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General Introduction


The Ancient Christian Texts series (hereafter ACT) presents the full text of ancient Christian commentaries on Scripture that have remained so unnoticed that they have not yet been translated into English.

The patristic period (a.d. 95-750) is the time of the fathers of the church, when the exegesis of Scripture texts was in its primitive formation. This period spans from Clement of Rome to John of Damascus, embracing seven centuries of biblical interpretation, from the end of the New Testament to the mid-eighth century, including the Venerable Bede.

This series extends but does not reduplicate texts of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture (ACCS). It presents full-length translations of texts that appear only as brief extracts in the ACCS. The ACCS began years ago authorizing full-length translations of key patristic texts on Scripture in order to provide fresh sources of valuable commentary that previously was not available in English. It is from these translations that the ACT Series has emerged.

A multiyear project such as this requires a well-defined objective. The task is straightforward: to introduce full-length translations of key texts of early Christian teaching, homilies and commentaries on a particular book of Scripture. These are seminal documents that have decisively shaped the entire subsequent history of biblical exegesis, but in our time have been largely ignored.

To carry out this mission the Ancient Christian Texts series has four aspirations:


	1. To show the approach of one of the early Christian writers in dealing with the problems of understanding, reading and conveying the meaning of a particular book of Scripture.


	2. To make more fully available the whole argument of the ancient Christian interpreter of Scripture to all who wish to think with the early church about a particular canonical text.


	3. To broaden the base of biblical studies, Christian teaching and preaching to include classical Christian exegesis.


	4. To stimulate Christian historical, biblical, theological and pastoral scholarship toward deeper inquiry into early classic practitioners of scriptural interpretation.





For Whom Is This Series Designed?

We have selected and translated these texts primarily for general and nonprofessional use by an audience of persons who study the Bible regularly.

In varied cultural settings around the world, contemporary readers are asking how they might grasp the meaning of sacred texts under the instruction of the great minds of the ancient church. They often study books of the Bible verse by verse, book by book, in groups and workshops, sometimes with a modern commentary in hand. But many who study the Bible intensively hunger to have available to them as well the thoughts of some reliable classic Christian commentator on this same text. This series will give the modern commentators a classical text for comparison and amplification. Readers will judge for themselves as to how valuable or complementary are their insights and guidance.

The classic texts we are translating were originally written for anyone (lay or clergy, believers and seekers) who would wish to reflect and meditate with the great minds of the early church. They sought to illuminate the plain sense, theological wisdom, and moral and spiritual meaning of an individual book of Scripture. They were not written for an academic audience, but for a community of faith shaped by the sacred text.

Yet in serving this general audience, the editors remain determined not to neglect the rigorous requirements and needs of academic readers who until recently have had few full translations available to them in the history of exegesis. So this series is designed also to serve public libraries, universities, academic classes, homiletic preparation and historical interests worldwide in Christian scholarship and interpretation.

Hence our expected audience is not limited to the highly technical and specialized scholarly field of patristic studies, with its strong bent toward detailed word studies and explorations of cultural contexts. Though all of our editors and translators are patristic and linguistic scholars, they also are scholars who search for the meanings and implications of the texts. The audience is not primarily the university scholar concentrating on the study of the history of the transmission of the text or those with highly focused interests in textual morphology or historical-critical issues. If we succeed in serving our wider readers practically and well, we hope to serve as well college and seminary courses in Bible, church history, historical theology, hermeneutics and homiletics. These texts have not until now been available to these classes.




Readiness for Classic Spiritual Formation

Today global Christians are being steadily drawn toward these biblical and patristic sources for daily meditation and spiritual formation. They are on the outlook for primary classic sources of spiritual formation and biblical interpretation, presented in accessible form and grounded in reliable scholarship.

These crucial texts have had an extended epoch of sustained influence on Scripture interpretation, but virtually no influence in the modern period. They also deserve a hearing among modern readers and scholars. There is a growing awareness of the speculative excesses and spiritual and homiletic limitations of much post-Enlightenment criticism. Meanwhile the motifs, methods and approaches of ancient exegetes have remained unfamiliar not only to historians but to otherwise highly literate biblical scholars, trained exhaustively in the methods of historical and scientific criticism.

It is ironic that our times, which claim to be so fully furnished with historical insight and research methods, have neglected these texts more than scholars in previous centuries who could read them in their original languages.

This series provides indisputable evidence of the modern neglect of classic Christian exegesis: it remains a fact that extensive and once authoritative classic commentaries on Scripture still remain untranslated into any modern language. Even in China such a high level of neglect has not befallen classic Buddhist, Taoist and Confucian commentaries.




Ecumenical Scholarship

This series, like its two companion series, the ACCS and Ancient Christian Doctrine (ACD), are expressions of unceasing ecumenical efforts that have enjoyed the wide cooperation of distinguished scholars of many differing academic communities. Under this classic textual umbrella, it has brought together in common spirit Christians who have long distanced themselves from each other by competing church memories. But all of these traditions have an equal right to appeal to the early history of Christian exegesis. All of these traditions can, without a sacrifice of principle or intellect, come together to study texts common to them all. This is its ecumenical significance.

This series of translations is respectful of a distinctively theological reading of Scripture that cannot be reduced to historical, philosophical, scientific, or sociological insights or methods alone. It takes seriously the venerable tradition of ecumenical reflection concerning the premises of revelation, providence, apostolicity, canon and consensuality. A high respect is here granted, despite modern assumptions, to uniquely Christian theological forms of reasoning, such as classical consensual christological and triune reasoning, as distinguishing premises of classic Christian textual interpretation. These cannot be acquired by empirical methods alone. This approach does not pit theology against critical theory; instead, it incorporates critical historical methods and brings them into coordinate accountability within its larger purpose of listening to Scripture.

The internationally diverse character of our editors and translators corresponds with the global range of our audience, which bridges many major communions of Christianity. We have sought to bring together a distinguished international network of Protestant, Catholic and Orthodox scholars, editors, and translators of the highest quality and reputation to accomplish this design.

But why just now at this historical moment is this need for patristic wisdom felt particularly by so many readers of Scripture? Part of the reason is that these readers have been long deprived of significant contact with many of these vital sources of classic Christian exegesis.




The Ancient Commentary Tradition

This series focuses on texts that comment on Scripture and teach its meaning. We define a commentary in its plain-sense definition as a series of illustrative or explanatory notes on any work of enduring significance. The word commentary is an Anglicized form of the Latin commentarius (or “annotation” or “memoranda” on a subject or text or series of events). In its theological meaning it is a work that explains, analyzes or expounds a biblical book or portion of Scripture. Tertullian, Origen, John Chrysostom, Jerome, Augustine and Clement of Alexandria all revealed their familiarity with both the secular and religious commentators available to them as they unpacked the meanings of the sacred text at hand.

The commentary in ancient times typically began with a general introduction covering such questions as authorship, date, purpose and audience. It commented as needed on grammatical or lexical problems in the text and provided explanations of difficulties in the text. It typically moved verse by verse through a Scripture text, seeking to make its meaning clear and its import understood.

The general western literary genre of commentary has been definitively shaped by the history of early Christian commentaries on Scripture. It is from Origen, Hilary, the Opus imperfectum in Matthaeum, John Chrysostom and Cyril of Alexandria that we learn what a commentary is—far more so than in the case of classic medical, philosophical or poetic commentaries. It leaves too much unsaid simply to assume that the Christian biblical commentary took a previously extant literary genre and reshaped it for Christian texts. Rather it is more accurate to say that the Western literary genre of the commentary (and especially the biblical commentary) has patristic commentaries as its decisive pattern and prototype.

It is only in the last two centuries, since the development of modern historicist methods of criticism, that modern writers have sought more strictly to delimit the definition of a commentary so as to include only certain limited interests focusing largely on historical-critical method, philological and grammatical observations, literary analysis, and socio-political or economic circumstances impinging on the text. While respecting all these approaches, the ACT editors do not hesitate to use the classic word commentary to define more broadly the genre of this series. These are commentaries in their classic sense.

The ACT editors freely take the assumption that the Christian canon is to be respected as the church’s sacred text. The reading and preaching of Scripture are vital to religious life. The central hope of this endeavor is that it might contribute in some small way to the revitalization of religious faith and community through a renewed discovery of the earliest readings of the church’s Scriptures.




An Appeal to Allow the Text to Speak for Itself

This prompts two appeals:

1. For those who begin by assuming as normative for a commentary only the norms considered typical for modern expressions of what a commentary is, we ask: Please allow the ancient commentators to define commentarius according to their own lights. Those who assume the preemptive authority and truthfulness of modern critical methods alone will always tend to view the classic Christian exegetes as dated, quaint, premodern, hence inadequate, and in some instances comic or even mean-spirited, prejudiced, unjust and oppressive. So in the interest of hermeneutical fairness, it is recommended that the modern reader not impose on ancient Christian exegetes modern assumptions about valid readings of Scripture. The ancient Christian writers constantly challenge these unspoken, hidden and indeed often camouflaged assumptions that have become commonplace in our time.

We leave it to others to discuss the merits of ancient versus modern methods of exegesis. But even this cannot be done honestly without a serious examination of the texts of ancient exegesis. Ancient commentaries may be disqualified as commentaries by modern standards. But they remain commentaries by the standards of those who anteceded and formed the basis of the modern commentary.

The attempt to read a Scripture text while ruling out all theological and moral assumptions—as well as ecclesial, sacramental and dogmatic assumptions that have prevailed generally in the community of faith out of which it emerged—is a very thin enterprise indeed. Those who tendentiously may read a single page of patristic exegesis, gasp and toss it away because it does not conform adequately to the canons of modern exegesis and historicist commentary are surely not exhibiting a valid model for critical inquiry today.

2. In ancient Christian exegesis, chains of biblical references were often very important in thinking about the text in relation to the whole testimony of sacred Scripture, by the analogy of faith, comparing text with text, on the premise that scripturam ex scriptura explicandam esse. When ancient exegesis weaves many Scriptures together, it does not limit its focus to a single text as much modern exegesis prefers, but constantly relates it to other texts, by analogy, intensively using typological reasoning, as did the rabbinic tradition.

Since the principle prevails in ancient Christian exegesis that each text is illumined by other texts and by the whole narrative of the history of revelation, we find in patristic comments on a given text many other subtexts interwoven in order to illumine that text. In these ways the models of exegesis often do not correspond with modern commentary assumptions, which tend to resist or rule out chains of scriptural reference. We implore the reader not to force the assumptions of twentieth-century hermeneutics on the ancient Christian writers, who themselves knew nothing of what we now call hermeneutics.




The Complementarity of Research Methods in this Series

The Ancient Christian Texts series will employ several interrelated methods of research, which the editors and translators seek to bring together in a working integration. Principal among these methods are the following:

1. The editors, translators and annotators will bring to bear the best resources of textual criticism in preparation for their volumes. This series is not intended to produce a new critical edition of the original-language text. The best Urtext in the original language will be used. Significant variants in the earliest manuscript sources of the text may be commented on as needed in the annotations. But it will be assumed that the editors and translators will be familiar with the textual ambiguities of a particular text and be able to state their conclusions about significant differences among scholars. Since we are working with ancient texts that have, in some cases, problematic or ambiguous passages, we are obliged to employ all methods of historical, philological and textual inquiry appropriate to the study of ancient texts. To that end, we will appeal to the most reliable text-critical scholarship of both biblical and patristic studies. We will assume that our editors and translators have reviewed the international literature of textual critics regarding their text so as to provide the reader with a translation of the most authoritative and reliable form of the ancient text. We will leave it to the volume editors and translators, under the supervision of the general editors, to make these assessments. This will include the challenge of considering which variants within the biblical text itself might impinge on the patristic text, and which forms or stemma of the biblical text the patristic writer was employing. The annotator will supply explanatory footnotes where these textual challenges may raise potential confusions for the reader.

2. Our editors and translators will seek to understand the historical context (including socioeconomic, political and psychological aspects as needed) of the text. These understandings are often vital to right discernment of the writer’s intention. Yet we do not see our primary mission as that of discussing in detail these contexts. They are to be factored into the translation and commented on as needed in the annotations, but are not to become the primary focus of this series. Our central interest is less in the social location of the text or the philological history of particular words than in authorial intent and accurate translation. Assuming a proper social-historical contextualization of the text, the main focus of this series will be on a dispassionate and fair translation and analysis of the text itself.

3. The main task is to set forth the meaning of the biblical text itself as understood by the patristic writer. The intention of our volume editors and translators is to help the reader see clearly into the meanings which patristic commentators have discovered in the biblical text. Exegesis in its classic sense implies an effort to explain, interpret and comment on a text, its meaning, its sources and its connections with other texts. It implies a close reading of the text, utilizing whatever linguistic, historical, literary or theological resources are available to explain the text. It is contrasted with eisegesis, which implies that interpreters have imposed their own personal opinions or assumptions on the text. The patristic writers actively practiced intratextual exegesis, which seeks to define and identify the exact wording of the text, its grammatical structure and the interconnectedness of its parts. They also practiced extratextual exegesis, seeking to discern the geographical, historical or cultural context in which the text was written. Our editors and annotators will also be attentive as needed to the ways in which the ancient Christian writer described his own interpreting process or hermeneutic assumptions.

4. The underlying philosophy of translation that we employ in this series, like that of the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, is termed dynamic equivalency. We wish to avoid the pitfalls of either too loose a paraphrase or too rigid a literal translation. We seek language that is literary but not purely literal. Whenever possible we have opted for the metaphors and terms that are normally in use in everyday English-speaking culture. Our purpose is to allow the ancient Christian writers to speak for themselves to ordinary readers in the present generation. We want to make it easier for the Bible reader to gain ready access to the deepest reflection of the ancient Christian community of faith on a particular book of Scripture. We seek a thought-for-thought translation rather than a formal equivalence or word-for-word style. This requires the words to be first translated accurately and then rendered in understandable idiom. We seek to present the same thoughts, feelings, connotations and effects of the original text in everyday English language. We have used vocabulary and language structures commonly used by the average person. We do not leave the quality of translation only to the primary translator, but pass it through several levels of editorial review before confirming it.




The Function of the ACT Introductions, Annotations and Translations

In writing the introduction for a particular volume of the ACT series, the translator or volume editor will discuss, where possible, the opinion of the writer regarding authorship of the text, the importance of the biblical book for other patristic interpreters, the availability or paucity of patristic comment, any salient points of debate between the Fathers, and any special challenges involved in translating and editing the particular volume. The introduction affords the opportunity to frame the entire commentary in a manner that will help the general reader understand the nature and significance of patristic comment on the biblical texts under consideration and to help readers find their critical bearings so as to read and use the commentary in an informed way.

The footnotes will assist the reader with obscurities and potential confusions. In the annotations the volume editors have identified Scripture allusions and historical references embedded within the texts. Their purpose is to help the reader move easily from passage to passage without losing a sense of the whole.

The ACT general editors seek to be circumspect and meticulous in commissioning volume editors and translators. We strive for a high level of consistency and literary quality throughout the course of this series. We have sought out as volume editors and translators those patristic and biblical scholars who are thoroughly familiar with their original language sources, who are informed historically, and who are sympathetic to the needs of ordinary nonprofessional readers who may not have professional language skills.





Thomas C. Oden and Gerald L. Bray, Series Editors







Volume Editor’s Introduction


The importance of the first three chapters of Genesis to early Christian theological reflection is profound and must not be underestimated. The creation story occupied a central place in the thought of many of the great exegetes of the early church. They discerned fundamental patterns of Christian theology by reading these narratives within the framework of the gospel of the risen Christ, through whom all created things found their existence. These texts affirmed creation to be essentially good and created by God’s Word from nothing. Likewise, the early exegetes found in these opening passages of Genesis a theological anthropology grounded in humanity’s creation “according to the image and likeness of God.”

A popular form of early Christian commentary, the Hexameron, limited itself to comments on the first six days of creation. The two commentaries presented in this volume technically do not fall within this genre because they include commentary on the paradise narrative (Gen 2:4–3:24) and investigate the expulsion of Adam and Eve from Paradise.

The exegetes translated in this volume derive from very different contexts. Severian of Gabala was a Syrian bishop who became a celebrated preacher in the court of Constantinople at the beginning of the fifth century. Severian’s popularity is confirmed by the fact that his works survived in Greek, Armenian, Ethiopian and possibly Arabic. Following the condemnation of the non-Chalcedonian Severus of Antioch in 536, Severian’s homilies, probably because of name confusion, were often transmitted under the name of John Chrysostom. The irony and significance of the preservation of these homilies under the name of Chrysostom should not be lost on the modern reader.

It is important to avoid the error of understanding Severian according to simplistic divisions of Greek versus Latin, Eastern versus Western Christianity. Severian was from the Syrian margins of Hellenistic society and, through his engagement with the Greek philosophical tradition and the Hebrew Scriptures, challenged Hellenistic assumptions by reading Genesis as the sole source for understanding the world and living in it correctly. Severian favored Genesis as the source material for many of his homilies and engaged this material through his Syrian sensibilities in contrast to the Hellenistic inspired exegetes of the Alexandrian school.

Bede the Venerable is so closely identified with the English people that the fact of his descent from the Germanic warriors who conquered Christian Britain has been all but forgotten. Writing at the end of the age of the Fathers, Bede lived at the margins of the “civilized” world. Unlike Severian, Bede studied, taught, preached his homilies and wrote his commentaries near his birthplace. The audience of his homilies and commentaries, the twin monastic community of Wearmouth-Jarrow in the northeastern corner of Britain, was a world and age away from Severian’s congregation in the new imperial city, Constantinople. As Joseph Kelly states, Bede was “a scholar on the brink between two worlds, an ancient one he knew only from books but which he still loved dearly, and a modern one, which he frequently criticized, but whose inhabitants, the English, the newest of God’s elect peoples, he also loved dearly.”1

Though these commentators labored in vastly different contexts, they held a number of similar views. Both accepted that their readings of the first chapters of Genesis were built on the profound learning of others who preceded them. Severian acknowledges, albeit conventionally, that his comments were only a slight addition to the traditional body of knowledge. Bede, on the other hand, does not admit to adding to tradition but only to setting down the meaning of the early fathers. Most of the time he lets them speak in their own words, but sometimes, if only for the sake of brevity, he employs his own words as the appropriateness of the topics dictate. In both cases, these writers received the teaching of their predecessors and translated those ideas into a new cultural context and historical situation. Bede became particularly important, as a scholar on the brink between two worlds, as a receiver and translator of ancient ideas and values for the medieval church. His success was such that his work at times obscured the patristic sources from which he drew his most important insights.

Both writers express a deep respect for the Christian Scriptures, which they considered central to the Christian life. Both were concerned about those under their care and oriented their exegesis for the benefit of their flock. Severian said, “Our soul’s improvement is the whole purpose of religious devotion; all the lessons stemming from religious devotion have regard to this business of saving our souls. . . . Everything in fact that is done for us and on account of us has for its purpose that in moving to improvement we may be found worthy of religious devotion. So all the holy Bible has our salvation as its theme.”

Substantial differences also exist between these writers. Perhaps most significantly, they held different translations of the Hebrew Scriptures to be authoritative. Severian, as did most early Christian scholars, regarded the Greek Septuagint as the authoritative text of the Old Testament. Bede preferred Jerome’s Latin translation of the Hebrew, later known as the Vulgate, to the Vetus Latina or Old Latin, the Latin translation based on the Septuagint. The first early church commentator to regularly use Jerome’s translation in his commentaries, Bede promotes the Hebrew ideal by employing Jerome’s term Hebraica veritas at a number of points in his commentary On Genesis.

Severian and Bede also held dissimilar views of the earth. Ancient authors asked what the shape of the sky is: is the sky like a globe on every side, or like a lid that covers it on one side? Severian argued for a flat earth structured like a tent: the floor was flat with a domed canopy over it. Thus, the earth was constructed according to the plan of the tabernacle of Moses. Creation was not simply arranged for life; it was a setting for communion with God similar to the Mosaic tabernacle. Severian, similar to the later writer Cosmas Indicopleustes, argued against “pagan” opponents who believed that the earth and the surrounding heavens were spherical.

Bede argued that the earth was a stationary sphere around which the moon, stars and sun revolved. In addition, a spherical, crystalline-like firmament made of congealed water separated the highest of heavens from the earthly heavens. Bede’s presentation of a spherical earth contradicts versions of history which claim that under the “darkness” of ecclesiastical Christianity the Western world was held captive by a flat-earth mythology until Renaissance scholars revived classical notions of a spherical earth. Clearly this was not the case.

Severian and Bede shared a similar opinion of a two-tiered heaven which formed a unified edifice. There were two heavens: a higher and lower heaven; the former was the heaven of heavens, the invisible abode of angelic beings, while the latter extended from the ethereal to the lower atmosphere of birds. Severian states “Just as in a house with two levels there is a platform in-between them, so the Lord created the world like a single house and inserted heaven as a platform in-between, placing the waters above it.”

Bede cites Pseudo-Clement’s Recognitiones to demonstrate that his view of creation was in accordance with earlier authorities, thereby implying that it was in harmony with the apostolic vision, “In the beginning when God had created the heaven and earth as one house . . . the water which was within the world in that middle space of the initial heaven and earth expanded, congealed like ice and solidified like crystal. The space in the middle of the heaven and earth was enclosed by a firmament of this sort, and the Creator called the firmament ‘heaven,’ so called from a name of that ancient times, and he divided the fabric of the whole world into two parts, although it was one house. The reason for this division, moreover, was so he could present the upper region as the habitation for angels, the lower one for men.”

Though he preferred to interpret these passages figuratively, Augustine argued earlier that both interpretations were logically possible and did not necessarily contradict each other at a literal level. Bede affirmed the compatibility of these two views but offered a more naturalistic interpretation without being pressed into either literalism or allegory.


About the Translators

The late Robert C. Hill, a founder and Honorary Fellow at Australian Catholic University’s Centre for Early Christian Studies, published over thirty translations, most of which were commentaries or homilies on the Old Testament by ancient Antiochene exegetes. Regrettably, his translation of Severian of Gabala’s Homilies on Creation and Fall (his only published translation of Severian) will be his last published translation. Dr. Hill died in 2007.

Well aware that this translation would not be released until much later, Dr. Hill expressed his preference that Severian’s Homilies be included in the series because “exegetically they are significant and distinctive, and deserve publication.” The editors of Ancient Christian Texts and InterVarsity Press would like to express our gratitude for the significant contribution Dr. Hill made to the study of early Christian exegesis and to those readers who wish to reflect and meditate on the Christian scriptures with the great minds of the early church.

We would also like to express our gratitude to Carmen S. Hardin for her diligence in producing a very readable translation of Bede’s Commentary on Genesis. Though Dr. Hardin served as one of the volume editors for Psalms 1–50 in the Ancient Christian Commentary on Scripture, this is her first publication of a full-length translation.

 

Michael Glerup
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  Translator’s Acknowledgments


  If Severian of Gabala tragically abused the hospitality of John Chrysostom in Constantinople all those years ago, he is still repaying the debt. The modern reader who would access his homilies on creation and fall must consult the works of his erstwhile host in the seventeenth- and eighteenth-century editions of Henry Savile and Bernard de Montfaucon, where they are to be found safely and ironically preserved under the name of the Golden Mouth. For assistance in accessing the former edition I am indebted to Lenore Rouse, director of Rare Books and Special Collections in the Mullen Library, Catholic University of America, to Severian scholar Robert E. Carter, to Father Miltiades Chryssavgis of Rose Bay, Sydney, and to Patrick Klein of Warrimoo NSW, to all of whom I express my thanks.

  Robert C. Hill

  September 14, 2007

  Sixteenth centenary of the death of John Chrysostom







  

  Translator’s Introduction to Severian of Gabala

  
    Perhaps because of the supposed involvement of Severian in the downfall, exile and death of John Chrysostom—the crimes of the guest against his host, of the interloper from the provinces against the bishop of Constantinople1—there is a difference of opinion also on the former’s abilities as preacher, exegete and interpreter of Scripture. The fact that these homilies on creation and fall were not originally acknowledged as Severian’s but included among the works of Chrysostom is itself significant.2 The seventeenth- and eighteenth-century editors Henry Savile and Bernard de Montfaucon, who accepted earlier recognition of their independence, were at one in maintaining (quite stridently in the latter’s case) their obvious inferiority.3 Of more recent commentators, Johannes Quasten denies Severian originality and declares his biblical interpretation to be naive, unscientific and literal,4 whereas he is “a first-rate biblical scholar” in the view of biographer of Chrysostom J. N. D. Kelly, “an accomplished preacher” “with a fine command of Scripture” whose works “have often been underrated by critics.” Even Kelly, however, is prepared to see the bishop of Gabala (modern Jeble, 15 miles [25 km] south of Laodicea, modern Latakia) as “an ambitious social climber.”5

    
      Severian’s Indebtedness to Chrysostom

      Of particular relevance here is Severian’s degree of success in the six homilies now listed as In Cosmogoniam6 in treating the Priestly account of creation in Genesis 1, his stated intention. What immediately becomes obvious, however, is that he is obliged by an inability to plumb the material in depth to extend his attention to the following two (Yahwist) chapters of Genesis that include life in the garden and the Fall, in the course of which, it has been argued, he proceeds to preach a seventh homily.7 Nowhere in these homilies does Severian refer explicitly to his host, John, but he pays him the sincerest form of flattery in what appear to be a dozen or so instances of imitation or borrowing from the celebrated series of homilies and sermons on Genesis delivered in Antioch.8 He can even chide his anonymous mentor for mistaken interpretation. Severian concedes at the outset that he is not the first to treat of the topic.

      
        The treatment by the Fathers, far from being rejected, is transmitted in our treatment. Even if theirs is wonderful and ours insignificant, it is nonetheless all of a piece with theirs; just as a tiny stone laid in support will strengthen a mighty stone in the form of a cube that is fitted into a building and is slightly unstable, so too the statements of the Fathers make the building of the church better when in receipt of a slight addition.9

      

      To an extent, this is a conventional acknowledgment of tradition, like Theodoret’s classing himself in the field of Pauline commentary as a mosquito buzzing about the apostolic meadows in the company of bees.10 Severian further claims that “there is a common source, in fact, and all the gifts are set before us in common, provided we are willing to make the effort with complete enthusiasm.” What is of relevance here is the extent to which he does seem to call on Chrysostom’s previous exercises of commentary, leading us to wonder how he might have fared without access to them; only in the third homily does this indebtedness not appear, and there as elsewhere we regret that his congregation had not been treated to some “golden age” insights to supplement his “iron age” treatment (in Savile’s terms), such as by an accent on the goodness of creation, conspicuously missing before Homily Four but an accent to be found in this “source.”

      While an instance of verbatim quotation seems to occur in Homily Six in the reference to the serpent in the garden as the devil’s “ideal instrument” (epitēdeion organon), Severian appears to be influenced by Chrysostom’s earlier treatment also in that well-worn question of absence of mention of creation of the angels, the Jewish nomination of angels as the addressees of “let us make” (Gen 1:26), the meaning of a scribal misreading of aoristos as aoratos in Genesis 1:2, the introduction of Luke’s brigand on the cross in a discussion of paradise in the fifth homily, Adam’s enjoyment of divine inspiration in bestowing names on the animals, places being named after events (to account for naming the tree of knowledge of good and evil), the tree resembling an imperial effigy (or decree, in John’s earlier image), the introduction of King Uzziah of 2 Chronicles 26 (inaccurately transmitted by Severian) in Homily Two and the citation of Isaiah 9:6 on Genesis 1:26. He also seems familiar with Chrysostom’s commentary on Psalms in Homily Four.

      Severian seems to have Chrysostom’s Homily Sixteen in mind in faulting a “pious” interpretation of Genesis 3:9, where Chrysostom had labored the losses that the Fall entailed, by comparison with his own “true” one.

      
        Many people have taken that in a pious manner, but we must give it careful attention; I accept their interpretation since it is pious, and I state this one because it is true. Adam, where are you? Where have you been? Where have you come from? From what glory have you fallen? I really accept the interpretation as pious, it is proper and attractive; but I am looking for the movement of thought.11

      

      While one commends him for adopting here precision, akribeia,12 as a hermeneutical principle (less so “movement of thought,” akolouthia, which had proved insufficient for previous interpreters like Diodore and Theodore to supply for exegetical limitations),13 one laments time and time again that that principle had not been combined with one that so enhances Chrysostom’s interpretation, synkatabasis, divine considerateness in biblical discourse that makes unnecessary for a commentator a precision that takes textual details in a fundamentalist manner14—ad nauseam, as Montfaucon laments of Severian (akribologia in Theodore’s slighting remark that is pertinent here, as in the case of the talking serpent in Homily Six).15 One also notes Chrysostom’s greater ability to find in the days of creation and the Fall enough stimulating material for his congregations, which is never in danger of being exhausted. However, one appreciates the relatively less severe attitude adopted by Severian toward the woman as the guilty party in the Fall (because, one wonders, of his warmer relations with the empress?), where Chrysostom’s strictures in his Homily Sixteen are scathing. Finally, however, Severian agrees with the author of the Pastorals (1 Tim 2:14) that, unlike Eve, Adam was not deceived, only beguiled.

    

    
      Circumstances of Delivery of the Homilies

      If these six homilies (or seven)16 lay for so long embedded in the Chrysostomian corpus, it would not be surprising if we could not now detail precisely the circumstances of their delivery. Severian, Syrian by birth, had come to Constantinople soon after Chrysostom’s consecration as bishop (this much we know from Socrates17 and Sozomen18) and as a fellow bishop was given preaching opportunities, such as the other series that year,19 on the incarnation, to which he refers in Homily Five. As it was Lent, that provided the occasion in the Eastern church for commentary on this traditional material also in the case of Chrysostom’s several extant series, and so Severian refers at the outset to the liturgical season and its concomitant practice of fasting: “We are aware, then, that these matters of detail seem tedious to the minds of the general run of people; but there is need to speak of deeper issues to people when they are alert in the period of fasting in particular.”20 It is, however, an accent that is not sustained. Severian seems to be delivering the homilies to a congregation on more or less successive days; while the term prōēn is used ambiguously as “the day before yesterday” or “the other day” and “yesterday,” it seems clear that more than one day intervened before the sixth homily. More than once we are told that the day is coming to an end and are left to presume that the occasion for the homilies is a non-eucharistic evening synaxis, with no other speaker involved.21

      As to the nature of the congregation or congregations, though Severian never has to chide those present for the failings of the absent, as does Chrysostom in his Homily Six devoted to lamenting the absence of people who have chosen to patronize the race track in Antioch, they are more than once flattered by the preacher with some knowledge of the Scriptures. It is presumed that they already know the story of Rahab from Joshua 2 and the incident of water from the rock in Exodus 17. While it may be a mannerism on the preacher’s part, they have to be called to “pay attention” at frequent intervals: do they find his style unappealing? Is that another reason why they find his lengthy invocation of natural science, physiologia, less than engaging (a fault for which Montfaucon also chides him)?22 He begins Homily Five by admitting of his previous day’s comments on lights in the firmament (Gen 1:14-15), “I heard some people’s fault finding, What use is it to mention fire and water and the fact that fire screams when water is thrown on it? It is not physiologia we are anxious to learn, they say, but the true doctrine of God (theologia).” In the fourth and fifth (and seventh) homilies he also seems to be struggling with his voice—or is he only conceding his failure to match the oratory of the Golden Mouth?23

      As Severian closes his sixth homily, he sums up his homilies in the words, “We have gone through paradise (or the garden)24 with you,” which is not what he originally intended, a study of “the book of creation, dēmiourgia.” He was not quite up to the latter challenge. From a modern standpoint we may venture the observation that, if the more anthropomorphically-minded Yahwist, to whom Severian in his literalism and dramatic interest warms in Genesis 2 and Genesis 3, had composed also Genesis 1, the commentator would have found more in creation that was grist to his mill.

    

    
      Severian’s Approach to the Task of Commentary

      In commenting on Genesis, Kosmopoiia or “the book of dēmiourgia,” Severian seems to be reading the form of the Greek version used also by Chrysostom, the Antiochene or Lucianic text.25 The only departure from it may occur in Genesis 1:9, “Let the water be gathered together,” where there seems to be no appearance of the explanatory sentence found in some Hebrew manuscripts, in Chrysostom’s text and the Septuagint generally as Genesis 1:9b, “The water under heaven was gathered together into its masses, and the dry land appeared.” We can never be sure of this identity of form of the text in the case of other books, since Severian can be guilty of loose recall. As he would have found in Chrysostom and his fellow Antiochenes, an author’s purpose, skopos, is immediately to be identified by the commentator; and Severian follows suit: “Now, what was the purpose of the inspired composer? Moses had two concerns, to develop teaching and to foreshadow lawgiving; though a lawgiver, he took as his point of departure not lawgiving but creation.” His opening remarks also imply a pastoral concern.

      
        Our souls’ improvement is the whole purpose of religious devotion; all the lessons stemming from religious devotion have regard to this business of saving our souls. The word of God, for instance, is also concerned with this, the law of Moses supplies a basis for it, the spiritual statements of the Old Testament authors proclaim it, the New Testament authors cry aloud about it with mouths that are never silent—everything in fact that is done for us and on account of us has for its purpose that in moving to improvement we may be found worthy of religious devotion. So all the holy Bible has our salvation as its theme, as I said above.

      

      Though this pastoral manifesto seems to be observed more in the breach than in the observance, we note here an accent on the orality of Scripture and on the harmony of the Testaments—“the two Testaments are sisters,” he will say shortly after; but again neither accent predominates. Also like those Antiochene predecessors, and perhaps in imitation of them, he sees comprehension of the text as his primary goal, “the purpose being that with the help of God’s grace the treatment may be made perfectly clear to the best of our ability—not from our own reasoning but from what we have been taught.” This goal he does strive for, with questionable success.

      Not that Severian does not try hard. It may be that his formation as a commentator is at fault. His specifically exegetical skills are limited, as were those of Chrysostom and his peers.26 He has no Hebrew; attempts at etymology of Hebrew terms limp. He gets into his head that the Hebrew for “human being” means “fire” and justifies it thus:

      
        Since God foreknew, then, that from one human body the ends of the earth is filled (one lamp lights so many wicks, west and east, north and south), he imposed a name suited to the reality. Hence he gave it the name Adam as a pledge for the world; intending to fill the four quarters from him, he imposes the name Adam: A for east (anatolē), D for west (dysis), A for north (arktos), M for south (mesēmbria). The name with its four letters confirms the human being’s destiny of filling the world. Hence its Hebrew name “fire”.27

      

      Montfaucon is left aghast at the naiveté, which we shall see is a characteristic of Severian’s hermeneutic, too. As with his predecessors, the psalm titles (done less than justice by the LXX, admittedly) are beyond his understanding, as he shows in citing Psalm 75 at the end of the first homily. While help with textual obscurities was at hand in the alternative versions associated with the names of Aquila, Symmachus and Theodotion, which were available in a copy of the Hexapla, they are invoked here only twice.28

      Severian is slow to admit that the scriptural text offers problems (ta aporoumena, ta zētēmata); he both affirms and denies it in the opening pages of Homily Six. We have seen that his response to textual challenges includes precision, akribeia (found both in the text and in the commentator), and movement of thought, akolouthia. He is tireless in noting items that occur or even do not occur in the text. He notes a morphological discrepancy in the divine declaration of goodness in the case of the great lights and in the case of the sea monsters (accent on their goodness being in a minor key).

      
        God made the huge sea monsters, then, and God saw that they were all good (Gen 1:21). Why did he say good in the plural, and not in the singular for the multitude? When he made the stars and sun and moon, however, with many things made, he says, God saw that it was good (Gen 1:18). There were many stars, their vast number beyond counting, and he did not say, God saw that they were good, but It was good. Why? Because even if there were many stars, they came from one light, and all met the same need, being assigned to providing light. In this case, since there was a great variety of creeping things, winged things and swimming things (there being a different basis to creeping, winged and swimming), and since there were many and varied species in each genus, he says, God said that they were good. There is commendation also for the variety of the works.29

      

      The trouble is—and it may account for the frequent calling of the congregation to pay attention—that Severian does not know when to admit that enough is enough: ad nauseam in Montfaucon’s phrase. He is not content to cite one example when three are available. Often this leads him to start hares; the text is already clear when Severian must persist and raise a nonexistent problem. In Homily Three he illuminates the text by explaining the reference to “times” in Genesis 1:14, distinguishing helpfully between kairos and chronos: “There is a difference between this time and another: chronos suggests measurement, kairos suitability. No one says, It is chronos for harvesting; no one says, It is chronos for the maiden to marry—rather, It is kairos for the maiden to marry, kairos for sowing, kairos for reaping.” But not knowing when to stop, Severian has to go on and berate heretics, who, we shall see, include anyone not agreeing with his point of view, who cannot explain how rain is not salty, which is hardly pertinent to the biblical text: “Why does he do it? How do the clouds send rain? He made the clouds like wineskins, and through them he draws up the seawater, which is salty, fills the clouds, transforms the water and gives the earth a drink. Let them [the heretics] explain how what is heavy is lifted on high, how it is drawn up, how the clouds are drawn up. Far from being immediately emptied, they travel long distances wherever the Lord bids, and it is due to a command of God like shackles imposed on them that he does not allow them to rain until he wills.”30 No wonder the congregation needed calling to attention.

      Severian does have the ability to dramatize biblical scenes; in his view, “many things are transmitted by imagining them rather than by speaking of them,” as he says in explaining what firmament means in Homily Two. Adam’s naming of the animals receives attention from him that is sustained and graphic.

      
        So pay attention. It was a remarkable thing to behold, Adam standing there and God like a servant bringing them to Adam; God brought the animals, the text says.31 Pay attention to this, not to the text but to the notion. Imagine God standing there and Adam assessing them; God parades them all and says to Adam, Come now, say what you think this one should be called. Let its name be lion; God so determined, the text says. Next, this one: Let its name be bull. Good choice. In a similar fashion God confirmed each of the names.32

      

      His use of imagery can likewise be both plus and minus; the images can be contrived and clumsy but at times effective, so that one wonders if he came across them somewhere. Severian develops the notion of the animals in the garden as Adam’s pets, his intention being to prepare the congregation for the entry of the talking serpent as just one such creature that mimics human beings. The preparatory Homeric simile is truly dismal, atypical of the pedestrian pedant: does its source lie elsewhere?

      
        When God sees a soul that is weary, he consoles it with what is pleasant, as also happens in our case. Often on returning from the marketplace a person is stressed in mind with countless worries, often experiencing depressing sights and encountering unbearable misfortunes and losses; but on reaching home he derives consolation from his child, and the tender thoughts alleviate the harshness of work. You see, when his wife does not approach him in his discouragement by way of comfort since her consolation would be untimely, and no servant presumes to offer encouragement, God introduces the simplicity of nature to offer pardon for what it is unaware of, and by this means soothes the soul wearied by labor. If a servant laughs, he is thought to be mocking the master’s moods; if the wife jokes, she is thought to be insensitive to the misfortune; the child is not suspected of flattery in its natural guilelessness. It often happens that what friends did not manage with their advice or sages with their suggestions, a child by merely giggling succeeds completely in solving the problem. At this point, at the very climax of distress, on seeing the child he spurns its advances and rebuffs its consolation as untimely; but by its persistence he is won over, and to its frequent glances his mind capitulates. He then picks up the child, dismisses his distress and says, God gives me only this, and I have no concern for anything else. Do you see how even from chance events God prompts comfort for the soul? Since Adam was by himself in the garden, therefore, with no friend, no neighbor, no kith and kin, God presented him with the animals for his consolation—for example, as is the case today, the animals that mimic.33

      

      There are other times where Severian presents what appears to be prepackaged material (noted in the text below), suggesting an arsenal into which he, like many another preacher, dips at will.

      Though Severian does not moralize—something that may account for his relative difficulty, by comparison with a Golden Mouth, in making his material go the distance—he is ever the churchman. Indeliberately he sheds light on church life and practice of his day. He gives us an insight into church liturgy and discipline, for instance, in reporting in Homily Two a current issue regarding the wording of the Sanctus (the use of the trisagion from Isaiah 6:3 in the eucharistic prayer).

      
        Today a certain heretic came to us in the presence of holy men and Fathers and said (I mention it in case the report in any way should be relayed differently and cause different feelings of alarm), Father, Son and Holy Spirit are one divinity, one power, one kingdom; and we must ensure the removal from our soul, not to say from the altar, of the expression used in the Sanctus, “Holy, holy, holy, Lord sabaoth.” Unless you abolish it, he said, you are not Christians. Do you see the awful madness of the devil he was perpetrating? Do you see the root of hostility to God? Do you see the enormity of blasphemy? He wanted to decapitate piety, paralyze the Eucharist, abolish faith, uproot its foundations.34

      

      Despite Severian’s ever-ready application of “heretic” to a divergent thinker, and his excessive response, he seems to be documenting a community practice of raising issues in public, this one evincing opposition to use of a Hebrew term, “sabaoth,” in Christian worship. He can also be found referring to the sacraments of initiation, to catechumens, neophytes, initiated.

    

    
      Interpreting Creation and Fall

      We noted above that, while Severian felt free to draw on earlier treatment of this part of the Bible by Chrysostom and may even have moderated an excessive reaction of the latter to the woman’s role in the Fall, he never grasped one of the latter’s key hermeneutical principles, synkatabasis, that would ensure that a commentator does not fall into the danger of literalism. Chrysostom’s term is not in Severian’s vocabulary; the principle rarely receives attention. The closest he comes to showing acceptance of it is in his single warning to his congregation about interpreting anthropomorphisms in Homily Five.

      
        Let us make a human being in our image (Gen 1:26). Many people who were simple and uninstructed in spiritual matters had the idea that the human being was made in God’s image in the sense that God has a nose, eyes of the same kind, ears of the same kind, a mouth of the same kind. This notion, however, is flawed and inappropriate. Even to this day there has been a heresy claiming that the divinity has a human form; since they heard, “The eyes of the Lord,” “The ears of the Lord,” “The Lord smelled,” “The mouth of the Lord said,” “The hand of the Lord did,” “The feet of the Lord stood,”35 they depicted what is incorporeal with limbs, not realizing the inappropriateness of the notion. God says this for you to learn that a human being bears no resemblance to God as far as bodily appearance goes; I do not cancel the statement that says, Let us make a human being in our image. Instead, he shows what in our image means. “I shall fill heaven and earth, says the Lord”; and again, “Heaven is my throne and earth a footstool for my feet.”36 Are we to follow the text? Are we to adhere slavishly to the expression? On the contrary, the movement of thought forbids me.37

      

      Even here it is akolouthia that urges caution, not synkatabasis. Acceptance of the latter, demonstrated eminently by his host in Constantinople, would have helped Severian recognize the nature of the material to be found in the differing accounts of creation and fall in those opening chapters of Genesis. While we may debate the assertion made even of Chrysostom by his biographer Kelly, that he “could not be expected to understand the nature of Old Testament writings,”38 its truth in the case of Severian is patent. Though he begins by stating of Genesis 1:1 that “it is not as a historian (historiographos) that Moses said this but as an inspired author (prophētēs),” the result of his inspired work being prophēteia, he soon (on Gen 1:20) slips into referring to Moses as just such a historiographos and his work a historical record; and in describing details of the garden (Gen 2:12) he commends this historiographos for showing the same akribeia as he as a commentator appreciates. From inspired composition the work has become a textbook—for example, a surgical textbook on the removal of a rib from Adam in Genesis 2:22 to make the woman, whereas for someone like Didymus in Alexandria it is an ascetical manual. And so Severian complacently concludes his commentary (at least in Homily Six) with the assurance that he has conducted the congregation through the “royal records,” hypomnēmata. He has turned the composer(s) into an image of himself.

      The result of this fatal failure to recognize the genre of the material in these chapters of the Bible, where divine considerateness in language is so eminently demonstrated (Chrysostom rightly claims), is on Severian’s part an acceptance of biblical flat-earth cosmology and a chase after detail, akribologia. As his eighteenth-century editor Montfaucon feelingly lamented, De mundo, quem rotundum esse negat, de igne, di aqua, plus quam satis esset agit.39 Figurative and apocalyptic statements of biblical authors are adduced in confirmation of such a cosmology; anyone who offers a less literalistic view is a heretic.

      
        He did not create heaven as a sphere, as the idle talkers claim; he did not make it as a sphere moving on its axle. Rather, as the prophet asks, what course does the sun follow? “He arches the heaven like a curved roof and extends it like a tent.”40 None of us is so impious as to be convinced by the idle talkers. The biblical authors say that heaven has a beginning and an end; hence the sun does not climb—it travels. Scripture says, “The sun had emerged upon the earth when Lot entered Zoar”;41 so it is obvious that the sun emerged, as Scripture says, and did not climb. And again, “From the furthest point of heaven was its emergence,”42 not its ascent: if it were a sphere, it would not have a furthest point; what is the furthest point of something completely circular? Surely it is not only David who says this, therefore, or even the Savior? Listen to his words, “When the Son of man comes in his glory, he will send his angels with a loud trumpet call, and they will gather his elect from one end of heaven to the next” (Mt 24:31).43

      

      Where Savile was prepared merely to class this as an example of “iron eloquence” from a “golden age,” Montfaucon in the next century dismissed the apologetic, classing such texts instead as “nonsense,” phlyaria. There are countless examples of naiveté in the commentator, like that bestowal of the name Adam as an anagram for the four quarters of the earth.

      And yet, for all his literalism, Severian can show an openness to other levels of meaning in the biblical accounts that he would not have found in the great Antiochenes who were pupils of Diodore; he must have been reading commentators from elsewhere. He evinces a readiness to recognize typology; when in Genesis 2:8 Eden is said to be “in the east (the dawn),” Severian comments, “Adam traveled to the west and set in a grave; things of earth followed him and were buried with him as he set. Christ came and caused the one who had set to rise.”44 And on the previous verse, where God breathes life into the man, Severian in this Homily Five develops the christological parallel at greater length: “When creation had lost its original vigor, Christ renewed it at the incarnation. Adam was formed from the earth, Christ formed the eyes of the blind from mud so that you might come to recognize the one who took dust from the earth and formed you. God breathed a breath of life into the face of Adam; Christ breathed on the face of the apostles and said, ‘Receive a Holy Spirit’ (Jn 20:22)”—and he continues the parallel until his voice gives out. In Homily Five he sees in John 19:34, the piercing of Jesus’ side (pleura), a reference to the removal of Adam’s rib, pleura, in Genesis 2:21, and develops the parallel at length in the seventh homily. By contrast, the bishop does not recognize sacramental overtones to the text with the frequency we later find in the bishop of Cyrus; the contrast of the fruit occasioning the Fall with the eucharistic bread in Homily Six is a rare reference.45

      If Severian has imbibed from other sources a sensitivity to spiritual meanings in a text that Diodore would not have sanctioned, however, the term “allegory” still rings for him the same alarm bells it did for the founder of the school of Antioch and his pupils.46 A celebrated instance, documented also from Theodore and Theodoret, is the “spiritual (pneumatikos) interpretation” given to the garden by “the allegorists,” such as Origen and Didymus,47 which he roundly condemns in Homily Six. Instead of invoking the principle of synkatabasis as Chrysostom did in his Homily Thirteen, Severian, typically but ill-advisedly, takes them on at a literalistic level.

      
        Let the allegorists be confounded in their teaching that paradise is in heaven and is spiritual. What does a fig tree produce in heaven? But granting that paradise is in heaven: whence come the rivers—not from earth? If paradise is on high, it follows that the rivers also flow from on high; surely Scripture did not say as much, that a river flows down from Eden? That is only playing with words. The allegorists mock us with the taunt, God clad them in garments of skin: surely he did not slaughter oxen and sheep, open a tannery and perform the work of a tanner? Our reply is that he produced the animal fully grown, without breeding, without copulation. He made what did not exist: surely he is not incapable of making part of what does exist? Conceding that for the time being, nevertheless God never makes part of an animal, God makes nothing incomplete. He hears the word skin and looks for the source; I hear of blood in Egypt and look for the way he turned the Nile into blood, the great number of animals he slaughtered. The river turned into blood, and no animal was slaughtered; there were two skins, and he wonders about the number of animals they came from—yet in that case as well there was skin without an animal.48

      

      Whether this distinction was of help to his congregation, it would have confirmed the allegorists in their approach.

      With his openness to other levels of meaning, however, Severian is not sure whether spiritual meanings and allegory are always unacceptable. If he can find a connection with the facts, historia, or some support in Scripture, he invokes the latitude allowed by Diodore,49 as in comment on Genesis 1:20 in Homily Four:

      
        And on the earth birds flying across the firmament of heaven: on earth because of the body, in heaven because of the way of life (Phil 3:20). It is not to indulge in allegory that we introduced this; rather, we found this spiritual interpretation (theōria) in the facts (historia). It is one thing to force an allegorical interpretation on the facts; it is another to retain the facts and arrive at a spiritual interpretation.50

      

      However, he is unhappy with the spiritual meaning given by Origen and Didymus to the darkness in Genesis 1:2 as the devil and to the deep as demons.

    

    
      Theological and Polemical Concerns

      Even if Severian passes up the frequent opportunities offered by the text to endorse the goodness of created things, he does close his series of six homilies on an upbeat: “To the best of our ability, therefore, with the grace of the Holy Spirit we have gone through paradise with you, we have read aloud the royal records, we have seen the freeing of the guilty, the judge’s lovingkindness.” Eastern optimism is again reflected. There is, however, a polemical edge to much of his commentary. Admittedly, he is ready to cry “heretic” if someone does not agree with his point of view, even on a matter like the formation of the lower heaven from water, a notion he supports from Psalm 33:6. “Do you see God’s creative activity? Do you see how he stops the mouths of heretics, who are ignorant of creation and yet pry into the creator? All things obey God’s law: heaven stood still, not under pressure from its own force but set firm by a divine law. Whenever you are uncertain as to how heaven was solidified from water, in fact, blessed David resolves your uncertainty in the words, ‘By the word of the Lord the heavens were set firm.’”51

      While Severian feels that he can do justice to the biblical account(s) of creation at his own literalistic level, then, he does not extend that liberty to others, accusing them of “prying” into “divine incomprehensibility,” an Anomean failing he would have found Chrysostom castigating. Only occasionally will he admit defeat and invoke this doctrine, as on the creation of light in Genesis 1:3: “While he mentioned what had been made, he did not make mention of the manner, nor did he understand it; the fact that the light was made I am aware of, he says, but how it was made I do not grasp.” The Anomeans are not his principal target, however, this distinction going to the Arians and their subordinationist errors; he is upholding the position of councils of Nicaea and Constantinople, especially their insistence of the homoousion of Father and Son, as he implies in listing current heresies in Homily Four.

      
        God in his wisdom has allowed heresies to get a name for their teachings from their originators so that it may be clear that what is decreed by them is not God’s teaching but man’s invention—Macedonians from Macedonius,52 Arians from Arius, Eunomians from Eunomius, and likewise the other heresies. But wishing to preserve the faith of the apostles intact, he did not allow them to be named after a man; even if they call us Homoousiasts, they are not referring to a man but proclaiming the faith.53

      

      If the text of Genesis was not these groups’ staple ammunition, Severian obliges by being prepared to leave it for more favored New Testament loci, as he says after noting the frequency of occurrence in Genesis 1 of the verb “made” in Homily Four.

      
        It would take a long time at this stage to review everything made by the Word; leaving behind the account of creation in the Old Testament, let us move to the account in the New of what was made by him through the Word alone. He it was, in fact, who created things of old and made new things, according to John’s account, “Everything was made by him, and without him not one thing was made” (Jn 1:3).54

      

      Texts that speak of generation like Genesis 1:24, “Let the earth bring forth a living being,” prompt the question of the relationship of Father to Son; and time and again Severian jousts with the Arian claims of subordination.

      
        Note the knavery: when they raise questions, they speak on the basis of human reasoning, as in saying, Everything generated has a beginning to its existence. How so? Their response is immediate: When you were born, did you not have a beginning? your father? your grandfather? If you present them with a different argument that is based on their own arguments and capable of overturning their folly, they immediately mince words, The discussion is about God, and are you presenting me with human arguments? On the one hand, they develop the root of the problem from common reasoning, and on the other they refuse to accept the demolition of the problem on the basis of the same reasoning.55

      

      The plural verb in Genesis 1:26, “let us make,” gives rise here, as in other commentaries of the period, to an endorsement of trinitarian faith after lengthy discussion and rejection of the nomination of angels as God’s associate, which Severian attributes to the Jews.

      
        Note the beam of orthodox faith ever resplendent; the sun in its shining joined its own beam. Let us make a human being in our image and likeness. He retained the order of the persons (hypostases) and the unity of being. Let us make a human being in image, not in images: it is not the case that the Father has one image, the Son another. Let us make (the purpose being to bring out the plurality of persons) in our image (to explain the oneness of being, homoousion). Who is an associate in this marvelous address and remarkable creation? Jews voice opposition and are embarrassed to be reduced to silence; heretics indulge in frenzy, truth opposes them, the cause of religion delivers an unassailable confession.56

      

      As we noted Severian’s openness to hermeneutical approaches not thoroughly Antiochene, so he can also be found eulogizing Mary as Theotokos and Kyriotokos to a degree not found in Chrysostom or his peers. One occasion is the text’s focus on Eve’s role in the Fall, where Severian duly highlight’s Mary’s role to the opposite effect. After agreeing with the position taken by the author of the Pastorals (1 Tim 3:11-15) on the basis of the text of Genesis 3:16, that women have forfeited the role of teaching and holding authority, he concludes, “So what? Has the female sex been subjected to condemnation and left to suffer pain, without the bondage being undone? Christ came, and he undid the bondage. The bearer of the Lord (Kyriotokos) appeared for the defense of her sex, the holy Virgin in place of the virgin, Eve also being a virgin when she sinned; she abolished the pain and the labor of the condemned one.”57

    

    
      Severian as Expositor of Creation and Fall

      Of the sixty or so extant homilies of Severian judged to be authentic (all from his first four or five years in Constantinople), those surviving under the rubric In Cosmogoniam of 401 (to which arguably should be added a seventh) probably suffice to exhibit his exegetical, hermeneutical and homiletic skills, on which such a wide variety of opinion has been formed. For readers to arrive at a verdict on these features, it is ironic that the figure of Chrysostom proves his nemesis, just as Severian did in regard to his host in more vital matters. It can be admitted from the outset that Severian is no Golden Mouth. For one thing, in a comment on Genesis 1 he finds the carefully layered, repetitive, undramatic presentation of the Priestly author that leads to a sabbatical climax not sufficiently stimulating, unlike Chrysostom’s more expansive if moralistic treatment. As the anthropomorphic Yahwist appeals to him more, he readily moves, despite his initial resolve, to focus on Adam’s life in the garden and the Fall in Genesis 2 and Genesis 3. Second, and more significantly, he never achieves a sense of that key hermeneutical principle of synkatabasis, divine considerateness for human limitations revealed in biblical discourse, that is a feature of Chrysostom’s exposition, which, though literal, is rarely literalistic58 and is so necessary for interpreting this part of the Hebrew Scriptures in particular. Comparisons, if odious and perhaps unfairly drawn to Severian’s detriment, are thus in this case inevitable.

      We know nothing of the formation of the bishop of Gabala; he seems to have had a liking for the accents and the terminology that pupils in Diodore’s askētērion in Antioch imbibed, while also displaying a refreshing openness to levels of meaning that those alumni, especially Theodore, did not exemplify. His strictly exegetical skills are no better or worse than theirs, and he shares with them an accent on comprehension on the Antiochene biblical text and its “precise” details. But he would again earn Theodore’s censure for akribologia, a chase after such details when a commentator with a keener sense of the nature of biblical communication would leave well alone. As a result, he starts down a rabbit trail, and in pursuit he seems to have irritated his listeners,59 despite his gift for dramatizing scenes between key characters—in the garden, for instance.

      Diodore would have commended the respect shown by Severian for the hermeneutical principles outlined in the former’s classes on the Psalms, at least in his spirited rejection of the attempt by allegorists to locate the garden in heaven; what he has to say on the illegitimacy of a spiritual interpretation of it is vintage Theodore. If he stands at one extreme of interpretation of the creation story, one has to concede that an allegorical and philosophical commentator like Didymus, familiar with Origen’s treatment, hardly does it more justice.60 Yet what earns the ire of a reader like Montfaucon in particular is Severian’s literalistic approach to the primeval story; though beginning by doffing his cap to Moses as prophētēs, he soon treats him as historiographos and his work less as text than as textbook; anyone who contests his flat-earth cosmology is a heretic. Though Severian lets slip occasional glimpses of church life, liturgy and discipline, he has not the sensitivity to a sacramental dimension to the text to the degree that will be shown by his fellow Syriac-speaking bishop, Theodoret of Cyrus. Ever ready to forsake his text for anti-Arian theological polemic, however, in this work at least Severian hardly deserves the epithet Quasten accords him as “full of hatred.”61

      What this first English translation of the homilies In Cosmogoniam of Severian of Gabala may contribute is a glimpse of a commentator at work on a most challenging biblical text (if traditional Lenten reading), using exegetical and hermeneutical skills that could, like any virtue, fail by both excess and defect.62 Close perusal of them may allow for an assessment less partial than one arrived at under the influence of regrettable historical events.
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