritual beings, or that the

(final) resurrection has not yet taken place and they have not yet achieved a state of

%23 When Isaac writes “And what manner of life did these holy men lead in these places? Did they live in the
body, or did their life, perhaps, transcend flesh and blood?” he is alluding to the Syrian inaugurated eschatology
discussed below, and in my chapter on Aphrahat.

4 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.12 (CSCO 554: 33 Brock, 41).

%25 Brock, The Syriac Fathers on Prayer and the Spiritual Life, xxiii.

%2% 1saac, Homilies, 2.39.11 (CSCO 554: 158; Brock, 168), <hahawn 1 i ... wias < amy -

%7 1saac, Homilies, 2.18.3 (CSCO 554: 88; Brock, 96), wiuas_~hasls. .

%28 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.41 (CSCO 554: 42; Brock, 52).

%29 |saac, Homilies, 2.5.12 (CSCO 554: 8; Brock, 11).

%30 |saac, Homilies, 2.29.12 (CSCO 554: 121; Brock, 133). He also says that stillness is the “angelic labor.”
Isaac, Homilies, 1.21 (Bedjan, 152; Miller, 233).



179

immutabilty.”?’?’1 He urges his readers to “hold fast to stillness, become like the Cherubim,”

for they have not yet reached this goal.>*

A related concept for Isaac is his belief that the current agona results in “mingling with
God,” an idea full of NeoPlatonic resonances.>> Isaac writes, “To come from the toil and
struggle with the thoughts to the luminous love for humanity, and from this, to be raised up to
the love of God - for someone to complete such a course in this life ... is impossible,
however much he struggles ... without inebriation in God.”** Isaac explains just how
difficult this task is but that it is yet possible with “inebriation in God,” a theme full of
eschatological significance and one also evident in Sufis such as Rumi. These ideas of being
“raised up to the love of God” and mingling with God are significant themes in Isaac, and he
sees this attainment as being a result of the ascetic “toil and struggle.”®® Isaac’s deeply
positive anthropology stems from his inaugurated eschatology and creates an image of

struggle as a heavenly battle completed while on earth.

Struggle and an efficacious Free Will

The value of ascetic struggle is predicated on the assumption that such human effort, freely-
chosen, accomplishes the intended goal of purification. Human action is efficacious in the
Greek and Oriental church, for example Gregory of Nyssa says, “For He who holds
sovereignty over the universe permitted something to be subject to our own control, over
which each of us alone is master. Now this is the will: a thing that cannot be enslaved, being
the power of self-determination.”**® This may seem strange to Western ears that are more
used to the approach of Augustine, who so emphasised grace that human choice was highly
contingent and somewhat insignificant. Yet in the East, grace and effort went hand-in-hand in

337

a theology known as synergeia.””’ This explains why Pelagius, Augustine’s opponent, was at

%1 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.14 (CSCO 554: 60; Brock, 70).

%32 |saac, Homilies, 1.21 (Bedjan, 153; Miller, 234).

333 |saac, Homilies, 2.7.3 (CSCO 554: 20; Brock, 25). See Brock’s footnote 6. Being like the angels is a form of
divinization, or attaining union with God. Alfeyev, The Spiritual World of Isaac the Syrian, 59.

¥4 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.35 (CSCO 554: 40; Brock, 49).

3 |saac, Homilies, 2.10.35 (CSCO 554: 40; Brock, 49).

%8 Gregory of Nyssa, The Great Catechism, MPG 47, 77A, in George Gabriel, Mary: The Untrodden Portal of
God (Ridgewood, NJ: Zephyr Books, 2000), 27.

%7 Norman Russell, Fellow Workers with God: Orthodox Thinking on Theosis (New York: St Vladimir’s
Seminary Press, 2009). Ps.Dionysius writes about human nature and free will that the “divine blessedness ...
grants the beneficent rays of its own light,” yet, people can “fall away” ... “from the light,” “because of their
free will.” Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works, trans. Colm Luibheid (New York: Paulist Press, 1987), 205.
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first received in the East.*® The approach of Augustine never gained much support in the
East, and most of his later statements about human effort, grace, free will, and predestination
are in contradiction to the Syrian and Greek teaching.** Augustine’s place is still hotly
debated in Orthodox circles because of his teaching against an efficacious and real free
will.**® For whatever reason, there was evidently still some ongoing debates in the Isaac’s
Syrian milieu around the issue of predestination. We saw earlier that Aphrahat and Macarius
argued against predestination, and this controversy seems to continue and is still being
responded to just a few years after Isaac by priest-monk John of Damascus.**! It is important
to note that this debate over determinism was of immense importance in early Muslim
theological and ethical debates as well, as | discuss in a later chapter.3*? For both Christians
and Muslims, the possibility of a salvific efficacious freely-chosen struggle was vital.
However when lIsaac writes about free will, human effort, grace, and predestination his
comments appear as incidental clarifications rather than organised excurses. Isaac does not
set out to explain theology nor reply to current debates per se and he is writing purely in

relation to the theme of struggle and how free will is an aspect of this.

Isaac sees free will as essential to the attainment of spiritual progress and struggle. His
Homily 37 deals extensively with this theme of struggle, free will and grace, as well as with
stillness, the passions, fasting, prayer, and the spiritual battle with both the world and the
devil. The Homily consists of a series of questions and answers and is eighteen pages long in

He also writes that, “people may freely act as individuals or groups,” and discusses how that people choose to
sin- they are not fated or predestined to sin.” Pseudo-Dionysius, The Complete Works, 95.

%8 |t was only when Augustine noted the extremist aspects of Pelagius that he was finally condemned at a
Church Councils in 418 CE and 431 CE.

%% George E. Demacopoulos and Aristotle Papanikolaou, “Augustine and the Orthodox: ‘The West’ in the
East,” in Orthodox readings of Augustine, eds. George E. Demacopoulos and Aristotle Papanikolaou
(Crestwood, NY: St. Vladimir’s Seminary press, 2008), 31-33.

9 His early teaching was more acceptable. See John D’ Alton, Aphrahat and Augustine: Resurrection
Asceticism and Eastern Hope, Orientale Lumen: Australasia and Oceania IV, eds. Lawrence Cross and Birute
Arendarcikas (Melbourne: Freedom, 2015).

3l Sidney H. Griffith, “The Manstr Family and St. John of Damascus,” in Christians and Others in the
Umayyad State: Lamine 1- Late Antique and Medieval Islamic Near East, eds. Antoine Borrut and Fred M.
Donner (Chicago: University of Chicago, 2016), 29-51. While John of Damascus writes in Greek, he is a
leading administrator to the Muslim Caliph in Damascus, and is familiar with Syrian traditions and teaching as
well as Arabic terminology and thoughtforms. He argues at length about free will, predestination and salvation
for over seven chapters in his An Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith, NPNF 2.9, 489-95. John asserts in his
section titled “Of the things which are in our Power, and not in our Power” that humans have an efficacious free
will, by nature. He says that this is because humans are not like animals but are created in the image of God, and
since God has freedom, so do humans. He says that Christ as a true human had will and desire. NPNF 2.9, 489.
The ”will” in humans includes a deliberative or gnomic will, but John argues however that there was no
deliberation in Christ’s will because God already knows the right action and does not have to consider and
choose.

%2 These issues of free will and predestination in relation to human effort are evident in various early Muslim
writers.
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the English edition. Isaac writes in the third Question and Answer, “What is the first path and
beginning that conducts us to wisdom? It consists in a man’s going in search of God with all
his strength, in striving with his whole soul until the end of his pursuit (w-nestarhab bab ‘zéh
malyayt), and in not being negligent when it is necessary for the love of God to strip off and
hurl away even his very life.”** Isaac affirms the importance of human effort and striving.
He continues a little later by saying that “a man strives” to “come out of the darkness of this
world” when he has “his soul stirred within a man.”*** He also emphasising the weakness of
human nature, and the need for God’s grace, asserting that, “nature is feeble and cannot
suddenly renounce its former habits and embrace a life of afflictions!”**® The solution is that,
“in proportion to a man’s volition to strive toward God, and in proportion to his purpose to
attain his goal for God’s sake, God works with him, helps him, and manifests His providence
in him.”**® Isaac is here teaching the standard Orthodox theology of synergy, where humans
co-operate and work together with God for their salvation. According to this view the will is
still able to choose to struggle in Christ, yet is flawed and in need of assistance.**’ He also
argues that demons are only allowed to attack to the extent that God’s will allows it. If God
allowed free will unlimited liberty then total chaos would result, so instead, God provides
constraints on free will. In this Isaac is affirming both the actions of a genuinely free will as

well as divine providence.®*®

3 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 225; Miller, 289), .rta\n mirean omihaa .

344 saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 227-28; Miller, 291). He then asks, “From whence does he possess this ability
to be moved in such a manner?” Isaac answers “At the first it is the nature which imparts to him this discerning
impulse, when it silently indicates to him the unstable constitution of the world.” Humans can perceive the true
state of things from observing nature, and thus are moved.

345 |saac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan, 231; Miller, 293). He also writes “For a man cannot gain instruction
concerning himself solely from his nature and the discerning impulses that arise in him, but we can learn only
from the Scriptures, or from revelations of the Spirit.” Isaac, Homilies, 1. 37 (Bedjan, 230; Miller, 293).

%6 |saac, Homilies, 1.39 (Bedjan, 271; Miller, 321).

7 This is explicitly contradicted by the later Augustine although not in his earlier works. Elsewhere, Isaac
explicitly discusses free will and how human free will and divine will inter-relate. In Homily 1.54, Isaac speaks
of the demons who battle against the ascetic through “prolonged warfare,” and discusses ascetic struggle,
“guarding the tongue” and “war with demons.” He concludes by repeating the synergistic wording of one
victorious saint who had prayed through a whole day without noticing it, “And then, when the sun beat down on
me more strongly and scorched my face, my mind returned to me, and lo! | saw that it was another day, and |
thanked God, seeing that His grace is so abundantly poured out on man, and that He should deem those who
pursue Him worthy of such majesty.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.54 (Bedjan, 381, 389; Miller, 405, 410, 411). Isaac
again affirms that God’s grace is essential along with human action when he explicitly says, “Nature is feeble
and cannot suddenly renounce its former habits and embrace a life of afflictions.” Isaac, Homilies, 1.37 (Bedjan,
231; Miller, 293).

8 |saac, Homilies, 1.54 (Bedjan, 385-86; Miller, 409). He says: [B]e like a man who believes that there is a
Guardian with him and is perfectly assured through his wisdom that he together with all creation, is under a
single Master Who with a single nod moves, and shakes, and stills, and orders all. There is not one slave who
can harm another of his fellow slaves without a warrant from Him Who provides for them all, and controls all;
and all things are under His providence. Rise up straightway and take courage! For although liberty is granted to
some, it is not granted for every act. For neither demons, nor ravaging beats, nor men bent on evil can carry out
their will to ruin and destroy their fellows unless the bidding of Him Who governs permits it and assigns it a
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In another extended discussion on fighting the passions, free will, and human nature,
Isaac writes that God “accepts the paltry and insignificant things done with a good will for
His sake along with the mighty and perfect actions. And even if they are blameworthy, they
are borne with mercy, and forgiven their authors, without any blame.”** Here Isaac shows a
high assessment of human struggle. He is confident that God accepts even meagre ascetic
efforts because, “the omniscient God to whom all things are revealed before they happen, and
who was aware of the constraints of our (human) nature before He created us... is good and

»3%0 This is an important theological context for understanding Isaac’s view of

compassionate.
ascetic struggle. Human effort is indeed valued and compassionately accepted by God. He
does not accept that humans are fated or predestined, and he teaches an efficacious freely

chosen struggle.®!

Conclusion

Isaac is a creative developer of the traditional Syrian concepts of inner struggle, drawing
together many previous ideas of John of Apamea, Evagrius, and Macarius. Isaac is more
Hellenised than Aphrahat and most of the earlier Syrians, and connects imagery of the arena,
wrestling, and the watchful soldier, to Stoic notions of stillness and apatheia. His Ascetic
Homilies display a rich array of fighting images and terms to express the macrotrope of

spiritual life as a battlle. Isaac’s approach to daily spiritual combat is embedded in a hopeful

definite compass. For that divine nod from on high does not command or permit liberty to come into full sway;
if it did, no flesh would survive.” This is a complex passage but Isaac uses the image of the Caliph and his
slaves to clarify several points. Humans have free will, but this freedom is limited in operation by the divine
will. God will not allow every attack to happen- human will is limited and not all actions are granted to people.
Humans can choose, but only God grants the liberty to fulfil the intention. Thus the ascetic should not fear the
attacks on his struggle because God is ultimately controlling all. Isaac’s advice to “be like a man who believes
that there is a Guardian with him” sounds distinctly Stoic. Seneca writes "God is near you, he is with you, he is
within you. This is what | mean, Lucilius: a holy spirit indwells within us, one who marks our good and bad
deeds, and is our guardian. As we treat this spirit, so are we treated by it. Indeed, no man can be good without
the help of God. Can one rise superior to fortune unless God helps him to rise?” Seneca, Epistle 41, (compare
Epictetus). We can see from Seneca’s balance of divine help and free will similarities between Isaac and
Stoicism.

9 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.15 (CSCO 554: 60-61; Brock, 71).

%0 |saac, Homilies, 2.14.15 (CSCO 554: 60-61; Brock, 71).

%1 7o struggle and attain to tranquility requires human choice and effort according to Isaac. For Isaac, God’s
grace is essential to struggle but is not a precursor to action. Isaac’s teaching here draws on the long established
tradition of the Eastern churches, as is reflected in the ascetic teachings of monastics in general and in the Greek
fathers when they discuss theology. In this he follows John Chrysostom who writes, “All is in God’s power, but
so that our free-will is not lost . . . It depends therefore on us and on Him. We must first choose the good, and
then He adds what belongs to Him. He does not precede our willing, that our free-will may not suffer. But when
we have chosen, then He affords us much help . . . It is ours to choose beforehand and to will, but God’s to
perfect and bring to the end.” Chrysostom, Homily 12 on Hebrews, 425.
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inaugurated eschatology and related anthropology, which enables Christians to conquer the
enemies of the demons and passions. In this approach he is similar to the previous Syrians
although somewhat more Stoic. Unlike the previous Syrian authors who wrote prior to Islam,
Isaac’s continued use of warfare metaphors and agona language in the context of a possibly
competing view of inner warfare is significant. Isaac conceptualises the ascetic life as an

active and watchful fight in ways that is very similar to the early Sufis.
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5. Jihad in the early Islamic Context

Similarly to the Syrian Christians, Sufis teach that the most important struggle is the
internal battle of the heart. Al-Muhasibi and al-Ghazali use many images and stories to
convey the broad conceptual metaphor of spiritual growth as a kind of struggle, sometimes
but not exclusively using the term jihad. Even when they write about soldiers, armour, and
weapons without mentioning this term, the imagery of the external jikad is evident in their
texts. While they write in somewhat similar ways to the Syrian Christians, their specific
sources and contexts determines a different approach. It is thus necessary before engaging
with the Muslim authors to provide some context for their writing, and especially to define
the central struggle term jihad. In this chapter therefore | survey the highly contested idea
of jihad and situate it within current debates over the nature of Islam. My review includes a
summary of Qur’anic usage and a review of the breadth of meaning of the term throughout
history. | summarise the historical evidence that the word jikad encompassed both the
internal and the external battle, as demonstrated for example in the writing of al-Muhasibi. |
also introduce the major historical and theological issues of the early Islamic context of the
Muslim authors and note how these shape their works. Because the place of Sufi authors is
also becoming contentious, | evaluate the relation of Sufism to Islam as a whole. The
possibility of Christian influence on Sufism is also controversial so | address this
specifically in relation to the struggle metaphor, which will allow the issues raised during

the next two chapters to be assessed in this context.

Definitions of Jihad

Defining jihad as a concept without recognizing the broader cluster of related terms is
unsatisfactory. The semantic range of meaning of jikad allows many authors to pick the
particular definition that suits their polemical intent. In reality, however, “jihad” is a complex
idea intertwined with shahid (martyr) and other notions of spiritual struggle. Most authors
recognize that the concept of jihad contains both an internal and an external aspect, drawing

on the frequently-cited hadith reference.! Ashraf says that jihad means “fighting in the Way

! Michael Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History (Princeton, Princeton University Press. 2006), 13. The hadith is: “A
number of fighters came to the messenger of Allah, and he said: “You have done well in coming from the ‘lesser
Jjihad’ to the ‘greater jihad’.” They said: “What is the ‘greater jihad’?” He said: “For the servant [of God] to
fight his passions.”” David Cook, Understanding Jihad (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005), 35,
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of God” and that, “Islam is a religion of peace but it prescribes war as the last resort to ward
off the enemy, secure peace, and establish security.”® He adds that it is also a constant
internal battle to maintain inner purity and justice, to “distinguish between right and wrong.”
He argues that because the internal battle against the nafs (soul) is harder, therefore it is the

“greater jihdd.”4

Jihad is defined by many as “the Just Striving,” “moral striving,”® “righteous cause

" or “Striving in the Way of God,”® and even

(i.e., action for the sake of a moral order),
includes striving in “learning and research.” Such jihad involves striving for justice, bearing
up against injustice patiently, and maintaining an orientation towards God and the Muslim
community. This includes love for others, selfless living and “communal solidarity.”° It is
not a simple-minded bloody battle. Abul-Fadl sees jikad as the responsible means to protect
the Muslim community against injustice. Jikad is understood by Muslim scholars as
primarily a defensive war within certain Qur’anic parameters. These prescriptions are often
quoted, for example, not killing women and children.™ In contrast, some non-Muslim authors
completely ignore the non-violent aspects of jikad. According to Desai many Muslim leaders
teach that jihad is not the word for “Holy War”, but the word for “the quotidian struggle to
lead the good life in accordance with the teachings of the holy book.”*? Desai notes the
divergence between most Muslim scholars and the terrorists who wear “Muslim garments.”
While some Muslim leaders emphasise the non-violent meaning of jikad, self-identified
Muslim terrorists themselves reinforce the Western media notion of jikad as violent conflict.

This legitimation by terrorists of violent jikad based on their interpretation of the Qur’an

citing al-Bayhaqgt, Zuhd (Beirut, n.d.), 165. See also Imam Al-Nawawi, Riyadh-as-Saliheen , volume 1, hadith
194, 195, (Houston, TX: Dar-us-Salam Publications, 1999), and Al-Bukhari, Sahih al-Bukhari, VVolume 4, Book
52, Number 44, (Alexandria, VA: Al-Saadawi Publications, 1996).

% Syed Ali Ashraf, “The Inner meaning of Islamic Rites: Prayer, Pilgrimage, Fasting, Jihad,” in Islamic
Spirituality: Foundations, ed. Syed Hossein Nasr (New York: Crossroad,1987), 111-30, (125). Ashraf also says
it entails resisting evil and is a pure act of maintaining justice, 126.

% Ashraf, “The Inner meaning of Islamic Rites,” 126.

* Ashraf, “The Inner meaning of Islamic Rites,” 128. Ashraf says that, “Spirit overcomes the soul with its sins
through remembrance of God and union with Him.”

® Mona Abul-Fadl, Introducing Islam from Within (Leicester, The Islamic Foundation, 1991), 57.

® Asghar Ali Engineer, Islam: Misgivings and History (New Delhi 2008), 227.

" Paul Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” Journal of Religious Ethics (32.1, 2004): 95-128, (95).

8 Abul-Fadl, Introducing Islam from Within, 71; Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 2.

® M. Faruk Zein, Christianity, Islam and Orientalism (London: Saqi Books, 2003), 29.

19 Abul-Fadl, Introducing Islam from Within, 71.

1 Abul-Fadl, Introducing Islam from Within, 63-65. See hadith such as in Muslim ibn al-Hajjaj, Saheeh Muslim,
Book 19, Hadith Number 4319 (n.p.: Dar-Us-Salam, 2007), and Bukhari, Sahih Bukhari VVolume 4, Book 52,
Hadith Number 256, (Alexandria, VA: Al-Saadawi Publications, 1996).

12 Meghnad Desai, Rethinking Islamism: The Ideology of the New Terror (London. I.B. Taurus 2007), 19.

3 Desai, Rethinking Islamism, 19.
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perpetuates the media representation. This issue however is not new.

Even in the earliest days of Islam, jihad did not mean just violent war, but had a
broader range of meanings, according to Asma Afsaruddin, renowned professor of Near-
Eastern languages and cultures.** Within three centuries, however, two opposing schools of
thought emerged. Afsaruddin notes the “changing semantic landscape” of early Islam and
analyses the critical verses Qur’an 22:78, 25:52, 29:69, to show “non-combative dimensions
attributed to the term jihad in the middle Meccan to early Medinan period.”* She adds that,
“Broad, non-combative meanings for jihad in this period are frequently documented,
particularly by the earliest commentators” and proceeds with extensive evidence.'® In a

highly revealing evaluation Afsaruddin concludes:

Thus in regard to Qur’an 22:78 and 29:69, early exegetes like Mugqatil, Ibn ‘Abbas,
and al-Qummi understand the term jihad in these verses as referring to the general
struggle of believers to obey God in their actions and to please Him. Al-Tabari’s
commentary, however, marks a signal transformation in the meanings assigned to the
derivates of jihad in these verses. In clear contradistinction to earlier authorities
whose views he conscientiously preserves, he tellingly expresses a personal
preference for assigning combative meanings to the Meccan locutions jahidifi
‘llah/jahadufi na because, he says, they had become the predominant understanding
by his time. Al-Tabari’s commentary is therefore exceptionally valuable to us in
indicating that the progressive privileging of the combative aspects of jihad had
become almost inexorable by the late third/ninth century in certain scholarly circles.
Post-TabarT exegetes, however, continue to record both combative and non-combative
meanings of jihad in relation to these verses, as we note in the commentaries of al-
Zamakhshari, al-Razi, and al-QurtubI.17

4 Asma Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God: Jihad and Martyrdom in Islamic Thought (Oxford University
Press: Oxford, 2013).1-3.

15 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 1, 269.

1® Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 269-70.

7 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 270. She also argues that the early Hadith work al-Musannaf of ‘Abd
al-Razzaq (d. 211/827), which was compiled earlier than the authoritative Hadith collection of al-Bukhart (d.
256/870), “contains a number of reports that relate multiple combative and non-combative definitions of
martyrdom that are not always reproduced in later compilations,” 4. See also other early Muslim Qur’an
commentators, such as Mugatil ibn Sulayman al-Balkhi (died 767), and Muhammad al-Kalbi, Abu al-Mundhir
Hisham bin Muhammed bin al-Sa'ib bin Bishr al-Kalbi, at http://www.altafsir.com, accessed September 6,
2018, and an early book on asceticism, ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab Al-Zuhd wal Raga ig, eds. Ahmad Farid Al-
Tab‘ah (Riyadh: Dar Al-Mi‘raj Al-Dawliyah, 1995).
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This is an extremely significant argument which partly explains why early Sufi writings on
inner jihad become somewhat contested later on. This divergent perspective in early Islam
continues to have repercussions today. Along with hadith interpretations of jihad, Afsaruddin
also discusses various interpretations of Qur’anic references to jikad, going as far back as the
first/seventh century, including the meaning of striving against unbelievers “with the Quran,”
e.g. the Tafsir of Mujahid b. Jabr."® She says,

The Qur’an preserves in particular a semantic spectrum for the term jihad and its
derivatives that progressively came to be either downplayed or elided in much of the
later literature. In the Qur’an, derivatives from the root jhd (usually occurring as

verbal forms) have the basic signification of “struggling,” “striving,” and “exertion.”*°

The narrowing of meaning of jihad in some parts of Islam by the third/ninth century, to a
more specifically warfare-oriented understanding, was due to political circumstances.?’
Afsaruddin writes in regards to the hadith literature that, “[the] progressive formulation of
fairly monolithic classical juridical views of jihad and martyrdom owes considerable impetus
to the rise and consolidation of the imperial Umayyad and Abbasid states and the

establishment of a strong military during these periods.”*

Heck argues further that it was the Abbasids who, seeking to legitimise their imperial
expansion, sought to, “wrest the prestige of jikad from the ascetic warriors, undertook to limit
the scope of jihad. In contrast, non-state actors’ emphasis on jihdd as a means to win
redemption through martyrdom led to the escalation of violence and its identification with
Muslim piety.”?* Thus long before the events of “9/11” various Muslim scholars were using

particular interpretations of jihad to emphasis an aggressive jihad against non-Muslims, while

'8 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 11-35. Mujahid is mentioned by al-Muhasibi.

19 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 2.

2 Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 117-148.

2! Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 4. She adds, “The progressive juridical—as well as exegetical—
conflation of jihad with gital that occurred in the pre-modern period (and continued into the modern period) is
reflected in the way martyrdom also came to be progressively understood in similar contexts as essentially dying
on the battlefield.” Afsaruddin, Striving in the Path of God, 2. She also asserts that “in a number of these
reports, it is the pious warrior who is being compared to the non-combative pious believer in order to assess the
former’s religious merit,” and that, “Other reports posit the moral equivalence of fighting in the path of God to
essential religious obligations performed for the sake of God, such as prayer and fasting. But already we begin
to detect an overall shift in emphasis in this treatise, with more reports now extolling the greater moral
excellence of the military jihad over more routine devotional acts, such as prayer and fasting,” Afsaruddin,
Striving in the Path of God, 151. Further, the Kitab al-Jihad of > Abd Allah Ibn al-Mubarak (d. 181/797), etc.
also show this changing emphasis, see 149.

22 Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 110.
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others maintained the non-violent inner spiritual understandings.?

Other authors take the opposite position to Afsaruddin and Heck, arguing that jihad is
almost always violent. Tore Kjeilen in The Jikhad Fixation, an encyclopedic collation of

Muslim references to jihad defines it as:

Islamic term, Arabic for ‘battle; struggle; holy war for the religion’. Jihad has two
possible definitions: the greater, which is the spiritual struggle of each man, against
vice, passion and ignorance. This understanding of jihad has been presented by
apologetics of modern times, but is an understanding of the term rarely used by

Muslims themselves.?*

Noticeably, of Kjeilen’s seven paragraphs defining Islam, only the first (above) mentions the
internal spiritual struggle, and then with the implication that this is a recent apologetic
formulation “rarely used” by actual Muslims.” This misrepresentation of the history and
meaning of Islam is frequently used to condemn Islam as inherently violent and all Muslims
as latent terrorists.”® Significantly the next chapter of The Jihad Fixation titled “Objectives”
consists of eight pages purely discussing Islam as violent warfare, quoting the most
commonly used jikad texts from Muslim scholars and the Qur’an with no discussion of their
context nor limitations to application. The opening paragraph states, “Allah, the Most High
and the Most Majestic, has stated the objectives behind jikad in the cause of Allah the Most
high. He the Most Perfect says: Fight them until there is no more fitnah (shirk).”?’ There
follow six pages that review the evidence for the idea of jihad as spiritual struggle in the
hadith, concluding that the evidence is weak and that therefore the whole idea is false.? |
have described The Jihad Fixation book in some depth because it is representative of a
number of other works on jihad, in which there is almost no mention of the extensive early
written description by early Sufis of jihad as spiritual struggle. Kjeilen, for example, has only
a short one page summary of M. Amir Ali’s extended discussion of jihad, which includes

two paragraphs outlining the wider range of meanings, including loving God most, striving to

% Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 205-19, 236-68.

 Tore Kijeilen, “Jihad,” in The Jihad Fixation, ed. Tore Kjeilen (Delhi: Wordsmiths, 2001), 11-12 (11).

% Kjeilen, “Jihad,” 11-12. One wonders what kind of Muslims Kjeilen reads or meets since many Muslims do in
fact write of the spiritual battle, and al-Muhasibi’s early work is readily available.

% Stuart Robinson, Mosques and Miracles (Brisbane: Cityharvest, 2003), 207-17.

%7 Sa’eed Al-Qahtani, “Objectives,” in The Jihad Fixation (Delhi: Wordsmiths, 2001), 13.

% Sa’eed Al-Qahtani, “Objectives,” 25.
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be holy etc.”® The extremely lengthy discussions of inner struggle by al-Muhasibi and al-
Ghazali etc. are ignored. A section titled “Obligation: Jihad according to the Qur’an and
Sunnah” includes a number of references. However, no context is provided for the Qur’an
references which start with, “Fight in the way of Allah those who fight you, but transgress not
the limits... Kill them wherever you find them, and turn them out from where they have
turned you out.” Quoting these verses without the qualifiers of context and limits, the reader
is left with the distinct impression that Islam is a monolithic force about to engulf the West,
especially when more than a third of the book’s 424 pages are in two sections titled “Agents”

and “Tentacles.”*

In stark contrast is the view of Zein, who argues that jikad does not translate as “holy
war” because the Qur’an’s references to jihad as warfare only ever applied to Arabia.
According to Zein, outside of this specific historic context all jikad is meant to be striving to
defend the Islamic beliefs, and should be done as a peaceful intellectual exercise. He also
argues that the modern use of “jihad” in the name of Islam is ultimately derived from the
Christian crusaders and their holy wars.®* Other authors also so emphasise the personal
spiritual struggle that they downplay jihad as war. Engineer for example states that, “we see
wars in the history of Islam, not in the teachings of Islam,” and attributes the killings to an
“Arab mindset” rather than Islam per se.* This too is overstating the case and contradicts
historical evidence.

Ali argues that jihad is merely defensive or the struggle for justice®*. The Qur’an
(2:190) is often quoted in support of this view, “And fight in the way of Allah against those
who fight against you but be not aggressive. Surely Allah loves not the aggressors.” Arnold

% Kjeilen, “Jihad,” 31-73. These 43 pages consist almost entirely of an explanation of the philosophy of violent
Jihad, with less than one page (70) examining jikad as an inner war and “a struggle against the base instincts of
the body but also resistance to the temptation of polytheism.” Al-Ghazali, one of the greatest Sufi scholars is also
cited in support of this view, but then is undermined by a quote indicating the opposite view. Amir Ali’s work is
summarised on 29, citing Amir Ali http://www.themodernreligion.com/jihad/jihad-explained.html.

% Kjeilen, The Jihad Fixation.

31 Zein, Christianity, Islam and Orientalism, 24, 29, 30. In relation to the “sword verses” in the Qur’an, (9:5,36
etc.) Zein writes, “Clearly, the Prophet was referring solely to the people of Arabia. Qur’an 9:1-28 strongly
supports this argument. The intention that only the population in Arabia should be Muslim in totality is very
clear,” 24. Heck argues that al-Farabi (d. 950) was, “Heavily influenced by Greek thought in Arabic translation,
refers to military activity not as jihad but as war (harb), speaking of it in terms of justice and injustice (al- Farabi
1961, 146),” Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 103.

% Asghar Ali Engineer, Islam: Misgivings and History (New Delhi, 2008), 6. See also 5-7, 11-13. Engineer
argues that Islam significantly lessened the common violence of pre-Islamic tribes, 21, 25.

% Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 1; Engineer, Islam: Misgivings and History, 6, 8, 17.
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argues that Islam spread as a result of Arab conquests rather than as Muslim jihad.** He also
sees significance in the fact that some Orthodox Church leaders saw Arab conquests as
peaceful in contrast to the Roman rule, or as a judgement on Christian sins.*® Hence Islam in
his view is always peaceful, and thus the West has nothing to fear. Noorani notes the
description of Muslims in the media as “a fifth column in our midst”, “isolationist” in
approach, and unwilling to integrate into Western society.®*® He argues that due to the
increased Muslim rage against the West, especially since the creation of Israel, what Islam
needs is more “greater jihad” (inner struggle), that is, Muslims need to engage in more East-

West dialogue and engage in rational dialogue to solve problems of injustice.®’

Muraweic in contrast makes a negative assessment of Islam and jikad. The frontispiece
of his book says that, “This book examines contemporary jihad as a cult of violence and
power” and asserts that, “All jihadi groups, whether Shiite or Sunni, Arab or not, are
characterized by a similar bloodlust.”*® The use of these polemical terms makes it difficult to
imagine jihad in any way other than as evil. The first chapter is titled “We love death,” and
Muraweic situates jikad solely within a history of various atrocities going right back to the
Greek Peloponnesian war.*® He appropriates Huntington’s “clash of civilizations” language
by identifying the “irregular war waged by the jihadi world against the West” as determinate
of even the West’s “fate.”*® His use of “jihadi terror groups” virtually equates jihad with
extremist violence.** Muraweic discusses jikad as inherent to Islam since its birth, but makes
no mention of the Sufi understanding of jikad.** Rather, he implies that the “secret society”
nature of Sufi groups may actually be a harbour for terrorists.* The modern outbreak of jihad
he blames on the German foreign policy manoeuvres in the First World War, even describing
Max von Oppenheim as the “German Abu Jihad.”** When such texts are published by the

reputable Cambridge University Press it is difficult to see how the public can resist the

* Thomas Arnold, The Spread of Islam in the World: A history of peaceful preaching (New Delhi: Goodword,
2001), 46.

% Arnold, The Spread of Islam in the World, 54.

% A.G. Noorani, Islam and Jihad (London: Zed Books, 2005), 121, 123, 124.

%" Noorani, Islam and Jihad, 126, 127. Some of these authors mentioned above are popular rather than academic,
however they reflect the broader community perceptions and are often sourced instead of more-nuanced
scholars.

% |aurent Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad (London: Cambridge University Press, 2008), frontis.

¥ Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad, 5.

0 Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad, 1.

! Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad, 166.

“2 Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad , 169f.

** Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad, 166.

* Muraweic, The Mind of Jihad, 187f.
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conclusion that Islam is inherently a religion of terrorists, and that all jikad is violent warfare.

It is not just non-Muslim Western scholars who disagree over the meaning of jihad.
Muslims are divided too, between those who follow the Arab nationalist and Islamic
resurgence viewpoints of Sayed Qutb, and those who prefer al-Ghazali, Rumi, and other
Sufis. The views of al-Qaeda and other groups that follow Qutb are well-documented, and
they legitimate violent jihad against others based on the Qur’an. In contrast, Sufis generally
regard the inner jihad as the struggle to subdue the self, specifically the nafs (lower soul
where the passions and sins reside), because the nafs is either weak or easily misled by
Satan.”® Their focus is very similar to that of Aphrahat, Isaac, and the Syrian ascetics. This
concept of the struggle with the nafs is extensively described by al-Ghazali, often considered
the greatest Sufi theorist. Al-Ghazali wrote extensively on spiritual attainment, inner battle,
and the soul in his Revival of the Religious Sciences.*® Except for a few notable exceptions,
Al-Ghazali’s view represents the whole Sufi tradition. He excludes jihad as warfare except
for extreme cases of self-defence. These two viewpoints regarding jikad have been in conflict
for over a thousand years so it is hard to see how the divergence can be resolved given that
both sides draw on a long history of Qur’anic and Hadith exegesis. There may never be
complete agreement even within Islam over jikad as Islam is in reality a fragmented and

diverse collection of ethnic and religious viewpoints.*’

The two opposing views of the meaning of jihad both suffer from a certain
reductionism that ignores the full extent of historical data.*® The resulting ambivalence leads
to public confusion which has significant implications for the maintenance of social harmony.
This thesis therefore will provide essential data to inform a more nuanced assessment of the
meaning and history of inner jikad in Islam. While some Muslims may reject the evidence, it
is possible that Western societies will use the knowledge to construct more harmonious
engagement with Islam. Islam is far from monolithic, and the presence of some terrorist

factions does not necessarily demonstrate that Islam is inherently violent. As Lawrence has

** Mark Sedgwick, Sufism: The Essentials. (Cairo: American University of Cairo Press, 2003), 10.

*® Sedgewick, Sufism, 18.

" Abdullah Saeed, Islam in Australia (Crows Nest, NSW: Allen & Unwin, 2003), 64-77.

“8 Kepel is another author who notes the political implications of the term jihad especially after “September 11,”
but fails to even mention the history of greater or lesser jihad. Gilles Kepel, The Trail of Political Islam, trans.
Anthony Roberts (London: Taurus, 2002), 1.
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noted, the West is also fractured, and in some places and times quite violent.*® Ironically, the
reductionist and singularizing view of a violent Islam perpetuated by many recent books

stands in contrast to the earlier 19" century stereotype of Islam as impotent and dying.

Jihad: semantic range

Jihad literally means “strive” or “struggle” or even “exertion”, and is used with this meaning
in Muslim texts, but also in Christian Arabic literature after the spread of Islam, as | shall
demonstrate in my final chapter. The Qur’anic references above show that jikad carries a
wide range of meanings but with the common underlying image of energetic struggle. This
range is almost identical with that covered by the Greek agor and the Syriac agona. It is
important to note that there are other specific words in Arabic for war, i.e. harb and gizal.*°
Both these words are used in the Qur’an exclusively to denote external battles and ongoing
warfare.” In recent polemic concerning Islam, the Muslim concept of the dar-al- arb (abode
of war) has attained also talismanic status, however harb appears to be never used for inner
struggle, and thus jikad occupies a broader semantic space given its use for both internal and

external battles.>?

Another key term that must be differentiated from jihad is qital (Syriac qizal, war,
massacre) since many Muslims and non-Muslims alike often incorrectly interpret jihad to
always mean gital. However, gital has a specific meaning that is narrower than jihad. Both
Syriac and Arabic use gital which is formed from the same triliteral root in both languages
(g-t-1), with the particular meaning of murder or massacre.>® The difference between jihdd
and gital appears to be the emphasis in the former on the inner struggle with its attendant
spiritual growth and virtuous dimensions. This is important because gital does not seem to be
used of the internal fight, and has a range of very negative uses such as massacre, which do
not overlap either agona or jihad. The use of jihad when gital would appear to suffice

demonstrates that more than the physical battle is in the author’s mind, borne out by the

* Bruce Lawrence, Shattering the Myth: Islam Beyond Violence (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1998),
4,5,

*0 Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 2. Engineer, Islam: Misgivings and History, 227.

> Bonner, Jihad in Islamic History, 8.

>2 See for example Bat Ye’or, The Decline of Eastern Christianity under Islam.

*% William Jennings, Lexicon to the Syriac New Testament (London, Oxford University Press, 1926), 192. Elias
A. Elias and Edward E. Elias, English-Arabic, Arabic-English Dictionary (New Delhi: Publications India, 1996),
320; In the New Testament see for example Luke 13:3, 15:27, Matt 2:4, 16, 15:19, Acts 7:61, 9:1, 12:2. Also see
Syriac Dictionary, ed. J. Payne Smith (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1903), 501. See Qur’an 8:39.
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broader discourse in which these words are used. Anti-Islamic polemicists seem to have
missed this important distinction and interpret jihad usage as if it implies gital. The concept
of jihad is still often confused with “just war”, and many scholars completely miss the
internal aspect, focussing exclusively on the external warfare.®* In possibly the clearest

summary of the breadth of meaning of jihad, Heck writes:

What is clear is that the qur’anic declaration of jihad cannot be reduced to armed
struggle. Virtually all instances of the root j-h-d speak primarily to the question of true
intention and devotion (including, incidentally, those forms referring to oath-taking,
for example Q 5:53, jahda aymanihim). The term in its various forms signifies a
divine test (Q 47:31) to distinguish the lukewarm believers (Q 4:95; 9:81, 86) from
those who desire God’s satisfaction (Q 60:1) and strive body and soul in His way (Q
9:41, 88). Jihad, regardless of sphere of action, is a means of separating true belief
from infidelity (Q 25:52) and of ranking the intention and merit of those who believe
(Q 8:72-85.) ... In short, jihad in the Qur’an implies a total devotion to God through a

consecration, dedication and even oblation of oneself in His way.*®

This is extraordinarily similar to how the Syrian Christian ascetics write about the internal
spiritual war. | will thus define jihad broadly as “struggle,” either internal or external or even

both, and let the textual analysis elucidate what specific authors mean by the term.

Jihad in the Qur’an

Heck’s summary requires further elaboration on the Qur’an’s actual usage of the jihad
concept. The Qur’an has over 40 occurrences of the word jikad or other words derived from
the same trilateral root, in verses that either clearly refer to violent war or to peaceful internal
battle or to both understandings. This means that both meanings of jikad must be recognized
as existing together, and the specific meaning can only be determined by context.>®
Historically, some Islamic jurists have written extensively on jihad as external warfare, while

others like al-Ghazali have emphasized the peaceful internal form of jihad.”’ Bonney presents

> For example see Just Wars, Holy Wars, and Jihads: Christian, Jewish, and Muslim Encounters and
Exchanges, ed. Sohail H. Hashmi (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012). Neither in the introduction nor in
any of the 19 chapters is the idea that there is a peaceful internal jikad even mentioned.

% Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 96-7.

% For an excellent summary of the uses of jikad in the Qur’an see Zeki Saritoprak, Islamic Spirituality:
Theology and Practice for the Modern World (London: Bloomsbury, 2017),

57 Bonney, Jihad: From Qur’an to bin Laden, 26, 29.
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the view of Shams al-Din al-Sarakhsi (c. 1010-1090 CE) as one traditional understanding of
the gradual development of the concept of jikad in 4 stages. *® Al-Sarakhsi indicates that
initially, while Muslims were a tiny minority, Islam was spread completely non-violently, but
in the second stage, Muhammad was commanded to argue but in a peaceful way. God then in
the third stage granted permission to fight defensively those who were seeking to destroy the
Muslims, and in the fourth stage Muslims were to spread Islam by the sword until there were
no unbelievers. Bonney shows that in contrast to this, other Muslims read the Qur’an more
synchronically, seeking to apply the differing verses in different contexts. For example, Amir
Ali sees twelve different meanings of jihad in the Qur’an and hadith, including “defending
Islam and the community” and “freeing people from tyranny.” ** While the ongoing
epistemological debate within Islam complicates any certain definition of unclear verses, it is
evident from the transparent passages that both of the main understandings of jikad have

Qur’anic and hadith support.®

| have mentioned briefly the possible reasons for the growing emphasis on external
jihad among the Islamic jurists during the Abbasid era. A similar shift was occurring,

however, in the opposite direction among Sufis. Heck argues that the idea of jihad was:

developed early on by the ascetically and mystically minded who saw jihdad—against
the backdrop of an increasingly affluent and comfortable Islamic order—as a struggle
not to preserve the Islamic message against non-Muslim hostility but to direct one’s
own soul away from worldly attachments. Jihad was thus conceived as a spiritual

exercise, including the ascetical discipline of the body.®*

By the time of al-Muhasibi this reaction to a comfortable Islamic elite was quite noticeable,

and his writings include several pointed comments.®?

58 Bonney, Jihad: From Qur’an to bin Laden, 25-27.

% Summarized in Bonney, Jikad: From Qur’an to bin Laden, 26-27, as “ recognizing the Creator and loving
him most (Q.9:23,24); resisting pressure of parents, peers and society (Q.25:52); staying on the straight path
steadfastly (Q.22:78); striving for righteous deeds (Q.29:69); having courage and steadfastness to convey the
message of Islam (Q.41:33); defending Islam and the community (Q.22:39-40); helping allied people who may
not be Muslim; removing treacherous people from power (Q.8:58); defence through pre-emptive strikes
(Q.2:216); gaining freedom to inform, educate and convey the message of Islam in an open and free
environment (Q.2:217); freeing people from tyranny (Q.4:75); and, after victory, removing tyranny, treachery,
bigotry, and ignorance and replacing them with justice and equity (Q.4:58; Q.5:8; Q.7:181; Q.16:90).”

® Qur’an 91:9 “He who purifies it has succeeded.” zakkaha. B} The “it” is introduced in v7- the soul nafs. s
Qur’an 29:69 “Those who strive for Our sake, We shall surely guide in Our paths.”Jahadu.

8 Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 98.

82 The tension is already evident as early as Rabia’ and Hasan al-Basf1.
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Underpinning the validity of the internal view of jihad is the fact that this broader range
of meaning and metaphorical use of the word jihad appears in pre-Islamic Arabic poetry.
'Abbas b. al-Mirdas al-Sulami® in one of his poems writes, “Upon my life, | am beginning
today to combat (jahada) Dhamad [a god] by joining the Lord of the Universe.”® This pre-
Islamic poetry has hardly been studied, especially in regards to this controversial field of
Jjihad studies. A final piece of evidence of an early broad range of views pertaining to the
meaning of jihad is the oldest-known book written/compiled about the topic, the Kitab al-
Jihad of lbn al-Mubarak, dated to around 170 AH. This collection reveals a breadth of
approaches to jihad including both the internal spiritual war and the external battle views, and
includes numerous stories supporting the developing Sufi idea but also others that promote
the jurist line. 1bn al-Mubarak was a Muslim warrior who spent much of his life fighting the
East Romans. He writes:

Abu Salih al-Madani narrated: “A group of the Companions said: “If only we knew
which actions were the best and most beloved to Allah.” So, the verse was revealed:
{“O You who believe! Shall I guide you to a commerce that will save you from a
painful torment? That you believe in Allah and His Messenger, and that you strive
hard and fight in the Path of Allah with your wealth and your lives. That will be better
for you, if only you knew! "’} [as-Saff; 10-11].%°

There are similar references to external jikad in the writings of the significant early Sufi
author al-Muhasibi (781-857 CE), but he privileges the internal battle over the external. At
least in the first centuries of Islam, the polarity between the inner and outer jihad was not as

extreme as later. We can compare al-Sulami (d. 1106 CE) who writes, “Give precedence to

8 A (Persian) poet who became a Muslim, d. 639 CE, Al-Nadim, The Fihrist of Al-Nadim: A Tenth-Century
Survey of Muslim Culture, trans. B. Dodge (Columbia University 1970), 933.

% Najmah Sayuti, “The Concept of Allah as the Highest God in Pre-Islamic Arabia” (MA. Thesis, McGill
University, 1999), 35, lals,

% ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab Al-Zuhd wal Raga’ig, No. 2, http://iskandrani.wordpress.com/2008/02/09/selections-
from-kitab-al-jihad/, accessed August 27, 2014. He also says about the priority of state of the soul and the
hereafter: ‘Abdullah bin ‘Amr bin al-‘As said: “A good action that | perform today is more beloved to me than a
good action I performed in the past, because, we were with the Messenger of Allah and our only concern was
the Hereafter, and we did not care about the worldly life, while, today, the worldly life has overtaken us,” ibn al-
Mubarak, Kitab Al-Zuhd wal Raga’ig, No.216, http://iskandrani.wordpress.com/2008/02/09/selections-from-
kitab-al-jihad/, accessed August 27, 2014. The external violent conception is reflected in many other passages,
for example: ‘Uthman bin ‘Affan said to his people: “It has become clear — by Allah — that | have kept you busy
from Jihad, and it is an obligation upon me and you. So, whoever would love to make it to Sham, then let him
do so, and whoever would love to make it to Iraq, then let him do so, and whoever would love to make it to
Egypt, then let him do so, for verily, a single day for a Mujahid in the Path of Allah is like a thousand days for
the one who fasts continuously and the one praying continuously,” ibn al-Mubarak, Kitab Al-Zuhd wal Raga ’ig,
No.71, http://iskandrani.wordpress.com/2008/02/09/selections-from-kitab-al-jikad/, accessed August 27, 2014.
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jihad of yourselves over jihad against your enemies.”® Significantly, al-Sulami also
compares the external fight of non-Muslims with Islamic jihad when he mentions that some
non-Muslims were “tireless in fighting the jihdd against the Muslims.”®” This indicates that
the idea of jihad was complex even in early Islam, with a range of connotations depending
often on context.®® Having focussed on the term jihad, it is now appropriate to discuss the
broader context of ascetic theory and practice in Islam, and especially the Sufi tradition and

its focus on inner struggle.

Historical context

The texts of al-Muhasibi and al-Ghazali, the two authors who | will analyse, were written in
specific contexts which were different in some ways. However, the early centuries of Islam
were common to both and shaped many of the issues that persisted from al-Muhasibi’s time
till al-Ghazali. The main features of early Islam have been well documented and so | will
only briefly mention a few main points that especially relate to ascetical struggle.®® Robert
Hoyland in his excellent chapter on early Islam interprets it as a “Late Antique Religion” and
thus emphasises the role of power and the holy person, which is closely linked to the theme
of spiritual struggle.”® The first three Islamic centuries saw a considerable expansion of an
empire, and the development of various states and political machinery, which meant that
groups such as Sufis were sometimes seen as a threat to the State because they undermined
social unity. According to Heck, “Jihad therefore became subservient to ... the maintenance
and expansion of Umayyad control and authority,” and “the socio-political framework in
which the legal theory of jihad was formulated was a decidedly imperial one.””* Mourad adds

that various authors “had a vested interest in promoting (external) jihad,” given the ongoing

% Al-Sulami, trans. Niall Christie, “A Translation of Extracts from the Kitab al-Jihad of 'Ali ibn Tahir Al-
Sulami (d. 1106),” in Muslims and Crusaders: Christianity’s Wars in the Middle East, 1095-1382 (Routledge,
2014), 133. The Arabic text, with a French translation, may be found in Emmanuel Sivan, "Un traité Damasquin
du début du XI11° siécle", Journal Asiatique 254 (1966): 206-22.

¢7 Al-Sulami, Muslims and Crusaders, 133.

% paul Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 95.

% possibly the best introduction that covers the main themes is Gerald Hawting, “The Rise of Islam,” in
Youssef M. Choueiri, ed. A Companion to the History of the Middle East (Blackwell Publishing, 2005), 9-27,
and see the other chapters in this book. Very good overall histories of early Islam are provided in Jonathan E.
Brockopp, ed. The Cambridge Companion to Muhammad (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010), and
Fred Donner, Muhammad and the Believers (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2010); Aziz Al-Azmeh, The
Emergence of Islam in Late Antiquity: Allah and His People (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014)
situates early Islam well within the context of late antiquity especially its ideas of kingship, and briefly mentions
possible Christian influence, but does not discuss ascetic practice.

"% Robert Hoyland, “Early Islam as a Late Antique Religion,” in The Oxford Handbook of Late Antiquity, ed.
Scott Fitzgerald Johnson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 1053-77.

™ paul Heck, “Jihad Revisited,” 107-8.
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wars with the Romans.”® Understandably then, the teaching of Sufis on jikad, both the

internal and external kind, had political implications, and the authors are aware of this.

Islam is not an homogenous entity. Along with geographical expansion during the 700s
and 800s CE, there was also a rise of various Muslim theological movements such as the
Mu tazilites (Qadariyya), Jahmiyya, and others, the gradual ascendancy of Kalam and the
Ash‘arites, as well as the splitting off of the Shia. Al-Muhasib1 responds to a number of these
movements and ideas in his work.”® Islamic mysticism developed alongside and intertwined
with Sufism, but must be distinguished from it as | discuss below.” One of the main
developments that reached a peak by the time of al-Ghazali in the twelfth century CE was the
influence of Greek philosophy, which is quite evident in his doctrinal material and somewhat
visible in his teaching on struggle.” There were also other influences on Islamic cultures that
impacted Sufi ideas of struggle, including possible Syrian Christian concepts of the heroic
warrior in battle. Although Islam started as a predominantly Arab movement it quickly grew
to include many Persians, Egyptians, Syrians and others, who brought their own cultural
ideas into their expression of Islam. It is noticeable that a significant number of the main Sufi
and ascetic writers came from Basra or Persia, and it is possible that influential cultural
factors were involved in their teaching. Al-Muhasibi was from Basra, like al-Hasan al-BasrT,
and thrived in Baghdad, and al-Ghazali was from Persia and also flourished in Baghdad.
These geographical and cultural factors have not been much studied but surely influenced
their approach to Islamic spiritual struggle. Crone and Cook’s Hagarism, while dated, is an
excellent introduction to the historical, religious, and cultural background of early Islam.
They note the many influences on Islam, such as Jewish and Christian Apocalypticism and
ideas of a coming messiah.”® To understand early Islam it is critical to appreciate the

"2 Suleiman Mourad, Early Islam between Myth and History (Leiden: Brill, 2006), 68.

" Good chapters on each of these are included in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, ed. Sabine
Schmidtke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016); See especially Rachael Omari, “The Mu ‘tazilite Movement
(I): The Origins of the Mu 'tazila,” 130-41; Steven C. Judd, “The Early Qadariyya,” 44-54; Alexander Treiger,
“Origins of Kalam,” 27-43; Harith Bin Ramli, “The Predecessors of Ash‘arism: Ibn Kullab, alMuhasibt and
alQalanisi,” 215-24; Mohammed Ali Amir-Moezzi “Early Shi‘T Theology,” 81-92. There are also similar
chapters in The Cambridge Companion to Classical Islamic Theology, ed. Tim Winter (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2008).

™ Tor Andrae, In the Garden of Myrtles: Studies in Early Islamic Mysticism, trans. Birgitta Sharpe (New York:
State University of New York Press, 1987); Michael Sells, Early Islamic Mysticism (Paulist Press, 1996), Sells
discusses the stages of development in mysticism.

" peter Adamson, “Rise of Philosophical Theology,” in The Oxford Handbook of Islamic Theology, 297-312.
M. Umaruddin, The Ethical Philosophy of Al-Ghazzali (Delhi: Adam Publishers, 1996).

" patricia Crone and Michael Cook, Hagarism (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977), 4-5, 9-12.
They also state that Sufis were influenced by Syriac Christianity, 95. See also M. Umaruddin, The Ethical
Philosophy of Al-Ghazzali, 10, 14.
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interconnections of the Arabs with Rome and the Persians, and this is excellently and
thoroughly dealt with in Irfan Shahid’s series on Byzantium and the Arabs mentioned

previously. These must be balanced with works dealing with Persian influence as well.

Struggle and Sufism

The main movement that relates to inner struggle in Islam is Sufism, and both writers |
analyse are usually described as Sufis, although that attribution is complicated as | shall
discuss below. Sufism is properly understood as a movement within Islam which emphasises
“Strenuous efforts at self-purification” (jihad) and it was present from the earliest times, since
it was somewhat the practice of Muhammad. This specific Sufi kind of ascetic effort is
usually described as the “jihad of the heart” or “fight against the nafs” (inner soul that is
tempted to do evil).”” A definition that focusses on goal and quality is that, “Sufism can be
described broadly as the intensification of Islamic faith and practice, or the tendency among
Muslims to strive for a personal engagement with the Divine Reality.””® The kinds of
practices engaged in to achieve such purification include extensive prayer, fasting, giving
alms to the poor, silence, meditation, rigorous self-criticism, developing a heightened
awareness of judgement, and rejecting ostentation. Both authors al-Muhasibi and al-Ghazali
discuss these as aspects of inner jihad. These efforts are usually taught as requiring ongoing
struggle—a battle against the world, self and demons. Ahmet Karamustafa says Sufism
emerged clearly in the “last decades of the second/eight century” but also mentions al-Hasan
al-Basri and others who lived earlier and practised various ascetic/Sufi lifestyles, but were not
yet part of a “single homogeneous movement.”’® This however does not preclude earlier Sufi-
like Muslims teaching the concept of “inner jihad,” and some of these early “proto-Sufis” are

quoted by al-Muhasibf in relation to struggle.

The English term “Sufi” is a translation of the Arabic word tasawwuf, a word denoting
the practice of the Sufis, and is derived either from the practice of wearing wool (sif) or a

reference to those who sat at the bench and prayed a lot (Suffa).®® The original sense of Sifi

" Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 6.

"8 John O. Voll and Kazuo Ohtsuka, “Sufism,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World, ed. John L.
Esposito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

™ Ahmet T. Karamustafa, Sufism (Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2007), 1; See also Sells, Early
Islamic Mysticism.

8 Alan Godlas, Sufism's Many Paths (University of Georgia, 2000), http://www.uga.edu/islam/Sufism.html,
accessed September 29, 2018; Margaret Smith, Readings from the Mystics of Islam (Luzac and Co., 1972), 2;
Voll and Ohtsuka, Sufism.
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seems to have been “one who wears wool (sif).” Both of these possibilities show a possible
link to the earlier Christian monks, as both wool-wearing and extensive prayer were defining
aspects of their practice, however the derivation of the term Sufi is still highly contested.
Some authors have endeavoured to show that Sufism came from outside Islam due to their
belief that Islam was a defective religion, but many of their claims are very over-stated and
based on minimal evidence.®> However, one does not need to accept the Euro-centric
assumptions of Juynboll to accept that there are elements of Sufi practice that have some
roots in earlier Christian practice. Given the number of Christian converts to Islam, and the
general interaction of the religions, this is not hard to understand. It is also true that the
Qur’an itself speaks well of monks and indicates that Islam is not contrary to but in fact a
fulfilment of the previous religions. The older view of Sufism as inherently foreign to Islam
is well expressed by Nicholson. He asserts that Sufism was derived from non-Islamic
philosophical and spiritual influences, such as Christianity and NeoPlatonism. He states that,
"Sufism, the religious philosophy of Islam, is described in the oldest extant definition as “the
apprehension of divine realities’," and calls it "Islamic mysticism."® Hodgson and others
have emphasised the role of the large numbers of Christian ascetics especially in Syria and
Egypt, who came under the rule of Muslims and maintained their spiritual practices after the
conquests, and suggest that Sufis were shaped by their methods.®® By the mid-twentieth
century however there was a growing recognition that Sufism was an integral and native part
of Islam. Arberry in 1950 states that Sufism is "the name given to the mysticism of Islam™
and "the mystical movement of an uncompromising Monotheism.” He was possibly the first
to argue that although Sufism was influenced by Neoplatonic and other sources, that it was

fundamentally derived from the Qur’an and Islamic tradition.®

The consistent theme of Sufism is that beyond the valued prescriptions of the formal
religion, there is a higher level of direct experience of God. This relation with the Divine is

nurtured by ascetic, and sometimes mystical, practices that lead ultimately to a union of love

8 G. H. A. Juynboll, Muslim Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010); Sedgwick, Sufism: The
Essentials, 7; Idries Shah, The Sufis (New York: Doubleday, 1964). Idries Shah is quite dated although some
material is useful.

8 R.A. Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam (1914), 1. Sarraj argues that Sufism was not only present from the
beginning of Islam, but was even present before Islam, Nicholson, 8. He even provides a source for this
“History of Mecca” and cites his authority as Muhammad b. Ishaq, see Nicholson, The Mystics of Islam, 35.

8 Marshall G.S. Hodgson, The Venture of Islam, Vol 1: The Classical Age of Islam (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1958), 394; See also Louis Massignon, Essai sur les origines du lexique technique de la
mystique musulmane (Paris: Vrin, 1954), 104.

8 A.J. Arberry, Sufism (1950), 12; See also Idries Shah, The Sufis (New York: Doubleday, 1964), 166-77, 357-
59.
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with God. This highest stage in Sufism is known as ihsan, but such direct experience of God
only coming through a difficult purification of the soul, sometimes culminating in self-non-
existence with its related realization of God as ultimate reality.®® Such self-annihilation,
called fana’, is central to both Rumi and Hallaj, and is the basis of Hallaj’s statement that “I
am Truth,” although not all Sufis interpret it this way.®® For Sufis, the conquering of the self
is often described in warfare and struggle terms. Smith notes that this Sufi emphasis has its
roots in the Qur’an and the central practices of Islam.®” Fasting, renunciation, regular daily
prayers, the forbidding of alcohol, and the frequent challenge to avoid wealth and greed, all
reflect an ascetic tendency in Islam that is identified in the Qur’an and hadith. The Sufi
tendency occurred partly as a reaction against the rigid argument structure and philosophical
nature of kalam theology, but it also emerged at a very early stage in Islam before kalam was
even prevalent.®® Some other element must be proposed to explain this growt of Sufism, and

my research indicates possible influence from Muslim convert former Syrian Christians.

While many scholars have linked Sufism with Islamic mysticism, this identification
can obscure the nature of Sufism as spiritual struggle. Voll and Ohtsuka assert that the term
Sifi, “has been used in a wide variety of meanings over the centuries, by both proponents
and opponents of Sufism ... Western observers have sometimes obscured the issue by
referring to Sufism as ‘Islamic mysticism’ or ‘Islamic esotericism.’”® In some Sufi authors
such as al-Muhasibi there is very little that can be called “mysticism” at all. Knysh notes
that there was from the start a variety of approaches to Islamic mysticism, and summarises
various early conceptions of Sufism, ranging from the mystical to the more ascetic style of
al-Muhasibt and al-Ghazal1.*® Because in some cases there is a connection of Sufis with
mystical practices such as ecstatic meditations, since the late 1800s various fundamentalist
Islamic groups have campaigned against Sufism and attempted to deny its validity and
history.®* This criticism is not new, however, as early Islamic jurists condemned many

Sufis such as Hallaj, often for their mystical beliefs. There certainly is some element of

8 Margaret Smith, Readings from the Mystics of Islam (London, Luzac and Company, 1950), 1, 2.

% |_ouis Massignon, The Passion of al-Hallaj: Mystic and Martyr of Islam, vol. 3, The Teaching of al- Hallaj,
trans. Herbert Mason (Princeton: Princeton University Press), 42-7; Sells, Islamic Mysticism, 222-24, 257-65;
8 Smith, Readings from the Mystics of Islam, 2.

% See J. Van Ess, “Early Development of Kalam,” In Studies on the First Century of Islamic Society, ed. G.
Juynboll (Southern Illinois University Press, 1982), 109-123 (109-11).

% John 0. Voll and Kazuo Ohtsuka, “Sufism,” in The Oxford Encyclopedia of the Islamic World, ed. John L.
Esposito (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009).

% Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History (Leiden: Brill, 2000), 5-6.

1 Alexander Knysh, Islamic Mysticism: A Short History, 1-2.
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what is often called in the West “mysticism” in the sense that Sufism is often defined as
ihsan but this “mystical” belief however does not necessarily denote any kind of mystical

practice. As Voll and Ohtsuka rightly explain:

As a Qur’anic name for the phenomenon that often came to be called Sufism, some
authors have chosen the term iksan, “doing what is beautiful,” a divine and human
quality about which the Qur’an says a good deal, particularly that God loves those
who possess it. In the famous hadith of Gabriel, the Prophet describes iksan as the
innermost dimension of Islam, after islam (“submission” or correct activity) and iman
(“faith” or correct understanding). lhsan is a deepened understanding and perception
that, in the words of this Zadith, allows you “to worship God as if you see him.” This
means that Sufis strive to be aware of God's presence in both the world and
themselves and to act appropriately. Historically, islam became manifest through the
sharz ‘ah and jurisprudence, whereas iman became institutionalized through kalam and
other forms of doctrinal teachings. In the same way, iksan revealed its presence

mainly through Safi teachings and practices.”

Most commonly, attaining to iksan involves the typical Sufi practices as mentioned above,
as well as concepts of inner struggle, which only in some cases are mixed with ecstatic
trances or other “mystical” actions. Thus Sufism must be seen as a spectrum of views and
practices, all involving struggle, and accepted to varying degrees within Islam. For the two
authors | analyse, very few Muslims historically would reject them as mainstream Muslims
despite their Sufi practices. The greatest writers in Sufism include 1bn Arabt (d. 1240 CE),
Rumi (d. 1273 CE), al-Ghazali (d. 1111 CE), Sarraj (d. 988 CE), and Hallaj (d. 922 CE),
but it is difficult to trace exactly where these later Sufis gained their ideas from since some
of the earliest Sufis left little written, and their teachings are only recorded by later
compilers such as ‘Attar (d. c. 1220 CE).*® This is one reason why al-Muhasibi is so
important—his text is the earliest surviving extensive Sufi work, and he records many of

the earliest Sufis.

Sufism and the Sunni tradition of Islam

One question that directly impacts this thesis is the extent to which Sufism reflects a

%2 \/oll and Ohtsuka, “Sufism.”
% Kenneth Avery and Ali Alizadeh, Fifty Poems of ‘Aftar (Melbourne: Re.Press, 2007).
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mainstream Islamic conception of struggle and the idea of the “inner jihad.” In contrast to the
oft-assumed belief in two opposing mutually-exclusive groups, that is, Sufis and “mainstream
Muslims,” there was in fact a much more nuanced relationship—Sufism is rather a subset of
Islam. Chiabotti and Orfali argue that “in its formative period Sufism developed in close
contact with the network of the ‘hadith folk,”” that is the traditionalist scholars.* Ahmet
Karamustafa asserts that in a number of ways Sufis were allied to the traditional scholars,
especially those who had “formed around the example of Ahmad ibn Hanbal,” (d. 855 CE),
and this would include al-Muhasibi.*> Ali Hassan Abdel-Kader notes that al-Junayd (d. 910
CE) was advised to be “a traditionalist who is a stfi, and not a safi who is a traditionalist,”
again showing that the two classes were not mutually exclusive.”® Al-Junayd and the later al-
Ghazali certainly took this to heart and bridged the gap between the two polarities in Islam.
Voll and Ohtsuka note regarding Sufism that, “It is often seen as opposed to the state-
supported jurists, yet jurists have always been counted among its devotees, and Sufism has

frequently been supported by the state along with jurisprudence.”97

Another way of framing this issue regarding the validity of Sufi concepts of struggle is
to evaluate the flawed perception of some popular authors who assert that Sufism is either not
true Islam or is a disguised version.®® Various popular Christian writers write that real Islam
is predominantly violent and that Sufis with their focus on the interior world are not true
Muslims. They argue that the more one is committed to real Islam the more one is likely to be
engaged in external jihad or even be a terrorist.”® Most modern “Salafi” Muslims also make
this argument that Sufi practices are a deviation from the original pure and that they are not

true Muslims.*® Such thinking then requires deeper analysis of exactly how early mainstream

% Francesco Chiabotti and Bilal Orfali, An Encounter of al-* Abbas b. Hamza (d. 288/901) with Dhii I-Nin al-
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