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Abstract

This thesis explores the relationship between hagiography and history, with a particular
focus on the cult of the little-studied sixth-century Antiochene holy man Symeon Stylites
the Younger. It argues that any hagiographic text can only be understood through an
appreciation of both its particular historical context and of developments in the genre over
time. The first chapter thus addresses the economy, society and culture of the Antiochene
area, arguing, against some recent archaeological interpretations, that sixth-century natural
and military disasters did have a significant impact on the region. The second chapter turns
to the first text associated with Symeon’s cult, the sermon collection attributed to the stylite,
which reveals how a holy man could construct his own spiritual authority through powerful
rhetoric. Starkly polarised in his thought, Symeon eschews the compromises adopted by
many clerical preachers, focusing on the opposition of demon and monk, rich and poor, and
heaven and hell. The third chapter addresses the Life of Symeon, arguing that it can be read
as an extended apology for Symeon’s failure to protect the Antiochene from the disasters of
the sixth century. The fourth chapter looks at the Life of Martha, Symeon’s mother, which
contains an original and inclusive vision of holiness, focusing not on asceticism or celibacy
but on the redemptive powers of liturgy and the sacraments. The fifth chapter takes a step
back, arguing that both Lives reflect broader developments in hagiography in the late sixth
and seventh centuries: Symeon’s hagiographer’s struggle to justify disasters are echoed in
other near-contemporary saints’ Lives, while Martha’s Life resembles in many respects the
posthumous miracle collections which flourished in this period and were, in their relatively

narrow focus, very suitable for a time of crisis.
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Introduction: Approaching Late Antique Hagiography

This is a thesis about the relationship between saints and society; between hagiography and
history. The study of late antique hagiography has come on in leaps and bounds over the
last few decades;® hagiography is finally being recognised—although some sceptics
remain—as a valuable, if complex, body of source material and as an important literary
phenomenon? in its own right.> Nonetheless, much scope remains for further work. There
has been a considerable imbalance in the attention paid to different texts. Understandably,
the Life of Antony, normally regarded as the foundational text in the genre of Christian
biography,* has been the subject of extensive research: studies have not only examined its
dating and authorship® but have also provided sophisticated analyses of its literary form and
of the author’s motivations and concerns in devising his picture of Antony.® Perhaps
surprisingly, however, even other demonstrably early texts have excited far less scholarly
interest. In some respects, Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Gregory the Wonderworker, which
betrays a less ambivalent attitude towards miracles than the Life of Antony, is closer in its
concerns to later Christian biographies, yet it has been the subject of far fewer studies.” Even

the Lives of Pachomius, who, like Antony, is considered a key figure in the history of

! For a useful survey of developments in studies of Byzantine hagiography, see Efthymiadis 2006a.

2T use the unspecific ‘phenomenon’ instead of ‘genre’, since whether hagiography constitutes a genre has
been contested: some scholars prefer to see it as a ‘discourse’, or simply as a subject matter that crosses
multiple genres. See e.g. Van Uytfanghe 1993, esp.146-9; Rapp 1999, 63-5; Déroche 2004, 367-70; Burrus
2006, 153-5; Hinterberger 20144, 25-8.

3 For a recent statement of hagiography’s literary worth, see the articles collected in Efthymiadis 2014a.

4 Although it has been suggested that Eusebius’s earlier Life of Constantine could be viewed as ‘a
prototypical saint’s life’ (A.M. Cameron 1997, 174) or ‘the founding work of Christian biography in late
antiquity’ (M.S. Williams 2008, 18). The Life of Antony is normally given precedence, as both these authors
acknowledge, because of its great influence on subsequent hagiographies.

5 The weight of evidence (and of scholarly opinion) seems to support the traditional view that Athanasius
wrote the Life: see e.g. Barnard 1974, 169-70; Bartelink 1994, 27-42; sceptics include Rousseau 2000, 100-
4, and Barnes, in e.g. Barnes 2010, 163-70 (although Barnes accepts that Athanasius had some role in
distributing the Life).

® See M.A. Williams 1982b; Brennan 1985; Brakke 1995, 201-265; Alexandre 1996; M.S. Williams 2008,
103-114; Hagg 2011.

" The main studies include Van Dam 1982; Mitchell 1999; and, on the topic of the ‘Creed’” which Gregory of
Nyssa attributes to the Wonderworker, Abramowski 1976.
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monasticism, have received uneven coverage:® most studies have either treated the textual
problems associated with the different versions of the Lives or have used the Lives to discuss
Pachomian spirituality and coenobitic monasticism;® relatively few have analysed the
literary features of the texts and the biases and motivations of their authors.'® After the fourth
century, the picture is even sparser. Even though hagiography arguably reached its peak in
the sixth and early seventh centuries, the majority of saints’ Lives from this period, with the
exception of a small number deemed to be of outstanding historical interest, have received
at most one or two in-depth studies (although some of these are of exceptional quality).!!
This in fact echoes an imbalance in studies of monasticism: although there are many
analyses of its origins in the fourth century and earlier, monasticism between the Council of

Chalcedon and the Arab Conquests has been largely neglected.?

As well as these gaps in coverage, there is also a certain methodological tension that often,
inevitably, affects studies of hagiography and saints’ cults. The problem, of course, is that
hagiography is not history, in the sense of quasi-objective modern historiography.*® It is
very difficult to untangle the complex relationship between holy men, their cults, and their
hagiographers. Since Peter Brown’s ground-breaking article of 1971 brought holy men to
the forefront of late antique historians’ attention, it has become very apparent that saints’
Lives cannot be read as straightforward, accurate reports of the lives of holy men or

women:** hagiographers selected and shaped their material to fulfil a wide range of

8 Admittedly, the dating of the various Lives of the saint is not certain: it seems likely that they derive from
fourth-century material, but contain various later accretions: see e.g. Goehring 1982.

% See esp. Rousseau 1999a.

10 With some exceptions, including in particular the articles on Pachomius collected in Goehring 1999.

1 There have been, for example, excellent studies of the works of Cyril of Scythopolis (Flusin 1983) and
Leontius of Neapolis (Déroche 1995).

2 An important exception is Hatlie 2007. There have also been several studies of Palestinian monasticism in
this later period, largely based on the works of Cyril of Scythopolis: see e.g. Patrich 1995 and Binns 1996.
13 Lifschitz 1994 argues that the distinction between hagiography and historiography is an artificial one
created in the nineteenth century and inapplicable to earlier centuries.

14 Brown himself has sometimes been accused of doing exactly this: see e.g. Treadgold 1994.
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purposes, from the panegyrical to the personal and political.®® Some holy men may have
been entirely fictitious (although their Lives could still, of course, convey spiritual truths);
many probably existed, but this does not mean that the majority of material found in their

vitae is historically accurate.

Even if an historian abandons the ambition to assess the historicity of the Life of a holy man,
and decides to focus instead on his cult and posthumous representations, the relationship
between hagiography and cult remains complicated. Hagiography (whether in the form of a
saint’s Life or a collection of miracles), creates a particular vision of a saint and his or her
cult. This vision does not necessarily reflect a generally accepted interpretation of the saint,
who could mean very different things to different people. Nor does it always represent the
‘official’ ideology of a cult, insofar as such an ideology ever existed. This is perhaps most
strikingly demonstrated by the fifth-century Miracles of Thekla: the work seems to have
been written by a maverick ex-member of the clergy at her shrine at Seleucia in Isauria, who
had twice been excommunicated by local bishops.!’ But a whole host of examples could be
adduced to show that hagiography often represents the interests of a particular individual,
or group, rather than all of a cult’s devotees. The several Lives of the fifth-century stylite
Symeon the Elder differ, sometimes significantly, in their accounts of his life and in
particular his death; these differences seem to reflect the diverse interests of rival groups

associated with his cult.® The two surviving miracle collections relating to the cult of Cyrus

15 See e.g. the articles gathered in Howard-Johnston and Hayward 1999, especially those by A.M. Cameron,
Rousseau, Rapp and Magdalino.

16 On the relationship between reality, truth as understood by the Byzantines, and fiction, see Kaldellis
20144, esp.116-8.

17 On the text’s author see Dagron 1978, 13-6. On the Miracles as a whole see also Johnson 2006. On
Thekla’s cult see Davis 2001.

18 No consensus has, however, been reached on which precise groups the different texts were associated
with. Bernard Flusin argued that the Syriac Life was written by the saint’s monastic disciples at Telneshin,
whereas the Greek Life by ‘Antonius’ was probably associated with a relic cult of the saint at Antioch
(Flusin 1993). Dina Boero has recently argued that the Syriac Life originated not among Symeon’s disciples
at Telneshin, but at a church there, and represents clerical interests (Boero 2015).
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and John at Menuthis, one written by the educated monk and future patriarch of Jerusalem,
Sophronius, and the other by an anonymous, possibly non-clerical, devotee of the martyrs’
shrine, present drastically different visions of proper cultic practice, of the requirements for

suppliants, and of salvation.®

Several saints’ Lives produced in monastic communities seem to have been written in the
context of internal controversy, often relating to events following the death of the holy man.
The Bohairic Life of Pachomius, for example, seems to have been intended in part to defend
Theodore, a monk in Pachomius’s monastery at Phbow who later became leader of the
Pachomian confederation in very controversial circumstances.?® The whole account of
Pachomius’s life is bound up with that of Theodore’s, and appears highly partisan: it is
difficult to believe that this emphasis would have been accepted by all members of the
Pachomian confederation. Hagiographic texts thus embody a range of more or less particular
interests, which do not necessarily represent those of most devotees of the cult of the saint
in question. This point should not perhaps be pushed too far: even if rival factions might
have interpreted particular aspects of a saint’s career very differently, it is likely that they
would all have shared some common ‘memories’ of his or her achievements, which are
reflected in hagiography. Nonetheless, it is clearly of critical importance to establish, as far

as possible, when, why, and by whom, any given hagiography was written.

How, then, is the historian to tackle the problem of disentangling the saint as historical
figure, from his posthumous cult, and from the version of him represented in a hagiographic
text? One option is to avoid the pitfalls of hagiography by focusing on other sources relating

to holy men, including letters and sermons. Powerful studies have been produced on, for

19 The anonymous collection is edited and discussed by Déroche 2012; see also, on Sophronius’s collection,
Booth 2014, 44-89.

2 For a discussion of Theodore’s relationship with Pachomius (although one which perhaps underestimates
the unreliability of the literary sources), see Rousseau 1999a, 178-91.
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example, the letter collection of the sixth-century Palestinian holy men Barsanuphius and
John,?! and the various writings of the famous fifth-century Egyptian hegumen Shenoute of
Atripe.?? A contrasting approach to the problem of historicity is, in a sense, to discount it:
to focus only on the reality of the hagiographic text, rather than trying to relate it to any real
historical events or persons. This can be a very fruitful approach, and is often necessary,
especially when dealing with Lives of saints which are almost certainly entirely fictitious.?
To my mind, however, it is not entirely satisfactory when examining saints’ Lives that do
demonstrably bear some relationship to real historical events and persons, particularly if
they were written for audiences who would have had some knowledge of the historical saint.
This is because, even if a historian is interested in the hagiographer and his construction of
the holy man rather than in the holy man himself, it is only possible to analyse fully the
work of the former through an awareness of how far he is constrained by real events and
how and why he may have distorted his account of the saint’s life. While the recent emphasis
on the ‘literary’ qualities of hagiography is to be welcomed, hagiography is a form of
literature which, perhaps more than most, cannot be dissociated from society and events,

particularly given how often it is polemically or apologetically motivated.

The problem then remains, of course, of how to establish the relationship between
hagiography and historical events. When other sources are available for comparison, the
task becomes easier, but often this is not the case. Unfortunately, it is not possible to accept
a hagiographic narrative on the grounds that it seems plausible: the divergent accounts of

the death of Symeon Stylites the Elder all seem, independently, reasonably coherent and

2L Hevelone-Harper 2005, and, looking at various letter collections, Rapp 1999, 63-81.

22 E.g. Schroeder 2007; Lépez 2013. Unlike Barsanuphius and John, Shenoute has been immortalised in
hagiography, but both Schroeder and Lopez prioritise his own writings. For further examples of studies
based on holy men’s own prose, see below pp.73-4.

23 This is the approach adopted by, for example, Derek Krueger, in his study of Leontius of Neapolis’s Life
of Symeon the Holy Fool (Krueger 1996, 6).
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realistic, but they clearly cannot all be true.?* Nonetheless, there are elements in hagiography
which | believe can be taken, with reasonable confidence, to relate in some sense to actual
events. In particular, it seems likely that pressure points—that is to say moments of
significant tension or opposition to the saint or his cult, which go beyond mere hagiographic
stereotype—must in most cases reflect real instances of trouble, even if they are often
recounted in highly misleading terms. It is not uncommon for hagiography to contain
elements of apologetic, which would be unnecessary were they not a response to actual
controversy and a reflection of genuine concerns about maintaining a saint’s reputation. It
may therefore be possible, with care, to isolate moments in texts in which hagiography and
history draw particularly close. This is certainly not to suggest a return to the approach of
extracting ‘historical nuggets’ from hagiography. Rather, it is to emphasise that a
hagiographer’s literary strategies (from the structuring of the text to the use of biblical
typologies) are often a response to historical realia and that the one cannot be understood

without the other.?

There are other ways, too, of writing history from hagiography. One productive approach is
to look at hagiography comparatively and systematically, and to trace developments in the
genre over time. If a development can be noted across numerous texts of a similar
chronological period, this must relate to some ideological or societal change. The modern
study of hagiography and holy men has, however, too often adopted a synchronic approach:
one flaw, for example, in Brown’s indisputably brilliant work is that he tends to speak
interchangeably of holy men from the fourth to sixth/seventh centuries, without questioning

whether their roles remained the same despite undeniable changes in the societies in which

24 Cf. Magdalino 1999, 83-4. On the different versions of the Lives of Symeon, see above p.11 n18, with
Harvey 1998.

% As is evidently the case in, for example, the sixth-century Life of Eutychius by Eustratius Presbyter,
powerfully analysed in A.M. Cameron 1988 and 1990.
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they lived.?® It is, rather, necessary to adopt a diachronic approach, since evolving
opportunities and pressures within a changing society had a determinative impact both on
holy men’s careers and on how they were presented by their biographers; hagiography was

never a static literary form.

There have been few surveys of hagiography across late antiquity, although it is difficult to
know whether this is a cause or an effect of this dominant synchronic perspective.?’
Recently, however, several important studies have emphasised the importance of situating
hagiography in its precise context, and shown that developments in hagiography relate to
wider social, political and ideological trends. Thus Phil Booth analyses the developing role
of the sacraments in late antique hagiography, arguing that this was linked both to the
growing dissociation of the anti-Chalcedonians from the imperial church and, at least in
some circles, to the political and military crises of the seventh century.?® Matthew Dal Santo
has shown that hagiographic sources produced in the late sixth and early seventh centuries,
in both east and west, were characterised by signs of dissent and scepticism, particularly
about the possibility of posthumous intercession by saints; he suggests that this was related
to criticisms of the Byzantine emperors, and more generally to the political and economic
tensions of the period.?° There is still, however, much work to be done in assessing processes

of change in late antique hagiography.

Dal Santo’s book also reflects another important development in studies of holy men: the

realisation that many Byzantines did not accept the claims made about some (or all) saints’

% Holy men discussed in his original article of 1971 include Antony (4™ C), Symeon Stylites the Elder,
Daniel the Stylite, Hypatius (all 5" C), Sabas (6™ C) and Theodore of Sykeon (6™-7™ Cs). He does
acknowledge that the characteristic ‘holy man’ emerged at different times in different regions.

27 One exception is Barnes 2010, but in general he analyses his selection of texts sequentially, rather than
comparatively.

28 Booth 2014 passim (esp. chapter 1).

29 Dal Santo 2012.
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miracle-working powers and spiritual authority, on a wide range of grounds.*® The ubiquity
of references to scepticism about saints, which had earlier been highlighted in an important
article by Gilbert Dagron,®! has also been emphasised recently by Antony Kaldellis.®? From
a different direction, Mischa Meier, in his monumental work on responses to disasters in the
reign of Justinian, has argued that crises in this period caused severe damage to holy men’s
reputations (although he does not analyse many hagiographic texts in depth).® The insights
of all these scholars have profoundly changed the way we understand Byzantine
hagiography and holy men. There remains considerable scope, however, to build on this
work. There is, for instance, a need for more detailed studies of individual holy men, to
assess how the particular context of their careers shaped their opportunities and the
challenges they faced, and for literary-historical analyses of hagiographies, to show how
their authors attempted to deal with scepticism. And much analysis remains to be done of
the development of hagiography across late antiquity, to show how particular trends created

both possibilities and pitfalls for saints and their devotees.

These questions are at the heart of this thesis. Its primary focus is the cult of the holy man
Symeon Stylites the Younger, who lived in the sixth century on the so-called ‘Wonderful
Mountain’ near Antioch-on-the-Orontes [see Figure 1]. According to his hagiographer,
Symeon was a witness to many of the most dramatic events of the sixth century (including
earthquakes, Persian invasions, recurrent outbreaks of plague, and imperial anti-pagan
persecutions), and formed close relationships with leading figures in Antioch and the wider

empire, including the patriarch of Constantinople John Scholasticus and the emperor Justin

30 See also the various essays collected in Sarris, Dal Santo and Booth 2011.

31 Dagron 1992.

32 Kaldellis 2014b. Other scholars to allude to signs of doubt surrounding saints and their miracles include
Marie-France Auzépy (Auzépy 1995) and Peter Brown (Brown 1995, esp.72-3), although, as Booth notes,
the latter implies that ultimately holy men managed to conquer scepticism and achieve harmony (Booth
2011, 128 n.48).

33 Meier 2003, esp. 354-5, 415-21, 426, 543-5, 555.

16



Il himself. Yet, despite the considerable historical interest of his life, the abundant extant
evidence relating to the saint and his cult has been little studied. This evidence includes a
letter3* and thirty sermons® attributed to Symeon; his lengthy saint’s Life, which appears to
have been written by a member of his monastery shortly after his death;*® a further
hagiographic Life of his mother, Martha;®’ the physical remains of his monastery® [Figures
2-4] and cult objects associated with it;*® and several other references to Symeon in
contemporary and near-contemporary sources, including the Ecclesiastical History of
Evagrius Scholasticus,*® the Spiritual Meadow of John Moschus,*! and the Georgian Life of
Abibo (in a reflection of the strong connections established between Symeon’s cult and
Iberia).*? In addition, there is a significant body of later Byzantine and eastern Christian
material associated with the saint and his monastery.** Many of these sources have been
almost totally neglected in modern scholarship; most notably, the sermon collection and the
Life of Martha have never been translated into a modern language. The range and diversity
of these materials provide a rare opportunity to trace the evolution of a cult across late

antiquity and beyond.

I am interested, first, in examining how Symeon’s cult developed both during his lifetime
and in the years after his death. As argued above, any holy man’s career, and cult, can only

be understood in its precise social, economic, political and religious context: the first chapter

34 Symeon Stylites the Younger, ‘Letter to Justin I1.’

3 See below chapter 2.

3 See below chapter 3.

37 See below chapter 4.

38 See Lafontaine-Dosogne 1967, 67-135; Djobadze 1986, 57-115, 204-5.

39 See esp. Lafontaine-Dosogne 1967, 140-58, 169-96; Vikan 1984, 67-74; Volbach 1996.

40 Evagrius Scholasticus, 5.21 (p.217), 6.23 (pp.238-40).

41 John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow, 96 (cols.2953-6), 117-8 (cols.2981-4).

42 Life of Abibo, 2 (pp.77-8). For the probable seventh-century date of the Life, see Martin-Hisard 1985-6, |,
pp.164-5. On links between Symeon’s cult and Iberia, see Van den Ven 1962, 53*-71*, 160*-62*, 216*-
221*, and Martin-Hisard 2006-7, 128-29, 159-61. Iberians play a prominent role in the later part of the Life
of Martha (54-70, pp.298-312). Peeters 1950, 161-2, argued that Martha’s Life was actually written in
Georgian rather than Greek (several manuscripts of a Georgian version of the text survive), but this is highly
implausible, as shown by Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 68*-77*; Il, 250*-51*.

43 See for an introduction to this material Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 214*-221*.
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of the thesis therefore introduces Antioch and northern Syria in the sixth century. After this,
the main body of the thesis analyses three key texts associated with the cult. Chapter 2
discusses the sermon collection attributed to Symeon, which sheds light on how a holy man
could construct his own spiritual authority. Whereas Symeon’s hagiographer presents his
healing miracles as the basis of his popularity, the sermons reveal the power of the stylite’s
own rhetoric: starkly polarised in his thought, he eschews the compromises adopted by many
clerical preachers, focusing on the opposition of demon and monk, rich and poor, and
heaven and hell. Chapter 3 examines the Life of Symeon the Younger, which shows how the
recently-deceased leader was memorialised by his disciples to perpetuate his cult
posthumously and, particularly interestingly, how they dealt with controversial aspects of
his career. It argues that at one level the Life can be read as an extended apologia for
Symeon’s failure to protect Antioch and its environs from the natural and military disasters
of the sixth century. Chapter 4 addresses the Life of Martha, in which a new saint, the
stylite’s mother, is created for the cult, revealing the latter’s continued need for development
in the seventh century; I argue that the promotion of Martha’s cult was intimately bound up
with the desire to encourage liturgical participation at the shrine. Thus her Life contains an
original and inclusive vision of holiness, which eschews most traditional emphases of the
Lives of female saints, such as celibacy and asceticism, focusing instead on the redemptive

powers of liturgy and the sacraments.

Chapter 5 takes a step back and situates the Lives of Symeon and Martha in the context of
broader hagiographical trends in the sixth and seventh centuries. Symeon’s hagiographer’s
struggles to justify disasters are echoed in other near-contemporary saints’ Lives, including
those of Nicholas of Sion, George of Choziba and Theodore of Sykeon. | argue that holy
men had by this period become particularly prone to accusations of failure in times of crisis

because of ideological developments across late antiquity: in particular, growing claims
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about the thaumaturgic powers of saints and the increasing association between holy men
and the empire. The Life of Martha reflects a different, but possibly complementary,
development in hagiography: the emergence of posthumous miracle collections which, with
the important exception of the Miracles of St Demetrius, do not describe extravagant
miracles performed for the benefit of large groups of people but instead include only small-
scale miracles (almost always healing miracles) which help only one or two people. In these
collections, the onus for performing the miracle tends to be shifted away from the saint and
onto the supplicant; a miracle will only take place, usually, if the supplicant fulfils various
preconditions, be they practical or spiritual. This narrower focus, as well as this change of
emphasis, was certainly suitable for a time when the more ambitious claims of many living
holy men’s hagiographers had been called into question by plague, earthquakes, and
conquest. The thesis ends with a brief conclusion which analyses the implications of my
findings for scholarly understandings of the social position of the holy man, of Christian
attitudes to theodicy, and of the state of the Byzantine empire in the sixth and seventh

centuries.

My thesis thus takes hagiography seriously as a genre that is both literary and deeply
historically embedded. It is committed to exploring new ways of writing history from
hagiography. It presents the first detailed study of the unusually extensive evidence relating
to an important late antique holy man, Symeon the Younger. It examines not only the Life
of Symeon, a text which has received limited scholarly attention, but also the stylite’s sermon
collection and the Life of Martha, both of which have been almost totally neglected. It
provides the first attempt to analyse these texts together to trace the development of the cult
from the holy man’s lifetime into the seventh century as it was renegotiated and reinterpreted
by his disciples after his death in 592. It argues that this process reflected wider changes in

approaches to the holiness in the late sixth and seventh centuries, as a result both of long-
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term religious developments and of the particular circumstances of this momentous period
in eastern Roman history. It thus seeks to contribute to a diachronic understanding of the

holy in late antiquity: to show how holiness evolved with the society that conceived it.
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The Context of Cult: Northern Syria in the Sixth Century

Northern Syria contained some of the greatest cities of the Roman empire. Most notably,
Antioch, situated on the Orontes River less than 20 kilometres from the Mediterranean,
played a prominent role in the political, cultural, and economic life of the region. Late
antique Antioch has been the subject of considerable scholarly attention. Most studies,
however, have focused on the fourth century, as this period is richly attested through the
voluminous works of two of the most famous late antique Antiochenes: the pagan orator
Libanius and the Christian bishop John Chrysostom. Various recent works have drawn upon
these sources to explore, in particular, Antiochene religious culture and identities.> In
contrast, later periods of Antiochene history have been relatively neglected, largely due to
the perception that there is a lack of evidence relating to them.? Yet sixth-century Antioch,
at least, is hardly bereft of interesting source material. The renowned Miaphysite leader
Severus, patriarch of Antioch from 512 to 518, does not fall short of Libanius and
Chrysostom in terms of his historical significance—or in his literary prolificacy.
Admittedly, Severus was only based in Antioch for a brief period, and many of his extant
works are not focused on the city, but several of his letters, as well as his extensive Cathedral
Homilies, do deal with Antioch, and remain, despite a few important studies,®
underexploited by historians. Two key sixth-century historiographical sources were also
produced in Antioch, and have a strongly local focus: the Chronicle of John Malalas,* and
the Ecclesiastical History of Evagrius Scholasticus.® Major events in Antioch were also

recorded by historians across the empire, including Procopius, Zachariah of Mytilene and

! See e.g. Maxwell 2006, Soler 2006, Sandwell 2007, Cribiore 2007, and Shephardson 2014.

2 See e.g. Shephardson 2014, 252; Liebeschuetz 1972, 259.

3 Esp. Alpi 2009; see also Allen 1996, Allen and Hayward 2004.

4 On which see esp. the articles collected in Croke, Jeffreys and Scott 1990. See also Liebeschuetz 2004.
> See above all Allen 1981 and Whithy 2000, with Caires 1982 and Whitby 1998.
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John of Ephesus. Other insights into Antiochene society in this period come from a diverse
range of sources associated with the city, from the homilies and letters of its other patriarchs®
to the Life of Symeon the Younger itself. There are undoubtedly gaps in the extant source
material: as discussed below, archaeological evidence is particularly lacking. The written
sources illuminate some events and themes, such as the activities of the city’s bishops, much
more clearly than others. The countryside surrounding Antioch—including the area where
Symeon the Younger’s monastery was situated—is far less well served by the evidence than
the city itself. Nonetheless, enough survives to enable a discussion of many key aspects of
the region’s history. This chapter will consider three key, contested themes in the sixth-
century history of the city and its environs: first, natural and military disasters and their
significance; second, social and economic tensions; and third, religious and cultural
relations. All these themes will be contextualised, as far as possible, in terms of broader
debates about the sixth-century eastern empire. Yet the focus throughout will be on a
detailed analysis of the evidence from northern Syria itself, as it is unsafe to generalise from
material from other regions and to assume that patterns were consistent across the Byzantine

east.’

Disasters in Antioch: A City in Decline?

The traditional narrative of Antioch’s fate in the sixth century is one of decline. Literary
sources relate that the city was smitten by a procession of devastating disasters including
fire in 525, earthquakes in 526 and 528, a sack by the Persians in 540, the plague from 542
(with repeated recurrences later in the century), and further earthquakes in the 550s, 577 and

588. Much modern scholarship, heavily reliant on these texts, has continued this picture of

& For full references to the surviving works/fragments of the sixth-century Antiochene patriarchs, see CPG,
111, 6902-16 (pp.306-9) for Ephraim, 6944-69 (pp.313-9) for Anastasius, and 7384-94, pp.383-5 (for
Gregory).

" For the need to recognise that even nearby settlements could experience very different patterns of
economic development, see e.g. Horden and Purcell 2000, 53; Liebeschuetz 20014, 5; Stathakopoulos 2007,
117; and for a slightly later period, Haldon 2012, 121.
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crisis: thus Downey wrote that the Persian sack in 540 ‘brought the real greatness of Antioch
to a close.’® Even historians who have argued that near eastern cities remained prosperous
throughout the sixth century have often viewed Antioch as an exception.® Recently,
however, attempts have been made to revise the common picture of sixth-century Antioch,
on the grounds that archaeology suggests that the city remained prosperous well into the
seventh century.® This chapter will address the question of decline directly, first looking at
the picture of crisis painted in the literary sources, before comparing this to the impression
gained from the archaeological evidence from the city and the nearby countryside. It will
assess whether this—Ilimited and contested—archaeological material does pose a serious

challenge to the claims made by contemporary authors about the effects of disasters.

The Literary Evidence

Symeon the Younger’s birth, in 521/2, coincided, approximately, with the beginning of
Antioch’s age of insecurity. Although the previous decade had seen political and
ecclesiastical instability, with a rapid turnover of patriarchs of different Christological
opinions, it was only in the 520s that serious disaster struck.!! In 525, during the patriarchate
of the Palestinian Chalcedonian Euphrasius, a severe fire broke out in the city, outbreaks of
which seem to have recurred for months.'2 The fire is presented in the sources as damaging
in itself but also as God’s warning of the worse crises that were to come: thus John Malalas

(whose account of the fire underlies most later descriptions) reports ‘this conflagration

8 Downey 1961, 527. For his narrative of the sixth century disasters, see ibid., 503-574.

® Foss 1997, 259; Wickham 2005, 623; Walmsley 2007a, 37; Walmsley 2007b, 334-5.

10 See esp. Magness 2003, 206-9. Cf. also Mayer and Allen 2012, 11-3.

11 The following narrative focuses only on the events which make most impression in the sources; for a more
detailed account, see Downey as cited in p.15 n8.

12 See Pseudo-Dionysius (11, p.20); Theophanes, AM 6018 (p.172); Malalas 17.14 (p.344). The extant Greek
manuscript of Malalas does not provide a clear date for the fire, but two witnesses probably drawing on the
lost original of Malalas do: Pseudo-Dionysius dates it to the year 837 (i.e. 525/6) and Theophanes to AM
6018, October of the 4™ indiction (i.e. 525), a date which is generally accepted: see Downey 1961, 520 n.75,
though note that ‘the earthquake preceded the fire” seems to be a mistake (the earthquake followed the fire).
These texts describe a distinct fire whereas Evagrius Scholasticus states that ‘frequent and terrible
conflagrations occurred at Antioch, as if leading in the most frightful tremors that took place there and
providing a prelude to the sufferings’: Evagrius Scholasticus 4.5 (p.155, trans. p.203).
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foretold God’s coming displeasure....many houses were burned and many lives lost and no
one could discover the source of the fire.”'® ‘God’s displeasure’ manifested itself in full in
the next year, 526, in the form of a devastating earthquake.* Malalas again provides a vivid

description of the destruction caused by the quake:

The surface of the earth boiled and blazed, setting fire to everything, and foundations
of buildings were struck by thunderbolts thrown up by the earthquakes and were
burned to ashes by fire, so that even those who fled were met by flames, like those
who remained in their houses....As a result Christ-loving Antioch became
desolate...for nothing remained apart from some buildings beside the mountain. No
holy chapel nor monastery nor any other holy place remained which had not been
torn apart.®®

The chronicler continues to describe the human effects of the disasters, stating that the
victims included many visitors who had come to the city for the feast of the Ascension, as
well as the patriarch, Euphrasius. Although he notes that God miraculously saved from death
some of those who had been buried in the earthquake, including pregnant women and young

children, he claims that the death toll was extremely high: 250 000 victims.!®

As Malalas continues to report, the emperors dedicated considerable resources to the
reconstruction of Antioch after this crisis. But disaster soon struck again, in 528, when the
city was hit by another severe earthquake.!” Although the death toll was apparently much
lower than in 526 (only 5000 lives), the physical damage to the city was considerable: ‘the
buildings that had been reconstructed after the former shocks collapsed, as did the walls and
some of the churches.’*® This second earthquake—presumably because it followed so soon

on the heels of the stronger disaster, and impeded the repair efforts—also appears to have

13 Malalas 17.14 (p.344, trans. p.236).

14 On the earthquake, see Marcellinus Comes, Chronicle, sa.525-6 (p.41); Malalas 17.16 (pp.346-50);
Evagrius Scholasticus 4.5 (pp.155-6); Pseudo-Dionysius (11, pp.47-52); Pseudo-Zachariah (11, p.76);
Theophanes, AM 6018-9 (pp.172-3).

15 Malalas 17.16 (pp.346-7, trans. pp.238-9) [italics indicate the parts of the text attested only indirectly].

16 According to the Life of Symeon, 7 (p.8), these victims included the saint’s father, John.

17 On this earthquake, see Malalas 18.27 (pp.269-70), Evagrius Scholasticus 4.6 (p.156); Pseudo-Dionysius
(11, pp.72-4); Theophanes AM 6021 (pp.177-8).

18 Malalas 18.27 (pp.369-70, trans. pp.256-7).
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had a significant ideological and emotional impact,*® as it prompted the emperor to rename
the city Theoupolis, city of God, presumably as an appeal to God to restore his favour to the
city.?% Numismatic as well as literary evidence attests that the city’s new name was used

widely, if not exclusively.?

These disasters are mentioned not only by Antiochene authors, but by writers from across
the empire, which seems to suggest their unusual severity and exceptional ideological
impact. Procopius refers to an ‘exceedingly violent earthquake’ in the city during the reign
of Justin 1.2 Marcellinus comes includes the earthquake of 526 in his Latin chronicle of the
period, even though his predominant focus is on Constantinople and the Balkans.?® So too
Theodore of Petra, in his Life of Theodosius, describes his hero, a prominent Palestinian
holy man, foreseeing God’s anger coming to the east; he continues to recount that ‘after six
or seven days, the news was brought that the great metropolis of the Antiochenes, as a result
of a dreadful earthquake, had been flattened on the very day when the great Theodosius had
predicted the fall, as the prophet Jeremiah had seen in advance the capture of Jerusalem.’?*
And the bureaucrat John Lydus, based in Constantinople, emphasises the deleterious effects

of the disasters in Antioch on the resources of the praetorian prefecture:

‘There was need of money, and without it none of the imperative tasks could be
done.” In order, however, that nothing of whatever was necessary for overturning
the prosperity might be neglected, tremors, springing and splitting the earth from its

19 See Meier 2003, 345-357, arguing that conventional coping strategies in times of natural disaster
withstood the 526 earthquake, but were severely challenged in 528.

20 Malalas 18.29 (p.371); Evagrius Scholasticus 4.6 (p.156). One manuscript of Malalas claims that the
decision to change the city’s name was made at the order ‘of holy Symeon the miracle-worker’ i.e. Symeon
the Younger. But the original manuscript seems to have read only ‘Symeon’: ‘holy’ and ‘miracle-worker’
were added later, and the link to Symeon the Younger seems unlikely, given that it is not attested elsewhere,
and that Symeon was still a young child in the 520s. See Bury 1897, 229.

21 On the coins see e.g. Metcalf 2000, 110-1; Salamon 1993, 15-20. Salamon argues that some coins seem to
refer to the city as ‘Christoupolis’ and possibly ‘Kurioupolis’ and ‘Huioupolis’, and connects this to the
‘neo-Chalcedonian’ theological programme of the patriarch Ephraim.

22 Procopius, Wars, 11.xiv.6 (I, p.214, trans I, p.383).

23 Marcellinus (p.41) (on his focus on the west see Croke 1995, xx-xxi)

2 netd yop EE 1) £mTa TOV AplOpoY HUEPOC KaTopmvisTal (¢ 1) HEYGAT TBV AVTIOXE®DV pNTPOTOMS 16 TIVOC
QOPEPMTATOV GEIGHOD KT’ EKEVIY SUTETTOKEL THY NPéPav, &V 1| THY EUTTOGY TADTNC O LEYaS 0DTOG
npogPfteELcE B0d0010¢, homep O TpoenTng Tepepiog v Tiig Tepovoainu Glwowv: Theodore of Petra, Life
of Theodosius (p.87).
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roots, crushed Seleucus’ Antioch, having buried the city by the mountain situated
above it, so that no distinction between mountain and city was left to the site, but the
whole thing was glen and rocks, which erstwhile used to shade the Orontes as it
flowed past the city. The prefecture, therefore, had to rain down over it an immense
amount of gold meanwhile for the removal of the mounds which had been heaped
up as a result of the collapse and had swollen up to a high rough terrain, for it was
not safe to neglect the capital of the Syrians after it had been cast to the ground.?

This was not the end of the troubles which Antioch caused to the public finances. Lydus

moves on directly to recount the next major disaster to strike the city, the Persian sack of

540:

As the city, however, was recovering, just as if from nether gloom, with much toil,
abundance of funds, and collaboration of trades, after Justin had reached his end,
Chosroes the evil genius with a vast army invaded the Syrias through Arabia, and,
when he had captured by war the recently collapsed city because it had appeared to
him easily subdued as it was unfortified, he burned it down, after working
incalculable massacre, and indiscriminately looted the statues with which the city
was embellished, including marble tablets, carved stones, and paintings, and drove
away all Syria to the Persians. There was no farmer nor contributor any longer for
the public treasury, and yet, whereas revenue was not being brought in to the empire,
the prefect was obliged to support the civil servant and to furnish the government
with all its customary expenses at a time not only when he was being deprived of
the taxes from the Syrians, which even alone used to turn the scale for the authorities,
but, besides, was also being hard pressed to supply added outlays too great to be
counted both for the captured cities and for the contributors, if perhaps any chanced
to have escaped the Persians’ bondage and to be wandering about in the deserted
ruins of sites that used to be admired long ago.?®

Lydus may, perhaps, have exaggerated the financial effects of these disasters in Antioch as

part of his broader lament for the decline of the praetorian prefecture.?’” Nonetheless, it is

clear that Khusro’s sack of the city in 540 was widely perceived as a major catastrophe.?

The best-known account of the disaster is provided by Procopius in his History of the Wars.

He narrates the events leading up to and during the sack in some detail, culminating with

his famous reflection:

% Lydus, De Magistratibus, 3.54 (ed. and trans. pp.216-7).

% ibid.

27.0On Lydus see Maas 1992.

28 For other accounts of the sack see Marcellinus (p.48); Malalas 18.87 (p.405); Pseudo-Dionysius (l1, p.69);
Evagrius Scholasticus 4.25 (p.172) (account based on Procopius); Pseudo-Zachariah (11, p.190)
(unfortunately his full account of the invasion is lost); Life of Symeon, 57-64 (pp.50-6). On the event’s
ideological significance, see esp. Meier 2003, 313-8.

26



But | become dizzy as | write of such a great calamity and transmit it to future times,
and I am unable to understand why indeed it should be the will of God to exalt on
high the fortunes of a man or of a place, and then to cast them down and destroy
them for no cause which appears to us. For it is wrong to say that with Him all things
are not always done with reason, though he then endured to see Antioch brought
down to the ground at the hands of a most unholy man, a city whose beauty and
grandeur in every respect could not even so be utterly concealed.?

Other authors, in contrast, were quick to identify the cause of the disaster. Thus the
Miaphysite chronicle of Pseudo-Zachariah of Mytilene presented the city’s sack as God’s
punishment for Ephraim and other Chalcedonian bishops’ rejection of Severus of Antioch
and acceptance of the council of 451,% while, as we shall see, Symeon the Younger’s
hagiographer blamed it on paganism among the Antiochene population.3! This highlights
one reason why disasters could prove ideologically destabilising: severe calamities
demanded an explanation, opening the way for rival political, religious and other groups to
interpret the crises to suit their particular purposes, and, perhaps, to subvert dominant

ideologies.*

The year after the Persian army had plundered Antioch, plague broke out in the eastern
empire. In the next year, 542, it reached the much-afflicted Syrian city.*® The so-called
‘Justinianic plague’ was described by numerous contemporaries, including Procopius and
John of Ephesus,® but the author to give most information about its appearance in Antioch
is the local church historian, Evagrius Scholasticus.® Evagrius—who moves straight from
his account of the Persian invasion to describing the plague, emphasising their chronological
proximity—draws his readers’ attention to a particularly damaging feature of the plague: its

repeated recurrences throughout the later sixth century. In contrast to the largely

2 Procopius, Wars, 11.x.4-5 (1, pp.193-4, trans. |, pp.343-5).

30 pseudo-Zachariah (11, p.190).

31 See below pp.210-11.

32 On the ideological ramifications of disasters in this period see esp. Meier 2003, passim: he focuses
particularly on the growth of Kaiserkritik but addresses many aspects of the broader topic.

33 On the sixth-century plague, see esp. the essays collected in Little 2007b.

34 Procopius, Wars, 2.22 (1, pp.249-56); John of Ephesus, as preserved in Pseudo-Dionysius (pp.79-109).
35 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.29 (pp.177-9). See also Allen 1981, 193-4.
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depersonalised narrative of the earlier Antiochene chronicler Malalas, Evagrius explicitly
states that he has ‘decided to interweave my own affairs also into the narrative.”®® Thus he
not only gives a general account of the development of the plague, but also describes how

subsequent outbreaks had affected his own life, from his childhood to the present day:

At the outset of this great misfortune | was affected by what are called buboes while
| was still attending the elementary teacher, but in the various subsequent visitations
of this great misfortune I lost many of my offspring and my wife and other relatives,
and numerous servants and estate dwellers, as if the indictional cycles divided out
the misfortunes for me. Thus as | write this, while in the 58" year of my life, not
more than two years previously while for the fourth time now the misfortune struck
Antioch, when the fourth cycle from its outset had elapsed, | lost a daughter and the
son she had produced, quite apart from the earlier losses.®’

His moving account is suggestive of the difficulties of recovering from a calamity which
kept recurring. Although there is no reason to think that Antioch was affected by the plague
more severely than other major urban centres, it does seem possible that its effects were felt

particularly keenly in the context of the previous disasters to strike the city.

Antioch’s difficulties persisted in the later sixth century. As well as the repeated outbreaks
of plague, earthquakes and invasions continued to pose a threat. The 550s saw several
serious earthquakes in Constantinople and in the east: Antioch was affected, although it does
not seem to have been among the worst-hit cities.® In 573 a Persian army under the
command of the general Adarmaanes approached, but did not take Antioch; John of
Epiphania reports, however, that the attackers ‘destroyed’ the city’s suburbs.*® In 577,

according to Evagrius, an earthquake caused significant damage in Antioch and total

3 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.29 (p.178, trans. p.231).

%7 ibid.

38 Malalas 18.112 (pp.413-4), 18.118 (p.416), 18.124 (p.419). Some of these earthquakes seem to be
mentioned in the Life of Symeon, 78 (pp.66-8), 104-7 (pp.81-8): see below pp.188-90.

39 John of Epiphania (p.275); he is followed by Theophylact Simocatta, 111.10.8 (p.131); see also
Theophanes, AM 6066 (p.247). Evagrius’s account of this incident reports that the Persian army was
repulsed unexpectedly from the city; he does not refer specifically to damage to the Antiochene suburbs but
does describe the army’s general pillaging of the region: Evagrius Scholasticus, 5.9 (p.206).
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devastation in its suburb of Daphne.®® In 588, a still more severe earthquake hit the city,

apparently during the historian’s wedding festivities:

In the 637" year of the Era of Theopolis, in the 61% year after the previous
earthquakes, when | was celebrating marriage with a young maiden on the last day
of the month of Hyperberetaeus, when the city was conducting a festival and holding
a public celebration of the procession and bridal ceremonies, at about the third hour
of the evening, a convulsion and quake struck and levelled the entire city. Most
buildings fell down when their very foundations were churned up...and an
unquantifiable multitude was caught: as certain people conjectured, inferring from
the bread supply, this affliction consumed about 60 000.%

Evagrius’s claim that it had been 61 years since the last earthquake in Antioch must be a
reference to the disasters of the 520s, implying that the 588 earthquake was much the most
serious quake to hit the city since then. The historian notes that God’s mercy was manifested
in the crisis, since the patriarch Gregory was saved miraculously from death, and since there
were no serious fires. Nonetheless, his description suggests that the earthquake dealt another

severe blow to the city.

Evagrius’s History ends in 592, the year of the deaths of both Symeon the Younger and
Gregory of Antioch. No later historical work from Antioch survives to provide a detailed
picture of subsequent events in the city. In the seventh century, of course, like the rest of the
Byzantine east, Antioch experienced conquest by both Persian and Islamic armies. But it
was the natural and military disasters of the sixth century that distinguished its fate in the
eyes of contemporaries—as well as in those of many modern scholars. The literary sources
undoubtedly suggest that these disasters were of great significance in many areas: not only
did they cause many deaths and considerable physical damage, but they also had financial

repercussions, even at an imperial level, as well as provoking strong emotional responses.

40 Evagrius Scholasticus, 5.17 (p.212).
4L ibid. 6.8 (pp.227-8, trans. pp.298-300; quotation at p.227, trans. pp.298-9).
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The Archaeological Evidence

The question remains: do these literary descriptions provide a realistic picture of the impact
of the disasters? It has been suggested that ‘catastrophes’ in fact had only limited effects, at
least in economic terms.*> When literary sources imply decline, archaeological evidence
may suggest continuity or even prosperity. The economic situation of the sixth-century
eastern Roman empire has provoked considerable scholarly debate, and even now few
definite conclusions have been reached. The debate has centred largely on the question of
whether the economy remained, in general, prosperous into at least the first decades of the
seventh century, or whether it entered a period of ‘decline’ from the mid-sixth century
onwards.*® It has become increasingly clear that it is dangerous to generalise about the
Byzantine economy as a whole: the empire was very diverse, and even nearby settlements
could experience divergent patterns of development.* It is thus necessary for the present
purpose to focus closely on the particular area of interest, northern Syria, and to look first
at its cities, above all Antioch, and then at the countryside. The clear divide sometimes
drawn between town and countryside has been problematized in recent scholarship.*® It is
certainly true that the distinction between city and village in sixth-century Syria is not
always simple: some settlements, while lacking the official status of polis, had many of the
characteristics of cities, such as Androna (modern al-Andarin), described as a kome yet large
in size and possessing walls and public buildings.*® In addition, the economies of city and
countryside seem to have been closely linked, so it would be counterproductive to treat them

entirely in isolation.*” Nonetheless, by considering cities and countryside separately it is

42 Horden and Purcell 2000, 305-8; Wickham 2005, 13.

43 For the former position see e.g. Whittow 1990; Magness 2003. For the latter, see e.g. Kennedy 1985a;
Liebeschuetz 20014, esp. 410.

4 See above p.22 n7.

4 See in particular Horden and Purcell 2000, 90-100. Cf. also on the terminology Saradi 2006, 96-100.
46 M. Mango 2002a, 307.

47 Foss 1995, 221; Liebeschuetz 2001a, 7-8, 295.
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possible to focus more closely on the distinctive features of each. The source material

relating to each is different, but, as we shall see, in both cases problematic.

The cities of northern Syria, and in particular Antioch, are paid much more attention in the
literary sources than is the local countryside. In contrast, archaeological evidence for the
cities is generally in short supply, which makes it particularly difficult to assess whether the
traditional picture of decline derived from the literary sources is accurate. It is certainly true
that some of the arguments that Antioch was in sharp decline in the sixth century have relied
upon problematic or unconvincing evidence. The Byzantine authors were not concerned
with providing a picture of the long term impact of disasters on the economy. Kennedy has
attempted to use the (much later) Arabic sources for the Islamic conquests of the near east
to show sixth-century crisis: he claims that the Syrian cities fell to the invaders because they
did not attempt to repel them, as a result of their earlier decline.*® Yet it has been shown
repeatedly that the Arabic sources for the Islamic conquests are far from reliable, and the
claim that the cities did not attempt to withstand the invaders seems likely to reflect
propaganda rather than reality. Kennedy also uses archaeological evidence to support his
point, but the archaeology from Antioch is extremely difficult to interpret. The material is
limited, since most of the ancient city either lies under modern Antakya or is buried under
silt deposits.*® Some excavation has occurred, in areas including the ‘island’ between two
branches of the river Orontes where the hippodrome and stadium were located, and the main
street of the ancient city.*® The excavators do not, however, provide enough precise evidence
about coin and pottery finds to make many of the provisional datings in their reports

secure.®® It sometimes appears that signs of destruction are associated with particular

48 Kennedy 1985a, 147 ff.

49 Sandwell and Huskinson 2004, 2. See, however, Casana’s comments in the same volume: he notes that
many sections of the ancient city are under fields, not silt, and could potentially be excavated (Casana 2004,
117).

%0 The excavation reports are published by Princeton: Elderkin et al. 1934-72.

51 Ward-Perkins 1996, 150; Magness 2003, 206.
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historical events on the basis of what one might expect from the literary sources, rather than
from any solid evidence.>? The excavators also assume that all the parts of the former city
apparently left outside Justinian’s new city walls (including the Orontes ‘island’, see Figure
5) were abandoned in the sixth century,® yet it is not certain that these areas were no longer
inhabited just because they were now outside the walls. Procopius asserts, and
archaeological evidence seems to confirm, that rebuilding work was carried out after the
disasters of Justinian’s reign: the city did not become derelict, at least initially.>* We must,
therefore, be careful before suggesting that the archaeology clearly supports a picture of

sixth-century decline.

Nonetheless, Magness’s argument that Antioch continued to prosper throughout the sixth
century is not entirely convincing. Although she acknowledges that fewer late-sixth century
coins were found in the excavations than early-sixth century coins, she claims that the
existence of reasonable numbers of late-sixth century coins refutes Kennedy’s argument that
Antioch saw a severe economic downturn before Islam.>® Yet the reduction in the
frequencies of coins found across the sixth century (Figures 6 and 7) may suggest economic
decline.®® The figures are perhaps surprising, as it is difficult to explain the extremely high
peak in Justin I’s coins, especially as none of the coins were found in hoards (which could
have resulted in skewed frequencies).’” Nonetheless, there is a clear decrease by the end of
the century in comparison with its start, and a steady decline from the reign of Justin Il

onwards, especially evident in Figure 7, adjusted for reign length. Most of the coins found

52 See e.g. Stilwell in Elderkin et al. 1934-72, 111, 9.

53 Fisher in Elderkin et al. 1934-72, 1, 6, 19, 23 n.5.

5 Procopius, On Buildings, 2.10.2-25 (pp.76-80); Foss 1997, 193.

55 Magness 2003, 209.

% Based on the data of Elderkin et al. 1934-72, V.2, 182. My graphs are only approximate, as they do not
include the 14 joint coins of Justin and Justinian, nor the numerous coins which could not be securely
identified.

57 ibid. vii.
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at Antioch were bronze,>® and it has been suggested that stray finds of bronze/copper coins
are a significant indicator of economic vitality;>® the decline in such finds may therefore be
significant. The data are not conclusive, but suggest the possibility of a downturn in the later
sixth century, and certainly should not be used as evidence of continued prosperity.
Moreover, there is some evidence for the abandonment of some buildings in the course of
the sixth century.®® For example, a rectangular building (of unknown function) in the
suburbs of Daphne appears to have been occupied from the third to the sixth century (and
again, as a church, from the tenth century onwards), judging by the coins found on the site.
Part of the walls of the building had been burnt, as had a coin from the reign of Maurice,
dated to 583.%% It thus seems possible that it saw violent damage in the late sixth century,
resulting in its abandonment—though one example proves little, since the fire could have
been unrelated to the wider events affecting Antioch. A recent survey on a road to the north
of modern Antakya found a series of houses from the fifth or sixth century which may have
been destroyed in a (perhaps earthquake-triggered) landslide, as they contain numerous
skeletons under the destroyed roof. The area was never rebuilt, which may reflect sixth-
century decline.®? Even if the buildings left outside Justinian’s new walls were not entirely
abandoned, the decision to exclude large areas of the old city from the walls suggests that
Antioch did not have the resources to defend all its residents. There is also no active
evidence of building, including church building,®® after the death of Justinian in 565, though
an argument ex silentio seems particularly risky given the limited amount of excavation

which has taken place. It has been suggested that Antioch’s major port, the nearby Seleucia

%8 ihid.

59 Whittow 2001, 139.

% For a general overview, see Foss 1997, 193-4, although not all the dates he cites are definite.
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in Pieria, was largely abandoned in the sixth century (although this argument too is based
primarily on the absence of evidence), which, if true, would be a striking indication of
economic change and retraction in the area.®® Overall, although evidence is far from
abundant, it does seem to suggest a reduction in prosperity in the second half of the sixth
century. At the least, there is no proof that the city was flourishing at the time of the Islamic

conquests.

How did Antioch compare to other Syrian cities? The closest city for which reasonable
evidence survives is Apamea, although here too the picture is complex. The literary sources
suggest that the Persian sack of 573 was the key event in sixth-century Apamean history.®
Unfortunately, the difficulty of dating archaeological evidence again hinders an assessment
of the impact of the Persian victory. Foss has analysed the development of a series of houses
in Apamea clearly occupied by wealthy nobles. One of the houses, the ‘Console House’,
seems to have remained in use into the seventh century. The fates of the other houses,
however, are less clear. The ‘House of the Bilobe Columns’ ceased to be occupied and the
‘Deer House’ and the ‘Trilobe Columns House’ saw fire damage at some point after the
early sixth century. Foss suggests a connection to the Persian attack of 573, which is
plausible, but not provable.®® If Apamea was in difficulty in the later sixth century, it seems
to have shared this only with Antioch. Further south—whether only by tens of kilometres,
as at Hama/Epiphania, or at the far southern extent of Syria, in Bostra—there is active
evidence of building and prosperity in the second half of the sixth century.®” These
comparisons cannot, however, shed light on the situation in Antioch, since invasion and

natural disaster affected them largely separately. To discover more about the fate of Antioch,

64 Kennedy 1985a, 154-5.

8 See John of Epiphania (p.275); Evagrius Scholasticus, 5.10 (pp.206-7); John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical
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it is necessary to turn to another environment whose fate was closely bound up with that of

its leading city: the north Syrian countryside.

The countryside of northern Syria is extensive and diverse; it is also unevenly furnished
with archaeological evidence. Many of the most productive agricultural areas, such as the
Orontes valley in the immediate vicinity of Antioch, have produced little for the
archaeologist, as fertile lands are inevitably most likely to see present day occupation. It is
the ‘marginal’ areas—mountains, deserts—where the best evidence has survived for the
study of the late Roman rural economy.® In particular, attention has largely focused on the
impressively well preserved ruins of the villages of the Limestone Massif, three ranges of
mountains to the east of Antioch. There were around 700 villages on the Massif, of varying
sizes, typically composed of similar limestone, two-storey, decorated houses.®® Although
only three houses in one village, Dehes, have been excavated to date,’® surveys have been
carried out in many of the other villages. As a result, we have far more evidence for the
Limestone Massif than for any other large rural area in Syria, and it will consequently form
the basis of the subsequent discussion of the countryside. It is important to remember,
however, that the Massif may not be representative of the whole region, and should

consequently be compared with other settlements for which there is some, if limited, data.

Georges Tchalenko, in his three-volume work of the 1950s, made the first systematic
attempt to understand the economy and society of the Massif.”* He presented a picture of a
prosperous peasantry sustained by an olive monoculture: trade in olive oil was the basis of
their existence. No excavations had been carried out on the Massif when Tchalenko was

writing, and the subsequent excavations at Dehes showed that the idea of an olive
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monoculture was not tenable. In fact, the villagers appear to have engaged in a variety of
economic activities, including animal husbandry: troughs and various animal bones were
found throughout the villages.”? Given, however, the large number of oil presses in the area
(Decker estimates, based on Tate’s figure of 249 presses from 45 surveyed villages, that the
whole massif would have contained at least 3850),"® it remains a probability that the villages
traded their surplus oil, ensuring that their economy was to some extent reliant on the wider

market.”

Throughout much of their history this economic arrangement seems to have worked very
well for the villages of the Massif: one of their most striking features is their inhabitants’
apparent prosperity. Not only are the houses well-built and sometimes spacious, but many
of them also have carved adornments including elaborate column capitals. Decker argues
that even the smaller houses on the Massif would have been worth at least 200 solidi, given
that the church at Khirbet Hassan, similar in many respects to the middling sized houses of
the Massif, cost 580 solidi.” This evidence of significant prosperity has led to much debate
on the status of the residents of the villages.”® The question of relevance here, however, is
how long this prosperity continued. As in the case of Antioch, much debate on the
Limestone Massif has focused on whether the villages remained prosperous until at least the
seventh-century Persian conquests, or whether their economy began to falter in the sixth
century. Many arguments have rested on the dating of the village buildings. Georges Tate,
who has done the most extensive work on the dating of the houses, argued that new
construction almost came to a halt in the sixth century. He used the buildings dated by

epigraphy to work out which building techniques and decorative styles were in use at
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3 Decker 2009, 172.

7 Wickham 2005, 445-6.
5 Decker 20009, 42.

76 See below pp.48-9.

36



different times, then dated the (far more numerous) buildings not dated by epigraphy by
matching their construction techniques and styles to this scheme. Based on this system, he
argued that house-building peaked in the late fifth century, beginning to decline from ¢.480;
that by 550 it had already sunk to the level of the early fourth century; and after 550 it had
all but stopped. Although inscriptions show that building work continued in the second half
of the sixth century, the considerable majority refer either to churches or to extensions to
houses, not to new houses, suggesting that settlement growth had come to a halt by this
period.”” No inscriptions were found from the seventh century.’® Pottery and numismatic
finds in the excavations at Dehes had revealed, however, that settlement continued in the
Massif until the ninth or tenth centuries; thus Tate sees demographic ‘stagnation’ rather than
‘decline’ in the late sixth century.’® Tate’s dating system is not completely exact, being
based on the approximate date ranges of different styles, but the reduction of epigraphic
evidence in the later sixth century and its complete absence in the seventh seems significant,

implying a change from the previous pattern of rapid expansion.

Magness, however, has questioned Tate’s (and Kennedy’s) picture of stagnation in the
Massif. Her arguments, which have recently been accepted by Gideon Avni, are based on
the excavation of three houses at Dehes; she states that the excavators’ preconceived notions
about decline in the sixth century caused them to misattribute the growth period at Dehes to
earlier centuries when in reality it was the late sixth and seventh centuries that saw the most
expansion in the settlement. She claims that all three buildings excavated at Dehes were in
fact built in the late sixth or seventh century.8! Her arguments are largely based on the

pottery evidence; whereas previous interpreters had viewed the accumulation of seventh-

" There are only three exceptions, two of which are from Deir Semaan, considered exceptional by Tate due
to its status as the pilgrimage base for the site of Symeon the Elder’s monastery at Qalaat Semaan.

8 Tate 1992, 85-179.
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century and later pottery on the ground floor of the houses as a sign of decline, as the
village’s inhabitants had ceased to take good care of their property, she suggests that in fact
it shows that the houses were not inhabited, or constructed, before the sixth/seventh
centuries. She dismisses the absence of epigraphy after 610 as ‘meaningless’, on the grounds
that Dehes was clearly inhabited for several centuries more.®? Her arguments are, however,
problematic. First, it is dangerous to base conclusions about the development of the whole
region on the basis of the excavation of only three houses. Second, she seems too quick to
dismiss the epigraphic evidence from the surveys of the Massif. While it may not provide
much evidence about population, it is suggestive of building patterns. The numerous
inscriptions from the fifth century in particular show clearly that building cannot in the
Massif as a whole have started only in the late sixth or seventh centuries. In addition, the
decline in inscriptions from the mid-sixth century does imply a fall in house building. While
it is true that a reduction in inscriptions may sometimes reflect a loss of the ‘epigraphic
habit’ rather than a fall in building,® this does not seem to be the case here, given that
inscriptions continued to be produced for new churches and for extensions to houses.®*
There therefore does appear to be some form of economic contraction—or at least
stagnation—in the Limestone Massif in the late sixth century. It is difficult to identify the
precise causes of this. Trombley has argued that economic change in the Massif can clearly
be linked to the Persian invasions of the province rather than to the plague on the basis that
there is a lull in inscriptions starting not in 542 (the year of the plague outbreak) but in 539
(a year before the Persian sack of Antioch).® Yet the corpus of inscriptions is not large
enough to show that the absence of surviving inscriptions from the two years between

invasion and plague is significant. It is possible that any combination of the troubles facing
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sixth century Syria—plague, war and earthquake—could have affected the Massif directly;
or that the disasters had an indirect impact, in that crisis in Antioch had a knock-on effect

on the economy of the Massif as their main trading link was weakened.%

We should not, however, overstate the case for economic decline in the Limestone Massif
in the second half of the sixth century. It certainly does not appear to have become totally
impoverished, as suggested not only by the continuation of church building (four churches
are dated epigraphically to the period from 550 to 610, and, Tate suggests, nine more by
decorative style)®” but by the impressive silver treasure from the apparently average village
of Kaper Koraon. Fifty-five silver objects dedicated to the church at Kaper Koraon have
been found, most of which date from the period 540 to 640. Although they weighed
considerably less than similar objects found elsewhere, and therefore must have been less
expensive, they still suggest a striking degree of rural wealth.®® It is not, however, entirely
certain what conclusions should be drawn from wealth devoted to churches, either in the
form of building or of expensive gifts. First, it is not clear what proportion of the population
contributed to such endowments, and thus how far wealth was diffused in the society.®
Second, it seems possible that gifts to the Church would continue, or even increase, in times
of difficulty, as a need was felt to propitiate God®*—hence the decision in the sixth century

to give Antioch the new name of Theoupolis.

Again, therefore, the picture that emerges of the economy of the Limestone Massif in this
period is complex. It appears that the prosperous villages encountered some form of
economic difficulty from the middle of the sixth century, resulting in a reduction in new

building although not in severe impoverishment or depopulation. This lapse may well be
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related to a decline in Antioch’s fortunes in the same period. The argument that Antioch and
the Limestone Massif entered a closely connected period of decline in the late sixth century
would clearly be strengthened if corroborative examples could be found from other rural
areas close to Antioch. Unfortunately, no other nearby area has seen nearly as much study,
or has as much easily accessible evidence, as the Massif. The University of Chicago survey
of the Amugq valley, the land immediately around Antioch, has revealed intriguing but as
yet inconclusive finds. It has shown that, unsurprisingly, the valley around Antioch was
densely settled in the Late Roman period, and seems to have been prosperous: mosaic
tesserae and imported pottery were found at many of the sites.®? It has also established that
many of these sites ceased to be occupied by the tenth century at the latest, but uncertainties
around pottery dating make it impossible to tell whether this process happened before,
during, or well after the Islamic conquests.® It consequently cannot develop our picture of

the Syrian economy in the sixth century.

More evidence comes from sites further afield, in central and southern Syria. This is not the
place to explore many such examples in depth, since, given local variations, they cannot
contribute much to our understanding of the region around Antioch. Nonetheless, it is
important to recognise that the Antiochene seems to have been unusual in experiencing
economic slowing in this period; in many regions the countryside continued to thrive. A
particularly clear example of prosperity in the second half of the sixth century, although
admittedly from the earlier part of this period, is the kome of Androna to the south-east of
the Limestone Massif, which has benefited from recent and thorough excavation. A kastron
was built there in 558-9 by a local man called Thomas, who also built, shortly afterwards, a

public bath. Both appear to have been expensive and ornate: the bath contained mosaic
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tesserae, fragments of marble and alabaster, and wall frescoes.®® Limescale residue on the
bath suggests that it was used for some decades at least.** Fragments of red and green
porphyry and mosaic tesserae were also found at the kastron.® Admittedly, it is difficult to
be certain that a few examples of expensive building reflect generalised wealth in the
community, rather than a few (or even a single) wealthy resident. Nonetheless, the
difference between the declining rate of inscriptions in the Antiochene and its continuity in
other areas of Syria seems significant: in the countryside around Hama/Epiphania, for
example, south of the Limestone Massif, 25 of the 50 extant dated inscriptions come from
the period 565-605.% The apparently unprosperous condition of the Massif in this period
thus seems to have been exceptional, and may well have been related to its close connection

with the trouble-beset city of Antioch.

Overall, then, due to the complexities of the archaeological evidence, it is difficult to draw
firm conclusions about the economy of northern Syria in the sixth century. Nonetheless,
what evidence does survive seems to suggest that both Antioch and its rural neighbourhood
experienced economic difficulties in the later sixth century, although, at least in the case of
the countryside, the extent of this should not be exaggerated. At the least, we can say that
there is not the clear evidence of continued prosperity that we find in some other cities and
in the rural areas of southern Syria. It is thus not possible to use archaeology to refute the
picture of troubles given by the textual sources; in fact, it seems to provide some support to
the view that Antioch’s position in the sixth century was unusually difficult. This of course
does not mean that we should accept everything in the literary sources at face value, but it

does suggest that they should not be dismissed out of hand.
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Sometimes scepticism about the literary testimonies has been taken too far. It does not, seem
for example, that sixth-century authors merely derived their material about the plague from
classical predecessors: thus, as Sarris has argued, Evagrius Scholasticus notes that while the
Justinianic plague resembled that described by Thucydides in some respects, it also had
significant differences.®” Not all the literary sources describing immense damage inflicted
by natural disasters had good reason to overstate the extent of the crisis. As we will see in
later chapters, the earthquakes and plague afflicting Antioch in the sixth century posed a
severe challenge to the reputation of Symeon the Younger: it is difficult to believe that his
hagiographer would have exaggerated their severity. We should also distinguish between
the strictly economic impact of disasters, and their psychological and emotional effects,
which could be much more significant. The perception of many contemporaries that Antioch
was in crisis is shown, perhaps best of all, by its renaming to Theoupolis, in an apparent cry
for help to a God who seemed to have forsaken the city. The ideological as well as physical
ramifications of disasters provide an essential context as we turn to an examination of social

and cultural conflicts in the region.

Society and Culture

Social, cultural and religious conflict in the sixth-century eastern empire has been the subject
of considerable research.®® Less work has been done, however, on the specific area of the
Antiochene and northern Syria. This is largely due to the problems inherent in the source
material from the region: this provides considerable, if often complex, evidence about some
topics, such as the activities of the bishops, but far less about others. It is often difficult to
assess whether the relative insignificance of some themes in the written sources—for

example, lay elites, or late sixth-century Miaphysitism—reflects historical reality or the

9 Sarris 2002, 172; Evagrius 4.29 (p.177).
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preoccupations of the authors. There is, of course, nothing to compare to the papyrological
evidence from Egypt which provides such a rich resource for socio-economic historians. It
is thus not always possible to confirm whether broader theses that have been proposed about
the empire as a whole apply to the Antiochene. In the second half of this chapter | will
attempt, nonetheless, to explore three key potential areas of conflict within northern Syrian
society: tensions between different socio-economic classes; cultural conflict between
Christians; and religious friction between rival Christian and non-Christian groupings.
When possible, | will relate the material from Antioch to broader debates about sixth-
century society, but my focus will remain throughout on the local evidence and its

limitations and possibilities.

Socio-Economic Relations

The sixth century has been presented by some historians as a time of growing socio-
economic inequality, and, sometimes, of concomitant increases in social tension. Jairus
Banaji has argued that late antiquity saw drastic change in patterns of power, status and
wealth in the countryside, as the traditional local landholding elites, associated with the town
councils, were replaced by a new class of aristocrats whose authority derived predominantly
from their offices in the imperial administration, but who came to ‘dominate’ provincial
landholding. He claims that all levels of society had become increasingly stratified by the
sixth century: among the upper classes, there were greater gradations than before, with a
small group of aristocrats possessing far more power and wealth than even the rest of the
landholding elite, while, among the peasantry, increasing divisions had emerged between a
relatively small number of prosperous families with some social status and the majority,
whose lives remained unstable despite general increases in rural wealth. He emphasises,

however, that different areas—even nearby areas—could have very different patterns of
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social organisation, and that his arguments, which are predominantly derived from Egyptian

papyrological evidence, might not apply across the eastern empire.%

Building, in some respects, on Banaji, Peter Sarris has also depicted the sixth century, and
especially the later sixth century, as a time of heightened social conflict. He argues that
across late antiquity, nobles had amassed increasingly large estates, taking over the lands of
previously independent farmers through persuasion or coercion. This—and in particular, its
impact on tax revenues, as the powerful aristocrats were better able to avoid paying their
taxes—caused tension between aristocratic and imperial interests, which prompted Justinian
to attempt to crack down on elite abuses. But Justinian failed in these efforts, and in the later
sixth century the landholding elites further enforced their power in the countryside,
effectively preventing the emperor from having any direct association with the rural
population. This proved socially destabilising on at least two levels: first, the lower classes
increasingly associated the emperor with the powerful and often oppressive landholders,
which may have loosened their loyalty to the government, and possibly facilitated the
invasions of the seventh century. Second, after the peasantry had enjoyed a brief
improvement in living standards after the plague of 542, as their labour became more
valuable, the reassertion of aristocratic dominance in the second half of the century caused
increased social resentment and sometimes even open class conflict.1® The core of his book
is focused on Egypt (in particular on the estates of the Apions), and his use of papyri has
been criticised by papyrologists, who suggest that he misreads some texts and pushes his

arguments beyond what the evidence will allow.1%* But he also applies his arguments to the
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eastern empire as a whole, on the basis of references in other kinds of sources; I will consider

below whether his use of evidence from Antioch is convincing.

While Banaji and Sarris’s analyses are predominantly socio-economic in focus, Peter Bell
has recently examined a range of potential conflicts, including economic, religious and more
broadly ideological tensions, and imperial responses to them.%? In the third chapter of his
monograph, which focuses more strictly on the socio-economic themes discussed by Banaji
and Sarris, he argues that, in the sixth century, relations between the rich and the poor were
in general intensely exploitative: ‘unless everything we read in the literary sources is
seriously distorted, we have no compelling reason to dissent from the conclusion of A.H.M.
Jones, a historian not given to sensationalism, that, “taken as a whole, the peasantry were
an oppressed and hapless class”.”% Emperors and nobles extracted as much revenue from
the peasantry as possible—and their demands may have increased in the sixth century due
to the varied financial pressures on Justinian’s government, from natural disasters to the
costs of war and building work. Although various factors combined to prevent any large-
scale movements of class conflict, some peasant communities did practise varying strategies
of resistance to oppressive magnates, and submerged social tensions were sometimes
brought to the fore in times of crisis. Whereas Banaji’s and Sarris’s books rely heavily,
although not exclusively, on Egyptian papyrological evidence, Bell’s geographical focus is
broader, as his arguments are based predominantly on legal and hagiographical material.
All three scholars, however, acknowledge that there was considerable variation in social

relations between different regions. Do their theses apply to the sixth-century Antiochene?

The historian attempting to answer this question is immediately forced to confront

difficulties in the source material. Relatively little information survives from the sixth
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century about lay society in the Antiochene countryside, or even in the city itself. The
homilies of Severus of Antioch might seem the most promising source for Antiochene social
relations, as they certainly refer frequently to the rich and poor,'% but as Peter Brown has
shown, Christian orators tended to use rhetoric about wealth and poverty in highly
ideologically charged ways, often separating society into two binary groups without
acknowledging different degrees and gradations in wealth and status.'% Even the secular
social elites are largely invisible in the extant sources. The comites Orientis are sometimes
mentioned by the chroniclers and historiographers, but in general far more is reported about
the city’s bishops. In part this must reflect the well-known phenomenon of the ‘flight of the
curiales’ and related growth in status of the bishops.1% Yet scattered references do make it
clear that Antioch did still contain some wealthy elites who played a prominent role in city
life. The comes Orientis was undoubtedly influential: Asterius in the later sixth century
apparently succeeded, if we can trust the report of Evagrius Scholasticus, in activating the
city’s population against their patriarch, Gregory.1%” Earlier in the century, Severus, during
his patriarchate in Antioch, wrote several letters arguing that disobedient clerics and monks
should not be allowed to avoid the judgements of ecclesiastical courts by turning to civil
courts: one was addressed to Hypatius the otpatnidtng, whom the letter reveals to have
been based in Antioch, and who, Severus implies, could have had the power to overturn the

judgement of the Church. 8

Except in the case of major imperial appointments, however, mentions of individual named
notables are rare. More common are generic references to the city’s notables, which suggest

that it did contain a recognised elite, even in the later sixth century. Thus Severus in another
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letter about jurisdiction refers to the ‘glorious nobles/chiefs’ 1% of Antioch; Evagrius states
that ‘the entire upper tier of the city’*'% supported Asterius against Gregory in the conflict
mentioned above, and that ‘very many of the notables’!!! fell victim to the earthquake of
588; Symeon the Younger’s hagiographer refers to ‘most of the leading men of the city’.}12
The latter does in fact also mention a few named notables, including Anastasius, a
scholastikos and the friend of two illustres, Asterius and Thomas Veredaronas.**® Evagrius
Scholasticus himself should be considered a member of the elite, given that he refers to
public celebrations in the city for his marriage festivities,''* and to his servants and ‘estate-
dwellers [ympitac]’,!*® as well as to honours bestowed upon him by the emperors Tiberius
and Maurice.'® Unfortunately, there is little precisely dateable archaeological evidence to
flesh out this rather meagre picture derived from the literary sources. While lavish elite
houses, featuring famous mosaics, have been discovered in Antioch and its suburb of
Daphne, most of these are dated to the fifth century or earlier and it is difficult to establish
how long they remained in use.*'” Thus, while it seems that there was an identifiable elite

within the city, there are considerable limitations on how far we can understand their

composition, numbers, and lifestyles.

The situation is still more difficult with respect to the countryside, for which literary
evidence is extremely slight. Occasional references do suggest that elites owned estates

around Antioch: thus for instance, as mentioned above, Evagrius refers to losing many of
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his ‘servants and estate-dwellers’ in an earthquake,'® apparently implying that he possessed
agricultural workers, although the term ‘ywpitag’ is perhaps ambiguous. The sermons of
both Severus and Symeon the Younger make several references to oppressive landlords and
oppressed agricultural workers, but in generic terms which may reflect rhetorical convention
as much as social reality.!'® Given the shortage of literary evidence, archaeology must come
to the fore, and again it is the Limestone Massif that provides the most material. As
mentioned above, most of the houses in the Massif appear to have been well-built, expensive
structures. This notable evidence of prosperity has led to much debate on the status of the
residents of the villages: were they subordinate to (probably city-based) landowners, or
independent? Tate argued that there was no evidence for large estate owners in the villages,
and that the residents appear to have been independently wealthy peasants.*?° This view that
most of the Massif’s residents were independent farmers has been widely accepted:
Wickham, for example, although conceding that city-based landowners would be unlikely
to show up in the archaeological record, has argued that it is very improbable that
landowners would provide such elaborate housing for their tenants, and that tenants would

struggle to pay for the houses themselves in addition to rent and tax.'?*

There are, however, sceptics. Purcell and Horden have argued that an ‘independent producer
is an inherently unlikely specimen in the Mediterranean world” and that the villages of the
Massif belonged to wealthy landowners based in Antioch, whose subordinate peasants had
‘little or no autonomy.’*?? They do not, however, explain why these dominant landowners
would have expended significant sums of money on providing ornamented houses for their

tenants. Sarris, while accepting that some of the Massif was inhabited by independent
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farmers—it being in any case relatively unproductive land, and therefore less appealing to
large landowners—claims that there is also probable evidence for estate owners, adducing
Tchalenko’s argument that villages whose Arabic names start with beit/ba were in origin
epoikia, Byzantine estates. This etymological evidence is unconvincing,' but Sarris also
notes that we should not exaggerate the richness of the village houses, pointing out that the
ground floors appear to have been dedicated to livestock.!?* Similarly, Bell makes the
important point that some of the villages in the Massif may have been less prosperous than
the more celebrated examples.?® It appears possible that the Limestone Massif saw a
combination of estate villages and autonomous farms; perhaps, as Sarris seems to suggest,
more fertile areas closer to Antioch would have seen more heavy involvement by the city’s
wealthy upper strata. Certainly, the notables of the city referred to in the sources discussed
above must have possessed land somewhere in the region, although this was not necessarily
in the Massif. There is some, although limited, epigraphic evidence for the existence of
noble landholdings to the southwest of Antioch: a sixth-century inscription from Kara
Douran, in the region of Mount Cassius, seems to refer to the property of either the ex-
consul Patricius, or the ex-consul (and future emperor) Justinian—its interpretation is
uncertain.'?6 Overall, it remains unclear how far the countryside was dominated by powerful

nobles.

123 garris cites two authors on the topic. But the first, Sodini, states that village names are unreliable as
sources for their subsequent development as their status may have changed without any concomitant change
in name (Sodini 2003, 47), while the second, Feissel, explicitly notes that it is impossible to infer from the
existence of a ‘b’ in an Arabic place name that it was originally an epoikion (Feissel 1991, 296). Sarris also
attempts to use etymology to show that the region around Symeon the Younger’s monastery saw many
noble-owned villages, on the basis that the Lives of Symeon and Martha refer to several settlements with
names with the formula ‘chorion of name’. He again cites Feissel in support of this argument, but Feissel’s
discussion focuses only on the origin of the place names, and does not draw any inferences about their social
status in the sixth and seventh centuries (Feissel 1991, 297 ff.).

124 Sarris 2006, 117-24.

125 Bell 2013, 58.

126 Mouterde interpreted the inscription to read ‘tomb belonging to the very illustrious and very glorious ex-
consul Patrikios, in the time of lord Justinian’ (IGLS 1232); Feissel as ‘place belonging to the very glorious
and very excellent ex-consul and patrician, (our) lord Justinian’ (Feissel 1992, 404-7). See also SEG
42:1363. Strangely, Trombley (and subsequently Sarris) seems to have combined these readings: he refers to
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Given the limitations of the evidence relating to Antiochene lay society, it is difficult to
make any firm statements about social relations in the period. Nonetheless, both Sarris and
Bell have argued, largely on the basis of two references in the sources, that Antioch did
conform to their picture of rising societal tensions.*?’ The first of these is found in Evagrius
Scholasticus’s account of the Persian retreat from Antioch in 573.1%8 Evagrius claims that
their defeat was entirely unexpected, since most of the population had abandoned the city,
including the patriarch (Gregory), who had fled with the church treasures ‘both because
much of the wall had collapsed, and because the populace had rebelled in its desire to begin
a revolution, as is accustomed to happen and particularly at such moments [emphasis
mine].”*?® The second passage comes from the ninth-century chronicle of Theophanes, and
refers to events of 608/9: the chronicler reports that Jewish rioters in the city ‘killed many
men of property and burnt them.’*®® These passages do suggest some tensions in the city.
Yet the first does not explicitly relate the disturbance to any particular social discord, beyond
a dissatisfaction with the city’s leadership, while the latter postdates the events it describes
by more than two centuries, and gives the conflict a religious as well as social dimension.
Together, they may hint at the existence of social conflict within Antiochene society, but
are not sufficient to prove that such conflict had increased in the sixth century. Rather, they
may suggest that in sixth-century Antioch, as throughout most of the ancient world,*3! socio-
economic inequalities and oppressive behaviour by elites created the possibility for social
tensions. Even if discord between the powerful and poor in society was usually submerged,

it could be activated in certain contexts—and in particular in times of crisis. Antioch’s

the inscription as commemorating a place which was owned first by Patricius and subsequently by Justinian
(Trombley 2004b, 76; Sarris 2006, 124).

127 Sarris 2006, 232; Bell 2013, 114-5.

128 On which see above p.28 n.39.

129 Evagrius Scholasticus 5.9 (p.206, trans. p.268).

130 Theophanes, AM. 6101 (p.296, trans. p.425).

131 See de Ste. Croix 1981, passim.
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repeated experiences of disasters and concomitant decline may have encouraged the
development of these tensions, tensions, which, as we will see, could be exploited by

individuals such as holy men for their own benefit.

Cultural and Religious Tensions

Social and economic tensions had an intimate, but by no means straightforward, relationship
with cultural and ideological conflict. Peter Bell has provided a powerful analysis of
ideological friction in the sixth-century empire. Of particular interest here are his arguments
about the relationship of classical paideia, Christian ideology, and paganism.'®? He traces
the complex position of classical paideia (and other manifestations of classical culture such
as art) within the growingly dominant Christian ideology of the empire, showing that while
the two could be combined harmoniously, they could also come into conflict. Opinions
varied about what was acceptable within Christianity. Particularly importantly, his analysis
implies that the same or very similar ‘classicising’ phenomena could, in different contexts
and when embraced by different people, be regarded either as entirely legitimate and
perfectly compatible with Christianity or as unacceptable relicts and symptoms of paganism.
Equally, classicising cultural forms could be used by sincere Christians who viewed them
as an unproblematic part of their cultural heritage—but they could also be deployed by
religious dissidents who were often unable to reveal their pagan views openly but could
express their ideological alienation by drawing upon traditions associated with pre-Christian
culture. Indeed, in Bell’s view it is essential to recognise that genuine pagan views were still
relatively widespread in the sixth century. For him, the manifold references to pagans in the
literary sources, and in particular the many accounts of anti-pagan purges, only make sense
in a world in which the existence of pagans was taken for granted—even if many of the

accusations of paganism were fabricated, or at least exaggerated, for political reasons. For

132 Bell 2013, esp. c.5.
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these cultural and religious tensions often had a social dynamic, since traditional elites were
often associated with classical paideia, and thus social or political conflict between nobles
and the emperor or nobles and the Church could be expressed in terms of cultural or even
religious conflict—as the traditional lifestyle and education of many notables rendered them

vulnerable to accusations of paganism.

These themes are of great importance to an understanding of sixth-century Antiochene
culture. Throughout the century we can trace divergent, and sometimes conflicting, attitudes
within the city towards the classical inheritance and its contemporary manifestations. It is
important to note that there is no simple correlation between these attitudes and particular
socio-economic or political groupings: we find differing views even among members of
elites with similar educational experiences. Not all manifestations of ‘pagan’ or ‘secular’
culture were confined to the elites. This is not to say, however, that these tensions never had
any social or political aspects. Throughout much of the period these disagreements did not
erupt into open conflict. But in the later sixth century, Antioch did see explosive religious-
cultural controversy, in the form of several ‘pagan’ scandals, in one of which the then-
patriarch, Gregory, was implicated. By examining the broader evidence for cultural tensions
within the city first, before considering the pagan scandals in more detail, it may be possible
to reach a better understanding of the intersection of ideological, socio-economic, and

political factors within sixth-century conflict.

Public spectacles, civic identities, and Christian ideology

The surviving sources from sixth-century Antioch reveal the existence of an ongoing
cultural clash between rigorist Christians who expected their co-believers to follow very
strict moral codes and others who believed that Christianity was compatible with traditional
aspects of culture and entertainment. This is shown particularly clearly by debates relating

to one aspect of civic life with long-established pre-Christian roots: athletic and theatrical
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performances in the theatres and hippodromes. The population of Antioch had something
of a reputation for its love for these spectacles,’®® and they seem to have retained an
important role in the city’s life across the sixth century. John Malalas records developments
related to the theatres, games and circus races in Antioch from the age of Augustus
onwards.®* As he recounts, in the sixth century emperors repeatedly banned theatrical
performances, often in response to riots by the factions, but these bans usually proved
temporary;**® although the performances had the potential to excite unrest, they were too
popular to be suppressed entirely. Chariot races also continued throughout the century. If
we can believe the hostile report of John of Ephesus, Gregory, the patriarch from 570-92,1%¢
even received money from the emperor to build a new hippodrome for the Antiochenes in
an attempt to bolster his popularity after being accused of paganism: ‘and, contriving to
appease and mollify the people of his city, he asked the king to command him to build a
hippodrome for them. And he also bestowed this on him, giving him also the expenses for
the building of the church of Satan, in which he was going to perform his whole will and
pleasure, so that he, as was said, even brought mimes with him down from the capital, so
that for some, this was [a source of] laughter and mockery and derision, but for others, [of]

sorrow and distress...”3’

John’s scathing account provides an important reminder that theatrical and sporting

performances could prove highly controversial. While the emperors’ decisions to ban

133 See e.g. Procopius, Wars, 1.17.37 (I, p.88); Life of Thekla, 15 (p.228); with Saradi 2006, 296.

134 E 9. Malalas 9.21 (p.171), 10.27 (pp.188-9), 12.3-10 (pp.215-8), 12.26 (pp.228-9), 12.44, 46 (pp.238-40),
(all examples from before the 6" C—on the 6™ C see below). On Malalas’s interest in the hippodrome and
circus factions cf. A.D.E. Cameron 1976, 138-9.

135 Malalas 17.12-3 (pp.343-4), 18.41 (p.376), 18.62 (pp.390-1), 18.67 (p.393).

136 For the dates of the sixth-century Antiochene patriarchs, | use Whitby 2000, 320. The precise start/end
dates of their patriarchates are unimportant to my argument.

137 S7s 1 .Kam Ao ol arao.oamard L oml fmia ol raadin Kals o Arte ehisen s snil st QA aaa
101 ol ot I RSN el Mt L silo (s o mla do paes i o Apos mhiasd dunal hidie ;ml
cerdiasiala Ao =) e Moo Kam Kasasila aoial rﬁ.uo&é Yu_\idn e haals s S Ao oos!
John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History, 5.17 (p.268).
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spectacles seem to have been based on fear of disruption, other Christians objected to the
performances on moral grounds.®® This is displayed particularly clearly in the Cathedral
Homilies of Severus, who repeatedly fulminates against all kinds of spectacles,**® on various
grounds, from the indecent dress and behaviour of both the actors and the audience,* to
the aggressive behaviour of the spectators,*! and the cruel mistreatment of the animals
involved.!*? He goes so far as to suggest that the theatrical and sporting performances are
inherently pagan, and incompatible with Christianity. Thus he claims that each kind of
spectacle is consecrated to a particular pagan deity: horse racing to Neptune, wrestling to
Mercury, wrestling with animals to Artemis, theatrical performances to Bacchus.!** He
protests that the common cry of spectators at the horse races, ‘Fortune of the city, grant
victory!” was effectively denying God’s providence by attributing the outcome of the race
to a demon, Fortune (this is of course a reference to the classical protective deity of the city,
Tyche).1** He associates processions at Daphne (for Severus, a notable centre of pleasure

and luxury) with the veneration of Jupiter.1*®

If Hollman is right to date a curse tablet found in the hippodrome at Antioch to the late fifth
or early sixth century, Severus’s arguments might seem to be justified: the tablet calls upon
various Olympian deities to curse the horses of the Blue faction.'*® Yet it is clear that the
vast majority of those attending the spectacles in Antioch and Daphne at this time would

have self-identified as Christians. Severus himself acknowledged that many people would

138 This was certainly not a new source of controversy in this period: John Chrysostom is only one example
of an earlier bishop vehemently hostile to the theatre (see e.g. Leyerle 2001, esp. chapter 3).

139 For Severus on spectacles see Graffin 1978; Saradi 2006, 296; Alpi 2009, 178-83.

140 See e.g. Homily 95 (p.94); Homily 54 (p.55).

141 See e.g. Homily 26 (pp.548, 550-2); Homily 54 (p.52).

142 E g. Homily 26 (p.548).

143 Homily 54 (p.48).

144 exquasn ;s weai Homily 26 (pp.544-6, quote at p.544).

145 Homily 95 (pp.93-4).

146 Hollman 2003, 67-82 [for the dating see 68-9]. For discussion of magic at the circus races, see Graf 2015,
278-9; he suggests that even Christians used this kind of spell at hippodromes.

54



not accept that there was any association between the performances and paganism, and that
he would therefore have to persuade them of their wickedness on other grounds.#” This was
not, therefore, a clash between Christianity and paganism, but between different approaches
to Christianity. To an extent, Severus’s hostility towards the theatre and hippodrome may
have been encouraged by the fear of losing members of his audience to their spectacles; it
was thus in part a question of rivalry at a practical level.1*® Yet in other areas of society and
culture it is equally possible to discern a deeper conflict between Christian attitudes towards
‘secular’ or ‘pagan’ material, which ranged on a spectrum from the complete condemnation
of any aspects of identity or practice which were not explicitly Christian, particularly if they
had pre-Christian roots, to the total acceptance of traditional culture as entirely compatible

with Christian piety.

This is visible, for example, in expressions of civic pride and identity. Pride in one’s city
was an important phenomenon in classical culture, and usually involved an emphasis on the
city’s past, including myths related to its foundation, which had often taken place in the pre-
Christian era. Some Christians, however, eschewed any pagan or pre-Christian elements in
civic identities, instead stressing only their cities’ roles in Christian history.'*® Severus,
again, represents this rigorist Christian viewpoint. In his Cathedral Homilies he frequently
exalts Antioch’s special status, but bases this on exclusively Christian grounds. Thus he
repeatedly cites the statement in Acts 11:26 that it was at Antioch that the believers were
first called Christians.?>® He also claims that various martyrs had a particular fondness for
Antioch, often because they had lived there, or been martyred there, or because the city

possessed a relic of them.*®* Similarly, on a visit to the port of Seleucia he declares that the

147 Homily 26 (pp.546-50).

148 See e.g. Leyerle 2001, 13-19; Webb 2008, 201-2.

149 On varied conceptions of civic pride in the sixth century, see Saradi 2006, 49-101.

150 E.g. Homily 1.10 (Coptic version) (p.258); Homily 26 (p.542); Homily 28 (p.576); Homily 80 (p.324); cf.
also Homily 125 (p.246).

151 E.g. Homily 51 (p.376); Homily 35 (p.448); Homily 97 (p.137); Homily 75 (pp.130-1).
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port was ‘truly blessed and holy’,®? and deserved imperial support for its regeneration,
because Scripture reports that it was from Seleucia that Paul and Barnaby had set sail to

Cyprus.®™® He makes no mention of any secular, let alone pagan, part of Antioch’s history.

Other Christian authors took a very different approach. John Malalas, a contemporary of
Severus, recounts Antioch’s pre-Christian past at length, from its foundation by Seleucus
Nicator.'>* The chronicler does not hesitate from recording explicitly pagan aspects of these
myths (which he reports as factual history): even the story of its foundation revolves around
a pagan augury.’™ He implies that the Antiochene people associated landmarks in their
region with pre-Christian myths, reporting, for example, that Seleucus Nicator had ‘found
that giants had lived in the land; for two miles from the city of Antioch is a place with human
bodies turned to stone because of God’s anger, which are called giants to the present day;
equally, a giant known as Pagras, who lived in the land, was burnt by a thunderbolt. So it is
plain that the people of Antioch in Syria live in the land of the giants.’**® Malalas does not
reject the image of Antioch presented by Severus; in fact, he too reports that Antioch was
where Christians were first called Christians,®>” and highlights its association with various
martyrs.>® Yet for him this Christian history does not replace the pagan past, nor is the latter
shameful or best forgotten; rather the two complement each other as sources of pride and

identity for the city.

Again therefore we find a tension between opposed Christian viewpoints, one rigorous and

exclusionary, the other relatively inclusive (there were, of course, a range of possible

152 ¢e.i00 iiemy wer...ahoa)) Homily 28 (p.576).

158 Homily 28 (pp.574-6); Cf. Acts 13.4.

154 | cannot agree with Liebeschuetz (2004, 153) that Malalas was largely uninterested in city pride; Antioch
is at the heart of his chronicle.

155 Malalas 8.12 (pp.151-2).

156 ibid. 8.15 (p.153, trans. pp.106-7).

157 ibid. 10.24 (p.187).

158 ibid. e.g. 11.10 (pp.208-9), 12.35 (pp.233-4).
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degrees of strictness: we must imagine a spectrum of opinions, rather than two strictly
opposed positions). It is important to recognise that this was a complex ideological conflict,
and did not represent a divide as simple as, for example, the Church versus the laity. Not all
clerics were as strict as Severus. As we have seen, patriarch Gregory apparently arranged
for the construction of a hippodrome in Antioch. In one of his letters Severus reproached
the clergy of Apamea for quoting ‘the rhetor of Greece’ in their letter to him, stating that

they should have cited only the Bible.t*

Nor does the tension have a straightforward socio-economic dimension. As mentioned
above, Bell and others have drawn a connection between continued adherence to classical
culture and social elites. Indeed, it has been suggested that by this period the lower classes
would not even have understood references to classical mythology.2® It may well be true
that intellectuals and elites were more likely to be interested in myth and classical history.
Although the mythological mosaics that survive from Antioch seem to date from earlier
centuries, mosaics with classical and quasi-pagan themes were still being produced for elite
residences in the sixth century in other parts of the eastern empire.*! Education in classical
authors remained common for elites, and while Severus (who had himself trained as a
lawyer) may have later shunned these aspects of his upbringing, he was probably in a
minority. %2 Nonetheless, the controversy surrounding theatrical and sporting spectacles
suggests that the problem was more complex: the spectacles must have been attended by
Antiochenes from across the social spectrum, and, given that the popular mime and
pantomime performances were still dominated by classical mythological themes, must have

given many lower-class citizens some familiarity with aspects of pre-Christian

159 Severus of Antioch, Letters, 1.30 (1.1, pp.103-4, trans. 11.2, pp.92-3). See on this and Severus’s
intolerance of classical learning Alpi 2009, 245-6.

160 See e.g. A.D.E. Cameron 2007, 39.

161 See Bowersock 2006, 31-63.

162 On Severus’s education, see Alpi 2009, 40-1.
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mythology.’®® This was therefore an ideological conflict that did not correlate
straightforwardly to any particular social divide, either between clergy and laity, or between
rich and poor. Nonetheless, as will be argued later, these tensions could undoubtedly be

exploited in the context of social polemic.%*

Pagan scandals

But did ‘paganism’ only survive in the eyes of rigorist Christians, in the form of cultural
practices largely stripped of their original cultic significance, or did paganism as a religion
really persist into the sixth century? Contemporary Christian sources from across the empire
certainly refer frequently to the existence of pagans: a well-known example is John of
Ephesus’s account of his conversion missions, apparently sponsored by Justinian, to pagans
in Asia Minor.'% Modern scholars have been divided on how literally to interpret these
accounts: some prefer (while not completely denying the survival of any paganism) to see
the vast majority of references to paganism as either rhetorical, fear-mongering, or
politically inspired,'®® while others, although acknowledging that the label could be used for
rhetorical purposes, insist that it would only be powerful in a society in which pagans still
existed, and that there is no good reason to think paganism had been extinguished by this
date.'®” Peter Bell notes, suggestively, that sixth century authors sometimes refer to pagans
in passing, rather than placing them at the centre of their narratives, in ways which suggest
that ‘their existence is taken completely for granted.’*®® It is unlikely that we will ever be

able to prove how common paganism really was at this time, but there is no reason to dismiss

163 See esp. Leyerle 2001, 20-31.

164 As we see with Symeon the Younger and his hagiographer; see below pp.210-18.

165 On the missions in Asia Minor from 541-2, see John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints, 40, 43, 47,
51 (1, pp.650, 658-60, 681; 11, p.163); Pseudo-Dionysius (1, pp.77-8).

166 See for example Allen 1981, 231-2; Déroche 1996, 76-8.

167 This is broadly the line adopted by Whitby 1991 and Bell 2013, esp. 235-46. Trombley, taking the literary
sources much more literally, insists still more emphatically on widespread pagan survivals (Trombley
1985b).

168 Bell 2013, 240.
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out of hand the idea that some ‘real’ pagans might have lived in parts of the empire in the

sixth century.

Nonetheless, it is clear that references to ‘pagans’ could be used to fulfil a range of polemical
and political purposes which were not necessarily related to the realities of pagan survivals.
It was the emperors who seem to have provided much of the impetus behind this
development. Pagans had been scapegoated for large-scale disasters by the emperors since
at least the reign of Theodosius 11 (408-50).1%° In the sixth century, and in particular during
Justinian’s reign, there were recurrent imperially-backed purges of ‘pagans’ in
Constantinople and other major cities, often following on the heels of natural disasters. " It
is difficult to interpret the driving aim behind these purges: they could be seen as purely
cynical and politically motivated, given that the ‘pagans’ targeted were almost invariably
members of powerful elites or dissident intellectual circles who could pose a threat to the
stability of the regime. On the other hand, the emperor’s religious convictions may have
been crucial: Justinian may well have believed that it was necessary to remove pagans as
well as other ‘sinners’, such as homosexuals, in order to create orthodox ideological
conformity and thereby to appease God. It is perhaps best, with Peter Bell, to view the purges
as both politically and religiously motivated.!’* The empire’s secular elites were, as
mentioned above, particularly vulnerable to accusations of paganism because, even if
practising Christians, many retained aspects of elite pre-Christian culture and lifestyle,
which could be condemned by rigorous Christians from different social circles as inherently

pagan.t’

169 Stathakopoulos 2004, 76; Millar 2006, 120-22.
170 On the purges see e.g. Maas 1992, 69-78.

111 Bell 2013, esp. 306-7.

172 See above pp.51-2.
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Antioch itself saw two major anti-pagan purges in the sixth century. The first of these, which
may have taken place in the mid 550s, is described only in the Life of Symeon the Younger.1"3
The hagiographer recounts that the archon Amantius was sent to the city, whereupon he
‘found most of the leading men of the city and many of its inhabitants possessed by
Hellenism and Manichaeism and astrology and automatism and other ill-omened
heresies’;1™ he is said to have punished the culprits severely. This incident is discussed in
greater depth in Chapter 3,17° but several points should be noted now. The purge seems to
have been imperially sponsored, as the hagiographer describes Amantius being sent from
the palace; Amantius is also known as a Justinianic agent from the chronicle of John
Malalas, in which he is said to have been sent to suppress the Samaritan revolt in Palestine
in 555.178 The purge had a political aspect as well as a religious, as the hagiographer refers
to Amantius condemning to execution a onudétns who had been involved in popular/factional
disorders. Finally, there may have been a socio-economic dimension to the incident, since
the dissidents exposed by Amantius apparently included ‘most of the leading men of the
city’. This event, then, seems to fit into the broader pattern of Justinianic purges of ‘pagans’,
including in particular members of elites, who may have posed a political threat to the city

or emperor’s security.

The second, more famous, incident, is in some respects more obscure, even though it is
discussed at some length by two independent sources. It revolved (at least in terms of its
significance in Antioch) around Gregory, patriarch of the city from 570 to 592. The former

monk had experienced a turbulent start to his patriarchate: not only had his predecessor,

173 1t has been suggested that Amantius’s activities in Antioch could have followed on from his suppression
of the Samaritan revolt in Palestine in 555/6: see PLRE 3a, ‘Amantius 2°, pp.52-4.

174 1dpe Tov¢ Thsiong TMV TPAOTOV TG TOAEMC KOl TOAAODE THV KOTOUKOOVTOV 0TIV EMAVIGHE Kod
UOVIYOIoU® Kol AoTPOoAOYioNG Kol adTopaticud kol dAlaig ducmvopolg aipéoeot kateyouévou: Life of
Symeon, 161 (p.144).

175 See below pp.213-6.

176 Malalas, 18.119 (pp.417-8).
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Anastasius, been deposed by Justin 11 on rather dubious grounds,*’” but in 573 Gregory had
fled from Antioch in face of the threat of Persian invasion.'’® It is not clear whether this
contributed to his unpopularity, but certainly by 579 he had provoked considerable
opposition in his see. The conflict which broke out in this year is described by both Evagrius
Scholasticus and John of Ephesus, who held diametrically opposed attitudes to Gregory:
Evagrius worked for the patriarch, and was his close supporter, whereas John was very
hostile to him on doctrinal grounds. Perhaps unsurprisingly, the two provide a very different
account of events.!”® What is clear from both is that a major scandal exploded in the east
when several prominent officials were supposedly discovered to be practicing paganism and
even engaging in human sacrifices; Gregory was one of the figures accused. Even Evagrius
acknowledges the hostility towards Gregory in Antioch: ‘Gregory came into great danger,
since great attacks were made upon him by the people;’*®° John of Ephesus reports that ‘the
whole city was shaken and stirred up, and there were diverse shouts, and the church was
closed, and Gregory did not dare to come out from the bishop’s residence, and the liturgy
was not allowed to take place, nor the consecration of the chrism, as is customary on the

Thursday of Passion Week. 8

Perhaps surprisingly, no investigations seem to have been made into the patriarch at this
point, an omission which John scathingly attributes to the establishment’s desire to avoid a

scandal. John does report, however, that ‘some time later’,’®2 Gregory went to

177 See Evagrius Scholasticus 5.5 (p.201); Theophanes, AM 6062 (p.243). For discussion, see Allen 1981,
214-7; Whitby 2000, 261, n.17.

178 Evagrius Scholasticus 5.9 (p.206).

179 For discussions of them see Rochow 1976, esp. 123-30; Allen 1981, 230-2, 250; Whitby 1991, 123-5;
Liebeschuetz 2001a, 263-9; Lee 2007, 103-6. John’s account is found in his Ecclesiastical History, 3.27-34,
5.17 (pp.154-67, 267-8); Evagrius’s in Evagrius Scholasticus 5.18 (pp.212-4), 6.7 (pp.225-6).

180 Evagrius Scholasticus 5.18 (p.213, trans. p.278).

181 his & haua daagin_ e a.has Rashha whaliaes s aha hey hera hui ala ks
R ars ’Krsins (01 [R1as s verd o hiss iy io)gal amha moher a . casnmare: JOhN Of
Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History, 3.29 (p.157).

182 -y ans: 10id.5.17 (p.267).
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Constantinople with many gifts for the senate and clergy; these apparently won him
sufficient good will for the case against him to be dropped. It was at this point that, as
mentioned above, Gregory supposedly arranged to build a hippodrome in Antioch to
appease its population. Evagrius’s account of this second phase of the trouble is quite
different: he reports that Gregory had quarrelled with the count of the east, Asterius, who
successfully roused the elites, the people, the tradesmen and the factions of Antioch against
the patriarch.'®® Asterius was removed from his role as count of the east, but this failed to
quell the disturbance, and various accusations were made against Gregory by the citizens,
including a banker who claimed that the patriarch had slept with his married sister. Gregory
was forced to go to Constantinople to defend himself, with Evagrius acting as his legal aide;

after a detailed investigation, Gregory was cleared and his accusers punished.

It is difficult to know how to reconcile these two accounts, and unlikely that it will ever be
possible to establish the precise sequence of events. Nonetheless, the episode has suggestive
implications. In particular, the accusations against Gregory raise the question of what was
really at stake in anti-pagan violence. Even if it is possible that some of those targeted were
practising pagans, it seems highly unlikely that this was true of the patriarch himself. Some
of those who resisted Gregory in Antioch may genuinely have believed that he was guilty
of the charge. Other motives for involvement, however, seem to have been personal and
political. Gregory certainly had his enemies in Antioch, as becomes clear in Evagrius’s
description of the later outbreak of opposition to the patriarch. As mentioned above,
Evagrius reports that a conflict had taken place between the comes Orientis, Asterius, and
Gregory, and that ‘the entire upper tier of the city’ sided with the count against the patriarch,
as well as the ‘popular element’, the tradespeople, and the circus factions. A banker accused

Gregory of having inappropriate relations with his sister, while ‘other similar people’

183 Evagrius Scholasticus, 6.7 (pp.225-6).
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proffered ‘indictments about how the prosperity of the city had often been abused by him.’
Unfortunately, it is difficult to know what had caused Gregory’s quarrel with Asterius, as
well as his apparent unpopularity in the city, although there seems to be some suggestion of
financial mismanagement. It is thus highly tempting to suggest that in this case accusations
of paganism were used for political reasons, although the evidence is rather unclear, since,
as we have seen, Evagrius seems to imply that these accusations against Gregory were
separate from the earlier charge of paganism, whereas John of Ephesus presents the two
conflicts as closely linked. At the very least, it may be suggested that Gregory’s unpopularity
in certain circles must have rendered him vulnerable to charges of heterodoxy. This incident
is particularly important given the relative silence of the literary sources on the activities of
secular elites in Antioch compared to those of the patriarchs. If Asterius, with the support
of local elites, was able to rouse most of the city against Gregory, powerful laymen could
still pose a severe threat to the authority of the Church—although ultimately the threat did
not prove fatal, since Asterius was removed from his position and Gregory was cleared of
all charges. Certainly, the patriarch did not possess unquestioned authority within his city,

whose political situation seems to have been highly volatile.

Taken together, these various incidents confirm that anti pagan-purges were often not
strictly religious in their origin; rather, they involved a heavy element of political conflict
and score settling, whether between emperors and elites or between local rivals for authority.
This is not to deny that genuine anti-pagan fervour often played a vital role in the
development of these movements, particularly, perhaps, in terms of gathering momentum
and mass support. Indeed, accusations of paganism could only be powerful among a
population which believed, in general, both that paganism existed and that it was an
unforgivable sin that posed a threat to society, a view which was undoubtedly encouraged,

in some situations, by imperial and clerical elites. In the ideological climate of the sixth
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century, a charge of paganism was perhaps the most powerful way of destroying someone’s
reputation and status: few may have had the resources to resist such an allegation. This may
be why the sources contain relatively little information about strictly political or social
conflict in Antioch in this period: in a society with an overwhelmingly religious political
discourse, secular tensions may well often have manifested themselves in ‘religious’
conflict. The events of the later sixth century clearly point to instability within Antiochene
society: the patriarch, who by this point played a vital role in the city’s secular as well as
religious governance, seems to have relied on imperial support to retain his position in the
face of widespread local opposition. It is tempting, if impossible to prove, that the city’s
repeated experience of disaster had contributed to this political volatility. Certainly,
disasters are likely to have encouraged anti-pagan activity: as will be argued in Chapter 3,
it was not only emperors who scapegoated ‘pagans’ for causing crisis.8* Controversy over

supposed paganism was thus closely linked to wider developments in the history of the city.

Christological controversy

One explanation that has been offered for the accusations against Gregory has yet to be
considered: that the charges against him were invented or at least encouraged by his
Christological opponents, the Miaphysites.!® In order to assess the plausibility of this
theory, it is necessary to consider in some detail the position of Miaphysites within Antioch
in the sixth century. This is challenging, however, since, below the level of the bishops,
evidence about religion in the city is again uneven. Antioch has sometimes been presented
as a Chalcedonian haven in the midst of a Miaphysite countryside,’® and sometimes

(perhaps more commonly) as a Miaphysite stronghold.'®" The evidence presents two

184 See below pp.210-18.

185 As suggested by Liebeschuetz 2001a, 262-9.
186 See e.g. Van den Ven 1962-70, 1, 170*n6.

187 See Frend 1972, 140, 166-7; Mayer 2009, 362.
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particular difficulties. First, it is often difficult to isolate evidence about the Antiochene area
in particular from sources dealing with the east more generally; even the letters of Severus
range in scope across the diocese of Oriens and beyond. Secondly, sources dealing with this
topic are often highly ideologically charged. It is not safe to state that Antioch was
thoroughly Miaphysite at the time of Severus’s accession in 512 purely on the basis that the
anonymous Life of Severus claims that the whole city welcomed the new patriarch with joy
and spontaneously anathematised Chalcedon.®® Nonetheless, enough material survives
from the earlier decades of the century to draw some conclusions about what seems to have
been a Christologically divided city. In the second half of the century evidence becomes
sparser, since our major sources, including Evagrius Scholasticus’s History, say little about
contemporary Christological disputes; it is difficult to determine whether this omission is
conscious and politic, intended to smooth over controversy,'®® or whether it reflects the

genuine unimportance of Christological divides in Antiochene society.'*

In the early parts of the sixth century, Antioch was thoroughly divided on the question of
Christology, perhaps more so than any other patriarchal see.!®* Events surrounding the
deposition of the Chalcedonian patriarch Flavian in 512 provide evidence of an active
Chalcedonian element in the population: Evagrius Scholasticus reports that when the anti-
Chalcedonian bishop Philoxenus of Mabbugh persuaded the monks of First Syria (i.e.
northern Syria, normally regarded as predominantly pro-Miaphysite in contrast to the

Chalcedonian Second Syria)'% to pressurise Flavian into anathematising Chalcedon, ‘the

188 | ife of Severus of Antioch (pp.241-2). It should be noted that the hagiographer’s main source for this
passage, Zachariah Scholasticus’s ‘Life’ of Severus, contains no reference to spontaneous popular
anathematisations of Chalcedon. Allen has claimed on the basis of the former passage that Antioch was ‘pro-
monophysite’ (Allen 1981, 152).

189 As argued by Allen 1981, 42-4.

190 As suggested by Whitby 2000, xI-xlvii, though he does also suggest that Evagrius’s silence suited
Chalcedonian efforts to cooperate with Miaphysites.

191 For Christological developments in the first decades of the sixth century, see Honigmann 1951, esp.7-25.
192 See e.g. Menze 2008, 45; Alpi 2009, 103-6, with plate 111 (309). In both provinces, however, there were
exceptions to this general trend.
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populace of the city rose up and effected a great slaughter of the monks.’**® Pseudo-
Zachariah also reports, if in even vaguer terms, that the anti-Chalcedonian monks who went
to Antioch to oppose Flavian met with violent resistance: ‘some of them were beaten and
some of them were killed; nevertheless Flavian was driven from his see.’'%* As Alpi has
observed, there is no comparable evidence of violent unrest when Flavian’s Miaphysite
replacement Severus was forced to flee his see later in the same decade.'®® In general,
Miaphysite sources describing Antioch during Severus’s patriarchate tend to present the city
as ‘orthodox’.1®® Yet various references in Severus’s own homilies imply that he was fully
aware of the existence of Chalcedonians within Antioch. The caption to Homily 64 claims
that it was pronounced in a church where ‘Nestorians’ (i.e. Chalcedonians) tended to
congregate secretively.'®” In Homily 29 he states that it is necessary to anathematise heretics
in order to prevent God from wreaking devastation on whole communities; this is why ‘we’
anathematise those who divide Christ into two natures. He then turns to talking about a
particular ‘wicked’!%® man, apparently well known to his audience, who had lived among
them spreading heresy and causing violent disturbances, without Severus knowing; finally,
however, he had been exposed and punished, along with his family and accomplices.*® In
both one of his homilies and one of his hymns he attacks claims by the Dyophysites that a
drought in the region had been caused by the anathematisation of Chalcedon.?% In this
homily, he refers to ‘the raging wasps of the Nestorian heresy, which buzz with unpleasant
and polluted sounds, circulate between the houses and creep into the inner rooms, and,

through one or two insane women somewhere, apply their leprosy, although the whole city

193 Evagrius Scholasticus, 3.32 (p.131, trans. p.174).

194 pseudo-Zachariah (11, p.51, trans. p.268).

195 Alpi 2009, 286-7.

196 30 see the account by Severus’s hagiographer of his accession, as cited above p.65 n188. So too Severus
in his own homilies generally seems to assume the orthodoxy of his audience.

197 Homily 64 (p.313). Cf. Mayer and Allen 2012, pp.55-6, 204.

198 e .v3 Homily 29 (p.592).

19 Homily 29 (pp.588-606).

200 Homily 19 (esp.p.26); Hymn 253 (11, pp.701-2).
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is healthy and closes its ears to their words through the grace of God.”?** The patriarch is
here clearly trying to mock and downplay the significance of Chalcedonianism and its
adherents, associating it with the credulous and weaker female sex, but the care he takes to
refute the argument about the drought suggests that he felt Dyophysitism to be a greater
threat than he was prepared to admit. Even at the height of anti-Chalcedonian power in

Antioch, therefore, Chalcedonianism was never eradicated.

Equally, Miaphysitism seems to have remained active in the city and its environs even after
Severus’s deposition. While in exile both Severus and Philoxenus of Mabbugh claimed that
much of the Antiochene population had remained loyal to ‘orthodoxy’: thus Philoxenus said
that he had heard that the ‘God-loving Christian people of Antioch’ were openly
proclaiming their willingness to be martyred for the faith.2°2 While these claims doubtless
contain some exaggeration, it seems unlikely that either bishop would have praised Antioch
if it had wholeheartedly embraced Chalcedonianism. The chronicle of John Malalas reports
that when, in the early 530s, a rescript was promulgated ordering that obdurate anti-
Chalcedonians should be exiled, ‘a riot broke out in Antioch, and the mob burst into the
bishop’s residence, throwing stones and chanting insults.’?%®> Many monasteries in the
Antiochene area endorsed Miaphysitism even in the face of persecution. Pseudo-Zachariah
records a list of monasteries and abbots who were expelled in the persecutions of the 520s:2%4
it included the abbot of the monastery of the Syrians in Antioch, and the monastery of

Thomas of Seleucia.?®® This last is particularly interesting as it shows that there were

O N eaxiad=mo - Khaimmoe hdiam A i s e L b - Fhunidpo eaeiol s <iaos
s ol aa QAT ONOIY | 0NOMmD anil oAik o Kiuodhdue Lol Kluna - LAy Modihs T.ﬂ_\';::ry:\
Naln hanu)) mo L amulsh o duiae iamma - kel Homily 19 (p.26).

202 4nad s ) wia s Kol msil Philoxenus (1, p.80). See also Severus, Letters e.g. 1.54 (1.1, pp.180-
1); 4.8 (1.11, p.302); 5.8 (I.11, pp.361-5).

203 Malalas 18.64 (p.391, trans. p.273)

204 On these persecutions and the relevant sources see esp. Menze 2008, 109-34, who emphasises that the
expulsions seem often to have been limited in scope (e.g. targeting abbots rather than entire monasteries).
205 pseudo-Zachariah (1, pp.80-1).
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Miaphysites in the coastal regions west of Antioch (close to Symeon the Younger’s
monastery), not only to the east in the Limestone Massif. Antioch therefore seems to have
been a divided city in the early sixth century: it cannot be seen in simple terms as either a
Chalcedonian or a Miaphysite stronghold. On both sides of the divide, accusations of
violence were made: thus, after Severus’s deposition, monks from Second Syria claimed
that he had been involved in various attacks on Chalcedonian monks, including on a group
travelling near Symeon the Elder’s monastery in the Limestone Massif,?% while several
anti-Chalcedonian authors denounced Ephraim, patriarch from 527 to 545, as a cruel and
violent oppressor.2%” Even if the violence may have been exaggerated on both sides, such
claims must suggest that the conflict involved considerable embitterment and hostility, at

least among the region’s monastic communities.?%

It is much harder to trace the fate of Miaphysitism in Antioch later in the century. We have
no sources comparable to the homilies and letters of Severus and Philoxenus for guidance.
Later sixth-century anti-Chalcedonian authors display limited interest in Antioch. Thus in
his Lives of the Eastern Saints John includes only a very few tales about Antiochene holy
persons, none of whom are distinguished by their struggles for the faith.2® This does not
necessarily mean, however, that there were no Miaphysites in Antioch, since John’s focus
throughout the work is on monks of his acquaintance, and in particular monks from his
region of origin in Mesopotamia.?*® On the Chalcedonian side, even Antiochene authors tell
us little. Evagrius Scholasticus, for example, despite his professed focus on ecclesiastical

history, barely refers to Christological disputes in Antioch during his lifetime. Michael

206 ACO, 1% Series, 111 (1940), pp.106-9. See Menze pp.46-7.

207 pseudo-Zachariah (11, pp.174-6); Pseudo-Dionysius (probably John of Ephesus) (pp.38-44, p.53). He
appears in the Miaphysite Life of John of Tella, which describes him disputing with John and imprisoning
him in Antioch: Elias, Life of John of Tella (p.65 ff); cf. Menze 2008, 231-3.

208 Cf. Menze 2008, 47.

209 John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints, 46 and 52 (I, pp.671-6, 111, pp.164-9).

210 On the personal focus of John’s work, see Harvey 1990a, 31-3; Van Ginkel 1995, 41.
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Whitby has argued that the explanation for this silence may have been that in fact there were
not very many Miaphysites in Antioch at this time, and so they posed no threat to the
Chalcedonian authors.?!! He suggests that the repressions of patriarchs such as Ephraim
must have had some effect, and that in any case Miaphysitism had always been more popular
in the monasteries to Antioch’s east than in the city itself. There certainly may have been a
lack of anti-Chalcedonian clerical leadership in Antioch by this point: although the
Miaphysites had appointed replacement patriarchs of Antioch after Severus’s death in 538,
if with some gaps between appointments, they probably spent little time in their patriarchal
see.?!2 Even if Miaphysitism did continue among the Antiochene laity, this would not
necessarily have led to clashes with the Chalcedonians; there is some evidence that
Miaphysites and Chalcedonians could have friendly social relations, and sometimes even

worship together.?t

On the other hand, Pauline Allen sees the silence of Evagrius on this topic as deliberate,
calculated, and even polemical. By her argument, he had no desire to stir up pre-existing
tensions, so avoided discussing the conflict, but, by essentially ignoring the existence of the
Miaphysites, implied that only the Chalcedonians constituted the true Church.?'* Occasional
references do suggest that Evagrius, and other Antiochene Chalcedonians of his day, were
acutely aware of ongoing conflict. In Evagrius’s discussion of Severus’s patriarchate, he
refers to his enthronement missives, stating, ‘these indeed have been preserved down to our
time, and from there many disputes have arisen for the church, and the most faithful
populace has been divided.’?'> Admittedly, this remark is not necessarily specific to Antioch

itself, but it shows that Evagrius was well aware of continued conflict. Evagrius’s employer,

211 Whitby as cited above p.65 n190.

212 Cf. Mayer and Allen 2012, 205.

213 Cf. Whitby 2000, xlv-xlvii, and see below pp.166-7.
214 Allen 1981, esp.49.

215 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.4 (p.154, trans. p.202).
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Gregory, made calls for Christian unity and an end to the obsession with difficult points of
doctrine. Thus in a sermon on the baptism of Christ he presented the unquestioning worship
of the heavenly powers as a model for his congregation: ‘the cherubim and seraphim....sing
hymns; they do not make excessive inquiries into the one whom they venerate.’!® Later in
the same sermon, Gregory appeals directly to his audience, ‘Why do we fight each other
pointlessly? Why do we battle each other, we who have been commanded to love even those
who hate us?...why do we fulfil the desire of our common enemy?’; he continues to explain
that it is the Devil who has stirred up the conflicts within the Church.?}” Evagrius too
claimed that Christological conflict was caused by the Devil.?*® Such arguments must have
been intended at least in part to win over a divided audience; Gregory’s homily would surely
not be necessary in a fully Chalcedonian city. Evagrius’s downplaying of contemporary
conflict thus seems likely to reflect a conciliatory attitude among some prominent
Chalcedonians of the day, rather than the unimportance of Miaphysitism in Antioch. This
does not preclude the possibility that Miaphysitism was declining in the city in this period,
nor that relationships between Miaphysites and Chalcedonians were often less tense than
has sometimes been thought. Indeed, a more conciliatory approach by the clergy might
encourage positive social interactions. But it does seem unlikely that Miaphysitism could
have been completely eradicated from the city within half a century, although its influence

may have been greatly reduced.

Conclusion
In some respects, the sixth-century Antiochene seems to reflect broader developments in the

eastern Roman empire. Thus, despite gaps and interpretative difficulties in the evidence, we

216 To, XepouPip kol T Zepaipl...vpuvodoty, od molvmpaypovodoty, &v céBovoty: Gregory of Antioch, ‘On
the Baptism of Christ’ (col 1873).

27 T{ poygdpeda mpodg dAMhovg eixdi; Ti moiepoduey GAARAOVC Oi TPOGTETUYHEVOL KO TOVG HGODVTOG
QUAELY;...Ti TAnpoDuev T énibupiov tod kKowvod dvopevodg;’ ibid. (cols. 1880-1).

218 See especially Evagrius Scholasticus, 2.5 (pp.52-3), where Evagrius also claims that Christological
conflict was caused by the Devil, with Whitby 2000, xxxvii-xlvii, and Ginter 2001.
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can see signs of conflict between emperor and local elites, between secular and religious
leaders, and between the rich and the lower classes—although it is not clear that Sarris’s
argument that such social tensions were rising can be sustained. We can also see
fundamental tensions within Christian approaches to identity and behaviour, which suggest
that religion was not a straightforwardly integrating or unifying force in society. Conflicts
over ‘paganism’ reveal both the intensity that perceived religious dissidence could generate,
and how suppressed social and political tensions could find outlets in specific forms of
violence. Yet Antioch’s position was exceptional, largely because of the series of
devastating disasters that hit the city across the sixth century. The literary sources paint a
consistent picture of the physical and emotional damage caused by the crises. Although it is
much harder to trace the effects of disasters in the limited archaeological record from the
area, recent efforts to show that the local economy continued to thrive into the seventh
century have proved unconvincing, while there is some evidence to corroborate the image
of decline in the written sources. Certainly, there is no reason to question the severe
ideological and emotional effects of the disasters, which are likely to have contributed to
political, social and religious instability within the city. Although social and cultural
tensions undoubtedly reflect both long term developments in the region, and wider trends in
the society of the empire, they may well have been intensified and exacerbated in this

context of crisis.

All of this provides the crucial background to the life and cult of Symeon Stylites the
Younger. His whole life was, according to his hagiographer, interwoven with the disasters
to hit the city: his father was killed in the earthquake of 526 while, as we shall see, a
significant part of his career seems to have revolved around handling the subsequent
earthquakes, invasion and plague which hit the city. Disasters posed a significant challenge

to the saint’s claims to be able to protect his suppliants. Any holy man’s career was
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inextricably linked to his local society: he had to understand, and perhaps manipulate, social
and cultural realities in order to carve out a space for himself as a source of authority. Thus,
as we will see in the next two chapters, Symeon the Younger seems to have played on
tensions between the wealthier and poorer classes, as well as on culturally sensitive areas
such as paganism, as part of his efforts to assert his own role as moral arbiter and religious
figurehead. This is manifested not only in the hagiographic material associated with his
shrine, but also in a text which may well date from his lifetime, and which forms the subject

of the following chapter: the sermon collection attributed to the stylite.
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The Sermons of Symeon Stylites the Younger

Although holy men have been the subject of considerable historical interest since Peter
Brown’s famous article of 1971, they can usually only be approached, at best, at second-
hand, through the prism of hagiography.! As discussed above, it has been well established
that hagiographers selected and adapted their material for a variety of purposes, from cult-
promotion to apologetic and polemic;? to take but one example, Claudia Rapp has argued
that many hagiographers focused on their saints’ miracle-working rather than their other
important functions, which were less useful posthumously, in order to encourage
pilgrimages to their saints’ shrines.® As a result, studies which rely on this material must
necessarily be studies more of hagiographers and hagiographic ideals than of holy men
themselves.* For most holy men, we can never get beyond this hagiographic picture. Yet in
a few precious instances, we also possess some of the saint’s own writings, which enable us
to gain a much fuller image of the holy man—and in some cases, an image that is strikingly
different from that preserved in hagiography. Thus, for example, Samuel Rubenson has
argued that the letters attributed to Antony, perhaps the most famous of all holy men, show
that the saint was far more philosophically and theologically sophisticated than Athanasius’s
Life of Antony and the Apophthegmata Patrum acknowledge.® The much more extensive
(although, unfortunately, relatively inaccessible)® extant corpus of the fifth-century abbot
Shenoute provides far more information about his life and character than does his largely

formulaic biography, which claims to have been written by his disciple Besa, but in fact

! Lbpez 2013, 14.

2 See above pp.10-12.

3 Rapp 1999, 65.

4 Such studies are, of course, important and interesting in their own right.

°> Rubenson 1990, passim.

& Shenoute’s works have yet to be edited in full, let alone translated, but editions are in progress on the back
of Stephen Emmel’s vital study of his corpus (Emmel 2004).
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probably dates from considerably later.” Stephen Emmel has, for instance, managed to
reconstruct, from parts of Shenoute’s Canons, the controversial series of events which led
to Shenoute becoming head of the White Monastery,® events which are not even mentioned
in ‘Besa’s’ Life. Heike Behlmer and David Brakke have both highlighted a tension between
Shenoute’s sermons, in which he refuses to use his miraculous powers to resolve everyday
difficulties amongst his congregation, and his Life, in which he frequently performs such
activities.® It is clear, therefore, that the writings of holy men can provide new and
sometimes radically different insights into holy men from those gleaned from their

hagiographies.

In view of this, it is perhaps surprising that the writings attributed to Symeon Stylites the
Younger have received very little scholarly attention. These consist of a letter apparently
written to the emperor Justin 11 on the subject of a Samaritan revolt, preserved in the acts of
the Second Council of Nicaea, and, most significantly, a collection of thirty sermons.°
Admittedly, this collection presents various difficulties to the historian, which will be
discussed below, but it at least possesses the potential to yield substantial insights into the
thought and teaching of this important holy man. This chapter will, after a brief discussion
of scholarship on the early Christian sermon, address the complicated evidence relating to
the dating and authorship of the collection attributed to Symeon. It will then outline the
themes, form and style of the collection, arguing that although the author displays no
rhetorical brilliance, he does construct his relationship with his audience in fairly
sophisticated ways. It will analyse three dominant themes within the collection—monks and

their relationship with demons, eschatology, and wealth—to suggest that the speaker

" Lubomierski 2008 (although Ldpez has suggested that the work may ultimately derive from an encomium
of Shenoute delivered by Besa soon after the saint’s death: Lopez 2013, 135-6).

8 Emmel 2004, 11, 558-64. For a detailed analysis of this episode, see Schroeder 2007, 24-53.

9 Behlmer 1998, 341-359 (Behlmer also discusses more generally the greater focus on miracles in ‘Besa’s’
Life than in Shenoute’s own writings); Brakke 2007.

10 For details of the editions, see the bibliography.
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presents himself as an experienced combatant with demons, and as a visionary prophet
bringing an ominous message to the world. Different themes within the collection may have
been intended for different audiences: some address monks, while others seem to target parts
of society beyond the monastery. But throughout, the preacher insists upon uncompromising
moral standards and on the stark divide between heaven and hell. His sometimes aggressive
language and harsh message suggest that he may have played a less peaceful role within

society than that which has often been associated with the holy man.

The Early Christian Homily

Part of the explanation for the relative historiographical neglect of Symeon’s sermons may
lie in the generally underdeveloped and uneven state of scholarship on the early Christian
sermon. Although it has been recognised that preaching played a crucial role in the rise of
Christianity,'! and that sermons, particularly in view of their apparent popularity, should be
fertile ground for research,!? comprehensive studies of sermons and preaching remain
limited. This is largely due to the myriad practical difficulties involved in treating the large
extant body of early Christian homilies.'® These difficulties include the sheer extent of the
surviving material; some of the most renowned preachers have hundreds of sermons
attributed to them in the manuscripts, making it difficult for scholars to treat their works in
full. A particular problem is that it is often hard to establish the extent of an individual’s
authentic corpus, as many sermons appear to be falsely ascribed to famous early preachers
such as John Chrysostom and the Cappadocian Fathers. As a result of these challenges, we

still lack critical editions of many important homiletic collections.

1 A.M. Cameron 1991a, 79; cf. also Hartney 2004, 5, 50, and passim; Brown 2012, 72.

12 Cunningham 1986, 29; Allen 1997, 4.

13 See e.g. Allen and Mayer 1993, 260 ff.; Allen 1997, 5-8; Cunningham and Allen 1998, 1-20; Olivar 1998.
These articles underlie most of the following discussion on problems in studying early Christian homilies.
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It is also unclear how, why, and when, many of these sermons were preserved, and to what
extent they were edited between their delivery and their transmission in their current forms.
No one-size-fits-all answer will serve: some sermons seem to have been recorded more or
less verbatim by stenographers, others to have been extensively rewritten, either by the
author himself, or by later editors.!* It is not even certain whether all works written in the
form of ‘sermons’ were delivered orally or whether some were only ever intended for private
reading. This brings the very definition of the sermon into question; but if we wish to restrict
the label to apply only to those sermons which were delivered to an audience, the problem
then arises of how we determine which texts were so delivered.'® While in some cases the
presence of references to specific behaviour by the audience,® to particular contexts for
delivery, and to the act of preaching itself strongly suggest that the sermon was delivered
orally, the absence of such comments cannot always be taken to prove the opposite. This
problem becomes particularly acute if we take into account not only the sermons attributed
to ecclesiastical leaders who almost certainly did preach to their congregations, but also the
various collections of discourses on monastic and ascetic themes attributed to authors such
as lIsaiah of Scetis and Dorotheus of Gaza. Some periods present especial difficulties: as
suggested by Pauline Allen, one reason that sixth-century material has been particularly
neglected may be that some of its most notable collections survive only in translation (most
famously, the Cathedral Homilies of Severus of Antioch);!’ fewer scholars are comfortable
working with Syriac and Coptic material than with Greek, while the translation process

makes it even harder to assess the style of the sermon as originally delivered. All these and

14 See e.g. Rousseau 1998, 395. For evidence of the different transmission methods within the corpus of John
Chrysostom, see Goodall 1979, 62-78, with Mayer and Allen 2000, 30-1. Mary Cunningham has discussed
issues of transmission relating to Byzantine homilies in various studies, including Cunningham 1986, 1996,
and 2011.

15 Cunningham and Allen 1998, 1-2.

16 On this theme see esp. Olivar 1991, 786-811.

17 Allen 1998, 202-6.
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other difficulties have impeded the progress of scholarship on the early Christian sermon,

and, in particular, have practically precluded comprehensive overviews of the evidence.!®

The lack of such overviews makes it much harder to situate the corpus of an individual
author in its wider context. As | will argue, in order to understand the sermons of Symeon
the Younger, we need an appreciation of both the ecclesiastical traditions of preaching, as
exemplified by figures such as John Chrysostom and Severus of Antioch, and of the
monastic tradition of ascetic discourses, as typified by authors including Evagrius Ponticus
and lIsaiah of Scetis. Although little of what Symeon says is in itself original, the
combination of themes and approaches from these two traditions is unusual and striking.
But before analysing the contents of Symeon’s homilies, it is necessary first to examine in

some detail the evidence relating to the authorship and transmission of his corpus.

Authorship

Did Symeon the Younger write the sermons attributed to him in the manuscript tradition?
The question must be answered in several stages. It is worth stressing, first, that there is
nothing inherently implausible in the idea of a holy man delivering sermons which were
subsequently recorded. Early Christian hagiography makes it clear that holy men were
expected to preach, mostly to their monastic disciples, but sometimes, too, to lay and clerical

visitors.!® Innumerable saints’ Lives, not only of bishops,? but also of monks,?! depict their

18 An important exception is Olivar 1991, a detailed survey of diverse aspects of early Christian preaching in
east and west. Also of great importance is Ehrhard’s study of the evidence for the tradition and transmission
of early Christian hagiography and homilies (Ehrhard 1936-52).

19 Escolan stresses the importance of preaching for monks, and especially for stylites: Escolan 1999, 242-65.
20 See e.g. Life of Rabbula (pp.173 (line 7)-181 (line 11); John Rufus, Life of Peter the Iberian, 105 (p.158),
155-8 (pp.228-34), 163 (p.238), 179 (pp.258-62); Life of Severus of Antioch (pp.242-6); and Leontius of
Neapolis, Life of John the Almsgiver, 20-1 (pp.368-72), 42-3 (pp.393-7).

21 See e.g. Athanasius, Life of Antony, 16-43 (pp.176-252), 55 (pp.280-6), 91 (pp.366-70); Bohairic Life of
Pachomius e.g. 46 (pp.48-9), 69 (p.72), 86 (pp.95-6), 105 (pp.135-8); Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, Prologue
8-18 (pp.70-2), cc.13, (pp.120-2), 24-5 (pp.146-80), 27 (pp.182-4), 48 (pp.274-84); Life of Alexander
Akoimetos, 39 (pp.688-9), 44 (pp.692-3), 52 (p.700); Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of Euthymius, 9 (pp.16-18),
29 (pp.45-7), 39 (pp.57-8); Theodore of Petra, Life of Theodosius (pp.49 line 22-p.53 linel12); and Antony of
Choziba, Life of George of Choziba, 13 (pp.111-4), 18 (pp.116-8), 39 (pp.137-141).
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heroes as preachers and teachers. Some hagiographers even include the texts of long
discourses supposedly delivered by their saints;?? Athanasius seems to have set the trend
here, as he embedded within the Life of Antony a lengthy speech about demons and monks.?
In addition, several hagiographers claim that their heroes’ teachings were committed to
writing in their lifetimes, sometimes by their disciples, sometimes by the holy men
themselves.?* Although it is possible that some hagiographers invented such claims in an
attempt to prove that their Lives were based on good sources, the Canons of Shenoute seem
to confirm that some holy men sought to preserve and even institutionalise their own
teachings: Stephen Emmel has noted that the postscript to Shenoute’s first Canon—a
postscript apparently written by the holy man himself—demands that the leader of the
Shenoutian monasteries should ‘rely on it [i.e. the Canon] and not forget it or neglect to read
its words four times a year, as is appointed for us.”?® In view of this, it is perhaps surprising
that we do not possess more collections of sermons by holy men (although it is possible, if
rarely provable, that some saints’ Lives preserve authentic discourses delivered by their

heroes).

The Life of Symeon the Younger is one of the late antique saint’s lives to place the most
emphasis on its subject’s preaching.?® It reports that Symeon began to preach, with divine
inspiration, as a child: after the youth delivered a long sermon to the monks of his monastery,
the abbot John remarked “It was not he [i.e. Symeon] himself who said these things, but the

perfecting and all-holy Spirit from the father; for it is written: ‘you have prepared praise

22 See e.g. Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 24 (pp.146-78); Bohairic Life of Pachomius, e.g. 105 (pp.135-8);
George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 164 (pp.150-2); Antony of Choziba, Life of George of
Choziba, 13 (pp.111-4), 18 (pp.116-8), 39 (pp.137-41).

2 Athanasius, Life of Antony, 16-43 (pp.176-252).

24 See e.g. the First Greek Life of Pachomius, 99 (pp.66-7); Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 27 (p.184).

% Emmel 2004, 11, 562-3.

% See Van den Ven 1957, 7-8.
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from the mouth of babes and sucklings’.?” The hagiographer claims, soon afterwards, that
the brethren asked Symeon to speak to them about salvation, prompting a long discourse on
proper monastic behaviour.?® While still a child, Symeon prayed to God to send grace upon
him as he had upon his apostles and disciples, ‘so that | may utter words of eternal life for
the forgiveness of sins;’%° the purpose of preaching is thus defined as the salvation of the

audience. God, we are told, responded instantly:

While he was uttering this prayer, the holy spirit of God came down like a lamp upon
his heart, as he had asked, and filled him with wisdom and understanding; and he
was judged worthy of such grace that no-one could resist (as it is written) the wisdom
and spirit by which he spoke. He wrote discourses about monks, the penitence of the
laity, the incarnation of our Lord Jesus Christ, the future judgement, and hope,
explaining clearly things which are unknown to most people.*

This seems to imply that Symeon not only preached directly to the brothers, but also wrote
down [cuvétaooe] his discourses. The topics of the discourses as listed show some parallels
to those included in the extant sermon collection, which has led Van den Ven to suggest that
this passage may in fact be referring to this collection.* Although the hagiographer does
not, perhaps, stress Symeon’s preaching to the same extent in his adulthood, he does
continue to recount various shorter ethical speeches delivered by the saint throughout his
lifetime;®> he describes Symeon expounding the book of Job to the brethren;*® and,
incidentally, provides the text of several troparia the saint supposedly wrote in response to

a series of earthquakes.®* Symeon’s hagiographer thus presents Symeon as a potent

27 OvK o TOg AoAeT TadTa, GALY TO TATPUKOV Koi TEAEIOTIKOV TTavéytov Tvedpa: yéypamtot yép: “Ex oTtOpoTog
nmiov kol Laloviov kampticn aivov’: Life of Symeon, 24 (p.21).

2 jbid. 25 (pp.23-9).

2 fva Madfom pripato Lofic aimviov gig dpeoty apaptidyv: ibid. 35 (p.32).

30 Todta avtod mpocevyopuévo, katfilev Eaipvng domep Aapmdc T &ylov mvedpo tod Oeod &mi v
Kkapdiav adtod, Kabdmep NToato, kol EvEnincey adToV coeiag Kol cuvésemg: Tocadg 6& NEWWON xdptrog,
Hote INdEvo SHVAcHAL AVTIGTHVAL, KATH TO YEYPOUUEVOVY, T GOPIa Kol T@ TVELLATL @ EAGAEL. ZVETOOGE 8¢
AOyoUg mepl povay®dv Kol TepL petavoiog Aaikdv kol thg évavBpmnioemg tod Kvpiov nudv Tnood Xpiotod
Kai Tfig peAlovong kpicemg Kol EAidog, cap@dc Epunvedmv ta AavBdvovta Tovg ToAlovg: ibid. 35 (p.32).

31 Van den Ven 1957, 24.

32 See e.g. Life of Symeon, 52 (pp.47-8), 113 (pp.92-3), 166 (p.148), 171 (pp.152-3).

33 ibid. 124 (pp.106-7).

34 ibid. 105-7 (pp.84-7).
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preacher, claiming that he taught through both speech and the written word. Archaeology
may provide some support for this vision of Symeon as preacher: there are two-layered
benches cut into the walls at the sides of the open space surrounding Symeon’s column,
which could have provided seating for the audience of his discourses (although they could
also perhaps have seated pilgrims who merely wanted to look at the saint).®® Given the
evidence from Symeon’s Life, and from late antique hagiography more generally, that holy
men could compose discourses, we should not be suspicious, a priori, of the idea that a
collection of the stylite’s sermons might have survived, particularly since there does seem

to have been a collection made of his letters.2®

This does not, of course, prove that the collection which does survive under the saint’s name
is authentic. Hippolyte Delehaye, in his magisterial study of stylites, expressed serious
doubts about its attribution to Symeon, noting that ‘dans ce genre de littérature rien n’est
plus frequent que les compilations faites de lambeaux de toute provenance, et placees sous
le patronage de quelque nom illustre’, and claiming both that the sermons themselves
contain no indication that they were delivered by the stylite, and that the large number of
monks called Symeon who wrote on spiritual themes could have caused confusion.®’
Delehaye was writing several decades before the publication by Paul VVan den Ven in 1957
of the first four sermons in the collection. In the introduction to his edition, Van den Ven
proposed that the surviving sermons were based upon lost originals delivered by Symeon
himself, but that they had been rewritten in a more verbose style by a later editor.®® To my

knowledge, all but one of the (far from numerous) scholars who have subsequently dealt

3 Lafontaigne-Dosogne 1967, 94-5; Djobadze 1986, 60.

3 This is implied by the fact that the letter of the stylite quoted at the Second Council of Nicaea is described
as his ‘fifth’ letter: Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 179*.

37 Delehaye 1923, Ixxiv-Ixxv.

% Van den Ven 1957, 16-33.
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with Symeon’s sermons have accepted Van den Ven’s opinion of the origin of the text.*
Although in the following discussion | will challenge some aspects of his arguments, I
remain indebted to his presentation and analysis of the relevant material. I will look first at
the manuscript tradition and external evidence for the authorship of the sermons, before
moving on to consider evidence within the sermons themselves, and, crucially, the parallels

identified by Van den Ven between the sermons and the Life of Symeon the Younger.

The sermons survive in a small number of manuscripts, the earliest of which are from the
eleventh and twelfth centuries.*® The only manuscript to preserve the collection in its
entirety, Mount Athos Lavra gr.BE 71, dates from the twelfth century, and contains, in
addition to the sermons, the Life of Symeon the Younger, the Life of Martha, and several
liturgical texts devoted to the stylite and his mother. This manuscript serves as the basis for
Van den Ven’s edition of sermons 1-4. It was unknown to Angelo Mai, whose edition of
sermons 5-30 is based primarily upon Vaticanus gr.2021. Vaticanus gr.2021 originally
contained the full text of the sermons, but the first section, containing sermons 1-4, has been
lost.*! The manuscript was finished, according to its copyist Bartholomew the monk, in
1105. Mai also used another, incomplete, eleventh/twelfth-century manuscript from the
Vatican, Vaticanus gr.2089, the second fragment of which contains nine of Symeon’s
sermons, as well as extracts from other religious works. The final relevant manuscript,
Codex B.a.VII from the abbey of Grottaferrata, dates from the eleventh century and consists
only of Symeon’s eleventh and twelfth sermons. The texts of the sermons given in these

four manuscripts are extremely similar; all also use the same captions for the sermons

39 Thus Hester 1990, 332-3; Allen 1998, 204-5; see also CPG 11, 7367 (p.378). The exception is Olivar who,
in his brief notice on the collection, argues, recalling Delehaye, that the peculiarities of the text suggest that
it was a later compilation rather than an authentic record of Symeon’s preaching. He does not support his
arguments with any analysis of the text itself (Olivar 1991, 179-80).

40 My description of the manuscripts is based on that of Van den Ven 1957, 8-12.

41 Mai did, however, provide a text of sermon 4, derived from an edition by the Danish scholar Clausen on
the basis of a lost manuscript.
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(captions which identify ‘Symeon the stylite of the monastery of the Wonderful Mountain’
as the author of the texts, and which all specify the age at which the sermon was delivered,
within a range of ten to twenty-four years old). The Athos manuscript, and the two Vatican
manuscripts, ascribe the same numbers to the sermons, which is particularly noteworthy in
the case of Vaticanus gr.2089 as it contains only sermons 11, 14, 16, 22, 25, 26, 28 and 29.
Notes in the margins of the Athos manuscript instruct that sermons 1, 5, 8, and 22 were to
be read on specific feast days; Vaticanus gr.2089 contains the same instruction that sermon
22 should be read on the first Saturday of Lent*? (as mentioned, this manuscript does not
include sermons 1, 5, or 8, so could not repeat the instructions in those cases). The
uniformity of the manuscripts strongly suggests that there was already a collection of these
thirty sermons in circulation, attributed to Symeon the Younger, with the numbering and
captions that have survived, and, possibly, with some link to liturgical readings. The
surviving text is in many places very obscure, and this obscurity may well be partly due to

textual corruption in the source of all our manuscripts.

When was this collection made? It is impossible to be sure, but we do possess a crucial piece
of evidence proving that at least one of Symeon’s sermons was already circulating,
apparently under his name, long before the copying of the medieval manuscripts. John of
Damascus, in his third discourse on images, dating from the early eighth century,*® quotes
several lines of the eighth sermon in our collection, under the heading ‘from the great
Symeon of the Wonderful Mountain about icons.’** As John does not refer to the number of
the sermon, nor use its title, this cannot in itself be used to prove that the full collection as

we have described it already existed in the eighth century. Yet Van den Ven has argued

42 \/an den Ven 1957, 13 n.48.

43 Paul Speck has cast doubts on the dating of this text, as with many other iconophile texts, arguing that it in
fact was written in the ninth century. On Speck’s arguments, which have failed to win widespread
acceptance, see below pp.147 n19, 151-55.

44 John of Damascus, On Images, 3.126 (p.194). Cf. Van den Ven 1957, 23. The wording of the excerpt in
John of Damascus is extremely similar, but not identical, to that printed by Mai.
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persuasively that the whole collection is stylistically and thematically homogeneous,
implying that it was all the work of the same author.*® This does, then, suggest that the
collection must have been written, at the latest, in the early decades of the eighth century,
and that it was already attributed at this point to Symeon of the Wonderful Mountain (i.e.
Symeon the Younger), although it is possible that the captions and liturgical links were a
later development. Unfortunately, external evidence can take us no further; John of

Damascus is the earliest known author to refer to the sermons.

Internal evidence from the collection itself may provide more clues. We must, however, be
on our guard here, to avoid reading too much into the text; some pieces of evidence that
have been adduced by previous scholars to support Symeon’s authorship do not seem to me
compelling. Van den Ven, for example, argues that the author must have lived near Antioch,
since the sixth sermon was directed at an Antiochene landowner.*® This reference to
Antioch, however, only appears in the caption to the sermon;*’ in the body of the text, while
there are many attacks on wealth, and a rich person is addressed directly, there is no link
with a particular city. Given that, as mentioned, the captions all identify ‘Symeon the stylite
of the monastery of the Wonderful Mountain’ as the author of the sermons, the reference to
Antioch here seems of little value in identifying the collection’s authenticity; if we agree
that the captions are authentic, Symeon’s authorship must be accepted anyway. Although
Van den Ven notes that the captions do not always fit the contents of the sermons very
accurately,*® and suggests that they were added by the editor of the text,*® he nonetheless
regards them as preserving some genuine information, such as the young age at which

Symeon delivered the sermons.>® This is not, however, entirely compelling: while it is true

45 \/an den Ven 1957, 19-20.

46 \/an den Ven 1957, 22.

47 Where it is described as a speech ‘mpd¢ Tva kTiTOopa Avtioyeiog .
48 Van den Ven 1957, 12.

49 ibid. 32.

%0 jbid. 29.
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that at some points the speaker of the sermon seems to imply he is a young man, at other
points he presents himself as elderly: “When I repent, pleasures pass me by, and having old
age in mind, the tomb of death drags me, naked of the commands and unready, to the
judgement... I was revealed a flourishing tree, and having been corrupted by old age, [ am
cut down for burning. I am whitened grain, and I am harvested by angels with scythes.’
While this passage is doubtless largely rhetorical, it is difficult to imagine it being delivered,
as the caption claims, by a thirteen-year old! It is thus far from clear that the captions are

genuine, and they cannot be used as strong evidence to associate the text with Symeon.

Other scraps of evidence adduced by Van den Ven are more suggestive.>? In the first sermon,
unknown to Mai (and by extension Delehaye) the speaker’s name is identified as Symeon
[‘I, your slave, Symeon’].>® Van den Ven has argued that the allusion to the speaker’s
‘station [otdoemg pov]’ in the same sermon is a reference to his ‘station’ as a stylite on his
column. In the first sermon the speaker also claims to have been young when he first became
an ascetic: ‘And having stretched my hands towards you, my saviour, | will leap with joy
and with the corps of the bodiless ones and all the prophets and apostles of the ages, the
martyrs, the confessors and those of the same age as me when | began my asceticism, the
children killed by Herod [emphasis mine]’>* which would fit the claim in the Life of Symeon

that Symeon first joined his monastery aged six, and ascended his first column at the age of

six or seven.®® On their own, these pieces of evidence are not decisive; while the picture of

51 kai Btov petavod, T tepmval pe dtoPaivet, kod T yiipag Exovtog pov katd vodv, 1) Taen pe tod favitov
YOUVOV T@V EVTOADV Kol AVETOLLOV EAKEL TPOG TNV KPIoWY....QuTOV dvedelyOnv e000AES, Kal €K THG
naAaiotnTog dlaplapeig EkkOTTONNL TPOG KATAKAVOY. 61T0G el AeVKAVOELG, Kol VIO TAV dPETAVIGTAOV
ayyéhmv BgpiCopar. Sermon 10.2 (p.46).

52 vvan den Ven 1957, 21-2.

53 &y 6 50dLdg cov Tvpemv: Sermon 1 (p.35).

5 kai Tag YEIPAC LoV TPOC 68 TAVHGHG, TOV GMTAPA OV, GLGKIPTHGH Tf] EDPPOSVHVT Kol TOMTEIYL TV
ACOUATOV KOl TAVTOV THV 6 aidvog TPOeNT@Y Kal GTOGTOADY, HAPTUP®V, OLOAOYNTAV Kol 7V de’ 0ol
fp&dunv ¢ doxnoews aovnlikwy wov v vwo Hpmdov dvoirpebiviwv mardiwv: ibid.

% Life of Symeon,10-12 (pp.10-12); 15 (pp.13-4), 258 (p.223); cf. Van den Ven’s discussion of the
chronology of his life: Van den Ven 162-70, |, 124*-130*.
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the speaker that emerges—of an ascetic, from a young age, with a ‘station’, called
Symeon—certainly would fit Symeon the Younger well, Delehaye’s suggestion that the
sermons could have been the work of another Symeon who was later confused with the more

famous stylite remains possible.

Yet there is a final, crucial, piece of evidence that seems to prove that the ‘Symeon’ of the
first sermon is to be identified with Symeon Stylites the Younger. Van den Ven has shown
the existence of indisputable connections between several passages in the sermon collection
and some episodes in the Life of Symeon the Younger.® In two cases, we find accounts of
the same vision in the sermons and in the Life, but in the sermon collection they are
recounted in the first person, as if seen by the speaker himself, while in the Life, they are
reported in the third person, as visions which Symeon saw as a child. In one of these visions,
recounted in the ninth sermon and in the eighteenth chapter of the Life, Symeon is said to
have seen the devil with his hordes of demons. Both versions refer to much the same
details—musical instruments, the devil’s diadem, gold and precious stones, Sin the devil’s
daughter, and the sign of the cross scattering the demons—even if in a somewhat different
order. There are also clear verbal links between the two: in sermon 9, for example, the
speaker reports ‘and I have seen the spirit of avarice, a plague and sordidly greedy of gain,
gaping to swallow up the world’;®" while the Life recounts ‘there he saw the spirit of
wickedness and forgetfulness and laziness and the spirit of avarice gaping to swallow up the

world.”%®

In the second example, both texts seem to be referring to the same event—an occasion on

which Symeon was tempted by lust in a dream, but was saved after swearing never to

5% van den Ven 1957, 24 ff.

57 kai TO TIC Prhapyvpiag 160V Tvedpo AoOV Kol aicypokepdii keynvoto Tod KATATIEV TOV KOGHOV:
Sermon 9.5 (p.41).

58 kel €10 mvedpo movnpiag koi AONG koi padvpiog kai Tveduo eihapyvpiag yaivov Tod Katamelv Tov
kocpov: Life of Symeon, 18 (pp.15-6).
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succumb and after taking the Eucharist—Dbut, interestingly, it is recounted in almost entirely
different terms. In the Life, the narrative is fairly straightforward: the hagiographer reports
that Satan tried to tempt Symeon with titillating dreams, but that Symeon resisted him
through the power of God; he woke up and lamented, praying to God for mercy; he then
saw a ‘holy minister, a priest from the altars above’,* carrying a cup of the Eucharist; the
place was filled with a sweet smell; and the heavenly minister made Symeon swear that he
would never succumb to lust. The account in the ninth sermon is less clear: the speaker
reports that he fell asleep, saw visions of pleasure, resisted them, understanding that they
were the work of the devil; that he was bound by an oath on the body of Christ that he would
not succumb to lust, and that this dispelled the vision. He then reports: ‘I made promises to
Christ of virtues and of prayers, receiving with a sweet smell, in the partaking of life, his
body and blood, to which I swore my oath, through a wise man. And in him | recovered
from the vision of the spectacle.’®® The two accounts are clearly closely linked: features that
appear in both include temptation in a dream, an oath not to succumb to lust, the taking of
the Eucharist, a sweet smell, and the involvement of a virtuous man. But the sermon is more
concise, and much less clear, than the Life: most notably, whereas the Life reports that a
heavenly priest appeared and brought the Eucharist, the sermon only states that the speaker
took the Eucharist ‘through a wise man’.5! Unfortunately, this cannot obviously be used to
prove the direction of the relationship between the texts; while it is possible that the author
of the sermons presupposed a knowledge of the account in the Life, and therefore felt able

to write allusively, it is equally possible (perhaps even more likely) that the hagiographer,

59 8yov Aertovpydv £k TV dvadev Bustaotnpiov mpecPotepov: ibid. 35 (p.34).

80 kai T XploTd cuVTaydg ApeTdV Kol edydY Emoovuny, dexopevog net’ dcufc evndiag év petodnyet {mic
70 odUO Kol TO oipe avTod, gic & EmoTOsauY TOV Epkov, 51 GvEpdg cuveTod. Kol &v adTd THY avivnyy
Eoyov 8K Tiic Opaoewmc tod Bedpuarog: Sermon 9.2 (p.39).

51 A subsequent passage in the same sermon may also refer to this incident, in equally oblique terms: it
speaks of the demons of fornication and wickedness screaming at Symeon but being dismissed by a saint
from heaven: Sermon 9.7 (pp.42-3).
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if he was drawing on the text of the sermon, would have felt the need to develop and clarify

its words.

The third example of a relationship between the sermon collection and the Life is of a
different nature. Rather than a vision recounted in the first person in the sermons, and in the
third person in the Life, we find the same sermon (in variant versions) delivered directly in
both. In chapter 24 of the Life, the hagiographer reports that the saint, as a boy, delivered a
speech, and proceeds to give a text which is clearly connected to the third sermon in the
collection. | provide a translation of both sermons in parallel below, in order to show both
the close relationship between them, and the different styles of each.? | translate the version
given in the Life in full; for reasons of space, | have omitted (but marked) a passage from
the third sermon of the collection which is not paralleled in the Life. Parts of the sermon
which are impossible to translate into comprehensible English are italicised. | also give a
translation of select passages from the Fourth Book of Maccabees, which seems to have

inspired the sermon.%®

Life of Symeon Stylites Sermon 3 4 Maccabees®

the Younger, c.24.

Pious reason is the master
of the emotions and it is
co-bound to the body, and
as a machine holds
together the breaths
which are drawn and is
held together by them,
thus also the body and the
emotions moved in the
body appear ruled by
pious reason.

Pious reason is the master of
the emotions; for it is bound
to the body, and as a machine
holds together the [breaths]
which are drawn, so it is held
together by the examination
and condemnation of
reasonings that are poured
out, so that the body and the
emotions moved in the body
appear [ruled] by dominant
reason.

1.1: The subject that I am
about to discuss is most

philosophical, that s,
whether pious reason is
sovereign over the
emotions.

1.7: 1 could prove to you
from many and various
examples that reason is the
master of the emotions.

62| have chosen to provide translations rather than the original Greek since Van den Ven 1957, 41-6, has

already presented the two passages in Greek, without translation, in parallel.

8 Van den Ven notes the connection to 4 Maccabees in a footnote (Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 20), but does
not explore it in detail. | give the passages here as | believe that they may help to identify the relationship

between the different versions of Symeon’s sermon.
84 My translations here are based closely on that of the NRSV: | have made only minor changes to highlight
points of comparison with the Symeon texts.
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For God, having created
man in the beginning,
established in him a mind
as a commander [and]
charioteer, as a judge of
the whole body and an
examiner of the good and
bad thoughts that happen
in us.

And so no-one is [s0]
mindless that he is
ignorant of what is
profitable, but we also
recognise that those who
have done bad things will
not escape the coming
judgement. For if the
desires of pleasures
overcome us and we are
besieged by them and we
do not rather bravely fight
against their attacks, we
are found transgressors of
our promises and are
condemned justly.

For God, having created man
in the beginning, put in his
heart a mind as a commander,
like horses and charioteers of
our whole body, creating the
chariot with four wheels
through dryness and wetness
and hot and cold, from which
things we run up to the
separation of the soul and the
body, of the joints and the
marrows, distinguishing by
our governing mind the onset
of good things and of
worthless things, and
examining them in us, both
the good things and the bad
things, and controlling our
thoughts like some rein on a
horse we roll towards the
tracks of the desires in us...
[the speaker develops the
metaphor of the charioteer
and chariot for several further
lines].

For no-one is mindless of
discernment for what is
profitable, just as we know of
what is bad that when we do
them [the doers] are brought
to judgement.

And so desire is defeated and
has been overcome by
reasonings. For whenever we
desire the smoothness of
pleasure, let us not fall into
the destruction of
transgression, if our reason
doesn’t wish it.

Just as it is possible to
compare a tree with
offshoots [rapaguadag],
whose branches when it is
neglected are lowered, thus
also reason, by not rousing
the soft rests of the body
towards the trunk dries out

2.21-2 Now when God
fashioned man, he planted
his emotions and
inclinations, but at the
same time he enthroned
the mind among the senses
as a sacred commander
over them all.

Just as pleasure and pain
are two plants growing
from the body and the
soul, so there are many
offshoots [rapapuadec]
of these plants, each of
which the master
cultivator, reason, weeds
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For none of us is able not
to desire, since this
attaches to us naturally.
But not yielding to
pleasure, since pious
reason prevails, as well as
fear of judgement, is of
our own choosing.
Likewise we can put a
stop to anger through the
same reason. Let us rein
in gluttony and the
cravings begotten from
this through prayer and
laborious fasting. Let us
not only turn away
greediness as prohibited,
but let us also hate it.
The divine law too
testifying in advance says
this: “You will not desire
the wife of your
neighbour, nor his field,
nor his male servant, nor
his female servant, nor
any of his possessions”
[Deuteronomy 5:21],
teaching us through these
things not to be
conquered by desire for
woman, nor by vainglory
or pretension, nor to be
controlled by anger, nor
to be defeated by gluttony
or avarice or other bad
desires.

the offshoots [rapaguadac]
of desires, that is yearnings.

For none of us is able not to
desire, having been born so by
nature. But not yielding to
pleasure, since pious
reasoning prevails, we can
[achieve] easily on account of
fear of judgement. And none
of us can be completely
delivered from evil
dispositions and anger. But
through the good victory of
reason we can assist our anger
to resistance and changing.
None of us again can prevent
gluttony and the cravings
from it; but we can bridle
gluttonous indulgence and the
desires from it. The God-
given law too testifying
reminds us of this, saying,
“You will not desire the wife
of your neighbour, nor his
field, nor his male servant,
nor his female servant, nor
any of his possessions”,
[Deuteronomy 5:21] through
which things he revealed that
we should not be conquered
by desire for woman, if one of
us desires it, nor to be
flattered by vainglory from
much pretension, nor to be
controlled by anger, nor to be
possessed by gluttony and
avarice. Just as desire is one,
many are the many-branched
thoughts of its protuberances,
as for instance we desire to be
gluttonous, to fornicate, to
love money, to be vain, and
we apply to the body the same
muddiness of pleasure
towards each passion of
desires.

and prunes and ties up
and waters and
thoroughly irrigates, and
so tames the jungle of
habits and emotions.
3.2-4: None of us can
eradicate that kind of
desire, but reason can
provide a way for us not to
be enslaved by desire.
None of us can eradicate
anger from the mind, but
reason can help us to deal
with anger. None of us can
eradicate malice, but
reason can fight at our side
so that we are not
overcome by malice. For
reason does not uproot the
emotions but is their
antagonist.

2.5 Thus the law says,
“You will not desire the
wife of your neighbour,
nor any of his
possessions.”
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But also the Lord because
of this showed two paths,
the former, narrow one
leading to life those who
walk on it and are zealous
to behave well in this life,
but the other, broad one,
leading to destruction
those who scorn the
virtues [cf. Matt 7:13].
Thus he proclaims: ‘What
| say to you in the
darkness, tell in the
light.” [Matt 10:27] Now,
thinking on and doing bad
things bears the likeness
of the darkness, [a
likeness] condemning
those who have sinned,;
but choosing, through
good behaviour, that
which is good and just,
leads to the eternal light
to come. And so let us
master pleasures with
pious reason, and let us
turn away every bad and
sin-loving desire,
emulating the lives and
toils of the saints and the
glory which is prepared
for them and the difficult-
to-describe command on
account of which we
should stay awake and
always pray, being freed,
as brothers, by the
freedom of Christ our
God [cf. Galatians 5:1],
who will guard all of us
for the glory of his
majesty, Amen.’

But because of this the Lord
shows two paths to reason
mastering the passions, both a
narrow and a broad, the
former leading towards life on
account of behaving well in
this life, but the other leads
those who neglect the virtues
towards destruction. [cf. Matt
7:13] Thus he proclaims:
‘What I say to you in
darkness, tell in the light.”
[Matt 10:27] For thinking on
bad things bears the likeness
of the darkness which
condemns those who have
sinned; but choosing, through
doing good, that which is
good and just, is a witness of
your virtue and life towards
the deathless light to come.
And so whenever we feel
delight in this age and the
world within it, strengthening
pious reason let us turn away
every impassioned and sin-
loving desire, emulating the
toils of the saints for the sake
of the prepared glory and
indescribable command, on
account of which we should
stay awake in petitions and in
fastings and be enslaved in
righteousness [cf. Romans
6:18] to the lifestyle of
maximum virtue, being freed
by the freedom of Christ our
God [cf. Galatians 5:1], who
will guard all of us for the
glory of his majesty, with
whom and to the father with
the Holy Spirit glory is now
and for ever and for all
eternity, <Amen>.”
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Some general observations can be made. The sermons given in the Life and the sermon
collection clearly have a far closer relationship to each other than they do to 4 Maccabees;
there can be no suggestion that they were drawn independently from the biblical text. I will
return to the relationship between the sermons and 4 Maccabees below. Generally, the
version of the sermon in the sermons collection is longer and more elaborate than that in the
Life (in particular, it contains more developed similes). Neither text is decisively ‘better’
than the other: on the one hand, various parts of the sermon in the collection verge on the
incomprehensible (as marked by italics), but on the other, at several points this version
makes better sense than the text of the Life. Thus, for example, the exhortation in the last
part of the sermon that we should ‘turn away every....desire, emulating the toils of the saints
for the sake of the prepared glory’, seems more coherent than the comparable passage in the
Life: ‘let us turn away every....desire, emulating the lives and toils of the saints and the
glory which is prepared for them’. It seems more comprehensible to urge the audience to
emulate the toils ‘for the sake of” the glory, rather than, like the Life, to urge them to emulate
the glory itself. In any case, little can be achieved by efforts to show which text makes better
sense: even if one were clearly more logical than the other, this would not prove the direction
of the relationship between them. The more logical text could be the original, from which
the later version has been corrupted, but it could, equally plausibly, represent a later effort

to make sense of a confused and difficult original.

The question remains, therefore, of what relationship the Life and the sermon collection bear
to each other. Van den Ven argued that neither text could be directly dependent upon the
other, because if it were, the author would have utilised more of the material available to
him (it is notable that the three above examples appear to be the only instances of the texts’

interdependence, despite both works being fairly lengthy).%® He suggested, in consequence,

55 Van den Ven 1957, 30-32.
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that both texts drew on an earlier, no longer extant, record of Symeon’s sermons preserved
at his monastery. In his view, given the verbal parallels between some of the passages just
cited, both the relevant passages of the Life and the extant sermon collection must be closely
based on this original collection (which I shall refer to as Ur-Sermons). He thinks, however,
that Symeon’s hagiographer was more faithful to Ur-Sermons than was the redactor of the
extant sermon collection. His argument is based on stylistic grounds: he contrasts ‘la
simplicité spontanée, la clarté et la logique de 1’exposé’ of the passages in the Life with ‘le
maniérisme lourd, I’absence de cohésion et d’équilibre, la verbosité, la recherche souvent
peu heureuse de I’effet, 1’abus des comparaisons, la médiocrité pour tout dire, qui déparent
I’autre texte [i.e. the sermon collection]. ® The stylite, in his opinion, could not possibly
have preached in such bad style; it must have been the work of a subsequent editor, who

rewrote the whole collection.

Van den Ven’s arguments here are, however, problematic. First, it is not clear that his
argument that neither text can be dependent on the other holds water. While it is true that it
is surprising that the parallels are so few in number, this problem is not resolved by
proposing the existence of the Ur-Sermons collection, as the same question remains: why
did the two authors, although using the same source material (which VVan den Ven implies
would have been of roughly the same length as the extant collection), only excerpt such a
small number of comparable passages? While the existence of Ur-Sermons cannot be ruled
out, it does not help to resolve this difficulty, and therefore is not a necessary hypothesis.
Furthermore, his argument that the version of the sermons preserved in the Life is closer to
the original than that in the sermons collection is based on little more than his preference
for the style of the former. We cannot assume that Symeon (or whoever wrote the original

version of the sermons) would have had a simple style, particularly if, as is possible, the

% ibid. 31.
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sermons were originally composed in written form, rather than delivered extempore (or if
they were rewritten after delivery). There is thus no positive evidence that the shorter

version of the sermon in the Life is primary, and that in the sermon collection secondary.

Indeed, one piece of evidence suggests that in fact the longer version of the sermon is
original. To analyse this, we must return to the above table comparing the two versions of
the sermon on ‘pious reason’ to selected passages from 4 Maccabees. Although Van den
Ven noted that the sermon was connected to Maccabees, he did not explore the parallels in
any detail. As the table shows, in most instances of parallels between Maccabees and the
Symeon sermon, the parallels are found in both versions of the sermon. Yet in one case,
highlighted in bold in the table, we find an apparent parallel between the biblical text and
the text in the sermon collection which has no parallel in the version of the sermon in the
Life. Unfortunately, one phrase in the middle of the excerpt from the sermon is impossible
to translate (as marked in italics). The general sense is, however, clear: the sermon-writer
uses imagery of a tree with many offshoots, and later suggests that these offshoots are
desires, and that reason can, through careful cultivation, dry them out; reason is thus
presented as mastering the desires, in a horticultural image. This is very similar to the sense
of the imagery in 4 Maccabees 1.28, although there are differences in details (the Maccabees
text, which is much clearer, describes two plants, pleasure and pain, with many offshoots,
which reason ‘the master cultivator’ weeds, prunes, and irrigates, thereby taming the
emotions). In common with the other parallels between Maccabees and this sermon (also
shown in the table), the similarities are largely at the level of concept rather than language,
but both texts do use the unusual word ‘mapoagvdadec’ [offshoots]. Given that the original
sermon was clearly inspired by 4 Maccabees, and contains several such thematic parallels
with the text, it seems highly likely that this horticultural image was contained in the original

version of the sermon. It does not appear at all in the shorter version of the sermon in the
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Life, and this absence suggests that this text is a condensed form of the original; the
hagiographer omitted the imagery of the plant/tree, perhaps reflecting his preference for a
simpler style. The alternative interpretation, that the author of the sermon collection, when
writing up the shorter version of the sermon in the Life, decided to add his own additional
allusion to (but not direct citation from) 4 Maccabees, is much less likely. One example is
not conclusive, but it does provide strong support to the view that the longer version of the

sermons, as preserved in the sermon collection, represents an earlier version of the text.

It seems, then, that the version of the sermons as preserved in the collection is probably prior
to that in the Life (although it may, like many ancient works, have undergone revisions in
the processes of transmission and reuse). Given that the Life is itself likely to be an early
text, compiled or written at Symeon’s monastery reasonably soon after his death,®’ this
implies at the very least that the sermon collection had an early date and a strong connection
with the same monastery; surely the author of the Life would not have accepted a collection
written elsewhere as the authentic words of the saint. It cannot be proven that Symeon
himself was the author, rather than an early disciple of his, but it should be regarded as a
strong possibility. At the very least, the collection was closely associated with his cult and

monastery, and is as such eminently worthy of further stylistic and thematic examination.

Genre

Symeon’s sermons are difficult to classify in terms of genre. They do not fit into some of
the most prominent categories of the sermons of ecclesiastical preachers, being neither
exegetical, festal, nor panegyrical.®8 They contain next to nothing to tie them to any

particular event or occasion for preaching. In the main, they deal with moral themes,

57 See below pp.147-56.

8 Cunningham and Allen note rightly that we should not be too concerned with classifying sermons into
particular genres; many fall between several (Cunningham and Allen 1998, 19. Cf. also Mayer and Allen
2000, 29). Symeon’s sermons sometimes have exegetical and panegyrical elements, but these are limited in
scope and are never the main focus of any single discourse.
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exhorting the audience to reform their behaviour in view of the coming Judgement. To show
the range of topics covered, | give below a table showing the contents of the sermons,
including both their titles in the manuscripts and my own brief summary of their key themes

(the latter is important since the titles, as suggested above, may be later additions, and do

not always reflect the contents of the sermon accurately).®®

Title (age delivered) Main themes
1 | About the great benefactions of The great goods prepared for the saints in
God (10) heaven; Symeon’s plea to Christ to count him
among them

2 | About self-control and faith and | Moral/spiritual themes: faith and works; faith,

deeds (10) hope and love

3 | About emotions and thoughts Pious reason as master of the emotions

(11)
4 | About asceticism through the The dangers demons pose to monks; monastic
visions of which he was judged values
worthy, about the things which
God revealed to him so as to
know, in the purity of his heart,
everything (11)
5 | On the struggle of the prophets The endurance of the prophets and martyrs
and apostles and martyrs (11)

6 | To alandowner of Antioch (12) | The lure of worldly pleasures and wealth; the
eternal punishment for those who succumb to
them

7 | About repentance and The power of repentance; Christ as doctor; the

compunction (12) weight of sin

8 | About those who are proud and Danger of wealth and pride; need for

sin fearlessly (12) renunciation; the errors of pagans and sins of
pagan ‘gods’; defence of icons

9 | A teaching to monks about the Demonic attacks on monks; speaker’s visions

specific deceptive appearance of | of and encounters with demons
the demons (13)
10 | About the uncertainty of human | The transience of the earth; a painful death and
life (13) eternal punishment for sinners; rewards for the
virtuous
11 | About the bad death of the sinner | Painful death of sinners and eternal
and restful passing-away of the punishment; rewards for the virtuous; call for
just (14) repentance; futility of wealth and reputation.

8 Van den Ven provides a list of the Greek captions, with some minor variations from those printed by Mai,
with a brief summary of their contents (Van den Ven 1957, 13-6). I translate Van den Ven’s text.

01 have provided only short forms of the titles since most begin with the same formula: ‘Homily of the holy
abba Symeon the stylite of the monastery on the Wonderful Mountain, which God caused him to speak, like
Daniel, through the holy spirit, about...’
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12 | About the second coming of the | Last Judgement; punishment of the rich;
Word God and the just retribution | reward of saints.

(14)

13 | About those who have fallen Punishment of the proud and greedy;
through pride away from the importance of humility; inevitability of
commands of God (14) judgement

14 | About the temporary and fanciful | Punishment of rich and rulers; exaltation of the
conceit of the rich and their poor; wicked behaviour of the rich
condemnation at the tribunal of
Christ (14)

15 | About those who deify the yoke | Marriage/sex do not create children—God
of marriage (14) does; marriage is good, but virginity better.

16 | About those who are proud and Sins of the rich; their future punishment;
sin fearlessly (15) problems with their almsgiving; all men are

brothers; harmonious vision of ideal social
hierarchy

17 | About the theatre of the saints in | Comparison between actors/theatre and the
piety, from the example of pious; need for asceticism; coming judgement
worldly pleasures (15)

18 | About the army of the pious who | Comparison between soldiers in service of
through their better struggle mortal king and the ascetics fighting for God.
please [God] (15) Ascetic virtues. Punishment in store for rich

and worldly.

19 | About compunction and about Transience of the world; virginity; eternal
virginity and divine love and punishment for sinners
error and the transience of life
(16)

20 | A teaching about divine grace, Fragility of world; eternity of punishment;
the governor of man (16) need for asceticism; divine providence;

wickedness of oppressors

21 | About the prepared Gehenna and | Eternal punishment for sinners; the virtue of
about the good things which God | the saints; the failings of many lazy monks; the
has promised to the saints (16) different demons and their ways of attacking

monks

22 | About the soul at the exit from Pain of death; revelations about the soul’s
the body and the spirits which journey after leaving the body; moral failings
meet it, the powers of evil, and of present generation; the joy for virtuous souls
the praises of God and the saints, | in heaven.
and about those who are found in
sins, through the visions of which
he was judged worthy (17)

23 | About the active way of life of Goals and dangers of monasticism; need for
the monk (17) humility; eternal judgement

24 | Exhortation towards a virgin (18) | Glory of virginity; true virginity requires all

virtues

25 | About the virtues and firmness of | Monks equally/more virtuous than martyrs.

monks (21)

Demonic attacks on monks and their failure in
face of monks’ virtues.
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26 | About...the divine visions and Futility of temporal world; eternal joy of
revelations of which he was heaven; need for continual search for God,;
deemed worthy (23) weakness of Devil due to Christ’s sacrifice;
virtues and purity; the virtues of prophets,
apostles, martyrs, and ascetics.

27 | Exhortation towards those who Transience of world; salvation of just and

rave in despair and think that life | destruction of sinners; sinfulness of the monks
will be ended with the flesh (23) | of the current time.

28 | Ascetic [homily] (24) Rewards of former holy fathers; sinfulness in
store for current monks unless they repent;
danger of ignoring the signs of God’s anger
29 | Exhortation towards those who Current monks failing to live up to standards of

say that they are martyrs but former saints. Monastic virtues. Christ’s
cannot tolerate a slight incarnation and our salvation.
observation (24)

30 | About the visions of which he Christ calling the saints to become heirs; the
was deemed worthy (24) end times; speaker’s own knowledge of

paradise; God a creator; saints in heaven; our
current sinfulness.

As the table suggests, a few of the sermons deal with particular virtues (such as sermon 24,
on virginity), or particular vices (sermon 6 is one of several focused largely on love of
wealth), but many lack a specific focus, either touching on a wide range of virtues and vices
or simply exhorting the audience to reform in generalised terms. Recurrent themes, which
will be explored in more detail below, include asceticism, demonic attacks on monks, the
wickedness of wealth, and eschatology. There is next to no formal theological or doctrinal

content, and certainly no explicit reference to the Christological debates of the age.”*

The sermons’ structure is often loose, and the author’s chain of thought difficult to follow.
Sermon 2, for example, begins with an obscure sentence about solitary self-control, double
virtue, and the triple crown; briefly refers to the image of pious reason as charioteer of the
body developed at length in sermon 3;7? then discusses, at greater length, the need for both

faith and deeds; it continues, with a rather clumsy transition, to argue that God is invisible

1 On this theme in relation to Symeon’s cult, see below pp.162-72.
72 See above pp.87-90.
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to human eyes; and then moves on to discuss the ‘triple virtue’ of faith, hope and love
(perhaps echoing the single/double/triple language of the opening section, but in different
terms); then briefly returns to the theme of faith and deeds before concluding. Some sermons
are structured more clearly: sermon 5 begins with praise for the patient struggle of the
prophets and martyrs; it then lists various persecuted figures from the Old and New
Testaments and their afflictions; it discusses their courage in the face of hardship and
persecution in more general terms, before ending by exhorting its audience to imitate their
virtues. Several sermons have more distinctive structures: a few, for example, are based
around extended similes (including sermons 17 and 18, which use similes of the theatre and
of the army respectively, although in both cases the simile is abandoned in the final few

paragraphs of the sermon).

In many respects, Symeon’s sermons are most reminiscent of the ‘ethical’ discourses of
various ascetic authors.” There are many structural, stylistic and thematic parallels between
his works and those of famous monastic authors such as Evagrius of Pontus, Isaiah of Scetis,
and Dorotheus of Gaza, including his interest in demonic attacks on monks’* and more
generally, the lack of a specific festal or exegetical focus for the works. Yet there are
important differences between Symeon’s work and most of these ascetic collections. First,
Symeon’s collection is unusually homogeneous, in that all of it is written in homiletic form.
To my knowledge, homogeneous, purely homiletic collections by ascetic authors are rare.
The so-called ‘Discourses’ of Isaiah of Scetis, for example, contain many texts in homily
form, but also various other genres, including lists of precise instructions,” records of

‘sayings’ by the holy man in the style of the Apopthegmata Patrum; lamentations; and

8 Cf. Cunningham and Allen 1998, 7; Allen 1998, 208.

4 See below pp.112-7.

S There is, admittedly, no clear distinction between the homily and the instructions/monastic rule genre;
some works contain elements of both.
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letters.”® Evagrius’s ethical corpus includes lists of proverbs/maxims, letters, and
instructions, as well as many sermon-style discourses.”” Given the difficulties of
distinguishing between these genres, and of knowing how these authors’ corpora were
transmitted, this point should not perhaps be pressed too far. Yet another, more important,
difference between Symeon’s sermons and these ascetic collections remains. The most
characteristic ascetic collections appear to be targeted exclusively at monks, and therefore
deal only with topics of direct relevance to them. Some of Symeon’s sermons do likewise
presuppose a monastic audience,’® as is made clear in sermon 28: ‘O monks, let us lament
being called monks. We did not remain monks, having consorted with the deeds of the
demons.’’® Yet other passages imply that the audience for at least some of the sermons
included lay people.? In particular, the many sections containing detailed attacks on the rich
and their luxurious lifestyles are far more reminiscent of the preaching of John Chrysostom
to his Antiochene and Constantinopolitan congregations than of the ascetic discourses
mentioned above.?! When monastic authors discuss the dangers of wealth, it tends to be with
reference to monastic concerns: they urge monks, for example, not to insist on a high price

for their handiwork; 82 not to accumulate wealth for almsgiving®; and not to worry about

76 Although, again, some of the ‘letters’ in the collection contain homiletic elements; distinguishing between
genres is very problematic. For general discussion of the Discourses of Isaiah of Scetis (which are still in
need of a detailed scholarly study) see the introductions to the French translation (the Monks of Solesmes
1970, 3-41) and to the English translation (Chryssavgis and Penkett 2002, 13-37). There is as yet no critical
edition of Isaiah’s works, and both translators base their texts on unpublished manuscripts; | therefore cite
the English translation directly.

" Evagrius’s works have received uneven scholarly treatment: some still lack good critical editions, while
others have been much better served. Sinkewicz discusses all the works in his English translation thereof
(Sinkewicz 2003). In what follows | use, for convenience, the English titles to the works provided by
Sinkewicz.

8 See below pp.109-17.

9 <G povoryol, KAAOGMIEY LOVO Ol KAAOVIEVOL [LOVOL(OL OVK EUSIVALEY GUUTOAMTEVGAILEVOL TOTG EPYOIC TGV
dopovarv’: Sermon 28.2 (p.142).

80 See Van den Ven 1957, 18 (although he relies perhaps too much on the captions to the sermons — for the
dangers of this see above pp.83-4).

81 On these passages, see below pp.126-42.

8 E.g. Isaiah of Scetis, Ascetic Discourses, 4 (trans. pp.58-9).

8 E.g. Evagrius of Pontus, Foundations, 4 (col 1256). Compare also Evagrius, On Thoughts, 21 (p.226).
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saving money to look after themselves when they are sick, or too old to work.2* Symeon’s
evocation, and condemnation, of the luxurious lives of wealthy lay people is of a very
different nature: in sermon 14, for example, addressing a (presumably hypothetical) rich

man, he reproaches him:

For in luxury of foods you nourish your flesh into food for the unsleeping worm;
and saluting the one above you in wealth, on account of a perishable fantasy, you set
at naught the pauper, who is justified in the Lord; and you besmirch your bed in
sleeping with alien women; and in sleeping with transgressive men, you look at
yourself as if you possessed a deathless head, dressed in soft garments; and elevating
your desires in dances of women, and in fantasy of attendants on both sides, sittings
of horses, in overlooking of the poor; and with blasphemous words, and purchasing
of ?eauty, besides the other things which you do which it is shameful even to speak
of .8

I will discuss his treatment of wealth in more detail below, but it will suffice for now to
note, first, that it distinguishes his work from that of many of his ascetic predecessors, and,
second, that it suggests that his audience included laymen as well as monks. This in turn
may imply that the sermons were delivered orally, rather than being intended solely as
reading material for the monks of his monastery, although it seems likely that they also

served the latter function.®

Style
The style of the sermon collection has met with heavy criticism. As mentioned above, Van
den Ven argued that their style was so poor that they could not have been written by Symeon

himself. Allen has agreed with this verdict, referring to the collection’s ‘torturous and

8 E.g. Evagrius of Pontus, Praktikos, 9 (11, p.512); compare also Isaiah of Scetis, Ascetic Discourses, 17
(trans. p.131).

8 &v yop omatdhn Bpoudtov EKTpépelg Gov Tog clpKog £ig Bpdua ToD dKkoéTon GKOANKOG: Kai
aomalopuevog TOV VIEP o€ v ¥pLoi®, Evekey pavtaciog eOaptig, ££0v0eveilg TévTa SESIKAUMUEVOV TOPA TG
0e®* woivelg 8¢ TNV oTpOUVAY £V Koltalg yuvaikadv dAlotpiov: kai ovuy[ka]0gvdnoet avdpdv Topavopmy,
APopas €ic EaVTOV MG ABAVATOV KEQPOATNY KEKTNUEVOG, &V HOANKOTG ipatiowg NUelecpévog: Kai petempilov
gmBopiog cov &v opyépact MNAvwv, Kai pavracia papdovymy Ekatépwbeyv, kadicpoot tnwv, Tapopacel
TTOY®V: Kol PAUGPNOIC AOYOLC, Kol EEaYOpAGHOIC KAAAOVE, TOPEKTOC TRV AOI®Y OV S10mpdTTelc dTiva
aioypov £oti kol to Aéyewv: Sermon 14.2 (p.64).

% In general, as with many early Christian sermon collections, there is little evidence to show whether the
works were actually preached; for the difficulties of distinguishing between preached homilies and ‘desk
homilies’ see above p.76.
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obscure style.’®” Because of this, and because of their belief that Symeon’s collection was
heavily redacted by an anonymous editor, neither has analysed the work’s style in detail. &
The validity of their criticisms can, at one level, hardly be denied; the sermons’ phraseology
is over-elaborate and difficult at best, and sometimes entirely incomprehensible, even if
some of these obscurities are products of textual corruption. Yet it is clear that their author
used a variety of rhetorical techniques in his writing, including many of those identified by
Cunningham as common aids to an audience’s comprehension of preaching.®® The
following analysis will, therefore, attempt to understand the sermons’ style in terms of

Symeon’s rhetorical strategies, setting to one side its lack of appeal to modern ears.

Symeon uses a range of techniques to attract his audience’s attention. Several of his sermons
have vivid or dramatic openings surely intended to pique the audience’s interest, such as,
‘the beauty of life is an uncertain loveliness, and the decoration of houses is a passing
shadow’;®° ‘the blood of the martyr is not more venerable than the way of life of the monk’;**
‘I think that the earthly world should be considered a ship carried round by waves of the sea
and whirled hither and thither.”®2 Throughout the collection, his use of imagery is varied and
extensive, if rarely original, and again serves to add interest to his words. Some of the images
appear deliberately shocking, or paradoxical, a technique which Averil Cameron has

identified as characteristic of early Christian literature:*3 thus, for example, in sermon 17 he

compares both himself and his audience, and, subsequently, God, to a prostitute adorning

87 Allen 1998, 205.

8 As discussed above, | do not deny the possibility that the sermons were edited during transmission, but |
do not, like Van den Ven, regard this as a certainty.

8 Cunningham 1995, 72 ff; Cunningham 1997, 25 ff. Hartney makes a similar argument with particular
reference to the sermons of John Chrysostom: Hartney 2004, 47.

90 10 kéAhog oD Pilov, dpardtng EdnAoc: kol 6 TdV oikidV KOGHOG, okl Tapatpéyovaa: Sermon 10.1 (p.45).
% noptopiov aipa 0d TG TEPOY THG TOD povayod molteiog: Sermon 25.1 (p.125).

92 GKépog oipan Voelohal TOV TEPIYEIOV KOGHOV TEPLPEPOIEVOV VIO KupdTov Baldoong kai Tiide kikeloe
dovovpevov: Sermon 20.1 (p.98).

% A.M. Cameron 1991a, 155-88.
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herself for her clients.®* Sometimes he presents a rapid series of diverse metaphors and
similes, as in the opening of sermon 27: ‘brothers, this world is a cloud of iniquity,
dissolving frost, a passing dream, a wiped out sketch, a turning point of the horse race, a
leaning shadow, a wind of words, the succession of mortals’ glory, the invisible corruptor
of inhabitants, the cauldron or abyss, like a cauldron from eternity world boiling up fire of
the impious. For it appears like a pestle, to dissolve everybody in the earthly mist, and a
passing dew.’®® The quick-fire sequence of images is varied and engaging. The most
extended series of images comes in the middle of sermon 4, which consists of a long string
of statements of bipartite structure, one half of which introduces an image, and the other
half a supposedly comparable phenomenon from the life of the monk. Thus for example, ‘a
sheep which casts aside its wool is useless to its owner, and a monk shorn without the
psalmody does not build for God.’% This passage contains an extremely varied range of
images, including a temple, a tomb, a treasury, an altar, a good worker, a clever merchant,
a trumpet, charcoal, wax and fire, thorns, a fisherman, a garden, a ship, birds, wine, olive
oil, alion, a goat, a star, a reed in the wind, a stream, a house, a missile, a sword, a shepherd,
wood, a fox in the vineyard, a sparrow, a partridge, a dog, a pigeon, a metal-worker, a pot,
deer, senators, a weaver, a gem-engraver, moths and a cloak, the moon, torches, a blood-
stained cloak, a falcon, childbirth, mourning, beauty, an angry man, a lascivious youth,
various body parts, a wolf, a river, and a vine. None of the metaphors are developed in
detail; the power of the passage comes from the diversity and sometimes unexpectedness of

the parallels.

% Sermon 17.2-3 (pp.82-3).

% a5eApOi, 6 KOGUOC 0VTOC, VEQPOG AVOInG TVUYXAVEL, Tévn Avopévn, vimviov dtaPaivov, okloypopia
AEOVWEVT, POTN ITOdPOLLioD, OKLA KEKAEKLIO, Gveprog Aoymv, dtadoyr d0&Eng avBpodnwy, ddniog oikntdpwv
@Bopevg, AEPNG 1i dPfvocog g yakkeiov €€ aidvog avaPpalmv nip dcefdv: 6Tt MG TP1PELS TEPNVE TOVG
Bmavtag T ynive Stadkde dpyAn, koi Spodcoc mopodsvovsa: Sermon 27.1 (p.137).

% [IpoPatov dmdppintov To Epia. AVOPEAES TG KEKTNUEV®, KoL LOVOOC KEIPALEVOG BVED WaAUmSiog 0VK
oikodopel eic Oedv: Sermon 4 (p.51).
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In contrast, in other sermons Symeon uses long, developed similes. Sermon 18, for example,
contains a lengthy elaboration upon the common comparison between the Christian and the
soldier.%” He starts the sermon by recounting the imagined words of a commander to his
soldiers (thereby using another technique intended to add vividness: direct speech), and by
emphasising the soldiers’ willingness to die for honour and gifts. He then launches into a
series of comparisons emphasising that ‘we’ (himself and his audience) should be more
committed to strive for Christ than the soldiers for their king: since the soldiers are prepared
to die for a mortal king, we should mortify our bodies for the immortal king; as soldiers are
aggressive to their enemies, but calm to their companions, so we should attack the demons
but be kind to our fellow Christians; whereas soldiers wear ‘covetous’ outfits (cloaks, fur,
necklaces), we wear ‘pious’ clothes (animal skins, hair tunics, dog-collars); just as soldiers
gain promotions through their efforts, we may through virtue become rulers of the angels;
whereas soldiers’ weapons are physical and destructive, ours are spiritual and life-giving—
dedication, the spirit of blessedness, faith and action, prayer, the Cross, and Paul like a
general urging us to fight—; whereas a mortal king cannot save his soldier if he is killed,
Christ can save us if we are endangered by demons; soldiers have rotten camps, but we have
eternal tents; soldiers eat meat preserved in vinegar, but our food is soberness and the
Eucharist. This is clearly not a simple simile, as it relies as much on the differences between
the two points of comparison (for example, the mortal v. immortal king; luxurious outfits v.
ascetic trappings; physical v. spiritual weapons) as on their similarities. Its purpose is
didactic and exhortatory, and it conveys a similar message to many of Symeon’s other
sermons; by using this extended image he can present the material in a different and perhaps
more engaging fashion. While, therefore, most of the images used in the sermon collection

are in themselves conventional, the variety of ways in which they are deployed is

9 An image ultimately derived from the New Testament, esp. Ephesians 6:13-18.
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noteworthy: the author appears to possess a modicum of sophistication in his rhetorical

technique.

Imagery is not the only means he uses to emphasise and dramatise his message. In several
sermons he repeats key phrases, a technique intended to reinforce a point and, perhaps, to
aid audience comprehension.®® Rhetorical questions abound. Some are neutral, intended
merely to advance the speaker’s argument in an engaging manner, such as, ‘and so what?
After old age does God abandon man? May it not be!’®® and ‘do you want to understand the
unquenchable fire, what it is like for the second death?’!% Others, however, have an
accusatory tone, as illustrated by the beginning of sermon 19: ‘why do you desire corruptible
and temporal things in this unprofitable life, gathering bitterness through vanishing
pleasure?’1% Many of these reproachful questions occur in the context of Symeon’s
addresses to, and dialogues with, probably hypothetical individuals. The apostrophe is
indeed one of his most characteristic rhetorical strategies, occurring in sermons 2, 6, 8, 11,
12, 13, 14, 15, 16, 18, 21 and 29. His apostrophes come in a variety of forms and lengths;
sometimes Symeon abruptly breaks off from his previous discourse to address an individual;
sometimes he describes a person’s thoughts in the third person before beginning to address
them in the second person; and on other occasions he uses procatalepsis, imagining a
question or an objection which a member of the audience might raise, and proceeding to
answer or refute it. Many of these apostrophes are targeted at a wealthy person, who is often
addressed in the vocative as ‘money-lover’ [pilépyvpe ] or ‘rich man’ [mhovoie];1% some

are simply directed to ‘man’ [GvOpwne] or use the second person singular form of the verb

% Cf. Cunningham, as cited above p.101 n89. For anaphora in Symeon’s sermons see e.g. Sermon 10.3 with
its series of laments beginning with the word ‘alas [ovai]” (p.47).

99 Ti obv; petd 10 Ypag ykataleinet 6 Bedc OV SvOpwmov; un yévorro: Sermon 8.2 (p.28).

100 @¢herc ¢ 10 mhp dioPectov, 6TOTGV doTt PO SevTtépay TeAeLTNY Oewpiicar; Sermon 21.2 (p.104).

101 T t&1 pOBapTal Kod TpOGKOLPO &V TH Aveelel TovTe Pio Embupsite, did tiig dpavodg Ndoviig mKpacudv
ocvvayovteg; Sermon 19.1 (p.93).

102 For discussion of many of these passages, see below pp.126-42.
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without an accompanying vocative. An apostrophe in sermon 21, uniquely, is addressed to

a monk wishing to be saved.1%®

As Karl-Heinz Uthemann has argued, such apostrophes can serve an important role in
homiletic rhetoric, because they enable the speaker to render his sermon more
conversational, giving the audience a sense of involvement in a dialogue, even though in
fact the preacher is delivering a monologue.'® It is notable that Symeon rarely uses the
second-person plural to address his audience; he favours either the second-person singular,
in these apostrophes, or the first person plural (either in the indicative, for example, ‘we
have given our way of life to darkness’,'% or in the hortatory subjunctive, as in ‘let us grieve,
most desired ones, and let us mourn bitterly.’1%) The second person, singular or plural,
implicitly distances the speaker from those whom he is addressing, and thus is particularly
appropriate for delivering stern reproaches and commands. In contrast, the first person plural
is, even when used to highlight the same failings, less harsh, since the orator includes
himself in the community who needs to reform. His frequent use of the first person plural
thus enables Symeon to stress the need for moral reform without alienating his audience by
opposing himself, as virtuous, and them, as sinners. The use of the second-person singular
in the apostrophe may at one level perform a similar function: it enables the speaker to use
aggressive invective, highlighting the punishments in store for unrepentant sinners, without
estranging his entire audience, because this polemic is targeted at an individual (usually, as
mentioned, a rich individual with whom the majority of the audience would not have

identified).

103 Sermon 21.9 (pp.110-1).

104 Uthemann 1998, 143 ff.

105 16 oxotel dedmrapey THY StorpiPiy udv: Sermon 28.1 (p.141).

106 i hahompey & Todntol kol meviiomuey Tikpdc: Sermon 28.3 (p.142).
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Indeed, Symeon rhetorically breaks down the barriers between himself, as authoritative
preacher, and his audience by stressing his own sinfulness and humility. His humility is
expressed, implicitly, throughout the collection. As mentioned, he frequently uses the first
personal plural to include himself in the community which he is addressing, even when he
is highlighting that community’s sinfulness. Thus in sermon 28, apparently addressed to
monks, he laments ‘our’ wicked deeds and fall from virtue: ‘having been called chaste, we
have become fornicators; polluting divine freedom by our deeds, we have strengthened hate
and falseness. And because of this no truth shines in us. O monks, let us lament being called
monks. We did not remain monks, having consorted with the deeds of the demons. Christ
called us hypocrites...our lamps are quenched, our talent is hidden, the heavenly master
comes from above...how will we defend ourselves, or what will we say to him?... there is
no defence in us. For being shaped in piety, we have renounced this...alas, that every day
we behave disgracefully in the cities.’'%” He includes himself in actions which he could not
have committed, such as disgraceful behaviour in the cities. These passages serve both to
emphasise the speaker’s sense of communal identification with his monks and to show his

humility, since he confesses his shared sinfulness.

Symeon, however, moves beyond these communal professions of guilt. In several passages
in the sermons, he uses the first person singular, addressing his own moral state, often in
negative terms. Thus in sermon 10 he moves from a discussion, in the third person, of the

transience of life, to a more personal passage:

I know myself to be dried hay...For just as in season hay, although existing today,
tomorrow is thrown into an oven, thus also death drags everyone with piteous tears
to their necessary end; and the delaying of repentance has deceived me for a time;

107 gryvoi émukAn0évteg, mopvol kabeostrapey, tphlect BePnrodvieg v Oeiav édevdepiav, picog kai yweddog
gvioyOoousy: Kol 810 ToDTo v iV 008V Adumst dAndsioc: @ povayol, KAOGOLEY Hovayol KOAOVHEVOL:
HOVOXOL OVK EUEIVOLEY GUUITOMTEVGAUEVOL TOTG £pYOlg TAV daIOVEOVY: UG 0 Xplotog EAeyEV DIOKPLTAC. ..l
Aopmadeg UdV EoBécOncay, TO TAAOVTOV KEKPUTTAL, O OVPAVIOG dEGTOTNG Bvmbey...Epyetal Ti
amoAoynooueda, 1 ti Epodpev avT®d;....amoloyia &v fUiv ovk EoTiv 00depia- pLopeodievol Yap €v BeooePeiq,
otV annpvnoaueda...Ofpot, 1 kb’ sxdotny év taig modeowv doynuovoduev’: Sermon 28.2-3 (pp.142-3).
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when | think on my sin, | fear to die. And when | repent, pleasures pass me by, and
with me having old age in mind, the tomb of death drags me naked of commands
and unready to the judgement. | was fashioned as a brick, and after a time | am
dissolved, and | go away to the earth from which | was taken. | was revealed a
flourishing tree, and having been corrupted by old age, | am cut down for burning. 1
am whitened grain, and | am harvested by angels with scythes. O my soul, be afraid
of the fire-bearing servants, who are coming to you at your necessary end; and
acquire friends immune to flattery through renunciation, before the twelfth hour. Oh
my soul, respect repentance in life, lest afterwards you fall to the enemy.1%®

This passage clearly continues the sermon’s earlier theme of the ephemerality of life. But
by moving to the first person, Symeon transforms the tone of his discourse. The use of the
first person creates an intimate effect; it gives the impression (whether true or not) that the
speaker is baring his innermost thoughts to his audience. He dwells not only on his own
impermanence but also on his own sense of his sin (‘when I think on my sin, I fear to die’;
‘the tomb of death drags me naked of commands and unready...’), again suggesting his

personal humility and self-abasement.

What does this humility achieve? First, humility, as manifested in particular by an awareness
of one’s own sins, was considered one of the key Christian and monastic virtues.'% As a
result, Symeon’s emphasis on his sinfulness, far from undermining his authority as a moral
teacher, in fact serves to increase it; paradoxically, for a monk to speak about his sins
demonstrated that he was a paradigm of virtue and spiritually advanced.!*® Secondly,
Symeon’s first-person passages have a strongly didactic purpose. By presenting himself as

sinful—even though, to much of his audience, he must have appeared as a holy man of

108 gL’ &y 0160, ELOVTOV YOPTOV ENPOIVOLEVOV.... BV TPOTOV YO KATH KopdV O ¥OPTOC, GIUEPOV BV,
avpov &ig KAPavov Bairetat, obVTG Kol O BAvatog Elegvoig SAKPLGL TPOG TV AVAYKNV TAVTOG EQEAKETOL
Kai 1) avafoin) tiig petavoiog Tpog Kapov Amatd pe: dtov évvod [ov TO TTaicpa, 6@ 1o Bavelv: kai dtav
HeTavod, T Tepmva e StoPaivel, Kol TO Yiipog EXOVTOg LoV Kot VOOV, 1) TaeT] Le ToD BovaTtov youvov v
EVTOA®V Kol AvETOLOV EAKEL TTPOC TV Kkpioty: mAivOog EmAaoONV, Kod pHetd xpdvov Adopar, Ko sic yijv €€ A¢
EMEONV, amépyopot eLTOV avedeiydny evbarec, Kai £k Tig TodaiotTog SropBapeic EKKOTTOMNL TPOG
KATAKAVOLY. 61T0¢ sipl AgvkavOeic, kai vmo Tdv SpemavicTdv dyyéhov Ospilopor SstAlacov @ Yoy Hov
TOVG TVUPPOPOVG AELTOVPYOVG, TOVG &V Tf] AVAyKT EPXOUEVOG €Ml 6€- Kal TOVG AKOAOKEDTOVG KoL PIAOVG
S ¢ dmotayfic, mpod TG dwdekdTng dpac aidécnTL & Woyn Hov &v {ofi peTavosiy, tva urn peténsito
vmonéong td £x0pd: Sermon 10.2 (p.46).

109 See e.g. Burton-Christie 1993, 236-58.

10 Cf. Schroeder 2007, 52, who refers to ‘the common ascetic practice of status negotiation through the
rhetoric of humility.’
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exemplary piety—and in need of God’s mercy (many of the sermons end with Symeon’s
personal appeals to God to save him, or with instructions to his own soul to repent),'!! he
implicitly invites his listeners to compare themselves to him, to acknowledge their own sins,
and, like him, to ask God for forgiveness. By referring to his own sinfulness in very
generalised terms, he provides an opportunity for every member of his audience to reflect
on his (or her?)'!2 own particular faults. His self-criticisms therefore act as another indirect,

non-aggressive way of highlighting the misdeeds of his audience.?

Symeon’s presentation of himself as a humble sinner thus serves multiple ends: it renders
his preaching more intense and intimate; it subtly serves to enhance his own position of
moral authority; and it provides a non-aggressive method of encouraging his audience to
repent. Even if Symeon’s sermons are far from rhetorically brilliant, they are thus
nonetheless quite didactically sophisticated. The speaker conveys his moral messages in
ways that extend far beyond direct instruction, while his emphasis on humility serves both
to break down the barrier between preacher and audience, and, at the same time, to increase
his spiritual authority. Humility is only one aspect of Symeon’s self-presentation. He also,
perhaps paradoxically, presents himself as the recipient of divine visions and as an
experienced combatant against the demons.*'* In order to understand this, however, we must
turn to an analysis of one of the key themes of the collection: the spiritual life of the monk,

and his constant war with the forces of evil.

111 Sermons 15.8 (p.73), 19.6 (p.98), 20.6 (p.102), 24.3 (p.124), 27.4 (p.140), 28.4 (pp.143-4) and 29.6 (p.148).
112 There is nothing in the sermons to suggest that Symeon had a female audience in mind, but if his
audience did include pilgrims to his shrine, some women would presumably have been present; his Life
depicts him receiving many female supplicants in person: see e.g. Life of Symeon, 48 (p.45), 101 (pp.78-9),
118-9 (pp.96-9), 138-40 (pp.129-30), 154 (p.137), 181 (pp.160-1), 200 (pp.175-6), 213 (p.182), 243 (pp.217-
8), 252 (p.220). This contrasts with Symeon Stylites the Elder, whose enclosure women were forbidden from
entering (Theodoret of Cyrrhus, History of the Monks of Syria, 26.21 (1, pp.202-4); Antonius, Life of
Symeon, 14, 23, 25 (pp.36-8, 56-8, 58-60); Evagrius Scholasticus, 1.14 (p.24).

113 A rhetorical strategy described by Leontius of Neapolis in his Life of John the Almsgiver, 42 (pp.393-4).
114 See Brakke 2006, 238, on the ‘paradoxical circle of humility and achievement’ in ascetic writings.
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Demons and Monks: Symeon as Hegumen

As mentioned above, warnings and advice to monks are one of the most dominant themes
in Symeon’s sermons. This is far from surprising; as the hegumen of his monastery, the
provision of spiritual guidance to his monks must have been one of his key duties.!?® It is
not always possible to distinguish which sermons in Symeon’s collection were intended in
particular for monks—many address general subjects applicable to both monks and laity,
and may indeed have had mixed audiences—but some are explicitly addressed to monks or
deal with themes of especial relevance to them, such as virginity, asceticism, and demonic
attacks.''® The advice and exhortations which the preacher gives to his monastic audience
are often quite generalised, and rarely original: earlier, famous, ascetic authors such as
Evagrius of Pontus and Isaiah of Scetis had treated similar monastic topics, sometimes in
more sophisticated ways. But Symeon’s sermons derive power from his claims to have not
only theoretical, but personal and experiential, knowledge of the subjects he discusses: he
presents himself as an experienced and effective combatant with the demons. The sermons
thus suggest that Symeon’s authority over his monks derived not merely from his moral

guidance but from his personal status as a powerful and charismatic ascetic.

Before looking at the sermons’ teaching for monks in detail, it is worth briefly considering
what the collection does not include. It is notable that the advice given is almost all at a
spiritual level; we do not encounter the kinds of instructions about everyday monastic life
that are common in the ‘monastic rules’ found both in early ascetic literature and in some
saints’ Lives, including, in fact, the Life of Symeon the Younger. Chapter 27 of Symeon’s

Life contains a long sermon apparently delivered by the stylite in his youth, which gives

115 See below pp.178-80.

116 Sermons explicitly referring to monks include 4 (pp.47-55), 9 (pp.37-45), 21 (pp.103-11), 23 (pp.118-21),
25 (pp.125-7), 28 (pp.140-4), although many others contain themes which seem of particular relevance to
monks.

109



some fairly specific instructions on proper monastic behaviour. It repeats the phrase ‘the
boast of the monk [is],’*!" listing many standard attributes of Syrian monasticism,!8 such
as ceaseless psalming and prayer, and weeping and striking the breast. It is clearly concerned
with a coenobitic existence, providing advice, for instance, on behaviour at communal
meals: listeners are told not to say ‘give me something to drink’1!® when thirsty, but to signal
to the server with their finger, and not to spit out phlegm at the table ‘to scandalise the
brothers’1?° but to leave and do it discreetly before returning. They are not extreme ascetic

rules, but more moderate ones suitable for a community.*?!

In some respects they are very similar to other monastic instructions attributed to earlier
ascetics: Isaiah of Scetis also, for instance, orders monks sitting with their brethren not to
spit in their presence but to go outside.?? But the instructions attributed to Symeon seem to
reflect their Syrian context: unlike Isaiah’s text they do not contain, for example, references
to manual labour, which was deemed spiritually vital in many Egyptian monasteries.? Did
these instructions really derive from the stylite? That is possible, given that, as discussed
above, the author of the Life does seem to have drawn on earlier records of his sermons;
these instructions could therefore be derived from a now-lost source. Whether authentic or
not, it is unsurprising that they are not included in the sermon collection, which, as observed
above, rarely addresses direct commands to its audience, and only occasionally deals with

practical issues of day-to-day life. Its focus, rather, is on the spiritual battles underlying the

U7 yeonbhymuon povoyod: Life of Symeon, 27 (pp.23-5).

118 \/an den Ven 1962-70, |, 212*.

119 Adg por meiv: Life of Symeon, 27 (p.27).

120 sravdaricar Tovg ddelpovg: ibid. 27 (p.27).

121 \van den Ven 1962-70, |, 166™.

122 |saiah of Scetis, Ascetic Discourses, 3 (trans. p.48).

123 This is not to say that Symeon’s monks did not work with their hands (they did perform at least some
agricultural tasks: see below, p.187), but rather that manual labour did not usually possess the same
ideological significance in Syria as it had come, in general, to possess in Egypt. For a nuanced discussion of
the role of manual labour versus alternative forms of asceticism, see Caner 2002, esp.19-49.
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monastic existence. It is now time to examine the collection’s spiritual teaching for monks

in more depth.

Several of the sermons exalt characteristically monastic virtues, including virginity and
asceticism. In sermon 15, about those who ‘deify’ marriage, Symeon insists that it is not
marriage or sex that engender children, but God, and asserts that while marriage is good,
virginity is better.!?* In sermon 24, on virginity, he claims that the virgin will be a lord in
heaven: ‘and if a sinning man [has] become lord of all visible things, by how much more
will the one who has perfected his controlled way of life in virginity [?], wearing a crown,
lead a procession, and be lord in God’s ineffable treasuries of incorruptible things?’'?® He
proceeds to state that chastity does not constitute true virginity unless it is adorned with
other virtues: fasting, restraint from elaborate foods; mildness; walking in peace; prayer and
psalmody, piety and sobriety. This reflects his general tendency to blur the lines between
different virtues (and indeed different sins); this might be interpreted as indicating a lack of
clarity of thought, but is perhaps better understood as reflecting an integrated, holistic

approach to morality; no individual virtue can be perfect in isolation.

Asceticism was, for the preacher, another crucial virtue. While the instructions in the Life,
as mentioned above, might suggest that Symeon preached a moderate message to his monks,
not expecting them to emulate his own severe asceticism, several passages in the sermons
suggest that he did promote a certain degree of rigour.'?® He repeatedly stresses the
importance of adhering to the ‘utmost asceticism’,'2” on one occasion stating that the monk

must always think of new ways to afflict himself: ‘the life of the monk is thus; and with

124 Sermon 15, esp. 15.7 (pp.72-3).

125 kai el auoptévev GvOpmroc THV OpmUEVOY TAVI®MV KOPIOG KOTESTY, TOGK KpeitTov T [? 8] Kotd
napOeviav éykpatel [? éyxporf] Biov 1edécag, 6TEQAVNQOP®DY TOUTEVGEL, KOl £V TOIG dppriTolg Tod Ogod
Tapeiog Tdv apbdptov deondoet;’: Sermon 24.1 (p.122).

126 For his encouragement of asceticism see e.g. 7.5 (p.27); 17.1 (p.82); 18.2 (p.88).

127 gepotdrn doxnoet: Sermon 17.1 (p.82), 18.2 (p.88).
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these virtues to think up other afflictions for his body, like the martyrs, according to [his]
ability. For just as the sea, receiving all the rivers, is never full, until the heaven and earth
grow old, thus the monk ought to be insatiable always to impose contests on himself until
the exit from the body.’!?®® Admittedly, this exhortation includes the concessive clause,
‘according to his ability’, but it nonetheless suggests that constant asceticism was a
requirement for all monks. Elsewhere he repeats this association between monks and
martyrs, implying that the former had to match the physical struggles of the latter.??®
Nowhere in the sermons do we find the kinds of warnings against the dangers associated
with extreme asceticism that are relatively common in monastic literature.®*® Although he
was addressing coenobitic monks,!3! he nonetheless sometimes speaks as though solitary
ascetics were the ideal type of the monk: ‘the purity of the monk is a holy temple of God.
For some in sheepskins and goat-skins, but others in mountains and caves, and caverns of
stones, being needy, being afflicted, being mortified, and fulfilling the course of asceticism,
and putting on the power of incorruptibility like the holy angels.”*®? His sermons thus

present an austere picture of the ideal monk and his lifestyle.

The dominant theme of Symeon’s preaching for monks is, however, the need to be aware

of the attacks of the demons, and how to resist them. He describes the various ways in which

128 OBteg €otiv 1 (o) ToD povayod: Kai T HETH TOVTOV TV APETAV EMIVOETYV EavTod T® chpatt OAyELg
ETEPAG LOPTLPIKADG KT dSvvapy: kabdmep yap 1 BGAaTTo TOVG GTOVTOG TOTOUOVG SEYOLEVT], 0VOAUDG
gumimiota, Eo¢ v oVpavog kol Y| modoiwdT, obtwg dpeiiel T¢ povoyd etvon dKOPESTOV TO S16 oV TOG
ay@dvag avtd Emeépey Eng Tiig ££660V T0D odpatog’: Sermon 25.3 (pp.126-7).

129 See e.g. Sermons 26.8 (pp.134-5), 29.1-5 (pp.144-8).

130 For examples in homiletic literature, see e.g. Evagrius Ponticus, ‘To Eulogius’, 29-31 (pp.330-2);
Evagrius Ponticus, ‘On Thoughts’, 35 (ed. pp. 272-6); Dorotheus of Gaza, ‘Instructions’, II, 32 (p.194), XIV,
153 (p.430); Isaiah of Scetis, Ascetic Discourses, 4 (trans. pp.57-8).

131 If we accept Symeon’s authorship, he must have preached to his monks. As argued above, even if the
sermons were not written by the saint, they are still likely to have been produced at his monastery.
Irrespective of this, various passages in the sermons, such as those quoted below discussing the dangers of
rivalry among monastic brethren and of leaving the monastery, suggest a coenobitic audience.

132 KaOapotng yap povayod, vaog 0god &ytog vmapyst oi pév yap dv umimtaic kol aiyiolg dépuocty: Etepot
0¢ &v dpeot kol omnAaiols, Kol Tolg TV TETPAV POAEOIS, VoTEPOVLEVOL, OMPOLEVOL, KaKOYOVUEVOL, TOV Ti|g
GOKNGEMG TOVOV EKTANPODVTEG, KOl TIV SOVOULY TG AeBapoiag Katd Tovg ayiovg dyyélovg Evovdpevor’:
Sermon 25.1 (p.125).
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the demons attack by day and by night, and the consequent need for the monk to be
constantly vigilant.*® His emphasis varies: in sermon 9, discussed below, he speaks about
the frightening and strange appearances of the different demons; in sermon 21, in contrast,
he focuses on their association with various potential sins. This latter sermon contains his
most developed discussion of the effects of the suggestions of different demons (avarice,
pride, jealousy, fornication, and acedia) on monks, showing an awareness of the potential
dangers of communal monastic living, reminiscent of that found in the works of Evagrius
and Isaiah.™* In this sermon he adopts a monastic interpretation of avarice, unlike elsewhere
in the work, stating that the demon of avarice tempts the monk by making him think about
the sufferings of the poor and needy, and thereby making him seek the company of the rich.
He is opposed to economic activities, claiming that demons also throw the monk ‘into
unprofitable complications and earthly concerns, into needless questionings which are
deceptive and unsuitable for monks, diverting him through supposedly good arguments for

acquisition, either towards buildings, or vine-working and care for herds.’*%®

This is in many respects his most pastoral sermon, as he appears keen to discourage conflict
and dissension among his brethren. He notes the danger of rivalry between monks, stating
that demons cause the monk to despair because he cannot equal his neighbour in virtue; to
envy ‘the one who is capable in the struggle concerning piety towards God’;!*® and to rejoice
when one of his companions is destroyed by sin. He is particularly concerned to warn monks
not to abandon their monasteries to found new ones: he reports that the demons suggest to

a monk who has made progress in virtue that he should leave and found his own monastery,

133 See e.g. Sermons 4 (pp.47-50) and 9.1-5 (pp.37-41).

134 See e.g. Isaiah of Scetis, Discourses, 5 (trans. pp.69-76); Evagrius Ponticus, ‘to Eulogius’, 5 (p.313), 17
(pp.321-2), 24 (pp.326-7), 26 (pp.328-9), 31 (p.332).

135 Typmhokdc avoeAeic kol ppovtidag ynivag, sic mepiepysiog & dmatnAdg Kai i) Tpemodsac Loveyoic, O¢
&v ypnotoloyiaig dffev mepuromcewmg dndyovteg, 1 Tpog oikodouac, i dpmelovpyia[ig kol ktnvdv edvoiag:
Sermon 21.6 (pp.107-8).

136 1ov ioyvovta &v mhAn mepi TV gig Oedv evcéPerav: Sermon 21.5 (p.107).
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so that he can lead his own brethren and nurture the poor; then, having persuaded him to do
this, when the practical concerns of founding his monastery have caused his behaviour to
decline from virtue, they make him regret leaving his monastery; he then tries to return to
his old monastery but they incite the brotherhood against him so that they refuse to readmit
him; finally, he is completely alienated and returns to the world. This sequence of events,
described in unusual detail, conveys a particularly severe warning to the audience that there
may well be no return for anyone who abandons his monastery from pride and ambition; it
is perhaps unsurprising that this should be regarded by the hegumen as an unforgivable sin.
As we will see in the next chapter, Symeon appears to have struggled at times to retain the
loyalty of his monastic disciples;**” his exhortations to the monks to resist the subversive

suggestions of the demons may therefore have been of more than theoretical importance.

He emphasises two key features of demonic attacks, irrespective of what particular sin they
are trying to incite. First, he stresses the demons’ craftiness, repeatedly warning that monks
should never become complacent, since demons often cunningly allow them to make
unimpeded progress for a while before beginning or resuming their attacks. Thus he
describes how demons allow novices to begin their monastic careers with such success that
they are on the point of being inscribed in the Book of Life—whereupon the demons strike:
‘and when [a monk] begins, they allow him for a while to possess subordination, love,
gentleness of temper, struggling; and to be sympathetic, free, blameless, strong, obedient to
commands, quiet in voice and well-disposed, and not making oaths, not being undisciplined
in distasteful words; and they allow him to store up all these achievements in heaven. And
henceforth seeing God waking to help him, to inscribe his name in the book of life, then

suddenly, poured upon him like violent water, they work to destroy his toil through

137 See below pp.180-90.
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desires.”!3® Secondly, however, he emphasises in several passages that it is possible for a
steadfast monk to defeat demonic attacks, as the demons are fundamentally weak.!*® Thus
at the beginning of sermon 9 he states that while demons terrify the soul of the monk, they
do not have the power to implement their threats. Just as someone might plan in the agora
to rob an inexperienced pauper, but would run away if someone brave and confident
appeared, so too demonic apparitions may frighten someone inexperienced into abandoning
piety, but are easily chased away by a wise monk using the sign of the cross.*° His message
is therefore simultaneously uncompromising (there is little excuse for a monk to succumb

to the demons) and encouraging (anyone can resist if he is strong and follows my guidance).

Symeon does not present his teaching about demons as purely theoretical; rather, he claims
that he himself had received visions about demons, and indeed had fought (and defeated)
them. This is a particularly prominent theme in sermon 9, on demonic attacks. After the
opening of the sermon which, as just discussed, states that demons can only overcome weak
monks, the preacher asserts that he has personal knowledge of this topic: ‘For I, having put
it appropriately to the test, have achieved theory/vision.”**! His claim to have personal
experience is highlighted by the use of the emphatic pronoun £y®. Throughout the sermon,
even when he is talking about demonic attacks in the abstract, he repeatedly uses first person
verbs to stress his own familiarity with the topic: ‘I know and believe that the demons are

transformed into every form....I know and believe that when a monk is in self-control, the

138 Kad 61’ 6v dpymro, £doty adTov év 1 témg e dmotaymy, aydmmy, tpudrddeiay, dydva: eita te
counadi], EAevbepov, GUEUTTOV, KAPTEPIKOV, DINKOOV TTEPL TG KEAEVOUEVQ, Tf] POV iovyoV Kai evdidbeTov,
Kai pur OpvoovTa &v vy, pn 8€ aTaktodvta AdYolg andéct: kol mhvta Td KatopOduata cuyy®podoty avtd
Onoavpilewv é&v ovpavoic: Kai Aowov PAémovteg TOv Bedv dieyelpdpevov mpog Pondetov avtod, Tod Eyyplyoat
70 dvopa avtod v BiPre Cofig, tote E€dmeva d¢ Biatov Dowp mepyLBEvTeg aVTY, KALVOLGL TOV KOTOV VTG
dnoAiéoon S tdv opéEewv: Sermon 21.7 (p.108).

139 The weakness of the demons is a major theme in the discourse attributed to Antony by Athanasius, as
cited above p.78 n23.

140 Sermon 9.1 (p.37). See also 10.1 (pp.45-6) and 25.1-2 (pp.125-6).

141 Adovtmg yap dokipdoog £yo katédafov v Osmpiav: Sermon 9.1. (p.37).
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phalanx of demons is at hand...’'*? The verbs 0ida and mémeicpon are positioned
emphatically at the start of the sentence. In addition, in the course of the sermon he refers
to numerous occasions in which he has seen different demons, claiming to recognise their

various forms. He reports, for example,

I know, moreover, and | have seen, demons transformed into divine light, in order
through pride to darken the monk. And | have often seen species of demons
transformed into winged beings. And I have seen the spirit of avarice, a plague and
sordidly greedy of gain, gaping to swallow up the world. And behold, it was poor in
its own hypostasis, but destructive and full of burning coal. Again I saw the spirit of
folly, wandering, small-brained, jingling, laughing proudly; and its clothing was like
a mat, and its height was double, its length of a four-cubit man; and | saw it plaguing
self-controlled people, and stimulating them to fornication. | again saw demons
urging [monks] to look at a young woman, and promising all the wealth of the
world. 13

He dramatizes his visionary experiences by claiming they surpass both speech and the
ability of his audience to hear: ‘And I observed their city, but a narration of the vision is not
[possible]’;1** ‘I saw these things, and I recognised everything. And more things than these
the Lord did not hide from me. But | have written a part [of them], passing over many things
in silence, on account of the weakness of those who do not have the capacity to hear.”4> He
claims not only that he saw the demons, but that he was able to resist them; he reports, for
instance, that demons in the forms of dragons, serpents and piglets wrestled with him, and
tried to cut his loin-cloth, but that by making the sign of the cross and thinking on God’s

wisdom, he repelled them.4

142 080 yap kol mémeiopon Tpdg EKUGTOV £160¢ LETAROPPODGOAL TOVG SaipOVAC... 0100 Kol TETEIGHAL &V
gykpateiong 6vtog povayod émotdooy eaiayyo dopoveov: Sermon 9.4-5 (pp.40-1).

143 Oda 62 méAv £ym, Kai dyouNV petapoppovuévolg Saipovag ig Osiov edc, dtwg St Th¢ Endpoeng
okotiocwot Tov povoyov. Kai gic meteva 6& petapoppovpévog eUoels daptovoy moAldxic é0empnoa: Kol To
¢ erhopyvpiog eldov Tvebuo Aopdv kol aicypokepdti keynvoTa Tod KoTomelv TV KdGHov: Koi 180D adTd
Vv TEVOLEVOV KaTd TNV 18iov VocTasY, OAE0piov Te Kol AvOpaKmY SUTETANCHEVOV: MYOUNY TEAY TVEDLL
HOPIaC, TAGVOV, HKPOKEQOAOV, Kol KATAKOGS®VOV, DyNAG YeAGVTA: Kol v 1) 601¢ anTod Yiabddne, kai o
Dyoc adtod SurAodv, T0 pijkog adtod TETpamnyE0V AvopOC: Kol adTd AOLAIVOY TOVG EYKPATELS, Kol
TapoVvov i¢ mopveiay: s100v TEAY SaipLOVaC TPOTPETOMEVOVG £1C OEapL0 VOUPNC, Kol TOV dmavTa TAoDToV
10D kOGUoD Emayyedlouévoug: Sermon 9.5 (p.41).

144 Kot moMv 68 adtdv koteidov: 4L’ ovk Eotv eENynoic Tiic dpdosme: Sermon 9.6 (p.41).

145 Tadto €160V £y0, Kol Eméyvav T TévTo: kol TAiova 88 ToVTmV 0VK EkpLYE KPLOC G’ U0 GAMN LéPOC
Ti cLVETOEQ, TO TOALG GLOTNoAC, d10 TNV Achévelay TV dkovew pn ywpodvtwv: Sermon 9.8 (p.43).

146 Sermon 9.6 (pp.41-2).
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At one level, these claims about his personal experiences with demons serve simply to
substantiate his general arguments about demonic attacks; he can back up his theoretical
observations through personal anecdotes. Their importance is greater than this, however, as
they also place Symeon firmly in the tradition of the great monastic heroes of the past. Since
the life of Antony the Great, at least, ‘discernment of spirits’ had been regarded as one of
the key traits of the advanced ascetic; monastic leaders were expected to understand the
different demons and how to combat them, both to help other monks and to gain personal
control over the forces of evil.!*” David Brakke has argued persuasively that monastic
identity was conceived in large part in terms of opposition to the demons.'*® Symeon’s
claims to have seen, and defeated, the demons, thus confer spiritual authority upon him and
his preaching. The Life of Symeon the Younger contains more descriptions of its hero’s
visions than perhaps any other late antique saint’s Life.'4° At least two of these descriptions
seem to derive from the sermon collection;'* it is thus possible that more of the Life’s
accounts of visions could derive from earlier records of the saint’s words, now lost. But
whether or not this is the case, the sermon collection that does survive suggests that visions
were indeed an important component of Symeon’s identity, and in the construction of his
spiritual authority. What is more, demons were not the only subject about which he claimed
to have seen revelations. When we turn to another key theme of the collection, eschatology,
we will see that Symeon also professed to have received divine knowledge about the fate of

the soul after death, the final judgement, and the end of the world.

147 On the role of demons in the Life of Antony see Schneelmelcher 1980, 281-92.
148 Brakke 2006.

149 The ubiquity of visions in the Life is noted by Millar 2014, 285, 292.

130 See above pp.85-7.

117



Heaven and Hell: Symeon as Prophet

Throughout the sermon collection, Symeon is preoccupied with the vivid reality of heaven
and hell.™>! He repeatedly reminds his audience that the present world and its pleasures are
temporary and will, like the human bodly itself, be dissolved.*>? Every soul will have to face
judgement (he seems to discuss both the judgement of the soul after a human’s death, and
the final judgement of all at the end of the world, without clarifying the relationship between
the two).>® He describes the joys of heaven,'** and the horrors of hell,*> in striking terms,
again claiming personal knowledge, through revelation, of the afterlife. His vision is entirely
black and white: no degrees or levels of heaven or hell are envisioned. Interest in
eschatology and the final judgement is, of course, ubiquitous in early Christian thought, but
Symeon’s sermons may fit into a context of rising speculation about the end of the world
during the sixth century. The holy man does not make any great innovations in
eschatological theology. What is striking about Symeon’s sermons is simply how far they
are pervaded by eschatology. His message is straightforward, vivid, and insistent:
judgement is inescapable; if you are in a state of sin at death, there is no way to escape
unspeakable horrors; but if you are virtuous, you will find unimaginable joys. Yet while he
urges everyone to focus on the afterlife, his warnings are particularly directed at the rich; he
repeatedly presents the last judgement as a time when worldly hierarchies will be

overthrown.

151 See Hester 1990.

152 See e.g. Sermons 10.1 (p.45), 19.1-2, 5-6 (pp.93-5, 96-8), 20.1 (p.98), 26.1 (p.137), 27.1 (p.140).

153 See e.g. Sermons 6.2-3 (pp.17-8), 8.2, 7 (pp.28-9, 32-3), 10.2-4 (pp.46-9), 11.3-4 (pp.51-3), 12.1-3
(pp.53-7), 13.4-5 (pp.59-63), 14.1 (pp.63-4), 15.7 (pp.72-3), 16.1-5 (pp.73-9), 17.6 (pp.86-7), 18.6-7 (pp.91-
2),19.1-2, 5-6 (pp.93-5, 96-8), 20.1-6 (pp.98-102), 21.1-2 (pp.103-4), 22.1-9 (pp.111-8), 23.1-3 (pp.118-21),
26.2, 6 (pp.129, 132-3), 27.1, 3-4 (pp.137-40), 28.1-4 (pp.140-4), 29.3, 5 (pp.145-8).

154 Brief references to the joys of heaven abound, but for longer expositions see e.g. Sermons 1 (pp.33-5), 9.8
(pp.43-4), 11.2 (pp.50-1), 22.6-7 (pp.115-6), 26.1, 5-6, 9-10 (pp.127-9, 132-3, 135-7), 30.1-5 (pp.48-52).

155 Similarly, brief references to the tortures awaiting the sinner are ubiquitous. For fuller expositions, see
e.g. Sermons 6.3 (pp.17-18), 8.2 (pp.28-9), 11.1 (pp.49-50), 21.1-2 (pp.103-4).
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Symeon claims to have received divinely-inspired knowledge of the afterlife and of the fate
of the soul after death. In sermon 30, he suggests that God has revealed the joys of paradise
to him: ‘I [éym] knowing the goodness of the son, which is the same goodness as the father’s,
have taken freedom of speech to say that [in paradise] there are many cities, and there are
many lands, there are many lights, and there are many glories, there is much joy.’*® Later

in the same sermon, he provides a vivid description of God’s elect in heaven:

Behold his saints, exalting in glory, wearing bright, eye-catching clothing, girdles
and sandals of living stones, necklaces and things brighter than lightning, garments
surpassing the day [in brightness], marked in the name and character of the son of
God. Wherefore the seraphim worship, and the archangels tremble, the angels fall
forward, the light is greatly multiplied, the fire blazes high, the plants give way, the
deathless horses leap, and the chariots spring gracefully, the clouds bear those
climbing on them on high. And while all this will be thus, others of the saints will
grow wings like eagles, and some will fly like doves; and everything will flourish in
joy and happiness.®’

The speaker’s use of the present tense for most of the passage conveys an almost ecstatic
impression, as if he could see the vision before his eyes while speaking, and was trying to
recreate it for his audience. It is important that Symeon does provide vivid evocations of the
joys of heaven, and not only of the horrors of hell: he seems to hope to persuade his audience
to reform not only through fear, but also through the promise that their sacrifices and

sufferings will be worthwhile in the end.

Nonetheless, in other passages his emphasis is much more threatening. In sermon 22, he

reports an extremely ominous revelation, as if it had been reported to him by another

156 gy 8¢ £idm¢ TV dyaddm o Tod viod, Tfic avTiig dyaddToc odoav Tod TaTpdg, AuPhv THv TappNGioy
elmelv, 6T modAol TOAELS giol, kol ydpat ToAhai €ict, AT TOALY giot, kol 0ot ToAlal iot, Yopd TOAAN
éoti: Sermon 30.2 (p.150).

157 dpiite TOVG Gryiovg antov kawymuévoug &v §6En, Aaumpodv kol OAdeOuApov Exovag Evovpa, {hvac Kkai
vrodnpoto dtd AMbov (dvimv, pavidkio Kol o avyalovio DTEP AOTPATTV, GTOANS VIEPVIKDOGCAS TV TIUEPAY,
€V OVOUTL Kal YopuKTiPL KATEGTIYHEVAGS TOD VIOD TOD Og0D- 510 Kol TO GEPAPEIY TPOCKVYVODGLY, KOl
apydryyelot Tpépovoty, ol GyyeAotl TPOCTITTOVSLY, TO PAC VIEPTANOVVETAL, TO TOHP VITEPEKTLPODTAL, TO PUTA
VIOKAIVOLGY, 01 ABAvaTOoL ITol oKIPTAGT, Kol Td OxNpata £V eDTPENEIQ GAAOVTOL, Ol VEPELOL LETOIDPMG
PEPOLVGL TOVG EMPaivOVTAS TOVTOV 08 0VTMG ECOUEVOV, BALOL TV AYiV TTEPOPLICOVOLY MG GETOL, Kol
TIVEG MG TEPLOTEPOL TETOGOHNGOVTAL TA 8E TAVTA EDEPOGHYMYV Kal yapav EEavOnoovst: Sermon 30.6 (p.153).
Cf. on this passage Hester 1990, 340-1.
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visionary: ‘Behold, I speak mysteries to you: for I know a man in this generation who has
been informed that now few are to be found who give over their souls into the hands of the
angels’; rather, ‘it is the demons who receive them.’**® The subsequent few lines are perhaps
corrupt, and certainly difficult to translate, but one relatively clear passage seems to imply
that this anonymous man was himself capable of saving souls from the demons: ‘and when
he had rebuked them [the demons] by the power of the Holy Spirit, holding out his hand to
the soul constrained in compulsion, immediately these [the demons], terrified, let it go and
fled. And the soul returned to the settled condition of its body.’**® The speaker then proceeds
to say that this man contemplated and bewailed the demonic treatment of souls who had
sinned, whereupon, ‘having shouted like Moses in his heart towards God, he asked to
understand something about this saying; and it was revealed to him through the holy spirit,
that from ten thousand scarcely one soul would be found in the present times, advancing in
the hands of the holy angels;**%° this is then followed by a narrative of the fate of the soul
after death, which describes the different demons examining the soul to see if they can find
anything of their own sin in it, in a variant of a common account which appears in the works
of many late antique authors (interestingly, several versions survive attributed to Symeon

Stylites).161

158 {500 &1 puoTipla DIV Aéym- 0ida &y GvBpwmov &v Tij Yevved TadTn memAnpo@opnuévoy, 6Tt vty dAiyol

€0PLoKOVTOL Ol €i¢ Yelpag ayyEAV TapuddOVTES TAG YOYOS aOT®V....00iloveg ity ol mapolapfavovTteg
avtdg: Sermon 22.2 (p.112).

19 Kol guppuumotapévoc avtoig &v Suvduet 1od tvedpatog Tod dyiov, ékteivavtog e TV ygipa i v
Bralopévny &v avaykn woynyv, evBémg Ekeivot Tpopd&avtes, Eacav avTV Kol EQuyov: KAKEIVN EMGTPEYOCH
€ig v aTiig T0d cdpaTog KaTdoTacly £yéveto’: ibid.

180 Boriooug g Mobotig 1ij kapdia mpog tov 0oV, nnpdta padsiv i nepi 10D PuoTog TovTOV: KOi
ExpnpoTicdn avt@d St Tod TvedaTOg TOD Gyiov, amd popiov piov polg evpickesBot yoynv &v Toig
EVEaTOGL YpOVOLS, &V XEPCL TV Ayimv dyyéhmv Ttpogpyouévny: ibid.

161 On the development of these accounts of demons interrogating souls after death (which often use the
image of aerial ‘tollgates’) from early Christianity through the Byzantine period see e.g. Riviére 1924; Every
1976; Constas 2001, 105-9. None of these studies, however, discuss any of the three versions of the story
attributed to Symeon Stylites. One is, of course, the account in Sermon 22. Another is found in Leontius of
Neapolis’s Life of John the Almsgiver, 43 (pp.395-6) which refers to a revelation spoken by ‘the holy
Symeon the Stylite” about the different demons which examine the soul after its death. Leontius does not
specify which Symeon Stylites he means, which might suggest he was referring to Symeon the Elder. The
third similar account, again in the form of a sermon, is translated in Latin in the Maxima Bibliotheca
Veterum Patrum (vol 7, 1677), but unfortunately its origin is not described. Again, however, it describes the
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Although this revelation, and anti-demonic power, are not attributed to the speaker, but to
an anonymous acquaintance, it is highly likely that his audience would have understood this
as a modest way of referring to Symeon himself. It seems to have been widely believed that
Paul’s claim in 2 Corinthians 12.1-5 to have known a man who had been taken up to heaven
and seen revelations was a reference to Paul himself, and that some ascetics, imitating the
apostle, reported their visions in the third person; thus we read in the Life of Alexander
Akoimetos, “and this [vision] he confessed to us as if it had happened to another person. Just
as the blessed Apostle Paul described his own vision as if it had belonged to someone else,
so too did Alexander, the Apostle’s disciple.’%? It is therefore likely that Symeon is
implicitly suggesting that he himself had ‘shouted like Moses’ and received the ominous
revelation that barely one in ten thousand men of the present generation would be saved. He
thus presents himself as a prophet (as signalled by the comparison to Moses) bringing God’s
warning to the world. His repeated, vivid descriptions of the Last Judgement and of the
afterlife throughout the collection consolidate the impression that he spoke in the manner of
an Old Testament prophet, as a mediator and messenger from God to humanity, bringing a

message full of both threats and promises.

His vision of the afterlife is characterised by its stark polarisation. There was no agreed
eschatological theology in the early church; instead authors manifested a diverse range of
understandings of the afterlife.!®® Some developed complicated images of the world to
come, in which heaven, in particular, had various sections or grades for people who had

attained differing levels of virtue. This is even implied in some material associated with

angels and demons examining the soul (although it does not, unlike the first two, name the different demons
associate with particular sins). It is attributed in the Latin translation to ‘Simeonis Admirandi’, which seems
more likely to refer to Symeon the Younger than Elder, since the Younger was normally known as Symeon
‘of the Wonderful Mountain’, or sometimes as ‘Symeon the Wonder-worker’ [thaumatourgos]. None of
these three accounts attributed to Symeon appear to be directly related to each other, however; all have more
in common with various of the many other versions of the account.

162 |_ife of Alexander Akoimetos (p.680, trans. p.266).

163 Cf. Constas 2001, 91-4 and passim; Shoemaker 2003, 179-203.
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Symeon’s own shrine. Thus in the Life of Martha, Martha is shown in a vision a fine mansion
in heaven for herself, then an even more splendid mansion for Symeon, as well as eastern
suburbs where the ‘pious in almsgiving and god-fearing men and women’®* lived.'®® The
hierarchies of heaven are expressed still more clearly in other sources: the Bohairic Life of
Pachomius, for example, contains an elaborate account of the different degrees of honour
accorded to deceased monks of different degrees of virtue (although all good enough to have
been saved).'®® There are no such variations in the vision of the afterlife expressed in
Symeon’s sermons. Only two options are available: the full glory of heaven, involving
lordship over the angels, fellowship with the saints and martyrs, and close proximity to God;
or, in contrast, eternal fire and torment. It is important to note that Symeon’s message is not
entirely negative: while he does dwell on the sufferings of the wicked, he is equally
committed to describing the glories of heaven. The divide between the two is, however,

absolute:

See with me the Lord saying in the gospels that he will separate the just on his right,
from the sinners on his left, like the shepherd separates the sheep from the goats [cf.
Matthew 25:32-3]. And then he will say to the just, ‘come, you blessed of my father,
inherit the kingdom prepared for you from the foundation of the world.” And to the
sinners he will say, ‘depart from me, accursed ones, into the outer darkness, which
was prepared for the devil and his angels.” [cf. Matthew 25:41] And there will be
wailing [and gnashing] of teeth.”167

Again, this polarised vision is not original; as this passage shows, Symeon could draw upon
the Gospels to support his position. But whereas some Christian thinkers had elaborated

upon this sparse picture of the afterlife—Ilargely in order to accommodate different degrees

164 163y &v Edenpocuvalc eDceP®Y kol poPovpévav TOV Oedv avSpdv Te kol yuvarkdv: Life of Martha, 18
(p.266).

165 ibid. 17-18 (pp.265-7).

166 Bohairic Life of Pachomius, 82 (pp.87-91).

167 8pa pot &v edayyeliolg ToV kOplov Aéyovra, HTL TOOG dkaiovg dpopiel £k SeEdv, Tovg 88 auoptmiovg &
eVOVOL®Y, domep dpopilel 6 mony ta Tpofato anod TV Epipmv: Kol ToTe Epel Tolg dikaiolg: dedte ol
g0AoYNUEVOL TOD TATPOG LLOV, KANPOVOUNGATE TNV NTOWOCHEVV DUV Pactieiov dmd katafoAiflg KOGLOL!
Kol T01G ApoPTOA0LG, Topevects ol KoTnpapévol gig 10 6K0ToG T0 EEMTEPOV, TO NTOYAGUEVOV TH J0POAD
Ko Toig Ayyéhotg avtod- ékel otan 6 KAawOpOg Tdv 086vTwv: Sermon 17.6 (p.86).
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of piety into heaven—Symeon retains the stark duality of Matthew, offering his audience

only two, diametrically opposed options: heaven and hell.

While many of Symeon’s evocations of the afterlife refer to judgement at an unspecified
future time, some go further, suggesting that the final eschaton was about to take place.
Thus sermon 12 begins with an evocative description of Christ’s Second Coming, appearing

to imply that it was imminent:

Approaching to the blessed glory of the manifestation [émpaveiag] of the great God
and our saviour Jesus Christ, sons of light, think on this wisely: and remove yourself
from earthly matters and strive to acquire the one who comes on the clouds of heaven
with great power. For behold, the glory of the Lord will appear, and all flesh will see
the salvation of our God, when the powers of the heavens shake, and the earth turns
around, the angels shudder, and the just exult in the everlasting brightness.6®

Although ‘€mdveia’ had various different senses in early Christian writings, one of these
was Christ’s Second Coming, and the description that follows makes it clear that Symeon
is warning his audience to prepare for the eschaton. Elsewhere in the collection, sermon 28
suggests that the signs of the end of the world described in the Gospels (Matthew 24, Mark
13, Luke 21) have already taken place. His description of the signs does not exactly match
that found in the Gospels, but is very similar in tone, and the subsequent reference, in the
present tense, to the descent of the Lord, makes its eschatological significance clear: ‘Our
eyes have seen the sun darkened, and earthquakes in cities and countryside, and burnings
and fallings, and signs that happened, uprisings of peoples, and sheddings of blood, and
gulfs threatening swallowings, encampings of locusts, uprisings of bloody wild beasts,
seizings of men and children.... Our lamps are quenched, our talent is hidden, the heavenly

master comes from above, rising powerfully, for Judgement.’®® The preacher combines

168 1 paxopie 86EN Thc dmpaveiog Tod peydiov Oeod kai cotijpog NueY ITnood Xpiotol TpoceldovTec vioi
POTOG, VONCOTE TAVTNY GUVETAG KOl TAV TEPYEI®V TPAYLAT®V ATOAAAYEVTES, TOV TOPOYIVOLEVOV ETTL TOV
VEQPELDV TOD 0VPOVOL HETH SLVANEMG TOAAT|S, Aywvicache ktnoacBar 160V yap 1 d6&a Kupiov dpONoeTal,
Kai Oyetotl maca capE T cwplov oD B0 NUdV: 6T’ v al dSuvauelg TOV oLpav®dY coledovtal, Kol 1 YT
neprpépetat, dyyelot ppittovot, kai dikaiot dydiiovral £mi tf] dewdiep Adaumpotnti: Sermon 12.1 (p.53).

169 EiSov ol 0¢0aipoi Hudv fAov cxoticfévia, Kol GEIGHODE KaTd TOAELS Kol XDpoc, Kol Eumpoelg Kol
TTOGCELG, Kol onpeio yeyovota, E0vav Enavactdoelg, Kol aipdtav ky0oels, Kol xAopnoto dretiodvta
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references to various eschatological parables (‘our lamps are quenched’ is an echo of the
Parable of the Ten Virgins, ‘our talent is hidden’ of that of the Talents) to emphasise the

unpreparedness of his audience and himself to face the coming eschaton.

These passages suggesting that the Second Coming was imminent seem to reflect wider
eschatological trends during Justinian’s reign, perhaps encouraged by the natural and
military disasters of the period.t’® Thus for example Romanus the Melodist, in a hymn on
the Ten Virgins, states explicitly that the end of the world is at hand, ‘the final day is
near....the bridegroom is coming; let us not remain outside, crying, “open!”’,* adducing

as evidence the disasters which the current generation has witnessed:

How long, my soul, are you going to sleep this vain sleep, rest and snore? Wake up
now, at what we see [happening]: grievous threats and constant earthquakes have
disturbed the earth and those in it...the trumpets of the signs sound in the world, to
predict to those expecting Christ that he will come.... We see these things now, [my]
soul. They are not at the doors; they are the doors; they are ready and present.
Nothing is missing, as Christ said, but as he foretold, everything will happen, both
famines and plagues, and constant earthquakes, and race has been roused against
race; the things inside are frightening, and those outside are full of war; there is
nowhere to be saved, but danger is everywhere.!’?

Romanus, like Symeon in the passage quoted above, combines references to the parable of
the Ten Virgins with descriptions of the current omens of the end time, in the form of

disasters.}”® Aspects of Symeon’s eschatology may thus reflect wider ideological

Katandoelg, aKpidwv otpatonededoels, kai Onpiov aipofopmv Enovactdosls, avipdnmv Kol Toudimv
apmaypata. ..ol Aapmddeg Mudv Eopéobnoav, 10 tdAavtov kKékpumtal, 6 00VPavIog deomdTG Gvwbey duvaTdC
eig kpiow aviotapevog Epyetor: Sermon 28.3 (pp.142-3).

170 Magdalino 1993, esp.5-7; Meier 2003, esp. chapters 1-2. Averil Cameron has recently expressed doubts
about a general rise in eschatology in this period (and about links between natural disasters and
apocalypticism), and called for detailed studies of the content and contexts of particular ‘eschatological’
texts: A.M. Cameron 2016, esp. 17-22.

119 goyarn &yyvd/... 6 vopgioc Epyeton/ pry dmopsivouey Em/ Podvieg: ‘Gvoléov’: Romanus the Melodist,
Kontakion 48.1-2 (p.410).

172 $mvmcoag Brvov, Yoyt pov, kevov-/keioar kol péyyelg Emg mote;/ ypnydpnoov kdv viv, Tpog O
BAémopev./amehai énoyBeic/kal oelopol cuveyeic/ovvetdpalay yijv petd T@v év antf’/...nyodot Kot
kocpov/ Tdv onueiov ai codnryyec/mpounvioovsal Xpiotov 1oic tpocdokdoty,/ 6Tt éledoetar.. /! todta kol
viv Bswpoduey, Yoy /0bpot giciv, ovk £mi O0poig/énsotn yap kai Tapestv ETopa./ovk Elleinet
ovdévidonep eime Xpiotdg, /Gl dg mpoeine, mivro yevioetar/ kai Aol kol Aowpoi/kol celopol cuveyei,
fxai E6vog émi 6vog éyfyeptar ta Eom @oPepd, ta EEw d&/payng teminpwvrat./ovk 61t oD
cwdfvar/mavoyod yap 6 kivovvog: ibid. Kontakion 48.3-4 (pp.411-2). Cf. Magdalino 1993, 6.

173 On eschatology in Romanus, see also Meier 2003, 77-84.
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developments, at least among some groups within the empire, prompted by some of the
traumatic events of the mid sixth century, including defeats to the Persians, severe outbreaks
of plague, and earthquakes in both capital and provinces. The ideological effects of these
disasters will be discussed in greater depth in subsequent chapters; indeed, we will see that
they seem to have posed considerable challenges to the reputations of Symeon and other
holy men. Symeon’s sermons, with their lack of specificity and contextual references,
provide no insights into the effects of the disasters on the saint’s career. But they do show
that the holy man provided repeated, stark warnings that his generation must prepare for
judgement, warnings which must have seemed all the more powerful in the context of rising

concerns about the end of the world.

Yet although the preacher urges everyone to remember the inevitability of death and
judgement, his words have one particular target: the rich and powerful. He frequently claims
that the rich justify their immorality by ignoring, or denying, the soul’s continued existence
after death. In one passage, he imagines a rich man claiming that no-one has ever returned
from Hades, thus implicitly denying Christ’s resurrection.!” His message, in contrast, is
that all will be called to judgement, irrespective of their rank. He frequently stresses that
neither wealth, nor family connections, will help a soul when it is being judged: God is
entirely impartial and will judge based on the soul’s moral state alone.*’® He claims that all
humans will be equal at the judgement, irrespective of their worldly rank; but in fact he
tends to depict only the rich and powerful as facing punishment. He thus implies not merely

a levelling of worldly hierarchies, but their complete reversal:

For there is no respecting-of-persons with the king of the ages, Christ, nor [is it possible]
to give a golden ransom for a soul; neither the boldness of parasites, nor household

174 The fate of the soul after death was a topic of much debate in the sixth century, a debate which was
closely linked to conflict about the cult of saints (Dal Santo 2012). It does not seem impossible that
Symeon’s repeated references to this theme reflect this wider debate.

175 Sermon 6.4 (p.20).

176 See e.g. Sermon 11.1, 4 (pp.49-50, 52-3), 14.1 (pp.63-4), 18.6 (pp.91-2), 19.6 (pp.97-8).
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helpers, nor friends, can deliver the soul; for these rather lament on their own because
the opportunity for repentance has passed. [For there are] no gifts blinding eyes towards
forgiveness, nor cajolery of parents, nor sympathy of relatives; nor will a ruler be above
a poor person, nor a king above a pauper; but the rich man and the pauper will come to
the same [tribunal]. Then proud kings, present naked and bowing their necks, are sent
into the eternal death and bitter punishments; there the ruler, condemned, is flung to
unquenchable fire and an underwater place, in a deathless worm; because he justified
the impious on account of gifts, and hid judgements from the poor, for doing injustice
to their widows and orphans, and for living in luxury in the sweetness of foods; there
the just poor man is exalted by Christ in glory, in order to sit with the rulers of the people
in eternal life, being glorified by angels.t’’

Although this and comparable passages are clearly threatening towards the rich, they do
have a more positive inverse: he reminds the less wealthy, who must have constituted the
majority of his audience, that the injustices of this life are temporary, that their oppressors
will be punished and the innocent poor exalted. These are not original arguments, but
Symeon’s emphasis on the punishment of the rich is notable, particularly given his position
as a monastic, not ecclesiastical, author. Indeed, his criticisms of the rich extend far beyond
these passages describing posthumous judgement: wealth and its corrupting influence is a
dominant theme of the collection. By examining this in more detail, we will see that Symeon
appears like a prophet not only by claiming to reveal God’s mysteries to his audience, but

also by bringing a powerful message of social criticism.

Rich and Poor
Symeon’s strong concern to denounce worldly wealth distances him from most of the
famous monastic authors of late antiquity. Monastic writers tended to refer to the secular

rich only to warn monks to avoid them: thus Isaiah of Scetis instructs, ‘Do not seek to make

7. 00 yap dott mopd 1@ Pacirel 1@V aidvov Xpiotd tposmmornyia dvSpoc, odte ypuoiov dvtdiiaypa TG
Yoyiig avTod dodvar oV mapacitov Opdcoc, Kai oikeimv Bondetat, 0O eilot duvdpevor EEelécBar yoynv:
obtot yap pdAlov kad’€antovg kdmTovtal 10 TOV ToperbovTa Thig petavoiog Kalpdv: ov ddpa EKTVEAODVTA
0POUALOVG TTPOC CLYYDPNOV: 0VOE YOVEMV TTEPLOPOLT, T| CLYYEV®Y cvurddeia: 0Ok Eotal Gpywv vrep
éEVNTO, 0VOE PaciAedg VTP TTYOV: AL Rl TO adTO TAODG10G Kol TEVNG TapacToovTal T0TE BOGIAEIC
aAaloveg, Youvol Kol TETpoyNAIGUEVOL TAPLOTAUEVOL, EKTEUTOVTAL £1G aidViov Bavatov kal Timpiag TKpag:
gkel Gpyav KatakpBelg ékpintetar €ig 10 ndp T0 doPeotov Kol gig TOmov VroPpdylov, &v dBavatw oKOANKL
S10. 1O dtkooy TOV GoePT| Evekev ddpmv, Kol ATOKPOTTEY KPILOTO TEVATOV, €IG TO ASIKETV ATV ¥Npag Kol
OpPaVOLG, kKol oataAdv &v 6VTNTL Bpopdtmv: ékel tévng dikatog dyodtor [? Dyodtot] vrd Xpiotod év
36En, 100 kabicar petd apyovTov Aaod &v {of] dtekevtite V1o dyyélwv do&alduevoc: Sermon 14.1 (pp.63-
4).
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friends with those who are glorified in this world, lest the glory of God becomes dimmed
inside you’,'"® while Evagrius of Pontus warns that a monk afflicted by avarice, ‘associates
himself with wealthy women and indicates to them who should be treated well.”}”® As
mentioned above, they are preoccupied with particularly monastic concerns, such as the
desire to gain money to perform almsgiving, anxieties about supporting oneself when too
old or sick to perform manual labour and, sometimes, monks’ retention of excessive wealth
after joining a monastery.*®° They do not launch into lengthy, vitriolic attacks on the rich,
even if they occasionally include brief criticisms of them. Isaiah of Scetis adopts a spiritual
definition of poverty which implicitly excludes the non-monastic poor, implying a lack of
interest in societal economic divides: ‘the poor are not those who have renounced and given
away this visible world alone, but those who have given up all evil and who hunger always
for the remembrance of God.’*®! There were some important figures who broke this trend—

including above all Shenoute of Atripe, discussed below—but it generally holds true of the

most popular ascetic authors of the late antique east.

Attacks on the rich were, rather, a characteristic of ecclesiastical preaching. Wealth and its
abuses constituted a major theme of the sermons of the most famous early Christian
preachers, including, in the east, John Chrysostom?8? and the Cappadocian Fathers,8 and,
in the west, Ambrose and Augustine.!8* The work of Peter Brown and others on early

Christian rhetoric on wealth and poverty has revealed the complexity of its strategies and

178 |saiah of Scetis, Discourses, 6 (trans. p.78).

179 Evagrius Ponticus, ‘On Thoughts’, 21 (p.226, trans.p.67). On Evagrius’s portrayal of monastic avarice,

see Brakke 2008.

180 See e.g. Evagrius Ponticus, ‘Eight Thoughts’, (col 1152), trans. p.78: ‘a monk with many possessions is
like a heavily laden boat that easily sinks in a sea storm.” [NB: This text survives in various versions under
various names: see Sinkewicz 2003, 67.] Not all early Christian monks renounced all their wealth; see e.g.
Laniado 2009, Caner 2008, 222-4.

181 |saiah of Scetis, Discourses, 17 (trans. pp.133-4).

182 See e.g. Leyerle 1994; Hartney 2004, 133 ff.; Mayer 2006; Brandle 2008; Sitzler 2009.

183 See esp. the works of Holman, including 2001 and 2006.

184 For attitudes to wealth and poverty in the West, see esp. Brown 2012.
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ambitions. Brown has argued, for instance, that far from accurately reflecting social realities,
early Christian rhetoric usually focused on social extremes, contrasting the extremely
wealthy and the extremely poor while ignoring the majority of the population who fell in
the middle.'®® He has also shown how a purely economic understanding of the poor was
increasingly supplemented, and sometimes replaced, by one which conceptualised the
pauper as someone who was owed justice by the powerful, in terms ultimately derived from
the Hebrew Bible.!®® This discourse on wealth and poverty was inherently political and
contributed to the growth of bishops’ power: as Brown argued with reference to Ambrose
of Milan, sermons on these themes served to ‘open up for Ambrose and for similar Christian
bishops a space for intervention in society’;*®” they enabled bishops to appear as ‘modern

avatars of the prophets of ancient Israel.’ %

Many of these complexities are reflected in Symeon’s preaching. He provides elaborate
descriptions of the luxurious lifestyles of the rich, denouncing, in particular, their oppressive
treatment of the poor. For Symeon, unlike for many early Christian preachers, there seems
to be no possibility of legitimate wealth or of living piously while retaining riches; his
message is unusually harsh and uncompromising. Indeed, he goes so far as to associate the
wealthy with one of the groups most despised by early Christian authors: pagans. He seems
less interested than some preachers in promoting almsgiving; his aggressive rhetoric thus
seems to have a symbolic rather than strictly practical function. He creates a role for himself
as defender of the poor and oppressed, a role which had the potential to be both powerful

and deeply controversial.

185 Brown 2002, 6-16, 45-9; Brown 2012, 76-8; cf. also L6opez 2013, 14-5.
186 Brown 2002, 68-73; Brown 2012, 79-81. cf also Holman 2009.

187 Brown 2012, 143-4.

188 jhid. 80.
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Symeon gives detailed descriptions of the extravagant lives of the rich. He often imagines
their thought processes, sometimes even portraying them temporarily renouncing their
lifestyles before relapsing into sin. In sermon 8, for example, he imagines a rich man, having
eaten too much, acknowledging the vanity of life, renouncing greediness, marriage,
possessions and injustice, and recognising that earthly goods will lead to eternal torment.
He then reports, however, that such repentance is not sincere, and that the rich man soon

changes his mind:

And the rich man, raising himself through some window, and viewing the pleasures
of the world and their glory.... piercing himself on the thorns of earthly things,
begins to say, ‘What is better than this glory? Or what is more than the love of
parents? Or what is more enjoyable than the present good things?....Therefore let us
be warmed by expensive wine and perfumes, with all the other foodstuffs; for our
life is short and grievous, and the body will turn into ash, and the spirit will be
dissolved like empty air; and so because of this we will choose before the time of
the tomb to live in such houses, and before the time of ash, to dress our body in the
diverse patterns of gold-threaded and silk garments; and before the last silence to be
merry in speech and laughter and joys and much-twisting leapings. Of all things
what is sweeter than a wife? With her the sweet repose of life, illuminating, shines
forth; for entering into my house | will sleep beside her; for living with her possesses
not bitterness, but happiness and joy.’18°

Here, as in other comparable passages,’®® he presents a vivid picture of the rich man,
referring to luxuries which engage all five senses (the sight of fine clothes; the taste of wine
and food; the scent of perfume; the sounds of laughter and conversation; the touch of his
wife), and imagining, however inaccurately, his innermost thoughts. It is notable that in this
passage Symeon does not depict the rich man as doing anything unusually scandalous, at

least in terms of his sexual morality; he is not presented as consorting with prostitutes or

1890 §¢ mhovotog d1d tvog Bupidoc Eavtov Empilmv, kai Oswpdv Tog dmoAancelg Tod KOGHOV Kai TV 6Eav
oadT®V. .. TOAC dxavOoig TV yMivov Eantdv tepimeipov, dpyetal Adysv: Ti PEATIOV THC S0ENG TATNG; Ti TASOV
TGS TV YOVE®V GTOPYTG; 1| ATOAAVOTIKOTEPOV TAV TapOVTOV Ayafdv;... 60gv oivov moAvteloDg Kol popmv
oLV 101G dAAOIC ooty £dwdipolg BaApBduey: 6t dAiyog Kol Avnpdg €otiy 0 Biog MUV, Kol TO GO TEQPO
amoPricetat, T 8¢ mvebpa StdlvBiiceTon B Yavvoc G- S8 T0DTo 0V aipnodpeda PO Kapod THE TAPFC
gvotkiioat ig Tag Totatag Papelg kal Tpod Kapod TG TEPPG, &V TOKIANIG TV Sl pOO®Y Kol ONPIK®V
YTOVOV Auealey o odpa Tpoc 8¢ Tig Eoydtng otyiig, evepaivesbol prpatt kol YEAMTL Kod yoppovaig kol
TOAGTPOPOIS GKIPTALAGL Ti 88 ThvTmV Thi Opolvyov 1dvTepov; ned fic 1} yYAvkepd tod Piov dvamovoic
EmEOoKOVGO KATOVYALEL ElGEADDY Yap €IC TOV 0IKOV 1OV TPOGAVOTONGOUAL aDTH: OO Yop Exsl Tikpiay 1)
oLVAVAGTPOPT] AVTTC, GAA’ €DQpocHVNY Kal xapdv’: Sermon 8.6 (pp.31-2).

190 See e.g. Sermons 6.1-4 (pp.17-20), 14.2-3 (pp.64-6), 16.1-4 (pp.73-7).
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committing adultery, but simply as desiring to sleep with his wife. This suggests that
Symeon adopts a particularly hard-line approach to the wealthy; even the wish to continue

living with his wife is presented as a sign of the rich man’s swift relapse into sin.%

He is particularly concerned to denounce rich people’s unjust treatment of the less powerful
in society (indeed, he seems more interested in those experiencing various kinds of
oppression than in the simply economic poor).t% Thus in sermon 6 he imagines a rich man
saying ‘I will acquire castles, I will buy fields, and I will master people, through slaves and
slave girls; I will seize the land of this man in my farm [?], for it is very productive, and it
will accrue gold by fertility for me, and | will impose a heavy collar on my labourers, and |
will give joy to my soul....for this is my part, and this is my lot. I will oppress the pauper, I
will not spare widows, nor will I respect the grey hair of the old man; and my strength will
be the law of righteousness, for weakness is exposed as useless.”% Despite the reference to
the pauper, the rich man’s words are focused much more on injustice and oppression
(‘master people’, ‘seize the land’, ‘inflict a heavy collar’, ‘oppress’), and on the conflict

between strength and weakness, than on the gap between wealth and poverty.

Indeed, for Symeon, wealth is essentially synonymous with injustice; there seems no
possibility of legitimate wealth. In sermon 16 he claims that the rich gain their money
through accepting bribes to make false judgements; through plundering orphans and
widows; through treacherous murders; through lending money and demanding interest

unjustly; and through forgeries.'®* Many ecclesiastical preachers, despite including

191 Elsewhere, too, he preaches an entire sermon against those who elevate marriage to the status of a god,
although he does, briefly, acknowledge its legitimacy: Sermon 15 (pp.66-73).

192 See, on this theme in the works of ecclesiastical preachers, Brown, cited above p.128 n186.

193 Ktijcopat Bépetg, dvicopal dypodg, kai kpathom Aadv, Sié Sovdmv kai modickov: dprdém todde v
YTV év 1@ ayp®- O1L KaAikapmog o, v eDeopialg xpLoOV TPoGodedoeL Lot Kol TpocHnom Embival
KOOV Papdv Ml TOVS YNTOVOLC HOV* KOd SHC® EDPPOGHVITV TH WUYH LOV...ETL adTn ot Pepic, Kai odTog
HOV KAT|POG KATAOLVAGTEDGM TEVITA, OV PEICONL XNPOC, 0VOE TPEGPVTOV EVIPATHGOLOL TOAMAY: Kol EGTaL
HOL 1 1oYDG VOROG TG S1Koosvvng: TO Yap dobeveg dynotov éléyyetar: Sermon 6.4 (p.20).

19 Sermon 16.1 (pp.73-4). Compare also Sermon 6.1-2 (pp.17-8); 8.3 (pp.29-30); 12.1-2 (pp.53-5), 16.4
(p.77).
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vituperative attacks upon the impious rich, acknowledged the possibility that a rich man
could be pious if he lived moderately and gave alms generously: thus even John Chrysostom
could write, ‘wealth will be good for its possessor if he does not spend it only on luxury, or
on strong drink and harmful pleasures; if he enjoys luxury in moderation and distributes the
rest to the stomachs of the poor, then wealth is a good thing.’'% Operating in a society in
which the total abolition of wealth was neither possible nor desirable, churchmen tended to
soften their messages to accommaodate the pious Christian rich. Thus John Chrysostom also
interpreted Jesus’s words in the Gospels as proof that renunciation of riches was not
necessary: ‘he did the same thing for poverty; he did not make it mandatory. He did not
simply say: “Sell all that you have,” but “If you want to be perfect, go, sell your
belongings.’[Matthew 19:21].1% Severus of Antioch, although often exhorting his
audience to be generous to the poor, nonetheless at times adopts a strictly spiritual
interpretation of scriptural references to the wickedness of wealth and the virtue of poverty,
with the result that material wealth is not presented as a barrier to salvation: he says that it
is not forbidden to become rich, but only to be enslaved by love of riches, and that it is not
all the wealthy who are damned, but those who devote all their thoughts to worldly
possessions.®” There is little sign of such accommodation in Symeon’s sermons. He quotes
the stricter parts of Jesus’s message, ‘it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a
needle, than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven’ [Matthew 19:24]**® and ‘those
with wealth will have difficulty entering the kingdom of heaven’ [Matthew 19:23],1*° with

no suggestion that ‘wealth’ in this context should be understood metaphorically. Indeed, he

195 John Chrysostom, ‘Against Those Who Go to the Circus Games’, 5 (col.1052, trans. p.137).

19 John Chrysostom, ‘On Fasting’, 3 (col.318, trans. p.77).

197 Homily 113 (p.274). This spiritual/metaphorical interpretation of biblical references to wealth and
poverty had, of course, a long history in early Christianity: see e.g. de Ste. Croix 1981, esp.434-5.

198 Sermon 6.5 (pp.20-1).

199 Sermon 8.2 (p.29).
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comes close to suggesting that total renunciation and separation from the world provides the

only opportunity for the rich to be saved:

Thus it is necessary also for the one approaching God for the heavenly inheritance,
to distribute well the things gathered together evilly from the injustice of Mammon
to the poor....and likewise with daily tears to separate like a stranger and a sojourner
from the world, in the hope of coming to Christ...On account of this the Lord himself
said: ‘The one who does not leave his father or mother, or brothers, or sisters, or
fields, or houses, and take up his cross and follow behind me, is not worthy of me.’2%

Here Symeon combines two different gospel passages to emphasise the need for total
dedication to Christ. He blends Matthew 19:29, ‘everyone who has forsaken houses or
brothers or sisters or father or mother or wife or children or lands for my name’s sake, will
receive a hundredfold and will inherit everlasting life,’?%! and Matthew 10:38, ‘whoever
does not take up their cross and follow me is not worthy of me’, to demand the complete
rejection of family ties. This is quite different from the process whereby ecclesiastical
preachers tried to emphasise more moderate aspects of Christ’s message. Symeon thus
offers no route for a rich man to retain his wealth and status and still achieve salvation. His
uncompromising language, and the stark division he draws between wealth and poverty,
recalls his equally black-and-white vision of the afterlife. The contrast he draws between
monk and demon, between pauper and rich man, thus seems to symbolise the ultimate and

eternal divide between heaven and hell.

When he explicitly discusses the social order he approaches, but falls short of, true
radicalism. Like many other Christian preachers, he stresses the essential equality of

mankind,?®? reminding the rich that they are the brothers of the poor and lowly: ‘How, taking

200 Oyt Set koi TOV TPOGEPYOUEVOV T OE® TPOC THY KANPOVORIaY THY 0DPAVIOV T Kok®G 8k TG aduciog
700 papmva cvuvayBévta, Koldg dlotkijoat Toig Tévnoty.. . Kal Opoing ddkpuot kabnuepvois wg Eévov kai
Tapenidnpov Stictachor 1o KOGHOV, &V Tf EATISL T0D KatahaBsiv TOV Xp1oTov....51 yop TodTo 88 0TdC O
KOp1og EAeye: O UT KATOAT®V TaTEPA §| UNTEPQ, T} AOEAPOVG, T} AdEAPAC, §j Aypovg, i oikiag, Kal AaPdv TOV
oTavpOv aTod Kol dkolovBdv omicwm pov, ovk Eott pov d&oc: Sermon 8.3 (p.29).

201 See also Mark 10:29.

202 For the view expressed by some—but not all—early Christian preachers that all men were equal and/or
brothers, see Holman 2009, 98-105; Brown, 2012, 79 ff.
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up the sin of pride, do you say to your brother, “Don’t go ahead of me, nor do I serve you,
since I am better than you”?’2%® All humans are in fact fellow slaves — of God.?** The rich
and the poor were formed from the same material; conceived in a similar womb; and were
born and will die in the same way.2%® Symeon goes further than some preachers, however,
in explicitly calling into question the basis of slavery:2°® ‘Surely [God] did not create one
Adam a slave, and another a freeman? And even if it had been thus, you as descended from
the free, should have observed justice, so as not to mistreat those begotten from the enslaved
Adam, homebred [slaves] and labourers, sold and given and bought. But you have not acted
thus...’?" Ultimately, however, he does not call for the overthrow of the social order,
instead idealising eutaxia?® and mutually beneficial and respectful relationships between
those of greater and lesser status: he argues that God appointed the ruler like a choice vessel
to judge justly and wisely, and the labourer as a vessel for service, ‘so that we may each
take care of what is just for each other’;?% the king takes care for his people, and his people
serve him; the owner supports his slaves, and the slaves are well-disposed to their lord; ‘so
that everyone taking care of each other, will give what is due duly to each other, and will
not be destroyed by each other as from oppression, for we are all mortals from Adam, one
flesh, and one blood in Christ our Life....and as we have been taught, let this be thought

among us; for there is no slave nor freeman; for we are all one in Jesus Christ our Lord.’!°

203 TTdg 10 Thc Dynroepocvivng mtduo dvaraBaov Aéyelc @ 4d3eled cov odte mponynoel Lov, ovte dlaKoved
oot, peiCov oov dv: Sermon 13.2 (p.58).

204 Thus he repeatedly refers to the pauper as the ‘fellow slave’ and/or ‘brother’ of the rich man: see e.g.
Sermons 12.2 (p.55); 12.3 (p.55); 13.5 (p.61); 14.2 (p.64); 16.6 (p.79).

205 Sermon 12.2 (pp.54-5).

208 Even preachers who were particularly vehement in attacking the rich and defending the poor often
glossed over slavery: Kelly 1995, 99-100; Brown 2002, 61-3.

207 um Erepov Bpa Adau EkTice Sodlov, kai Etepov ElevBepov; kai i oBTOC slysv, M¢ £k ToD ElsvBEpov
VIAPYOVTG 6€, PLAATTEWY GE £08L TO diKota, TOD Ur| AdKeTY TOVG €k ToD 00VAMBEVTOC ASAL YEYYEVILEVOLG
01K0YEVEIG Kal YENTOVOVG, TPOTAS TE KO LETOOTAG KOl MVOLUEVOVG AL 0V oUtmg denpa&m: Sermon 16.6
(p.79).

208 For the concept of ‘eutaxia’, defined as ‘good social order’, see Caner 2009, 55.

209 {yq ExooTog TO VnEP GAMAmY dikara pepuvdpev: Sermon 16.6 (p.80).

210 B¢ maveg TO VREP GAANA@Y LEPIUVEVTES, BAANAOIG TO BG10, dGimg dmoddhompey, Kai U d¢ Gmd
katadvvacteiog K” AAMA®Y dvodmBeinuev- ol yap mévieg £vog Addp Svteg Ovnroi, pio cdpé, kol &v aipa
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There is therefore some inconsistency in his position; this passage implies his support for
the social order, at least in theory, yet, as discussed, elsewhere he appears to deny the
possibility of just wealth, and of the salvation of the rich. Although he does not seem to be
preaching revolution, he remains profoundly sceptical of the behaviour and status of the

wealthy.

Indeed, he goes so far as to associate the rich with the one of the groups most abhorrent to
late antique Christian authors: pagans. The association between avarice/wealth and
idolatry/paganism is not unique to Symeon: we find passing comparisons between the two
in the works of both ascetic authors such as Evagrius of Pontus?*! and ecclesiastical authors
like John Chrysostom.?*2 Symeon, however, develops this point in much more depth, and
suggests not only that the rich are like pagans, but that they actually are pagans. Sermon 8
begins with one of Symeon’s characteristic attacks on wealth; he discusses the inevitable
punishment of the avaricious at the Last Judgement; the need for renunciation; Christ’s
renewal of the world ‘through poverty....so that those depriving themselves of earthly things
will be glorified with him,’?'® and the temporary repentance of the rich man followed by his
swift relapse into sin. He reports that when the rich man becomes hungry, he abandons his
pious intentions, ‘and perhaps even turns to idol-worship.”?!* He does not develop this theme
at this point, instead returning to address the rich man and warning him that the goods

promised to the saints in heaven far surpass the transitory pleasures of the world.

He then, however, breaks into an attack on pagans. There is a loose connection to the

preceding theme—Symeon notes that pagans are lured by demonic counsellors to enjoy the

gopgv v Xplot® tfi Lofj udv...kol dg £51d3ayxOnuey tovto ppoveichm &v Nuiv: 6Tl 00K Evi S0DA0C 0V0E
ELe0Bepoc ThvTeC Yap MUEIS €1 Eopsv &v Xpiotd Tnood 16 kupie Hudv: ibid.

211 Evagrius Ponticus, ‘Eight Thoughts’ (col 1153).

212 John Chrysostom, Seventh Homily on Colossians, 5 (cols. 349-50).

213 A mevio,...iva ol cueTéAovTeg £0Todg TdY Ynivay, oV avtd Sofacddotv: Sermon 8.3 (p.30).
214 Téya 8¢ ko eic eidmlopaviav petestpden: Sermon 8.7 (p.32).
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present life, in drunkenness, food, and marriage—before the passage develops into a
polemic against the Greek gods and mythological figures. The grammar of the passage (at
least in Mai’s edition) temporarily breaks down, making his line of thought difficult to trace,
but he attacks Herakles, ‘Anteon’, Skamander, Medea, Cronos, Semiramis, Zeus [‘Dios,
who is also Pezecus, whom they name Zeus’], Hermes, Hephaestos ‘whom they call Pluto’,
Ares and Aphrodite, for a variety of immoral behaviours, including wrestling, adultery,
incest, magical practices, fornication, avarice, blasphemy and lust. He proceeds to claim that
all these ‘gods’ were in fact mortal men, who took the names of the stars on themselves,
who were conceived by intercourse, oppressed their fellow men, and met bitter deaths.
Interestingly, his account of the gods seems to derive from the chronicle of John Malalas:
he reproduces, in rather garbled form, various details of the Antiochene chronicler’s
account,?™® as well as his eunemerizing approach.?!® Yet while Malalas discusses the gods
fairly neutrally, sometimes even praising their virtues (for example, he calls Hera ‘good,
just and universally benevolent’),?” Symeon is entirely hostile, repeatedly referring to their
corruption and deceitfulness. He condemns the pagans who worship them as gods as ‘stupid’
[avomTot] and denounces their creation and worship of idols. It is at this point that he returns
to the earlier theme of the ‘Christian’ rich man, explaining why his discussion of paganism

is relevant;

215 Especially Malalas, 1.8-2.2 (pp.9-18; trans. pp.6-11). For example, compare Malalas 1.14-15 (pp.14-6)
with Sermon 8.7 (p.33), lines 15-18 [“Eppfig 0 doAepdc...dg mhodtov dwpovpevos’]. Compare also ibid. lines
11-15 [Awg...aBacirevtov dv tote], to Malalas 1.9-10 (pp.10-12), 1.13 (pp.13-4). Further points of
comparison between the two accounts abound, though it should be noted that some of the people mentioned
by Symeon (e.g. Anteon, Skamander) do not appear in Malalas’s account. There is nothing inherently
implausible in the idea that Symeon might have known Malalas’s work, at first or second hand: it was used
by several contemporary historians, including his acquaintance Evagrius Scholasticus: see Jeffreys 1990a.
216 On the relevant passage in Malalas, see Jeffreys 1996, esp.66-70. She shows that Malalas himself was
using an earlier source, which was either the Excerpta Barbari or a very similar text. Symeon’s version,
however, seems to derive from that in Malalas, rather than his source, as it repeats various changes Malalas
has made to the original: for example, like Malalas, Symeon describes Semiramis as Kronos’s wife, not
Picus’s.

217 Malalas, Chronicle, 1.8 (p.10, trans. p.6). On Malalas’s attitude towards the pagan past, see also
Liebeschuetz 2004, 151-2.
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Do you see these things, rich man, for it is towards you that my words look keenly,
[my words] about the desires of this life which you have; for in this way a dead
expectation lies in wait for the pagans; for they are greedy with respect to the
pleasures of the world, pressing themselves in them, for the idols to rejoice with
them, and to take part in injustices and luxuries and fornications and defiled
sacrifices and libations for the rite of the demons; setting up a table for the spirit,
that is the demon, and a mixture of wine for drunkenness, in revels and
drunkennesses and whorish songs and varied dances, where the whole sacrificial
smoke of the idols lives; with respect to these illegal and harmful pleasures, rejoicing
in unjust thoughts. For even if you are called a Christian, being corrupted in these
things you are distanced from God, ‘for into a malicious soul wisdom will not enter’

[Wisdom 1:4].28

By the end of this passage, the distinction between pagan and rich man has entirely
disappeared. Symeon describes the dissolute behaviour of the pagans, including sacrifices
as well as drunkenness, fornication, worldliness, and oppression, but at the end implies that
the rich man himself engages in all these activities: ‘being corrupted in these things you are
distanced from God [emphasis mine].” He explicitly states that even if the wicked man calls
himself a Christian, he is entirely removed from God; he is thus, in essence, also a pagan.
The relationship between pagan and rich man thus does not lie solely in their comparable
idolisation of material objects; rather, the entire lifestyle of the rich man and all its associated
luxuries are condemned as essentially pagan, and even tainted with the association of pagan
sacrificial rituals. Indeed, although nowhere else in the sermon collection does he develop
the connection between pagan and rich man at such length, he repeatedly refers to the rich
man eating and drinking excessively ‘as if on a day of sacrifice.”?*® Admittedly, this phrase
is from the New Testament (James 5:5), so might be regarded as a commonplace. Yet

Symeon always links it to a rich man drinking expensive wine or indulgent foods, an

218 $piic TadTa O TAOVGIE, i 6& Yap Apopdoty 0EEmG ol Adyot pov, Tepl OV Exelg EmBvGBY Tod oidvog
TOVTOV* OVTMG YOP AITOKELTAL TOIG EAANGL VEKPA TPOGOOKIO: TAEOVEKTODGL YAP TPOG TOG NOOVAG TOD aidVOC,
€00TOVG &v avToig Emelyovieg, mpog Kol T IdwAN cuyyaipew 00Tolg, kal cuvalpeiodal v taig adukiong Kol
TPLPOIG Koi Topveiong Kol papoic Tpog TEAETIV TOV dopdvev Buciog kol omovoais mapatidodveg
TpdmeCov Tf Yuyii, To0TESTL TQ daipovi, Kai 0ivov kEpacua Tpog uédnV, &v kdpoig kai uébaig kai dopoot
TOPVIKOIG Kol TOAGTPOPOLS yopeiaug, EvBa 1 mica Kvicoa TV eid®A®Y avAllgTol TPOG TAG AVOIOVS TAVTOG
Kol ProPepdc 18ovec, cuyxaipovec Toic GKOAOIC SIAOYIGHOIC €1 Yap Kol ¥PLoTIaVOC 1 AEYOUEVOC, &V
1001015 (G S1ePBuppEVOs Keydpioat amod BgoD, Gte gig KakdTEXVOV WoyTV 00K giceleboetarl copia: Sermon
8.10 (p.35).

219 g v Muépa ooyng: Sermons 11.3 (p.52), 12.2 (pp.54-5), 14.3 (p.65), 16.1 (p.74).
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association not made explicit in James.?? These references may therefore also echo the
association Symeon draws in sermon 8 between the lifestyle of the rich and the lives of the

pagans and, in particular, their sacrificial practices.

Symeon emphasises the oppressive and unjust behaviour of the pagans, in a manner very
reminiscent of his attacks on the rich. The last section of sermon 8 contains a description of
the effects of pagan belief: ‘the gods of the gentiles/pagans are demons, and products of the
hands of men. On account of this those who believe in them brought one another to
destruction; for they poured out blood in murders, on account of theft and trickery,
corruption and disbelief, disturbance and perjury, disordered uproars, forgetting of favours,
pollution of souls, falsified lineages [?], and disorders of marriages, adulteries and
licentiousnesses; for the worship of nameless idols in wealth, is the cause, beginning and
end of every evil of the world. For either they go mad from enjoyment, or they prophesy
falsehoods, or they live unjustly, or they commit perjury speedily; for believing in soulless
idols, swearing wickedly, they do not expect to be harmed; but from both sides justice will
pursue/punish them....’??! The beginning of this passage might seem to be talking about
pagans in the past, as it uses verbs in the aorist and imperfect. The scope of the discussion
then expands, however, with the general proposition that idol worship in wealth is the
‘cause, beginning and end of every evil in the world.” From then on, Symeon switches to

using the present tense, implying that he is referring to present day idolaters. The accusations

220 The full text of James 5.5 reads: ‘You have lived in pleasure on the earth and been wanton. You have
nourished your hearts, as on a day of sacrifice.” There is thus a connection to luxurious living, but no
specific reference to over-eating and consumption of expensive wine as we find in Symeon.

221 01 8¢ Oeoi TV E0vdV daupdvia, Kol Epya xelpdv avOpdrmy: S1d TodTo Kol ol TeTEVGUVTES ADTOIG, ETEPOC
1OV ETEpOV €ic Bvaipsoty fveykay- £E&xeov yop aipata &v eovolc, Sid kKhomnv kol S6Aov, phopdv Te Kai
amotiov, Tapayny kol émopkiav, BopHPovg aTakTovg, Yapit®V AuvNoTiag, YOXMY HOGHOV, YEVVICE®MG
Evaliayag, kol yapov ata&iog, potyeiog 1€ kal doeAyeiag 1 yap T@V aveovopoy eiddlonv Opnokeio &v Td
TAOVT®, T0D ai®dVog TovTOg KakoD aitia, dpyn Te Kol tépag Eotiv: §| yup e0QpaIvOpEVOL pepivacty, f
TPOPNTEVOVGL YeLdi|, fj {BoV AdiK®G, T EMOPKOVGL TUXEMS AWDYOIS Yap EIOMAOIS TEMOOITEG, KUKDG
opodoavteg, adtknBijvarl 00 Tpocdéyovtal: aupotépobey 8¢ adtolg petehevoetot Ta dikata: Sermon 8.11
(p.36).
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he makes against the pagans—murder, theft, corruption, perjury, adultery—are exactly the
kinds of criticisms which, as we have seen, he elsewhere makes of the rich. The link between
the pagans and wealth is made explicit through the reference to ‘idol worship in wealth’,
which is presented as responsible for all evil. The boundaries between the rich and the
pagans are again elided; both deny God in deeds as much as in words, living luxuriously
and oppressing the weak. Symeon thus presents the rich not just as Christians who have

lapsed through sin, but as outside the Christian community itself.

What motivated Symeon’s attacks on the rich? Many clergymen who preached on wealth
had a practical and pastoral aim: to encourage their audience to donate more generously to
charity. It is far from clear, however, that this is the primary aim of Symeon’s preaching. If
we again compare his sermons to those of John Chrysostom, we see a striking difference.
Chrysostom frequently exalts almsgiving as a key virtue, calling it ‘the queen of the virtues,
who quickly raises human beings to the heavenly vaults’, 222 and claiming that it can
counterbalance any other flaws: ‘regardless of how many other sins you have, your
almsgiving counterbalances all of them.’??®> He urges not only the extremely wealthy, but
also those of moderate and lesser means to make charitable donations,??* which suggests

that his preaching has practical motivations.

Symeon displays far less interest in the subject of almsgiving. He does not focus on the
sufferings of the economic poor; he also rarely discusses the redemptive power of
almsgiving at any length. One passage in sermon 16 does suggest that charity can help
redeem the rich person. Yet even here, Symeon’s focus is on stressing that almsgiving is not

effective if it is undertaken for the sake of vainglory or from wealth which has been obtained

222 John Chrysostom, ‘On Almsgiving and the Ten Virgins’, 1 (col. 293, trans. p.30).
223 jbid. (trans. p.31).
224 See e.g. John Chrysostom ‘On Almsgiving’, 3 (cols 265-6).
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unjustly (and, as we have seen, he tends to imply that all wealth is gained unjustly).?2® Again,
he seems to imply that the rich man needs to renounce all his possessions in order to be
saved: ‘and so what do you think about these things, avaricious man, who wants to perform
almsgiving from theft? And so if you give alms, give your own possessions to the poor, to
one a garment, to another food, also free the ones treated unjustly, have mercy on widows,
treat orphans well, tear up the unjust contract, from now on lending all your gold table
service to God....”??® The sermon collection contains a few other references to the salvific
power of almsgiving,??” but it is far from a major theme. It thus does not seem that the
primary motivation behind Symeon’s attacks on the rich was the desire to stimulate

charitable giving.

His strident rhetoric may, therefore, serve a symbolic rather than strictly practical function.
As Peter Brown argued was the case for bishops,??® his attacks on the rich may have served
to create for himself a moral and political role as defender of the poor, speaking with the
voice of an Old Testament prophet. By defining the poor not simply as the economically
destitute, but as all those who are oppressed in any way (including farmers, slaves, debtors,
and those treated unjustly in court) he expands the community for whom he claims to act as
advocate; even members of his audience of moderate means could well have identified with
the oppressed and wronged. Perhaps counter-intuitively, therefore, his message could be
seen as targeted less at the rich themselves than at the ‘poor’, even though it is the former

whom he addresses so frequently. Brown has argued that the rhetoric of bishops like

225 Sermon 16.4-5 (pp.77-9). For this theme in the writings of other early Christian preachers, see Holman
2009, 106 ff.

226 T{ 0BV dokel G0l TPOC TAHTO PIMAPYVPE, O HAALOV &€ dpmayiic Povddpsvoc Elesiv; el ovv Ehssic, Td
VIAPYOVTE Gov d18dm¢ [? d16d0c] Toic mEvnoy, @ pév £60ijta, @ 88 TpoeTY, Kol ddtkovpévong pdcal, YHPoC
oikteipnoov, kai Oppavodg D TOMGOV, ESKOV GLYYPUPTV SLUCTE, TOV TAVTA GOV KOGHOV TOD YpVGiov
daveilwv anevOebBev [? dnevtedbev] Oed: Sermon 16.5 (p.78).

227 See e.g. Sermon 18.7 (pp.92-3); 20.4 (p.100).

228 See above p.128. Brown notes that the same was true for holy men but does not discuss this in detail.
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Ambrose was populist and ran the risk of alienating some secular parts of the elite;??°
nonetheless, most bishops needed to keep the civic elite on side, and showed them ways to
accommodate their wealth within the pious Christian community. Symeon, however,
displays little interest in offering practical solutions to the wealthy as to how to live; his
limited advice tends to involve total renunciation and the assumption of asceticism. Rather
than trying to bring the Christian community together, he appears to be asserting sharp
boundaries between the oppressive rich—who are also denigrated as pagans—and the
oppressed poor, which could potentially include large swathes of society. As discussed in
Chapter 1, the sixth century seems to have seen continued tensions between different social
classes, and there is some, if limited, evidence from Antioch to support this picture.?® This
must have created opportunities for a holy man to play on this friction to win support and

popularity.

Of course, the image of the holy man as defender of the poor against the depredations of the
rich is not unusual. Many saints’ Lives, and in particular fifth-century saints’ Lives, contain
stories depicting their holy men reforming, or punishing, rich laypeople who acted
oppressively.?! In most of these cases, however, the stories are counterbalanced by others
in which pious rich people who are devoted to the saint and his cult are treated by him with
respect.?®> Symeon the Younger’s Life stands out, since, as we will see, it contains no
episodes which portray the local nobility positively.?*® Furthermore, since these other holy

men are known only through their saints’ Lives, we cannot be certain how far the anti-noble

229 Brown 2012, esp.138-43.

230 See above pp.43-51.

231 Thus see Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 21 (pp.134-40), 44.8-19 (pp.262-4); Syriac Life of Symeon Stylites
the Elder (pp.581-3, 585-8); Life of Alexander Akoimetos, 34 (pp.684-5), 39 (pp.688-9); Life of Marcellus
Akoimetos, 32 (pp.314-6).

232 The Life of Alexander Akoimetos stands out as another Life which contains few positive stories about the
rich, though it should be noted that it is much shorter and less detailed than the other Lives just cited.

233 |t does present a few Constantinopolitan notables in neutral or positive terms, which may suggest that it
was the particular political circumstances in Antioch which engendered Symeon/his hagiographer’s hostility
towards the city’s elites: see below, pp.210-8.

140



stories in these texts reflect the saints’ lived experiences as well as hagiographic topoi. There
is, however, one important example of a holy man who used similarly aggressive rhetoric

against the rich and whose own sermons survive: Shenoute of Atripe.

Ariel Lopez has argued persuasively that Shenoute used his claims to represent the poor to
boost his own position as a local patron and to attack his rivals and enemies, in particular
the nobleman Gesius, probably the subject of Shenoute’s famous sermon ‘Not because a fox
barks’.2%* Shenoute attacked Gesius’s (supposed) crypto-paganism, drawing a connection
between rich, pagan, and oppressor similar to that found in Symeon’s sermons. Shenoute
was clearly a highly controversial figure in his time and afterwards, and his sermons are full
of precise references to particular incidents and individuals. They are in this sense very
different from Symeon’s sermons, which are entirely shorn of specific details. Peter Brown
has, however, pointed out that even a non-specific attack on a generic rich man could be
interpreted, in the context of live preaching, as an attack on a known individual;?*® Symeon’s

sermons could thus have proved highly contentious.

Unfortunately, the sermon collection provides few clues as to whether his preaching
reflected genuine tensions with the local noble community, as in the case of Shenoute. There
are only the faintest hints in the sermons themselves of any reference to rich men opposing
Symeon and his monks: in sermon 16, when describing the indecent behaviour of the rich,
he accuses them of making fun of the pious, ‘mocking the just on account of [their] chastity;
for what is just and blessed has become for you a laughing stock and mockery.’?*® This
appears to be a complaint about the rich mocking monks, but is so non-specific that it cannot

be associated with any confidence with genuine historical conflict. In order to understand

234 |opez 2013, passim. See also Frankfurter 1998, 77-82; Schroeder 2007, 132-7.

235 Brown 2012, 142.

236 ¢nmailovreg dikoiovg d1d TV coEpocHVY: Kkad TO Sikatov kai T dctov £yeviOn duiv eic Yéhwto koi gig
gumonypov: Sermon 16.3 (p.76).
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the context for Symeon’s preaching better, it is necessary to turn to other sources, and in
particular to the Life of Symeon the Younger. Importantly, the Life, as we will see in the next
chapter, appears very hostile towards Antioch’s wealthy classes, and indeed draws a very
similar connection between them and paganism to that found in the sermon collection. By
examining this theme in terms both of the challenges Symeon seems to have faced in his
career, and in the broader context of Antiochene society in the sixth century, we may come
to a better understanding of the holy man’s role in northern Syrian society. But the
aggressive anti-wealth rhetoric of the sermons already warns us that he may have been far

from a peaceful and generally-accepted figure.

Conclusion

Symeon’s sermons combine aspects of genres often regarded as distinct: the ascetic
discourses of monks such as Evagrius Ponticus and Isaiah of Scetis, and the sermons of
ecclesiastical preachers such as John Chrysostom and the Cappadocians. Symeon himself
therefore appears as a liminal figure, bridging the gap between the internal world of the
ascetic and his monastery and the extroverted and socially-engaged domain of the Church
and its preachers. The impression of Symeon gained from the sermons in many respects
complements that found in his Life: both Life and sermons present Symeon as the recipient
of divine visions; both depict him as a wise teacher of his monastic disciples; and both are
intensely hostile to the wealthy and to pagans, often blurring the boundaries between the
two. Nonetheless, the sermons reveal new sides to Symeon, which are suggestive of how
the holy man constructed his own authority. Whereas Symeon’s hagiographer presents his
healing miracles as the basis of his popularity, the sermons reveal the power of Symeon’s

own rhetoric, which is only hinted at in the Life.2’” He presents himself, implicitly, as a

237 As discussed above, the Life does present Symeon as a preacher and provides the text of several sermons
attributed to him. Only one of these, however, contains the eschatological focus which, as we have seen,
predominates in the sermon collection itself: Life of Symeon, 171 (pp.152-4).
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prophetic mediator between heaven and earth, bringing an uncompromising message. He
eschews the accommodations made by some clerical preachers, focusing on the polarised
opposition of demon and monk, rich and poor, and heaven and hell. His preaching was thus
in many respects aggressive and confrontational, focusing not on what united the wider
Christian community, but what divided it. He thus appears, like Shenoute of Atripe, as a
figure who had the potential to create conflict as much to assuage it. Unfortunately, the lack
of specific references within the sermons to their delivery and reception makes it impossible
to gauge from the collection itself what effect Symeon’s preaching had on his audience.
When, however, we turn to the next major text associated with Symeon’s shrine, the Life of
Symeon the Younger, we do find evidence that Symeon, like Shenoute, was a controversial

figure who struggled to win the favour of his wider community.
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The Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger

The Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger, the saint’s vast hagiographic biography, must lie
at the heart of any study of Symeon’s cult. It is in many respects a remarkable text, and
much the best known of the works originating at the “Wonderful Mountain’, although still
arguably understudied in comparison with other comparable saints’ Lives. There have been
a small number of excellent studies looking at the Life as a whole;! it has also been examined
from various specific angles, including the intersection between the stylite’s lifestyle and
the liturgy,? the presentation and significance of wounds in stylites’ biographies,® and ‘holy
anorexia.’* Certain basic problems about the text’s dating, compositional process, and
authorship remain, however, unresolved. In addition, broader questions about the
significance and interpretation of the Life deserve further attention. The text has a distinctive
perspective, in geographical, political, and religious terms; it may not, however, be as
fiercely pro-Chalcedonian as has sometimes been claimed. Symeon’s hagiographer seems
preoccupied not with doctrine, but with various local challenges to the saint’s authority from
both within and outside his monastery. He describes serious opposition to the stylite among
his own disciples, but in problematic terms which again raise concerns about the
methodological challenges of handling hagiography. He also indicates that Symeon aroused
hostility among some sections of secular Antiochene society. As argued in the previous
chapter, the sermon collection attributed to Symeon suggests that the saint used aggressive

and potentially divisive rhetoric, but provides no means of assessing its social relevance.

! Déroche 1996 (and see also Déroche 2004); Millar 2014. Van den Ven’s introduction to his edition of the
Life also remains essential.

2 Harvey 1998, esp.534-9.

3 Cremonesi 2011; Cremonesi 2008 discusses references to sacrificial meat, and to paganism more generally,
in the Life.

4 Chevallier-Caseau 2003; her attempts, essentially, to psychoanalyse Symeon, do not seem to me
convincing, as they rely on an overly literal interpretation of the Life and a downplaying of the specifically
Christian significance of Symeon’s ascesis.
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The Life seems to place this rhetoric into context. In particular, it implies that Symeon and
his supporters were forced to use various, sometimes conflicting, tactics to defend the saint
from accusations of failure in the aftermath of the disasters that struck Antioch in his
lifetime. These disasters raised questions about the role of the holy man and about theodicy

itself.

Before these themes can be analysed in detail, it is necessary to provide a brief description
of the contents and structure of the Life. As Fergus Millar has noted, it is the longest saint’s
Life that has survived from before the Arab conquests,® with over 250 chapters. In its broad
outlines, it shares the common structure of many saints’ Lives: it begins with the marriage
of Symeon’s parents, his conception and birth, and continues to describe, first, his
childhood, then, intermittently, key events in his life and in Antioch, before ending with his
death. Between these descriptions of events comes a vast array of miracle stories, which are
so numerous that it has been claimed that the text should be viewed as a miracle collection
rather than as a true saint’s Life.® This view is not entirely persuasive; given one basic
distinction between a saint’s Life and a miracle collection—that the former deals with a
living saint and the latter with the miracles of a (usually long-) dead saint—it seems
preferable to continue to describe Symeon’s hagiography as a saint’s Life, but to note that
the same tendencies that contributed to the proliferation of miracle collections in the late
sixth and early seventh centuries also affected contemporary saints’ Lives, so that the
boundary between the two genres is permeable.” Nonetheless, the volume of miracle stories

in the text is exceptional and worthy of note.

® Millar 2014, 286.
5 Déroche 1996, 70; Dal Santo 2012, 196-7; Efthymiadis 2014b, 117-8.
7 On the relationship between the two genres, see below, pp.268-77.
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Although, as the previous description implies, the basic framework of the Life is
chronological, beginning with Symeon’s conception and ending with his death, it is not fully
chronologically structured. While most of the dateable events in the Life are in broadly the
correct temporal order, some are out of place, and the miracle stories are sometimes grouped
in thematic ‘clusters’ rather than by any possible chronology.® The text has various other
oddities: one sequence of miracles appears twice in the text in slightly different forms,®
while the monk Angoulas, a major opponent of Symeon’s, first appears in chapter 123, but
is presented again as if for the first time in chapter 168.2° The preface to the Life implies
that it was intended as reading material (it speaks of benefiting ‘its readers’),!! whereas the
conclusion suggests that it was an oration in memory of the saint (it urges the audience to
glorify God, remembering Symeon and ‘becoming listeners to this divine and beneficial
reading’),'? which seems inconsistent—although it is certainly possible that the text could
have fulfilled both functions.*®* Another distinctive feature is the shift in narrative voice
from chapter 71 onwards: while all the previous chapters have been recounted entirely in
the third person, from 71 the narrator frequently, though far from consistently, speaks of

‘us’ and ‘we’, apparently in reference to the monks of Symeon’s monastery.* All of these

8 See Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 124*-9*; Millar 2014, 285-6; Déroche 1996, 68-71 (Déroche 2004, 373,
gives a somewhat more positive view of the Life’s chronology).

® The miracles in chapters 80-84 (pp.68-9) and 86-89 (p.70) are repeated, sometimes with more details (such
as the names of the suppliants), in chapters 241-48 (pp.216-9): see Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 130* n.1; 11,
p.86 n.3, p.241 n.3; Chitty 1964, 181. Déroche has attempted to identify other examples of repetition of
chapters or sequences of chapters but these are less convincing (Déroche 1996, 68-9).

10van den Ven 1962-70, I, 130* n.1; Chitty 1964, 180. On Angoulas and his role in the Life see Déroche
1996, 74-5, and below pp.183-5.

1 1@v dvruyyavovtov: Life of Symeon, Preface (p.2).

L2 1i¢ Oeiac TavTng Kai Enmeelodc Avayvhoeng dipoatal yivopevor: ibid. 259 (p.224).

13 There has been considerable discussion of how hagiographic texts were used (see for a recent survey
Efthymiadis and Kalogeras 2014): it seems to me most likely that Lives originating in monasteries were
often intended both as reading material for the monks and as sources for services in memory of the saint.
Sometimes funerary orations may have been built up into longer works more suitable for reading; certainly,
the entire Life of Symeon could not have been read out on one occasion (cf. Festugiére 1970, Il, 169-70—
who suggests that the references to a listening audience are purely rhetorical).

14 See Delehaye 1923, Ixiii-Ixiv; Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 102*-3*; Déroche 1996, 71-2; Millar 2014, 283.
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features must be borne in mind as we move on to consider the dating and authorship of the

text.

The external evidence for the dating of the Life of Symeon is limited, but important. Van den
Ven in his introduction to his edition of the text describes its nine extant manuscripts, the
earliest of which date from the late ninth century.® The Life is certainly earlier, however, as
it had already been translated into Syriac in the early ninth century (828-9).1 Other
derivative forms of the Life survive—a Georgian translation, and several Greek
metaphrastic and abbreviated versions of the text—but are of little help in establishing its
original dating.}” An Arabic version of the Life is also attested, but no longer appears to be
extant.® Much more relevant are two eighth-century citations of the Life: it is quoted in the
Acts of the Second Council of Nicaea (787) and in the third discourse of John of Damascus
on images, probably dating from the first half of the eighth century.'® This evidence thus
situates the composition of the Life within, at the latest, 150 years of the saint’s death. The
only other piece of external evidence that might seem to suggest a significantly earlier date
for the Life is the statement by John of Damascus that it was written by Arcadius, archbishop
of Cyprus. Arcadius was bishop of Cyprus in the first half of the seventh century, and played

an important role in the controversy over Monenergism; he also seems to have

15 Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 12*-30*.

16 The only manuscript of this Syriac version of the Life dates from the tenth century, but it refers to the
translation being made in the year 1130 of the Greeks, i.e. 828-9 AD. Unfortunately, the Syriac translation of
the Life is unpublished and I have not been able to consult the manuscript (which is among the Sinai ‘New
Finds’). It is described (although mistakenly identified as a translation of Theodoret of Cyrrhus’s work on
Symeon the Elder), and the opening and closing lines of the manuscript published, in Philothée du Sinai
2008, 320-22, 593. See the corrections and notes of Géhin 2009, 75-6, 86.

17van den Ven 1962-70, I, 34*-67*.

18 Nasrallah 1972b.

19 Vvan den Ven 1962-70, |, pp.32*-3*. See also Van den Ven 1955-7. The early eighth-century dating for
John’s third discourse on images has been challenged—most notably by Paul Speck—but remains dominant;
see e.g. Louth 2002, 208, where a date in the 740s is suggested.
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commissioned Leontius of Neapolis to write Lives of the Cypriot saints Spyridon and John

the Almsgiver.?°

The attribution of the text to Arcadius has, however, met with scepticism, in part because it
is found in no other reference to, or manuscript of, the Life (no other witness names the
text’s author). Hippolyte Delehaye and, following him, Van den Ven, both found the
attribution highly implausible on primarily chronological grounds: both believe the claim
of the author of the Life that he was an eyewitness to Symeon’s prediction of the death of
Ephraim of Antioch in 545.2! In their view, even if Arcadius had been a young monk in
Symeon’s monastery in 545, this would still mean that he had had an active
monastic/ecclesiastical career of approximately 90 years, and must have died aged well over
100, which, if not impossible, is highly improbable. This argument is not entirely
conclusive: even if we accept that the author of chapter 71 had genuinely witnessed the
events of 545,22 it is possible that the final ‘author’ of the Life as a whole was drawing on
earlier written sources (a possibility that will be discussed shortly), and therefore could
himself have joined the monastery later: Arcadius could thus have acted as the final redactor
of the Life even if he only joined the monastery in the late sixth century. Nonetheless, his
authorship of the Life is unlikely, given the unreliability of its sole attester: John of
Damascus also, for example, attributes John Moschus’s Spiritual Meadow to the latter’s
friend Sophronius of Jerusalem.? The case that Arcadius wrote the Life certainly is not
strong enough to allow a secure dating of the text to the sixth or seventh centuries; external

evidence can therefore take us no further than a terminus ante quem of c.750.

20 On Arcadius’s commissioning of Leontius, see Festugiére and Rydén (1974), 2-3.

2L Life of Symeon, 71 (pp.60-2). See Delehaye 1923, Ixiii-Ixiv; Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 101*-2*,

22 Of course, not all claims by hagiographers to have witnessed their saint’s miracles can be trusted, as
Delehaye himself acknowledges; he does, however, regard Symeon’s hagiographer’s claim as plausible.
2 John of Damascus, ‘On Images’, 1.64 (p.165), I11.13 (p.124).
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The internal evidence of the Life has, therefore, formed the basis for most arguments about
the text’s dating. As mentioned above, several passages of the Life imply that their author
was present at many of the events in Symeon’s monastery from 545 onwards, which, if true,
would mean that the text must have been written within a few decades of the saint’s death.
While these claims are not necessarily reliable (and become less relevant in any case if the
final author’s use of written sources is accepted as a possibility), it does seem very plausible
that the text was written fairly soon after Symeon’s death, by a monk of his monastery. The
author is very interested in the monastery and its internal workings, and, in particular, in an
outbreak of trouble which happened in the monastery shortly after Symeon’s death. The
hagiographer reports that Symeon, towards the end of his life, predicted that Angoulas (the
supposedly insubordinate monk mentioned above) would, after the saint’s death, become ‘a
traitor and a Judas to this place’; that ‘his blasphemies’ would be talked about ‘almost
everywhere’; and that he would be the ‘cause of scandal’ to many souls.?* The hagiographer
then notes, crucially, ‘this indeed did happen not long after [Symeon’s] death.” No
details are provided of what form this ‘scandal’ took, but it must provide an important
context for the writing of the Life; it is difficult to see why the author would be so interested
in Angoulas were he not a monk of the monastery who had some experience of the conflict

after Symeon’s death.

It is unlikely that we can determine the date of the text with any more precision than this.
Vincent Déroche has argued that the Life can be dated to the reign of Phokas (602-10)
because of a strange gap at the end of the text: it describes no events that can be dated
between the accession of Tiberius in 578 and Symeon’s death in 592. In particular, Déroche

suggests that the author’s failure to refer to Phokas’s deposed and murdered predecessor

N

2 ‘1podotng Kkai Tovdag Tod TOmOL ToVTOV’; ‘oYedOV &V mavTi TOn®’ ‘ai PAacenuior ovtod’ ‘aitia
okavddhov’: Life of Symeon, 240 (p.216).
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Maurice, and his close associate Gregory, patriarch of Antioch (even though a contemporary
author, Evagrius Scholasticus, presents Symeon as having friendly relations with both
figures, and even though the Life does describe the saint’s interactions with earlier patriarchs
and emperors), arises from the virtual damnatio memoriae Maurice was subjected to by his
usurper.?® This argument is tempting, but not conclusive,?® particularly given that the author
is equally silent on the reign of Tiberius. It could also be noted that both Gregory and
Maurice were very unpopular in some circles during their lifetimes,?” so that even if the
author did deliberately refuse to mention them, this does not necessarily presuppose a date
after 602.28 Again, we can say little more than that the author was almost certainly a monk

of the saint’s monastery, writing within a few decades of his death.

Should we, however, be speaking of the text’s ‘author’ at all? While Delehaye and Van den
Ven conceived of the text as having a single author who used only limited written sources
(perhaps including his own notes taken contemporaneously with the events described),?
Déroche has challenged this view, arguing, on the basis of the text’s repetitions and other
inconsistencies discussed above, that the final author acted as a compiler, who drew on
various pre-existing sources, but failed to synthesise them convincingly.*® As argued above,
the author does seem to have used at least one written source, namely, a record of Symeon’s
sermons.®! Beyond this, it is difficult to identify any particular sources used, but it is
certainly not unlikely that, for example, he could have incorporated earlier records of

miraculous cures into the later Life. There is no reason, however, to think that this

% Déroche 1996, 73-4

2 Millar 2014, 283.

27 On Maurice, see e.g. Whitby 1988, 18-9, 24-5; on Gregory, see Lee 2007, 99-106.

28 Whitby 1998, 331, suggests that Symeon’s hagiographer does not mention Gregory because ‘the Life was
composed under the restored Patriarch Anastasius, when there may have been no incentive to invent a close
friendship’—but provides no evidence for this dating of the Life.

30 Déroche 1996, 66-73. Millar is sceptical of this argument: Millar 2014, 283-4.

31 See above pp.85-94.
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compositional process took place later than the late sixth or early seventh century; nor, as

we have seen, does Déroche argue this.

A much more radical argument about the editing of the Life has, however, been made by
Paul Speck, as part of his wide-ranging thesis about all pre-iconoclastic sources that refer to
the veneration of icons. Speck’s general argument, that the cult of images emerged at earliest
in the late seventh century, and that any references to icons in earlier texts must be
interpolations, has been strongly and persuasively challenged.®? 1 will focus here only on
his theories about the Life of Symeon.®® He argues that the Life was systematically edited in
various stages (and that the resultant strata of the text can be identified and analysed),* and
that insertions were made into the work as late, at least, as the ninth century.* His argument
has been followed, somewhat more cautiously, by Leslie Brubaker, although rather than
making claims about the composition of the entire text, she focuses on the two chapters, 119
and 158, which contain stories of miracle-working icons, suggesting that one and quite
possibly both are late interpolations.® Yet neither the broad case, that the Life of Symeon
was comprehensively edited in various stages, nor the specific case, that chapters 119 and
158 are late interpolations, is compelling. Speck adduces a host of examples to support his
theory about the editing of the Life (in particular, he seeks to show that every reference to
the saint’s miracle-working dust is a later addition), which cannot all be analysed in detail
here. In general, however, his arguments rest on some problematic assumptions and

methodological approaches.

First, he frequently claims that he can discern what the original core of a particular story

must have been, and thus how it has been edited, on very insecure grounds. Chapter 130

32 See e.g. Dal Santo 2011c.

33 Expressed in Speck 1991 at 165-210.

34 ibid. 165-6 and passim.

% ibid. esp.189-91.

3 Brubaker 1998, 1244-8. See also Brubaker and Haldon 2011, 57-8.
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recounts that an Iberian priest visited Symeon, took some of his hairs as a eulogia, returned
to Iberia, built a shrine near his village, made a cross and shut the hairs inside it; the relic
then cured many visitors, whereupon the Devil incited some local priests to denounce the
first priest to their bishop as a magician; the bishop then barred him from the liturgy and
confiscated his possessions until, struck down by a sudden illness, he repented, went to the
priest, was cured and restored him to his former position. Speck claims that the beginning
of this story was re-written by a later editor to play down tensions between Symeon’s ascetic
authority and the church’s ecclesial power: he states that originally the priest must have
taken Symeon’s hairs to a church and tried to have them worshipped there, but was rejected
and cast out, and it was only then that he built a separate shrine; the later editor also, in his
view, invented the detail about the priest putting the hairs inside a cross, to play down the
novelty of revering hair.3” This is clearly pure speculation. Speck also dismisses two stories
as later additions to the text on the ground that they are too silly to be original;* he also
repeatedly claims that awkward turns of phrase or slight inconsistencies are signs of later
emendation, apparently without considering the possibility that the original author might
well not have been in full control of his material. He has strong views about the forms that
miracle stories ought to take: so, for example, if one account contains several miracles of
different types, even if they happen to the same suppliants, this is supposedly a sign of later
editing.3® He does not justify these claims and, in short, there is little reason to accept his

view that the text has undergone reworkings in many stages.

Even his and Brubaker’s arguments that the two chapters dealing with miracle-working
icons are late interpolations are not entirely convincing. Chapter 118 recounts the story of a

woman whom Symeon healed of demon possession and infertility; in gratitude, the woman

37 Speck 1991, 167-9.
38 jbid. 175, 181.
% See e.g. ibid. 177.
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set up a picture of the saint in her house, which then performed many miracles, including
healing a haemorrhaging woman.*® Speck claims that the original story must have been the
initial healing of the woman, and that the icon and healing miracles were probably added in
at least two subsequent stages.** Again, however, this argument rests on the unsupported
view that miracle stories should only contain one miracle, whereas in fact multi-miracle
stories are relatively common both in the Life and in other hagiographies.*? Speck claims
that the addition of the icon story to this chapter probably dates from, at earliest, the late
eighth or early ninth century, on the grounds that it uses the term ‘opoimoig’ in a sense that
only develops at this late date: the haemorrhaging woman, when going to the icon to be
healed, said to herself, ‘If I only look upon his likeness/depiction [opoiwowv] | will be
cured.’®® In Lampe’s Patristic Greek Lexicon, however, two citations are given for époionocig
in the sense of ‘likeness, portrait’: one from the early eighth century, but the other from a
source dated by Schwartz to before Heraclius’s Persian conquests, the anonymous Narratio
de rebus Persicis.** Brubaker follows Speck’s arguments and adds the point that although
this passage is quoted in the 787 Nicene Acts, it was not by the earlier John of Damascus;
her implication is that it did not exist in early eighth-century versions of the Life.** This is
at best suggestive, but not conclusive, since we cannot be sure that John would have
excerpted every single icon story known to him. Brubaker could, perhaps, have supported
her argument by noting that the story which John of Damascus does quote from the Life,
although called chapter 158 in the Acts of the Council of Nicaea and in the Life’s

manuscripts, is referred to as miracle 132 by John.*® This might seem to suggest that John

40 Life of Symeon, 118 (pp.96-8).

41 Speck 1991, 188-9.

42 For other examples in the Life of Symeon, see e.g. 43 (pp.41-2), 101 (pp.78-9), 137 (pp.128-9), 195
(pp.172-3), 213 (p.182), 230 (pp.203-4), 231 (pp.204-8).

43 Life of Symeon, 118 (p.96).

4 Lampe, p.956; Schwartz in Pauly-Wissowa, la (1894), col 2791.

45 Brubaker 1998, 1246-7.

6 Van den Ven, 1962-70, I, 32*.
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possessed a shorter version of the Life than that which has been transmitted to us; yet it is
also possible that the numbering of the Life’s chapters had not yet been standardised.
Overall, while it cannot be ruled out that Chapter 118 was a later addition to the life, this

does not seem to be a certainty.

The case of chapter 158 is equally problematic. The story recounts that an artisan of Antioch,
after being cured by the saint, set up an icon in thanks outside his workshop. Some
‘unbelievers’, however, grew angry at the icon and wanted to take it down; they asked a
soldier to climb the ladder to the icon and destroy it, but when he got on the ladder he was
thrown down by a miraculous power; this happened a further two times. Speck argues that
this account is based upon a popular iconophile tale of the ninth century, reported in, among
other texts, the Chronicle of Theophanes the Confessor and the Life of Stephen the
Younger.*’ In this well-known story, Leo 111 arranged for the icon of Christ over the Chalke
gate in Constantinople to be removed, but when his agent (or agents—the details vary in
different accounts) went to remove it, some pious members of the city’s population attacked
and killed him. In the Life of Stephen the Younger, it is specified that the people, in this case
women, pushed the emperor’s guard off a ladder before killing him. Yet while there are
clearly some parallels between the account in the Life of Symeon and those from the eighth
century (in both cases the icon is in a public place, and its attackers are pushed off ladders)
there are also significant differences: in the Life of Symeon, the focus is on the miraculous
powers of the icon, and the refutation of unbelieving critics of the saint, whereas in the
iconophile accounts, no miracle takes place; rather the focus is on the bravery of those who
attacked the iconoclast guards and on the wickedness of Leo Il. Even if the two stories are
linked, the Life of Symeon chapter does not have to be secondary to the Chalke stories;

indeed, Brubaker herself notes that the story in the Life of Symeon appears to predate the

47 Theophanes, AM 6218 (ed. p.405); Stephen the Deacon, Life of Stephen the Younger, 10 .100-1).
p p p p g pp
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stories about the Chalke gate, since it was reported by John of Damascus in the early eighth
century, whereas the Chalke stories emerged ¢.800.%8 There is thus no evidence that chapter

158 is a late interpolation into the Life.

In general, then, although the possibility cannot be ruled out that the Life had an unstable
textual history, this has certainly not been proven. There is no evidence that it was
systematically edited and interpolated as suggested by Speck. The most plausible hypothesis
remains that the text was composed, much as it survives today, in the late sixth or early
seventh centuries, by a monk from Symeon’s monastery, drawing on at least one and quite
possibly several written sources (which may explain the presence of duplications in the
work). With this in mind, it is time to analyse the contents of the Life, to investigate both
the hagiographer’s strategies and priorities in writing and, as far as possible, the position of
the holy man himself. It has often been argued that doctrinal conflict was a key driving force
behind the creation of Symeon the Younger’s Life, and indeed his cult more generally. Yet
it is far from clear that Symeon’s hagiographer was preoccupied with doctrinal polemic.
Rather, his primary motivation may have been very different: to provide an extended
counterargument to criticisms made of the saint’s powers in the context of the disasters that

affected Antioch in the sixth century.

The Hagiographer’s Worldview

In order to contextualise the hagiographer’s presentation of Symeon’s career, it iS necessary
to examine, briefly, his broader perspectives on the world, in terms of places, politics, and
religion. The topography of the Life has recently been analysed by Fergus Millar.*® He
shows that the reach of Symeon’s cult, at least according to his hagiographer, was

concentrated in particular regions: he received visitors from the coast of Syria and the

48 Brubaker 1998, 1245-6.
49 Millar 2014, 284, 287-9.
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Orontes valley, from coastal Asia Minor and Cappadocia, and from the Caucasus, and had
some links with Constantinople. In contrast, very little is said about other Syrian cities or
regions further south such as Palestine. By far the most important sources of support for the
saint were the villages near his monastery, and Antioch and its environs. Indeed, Antioch
plays such a prominent role in the Life (not only does Symeon receive innumerable visitors
from the city, but several of his miracles take place in Antioch, and various areas of it are
described in some detail)* that the stylite has been used as an example of the urbanisation
of “popular’ holy men,>! even though he never set foot in Antioch after leaving it as a young
child.>? As we will see, events in Antioch, and in particular the natural and military disasters
suffered by the city, play a crucial role in the text;>® in contrast, important events elsewhere
in the empire are rarely mentioned.>* The hagiographer thus has a strong local focus, despite

claiming an international range for Symeon’s cult.

The political position of the Life is complex, and in some respects perhaps surprising. The
most important ‘political’ figures in the text are the patriarchs of Antioch and
Constantinople, and the emperors. Symeon lived at a time of great controversy in both
patriarchates: in Constantinople patriarch Eutychius was deposed in 565, to be replaced by
John Scholasticus, before being reinstated upon the latter’s death in 577;>° in Antioch,
Anastasius was deposed in 570, replaced by Gregory, and reinstated again after his

replacement’s death in 592.°® Rivalry between the two Constantinopolitan patriarchs

%0 For his miracles in Antioch see e.g. Life of Symeon, 126 (p.112-3), 158 (pp.139-41), 163 (p.145), 224
(pp.194-6).

51 Thus Saradi 1995, 88; cf. also Saradi 2006, 108-9.

52 He does however see the city in many visions (and sometimes sees himself in the city): see e.g. Life of
Symeon, 57 (pp.150-2), 104 (pp.81-4), 127 (pp.113-4), 160 (pp.141-3), 162 (p.144), 204 (pp.177-8).

%3 See below pp.194-210.

54 The main exceptions are an earthquake in 557 in Constantinople and neighbouring cities (Life of Symeon,
106 [pp.86-7]) and Justin II’s descent into madness (ibid. 208-11 [pp.179-81]).

55 On the conflict over the patriarchate in Constantinople, see Van den Ven 1965; A.M. Cameron 1988, 233-
241.

%6 On these events, see Allen 1981, 214-7. The relationship between Anastasius and Gregory seems to have
been much less acrimonious than that of John and Eutychius (cf. ibid. 30).
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Eutychius and John seems to have been bitter, and debates continued about the legitimacy
of John’s patriarchate even after his death and Eutychius’s reinstatement.®” The Life of
Symeon presents John as an associate of the stylite’s: Symeon predicted to John that he
would be made patriarch when he sought the saint’s advice about whether to accept
ordination to the priesthood, and also told John that Justin would succeed Justinian, a
prediction which John repeated to Justin, thereby cementing his friendship with the future

emperor.

Nonetheless, Symeon’s hagiographer does not seem keen to take sides in the sometimes
bitter quarrels surrounding the legitimacy of the two patriarchs. Even though Eutychius
seems to have been a controversial figure,®® Symeon’s hagiographer’s sole reference to him,
in the context of his deposition, is far from hostile: he states that ‘when some reason had
been devised, the most holy patriarch Eutychius was thrown off the apostolic throne of the
ruling city.”®® This is hardly a strongly partisan line to take, given that it was only this
‘pretext’ which enabled John Scholasticus to be appointed (although the hagiographer does
emphasise that the choice of John was divinely inspired). It also seems that tension may
have existed between John Scholasticus and Anastasius of Antioch,% yet the Life is very
favourable to Anastasius.®! On the whole then, while the hagiographer presents a favourable
picture of John Scholasticus, he steers clear of controversy. As discussed above, he is
entirely silent on the divisive patriarchate of Gregory, although it is unclear whether this

was because of Gregory’s unpopularity or for unrelated reasons. Nevertheless, this silence

5 A.M. Cameron 1988, 233-41.

% A.M. Cameron 1988.

%9 tpogdoemc Tvog kvnBeiong, £EePANON ToD dmosTolikod Bpdvov Tiig Pusciievodonc moremg Evtiytog 6
aywbrorog tatpidpyng: Life of Symeon, 205 (p.178).

80 Theophanes claims that one reason for Anastasius’s deposition was that he had objected to John’s choice
of bishop for Alexandria: Theophanes, AM 6062 (p.243); see Allen 1981, 214-7.

81 Life of Symeon, 204 (pp.177-8).
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certainly helps his apparent goal of avoiding taking any strong position on the conflicts in

church politics of the later sixth century.

There is, however, one striking exception to this general tendency towards neutrality: the
Life presents a very negative portrait of Domninus, patriarch of Antioch from 545-59.%2 The
hagiographer claims that Symeon had a vision foretelling that his predecessor Ephraim (who
is greatly praised by the hagiographer) was going to die and that this would be damaging
for Antioch; he also heard a voice saying ‘He who is going to come, who knows where he
is from?’.83 After Ephraim’s death, the meaning of this vision became clear: Domninus,
who was hegumen of a poor-house in Thrace, went to Justinian to discuss some business
related to the poor-house; Justinian, upon seeing him, declared that he was the new patriarch
of Antioch, ‘without giving any explanation about him’.** Domninus was then sent to
Antioch as patriarch, where his first move was to attempt to expel the paupers who
congregated by the city gate; these sought Symeon’s help against the bishop’s repression,
whereupon the stylite declared that God had heard their prayer and would cause Domninus
to fall ill, ‘so that he will learn by trial to be sympathetic, that which he was not taught
through nature.’®® Soon, unsurprisingly, the bishop fell so ill that he could no longer walk,

and had to be carried everywhere; because of this he was widely scorned.

The account could hardly be more negative, particularly given that, unlike in many stories
of punishment miracles, there appears to be no moment of repentance and cure for the
bishop. The Life’s later report of Domninus’s death is equally unflattering.®® Unfortunately,
it is difficult to know why Symeon’s hagiographer had such a hostile attitude towards

Domninus. Domninus is in fact a rather enigmatic figure: in contrast to his predecessor

82 ibid. 71-2 (pp.60-3).

83°0 &pyouevoc tic oide mo0ev Eotiv; ibid. 71 (p.61).

84 undemdg éppdoccng tporaindeiong mepi avtod: ibid. 72 (p.62).

8 fva yv@ 18 Thc meipog cvumboyety, dmep dii Tiig Phoemg ovk £3184y0n: ibid. 72 (pp.62-3).
% ibid. 204 (pp.177-8).

158



Ephraim, and his successors Anastasius and Gregory, he has left little impression, positive
or negative, on contemporary sources (of any Christological persuasion),®” even though he
was a participant in important events such as the Second Council of Constantinople of 553.°8
The only other negative comment on him is found in the medieval chronicle of Michael the
Syrian, in which he is criticised for greediness.®® It is, therefore, very difficult to
contextualise the hagiographer’s antagonism towards Domninus: did he arouse widespread
hostility in Antioch, despite the silence of other contemporary sources, or was there was a
particular grievance between the patriarch and Symeon’s monastery? Nonetheless, the
substance of the criticisms levelled in the Life may be significant: Domninus is attacked,
above all, for oppressing the poor. As argued elsewhere,’® both Symeon’s sermons and his
hagiography display a consistent hostility to Antioch’s wealthy classes: it seems that
Symeon may have built his reputation, in part, by presenting himself as an opponent of the
rich. If Domninus did, as Michael the Syrian claims, have a reputation for greediness, he
could well have become a target for the saint. In any case, the hagiographer’s treatment of
Domninus is a striking exception to his generally positive portrayal of the ecclesiastical

hierarchy.

His treatment of the emperors of the period is also distinctive. As discussed above, the Life
is entirely silent on the reigns of Tiberius and Maurice (apart from mentioning the former’s
accession): thus the only two emperors to play a role in the work are Justinian and Justin II.
Justinian, despite having been in power for the majority of the period covered by the Life,

only appears occasionally, and never as the central figure of a story. The hagiographer’s

67 John of Ephesus, when listing the sixth-century patriarchs of Antioch, describes Domninus as ~=ami
(which can mean Latin, Greek, or soldier), but unfortunately the latter part of this sentence is lost, making
his opinion of the bishop unclear: John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History, 1.41 (p.50).

8 Eustratius Presbyter, Life of Eutychius (p.29 line 811); Acts of the Second Council of Constantinople,
ACO 1% series, 4.1 (1971), pp.3, 7, 18, 24, 220-1.

8 Michael the Syrian, Chronicle (1V, pp.322-3); see Van den Ven 1962-70, Il, 79 n.1.

0 See above pp.126-42, and below pp.210-18.

159



attitude to him appears cool, at best: as we have just seen, he reports that Justinian chose
Domninus as patriarch of Antioch without giving any reason for this mistaken decision. The
two other references in the text to decisions by Justinian are less negative, but in neither
case is the emperor himself given much credit. In one, the Spirit of God prompts Justinian
to appoint John Scholasticus to replace Eutychius; the point of the story is clearly that John
had God’s support—Justinian’s role is of little importance.”* In the other, Symeon predicts
that the ‘frightening leader’’> Amantius would come to Antioch to persecute the city’s
pagans after he has a vision of Amantius in ‘the palace of the emperor’ in Constantinople.”
Yet the emperor in question (almost certainly Justinian) is not named, and Amantius is
described as a man ‘to whom power surpassing that of all his predecessors had been given
through the Holy Spirit over the east [emphasis mine].””* The initiative to send Amantius to
Antioch is thus attributed to God, in response to Symeon’s prayer; no credit is given to
Justinian. Thus, while the hagiographer does not explicitly criticise Justinian, his attitude
towards him appears distant. He certainly makes no reference to the support apparently

given by the emperor to Antioch to help it recover from earthquakes and Persian sack.”

It is tempting to suggest that this coolness to Justinian may reflect a wider disengagement
by many inhabitants of the eastern provinces from the imperial centre, in response to the
government’s failure to defend the east from Persian invasions.”® This argument is
somewhat weakened, however, by the fact that Symeon’s hagiographer pays rather more
attention to Justinian’s successor, Justin Il. The stories about Justin are clustered together in

the later part of the Life,”” and move swiftly from Justin’s accession, as predicted by

" Life of Symeon, 205 (p.178)

2 ®oBepog Gpymv: ibid. 160 (p.143).

3 gv 1 moortio Tod Baciiéwg: ibid. 160 (p.142)
™ © 515010 £E0voia S18 ToD TVvevNATOC THC ApXFic THC Edag peydin kol Suvarh dagp Todc Eunpocdsy avTod
apEavrag: ibid.

5 See above p.32 n54.

6 As discussed by Meier 2003, e.g. 313 ff.

7 Life of Symeon, 203 (p.177), 206-11 (pp.178-81).
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Symeon, to his madness and death. Initially the relationship between saint and emperor is
very positive: Symeon is said to have been Justin’s intimate confidant, and to have healed
his sick daughter. After this, however, everything went wrong: Justin fell ill and Sophia, his
wife, was persuaded to entrust his health to a Jewish doctor, the ‘sorcerer’ Timothy. Symeon
protested against this repeatedly but was ignored, until Justin was struck down with madness
by a divine power which proclaimed to him, ‘May you become a fable for all men, because
you have not put your hopes in divine assistance, but have abandoned yourself to the vanity
of demons.’’® Whereas other authors attributed Justin’s well-documented madness to a
range of causes, including the loss of Dara to the Persians,’® and the emperor’s profligate
lifestyle and persecution of the Miaphysites,® Symeon’s hagiographer blamed his refusal to
obey the saint’s commands, thereby refuting any potential accusation that Symeon’s powers

of protection had failed the emperor.

Overall, then, the hagiographer displays a rather unusual attitude to ecclesiastical and
imperial politics. In terms of the Church, he seems to avoid taking sides in the well-
publicised patriarchal conflicts of the sixth century, but presents a vehement and
unparalleled attack on the apparently oppressive Domninus. He seems rather less favourable
to emperors, in general, than to patriarchs, but was perhaps forced to explain why Symeon’s
relationship with Justin Il did not prevent the latter from going mad. His focus throughout
is on Antioch and its surroundings, and his attitude to all events is dependent upon the
interests of Symeon’s reputation and cult. With this in mind, it is now time to turn to a
potentially contentious question: the Christological attitudes of Symeon’s hagiographer and

of the saint himself.

8Ego témg 0de Synuo aviov avipomov, avd’ dv ovk fAmicag i Ty Tod Ood Porideioy, AL’
gEédmKag £00ToV Tf| TV doupdvev Thdvy: ibid. 210 (p.180).

78 Evagrius Scholasticus, 5.11 (p.207).

80 John of Ephesus, Ecclesiastical History, 3.2 (pp.121-3).
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Christology and the Life of Symeon the Younger

Sixth-century Antioch and its environs were religiously diverse, and often fraught with
tensions. In particular, northern Syria was one of the regions of the empire which saw the
least consensus over the Christological conflicts that divided eastern Christianity in the
period. As we have seen, it is difficult to ascertain what doctrinal position the majority of
Antiochenes espoused, and Miaphysitism may have been declining in the region by the later
sixth century.®! Nonetheless, it is highly probable that the sphere of Symeon the Younger’s
influence included territories inhabited by both Chalcedonians and Miaphysites, and
tensions between the two might be expected to form an important backdrop to the saint’s
career. In view of this, one of the most surprising features of Symeon’s Life is its treatment,
or rather total neglect, of Christology: the author makes no direct reference to
Chalcedonianism or Miaphysitism. The only possible allusions to the controversies are
implicit: Symeon is urged to accept ordination because of the need for orthodox priests to
perform communion in a time of heresies,®? while elsewhere the hagiographer claims that
the stylite had caused many heretics to convert to God.# We only presume that Symeon
himself was Chalcedonian because of his apparently friendly relations with known
Chalcedonians such as Evagrius Scholasticus, the Antiochene patriarchs Ephraim and

Gregory, and the emperor Justin 11.84

Nonetheless, many historians who have considered the problem of the Life’s Christology
have presumed that it was vigorously Chalcedonian, focusing on another striking feature of

the work: the absence of any explicit reference to Symeon’s forebear, Symeon the Elder.®

81 See above pp.64-70.

82 |ife of Symeon, 132 (p.132); Déroche 1996, 76.

8 Life of Symeon, 125 (p.112).

8 Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 168*.

8 But on possible echoes of the Lives of Symeon the Elder in the text, see Van den Ven 1962-70, I, pp.132*-
4* 171*-77*. Van den Ven argues, persuasively, that the number of direct borrowings that can be traced
between the texts is very limited, pointing out that some similarities between the works might result from
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Thus, it has been argued, the Younger’s Life and cult were a vehemently Chalcedonian
counter to the nearby shrine of the Elder at Qalaat Semaan, which was now controlled by
Miaphysites.® So, for example, Susan Ashbrook Harvey has claimed that the Life has an
‘aggressively Chalcedonian stance’,” Robin Lane Fox that it was ‘essentially the ‘orthodox’
retort to the Monophysites’ annexation of Simeon the Elder,’®® and Michael Whitby that
Symeon was ‘a saint who was promoted....by the Chalcedonian Christians of Antioch in a
deliberate attempt to rival the continuing popularity of Symeon the Elder’s monastery at
Qalaat Semaan.’®® Such arguments imply that the Christological conflicts were the main
driving force behind the Life—and indeed, in the last case, behind the saint’s career itself—
and that one of its chief ambitions was to focalise Chalcedonian sentiment against their

doctrinal rivals.

This is not, however, a convincing reading of the Life. Arguments that the text was
vehemently Chalcedonian fail to explain why the author never mentions the Miaphysites
explicitly and does not attack them or their doctrines. It was hardly rare for sixth- and
seventh-century hagiography to be openly doctrinally polemical. On the Chalcedonian side,
Cyril of Scythopolis and John Moschus stand out as authors who were particularly
condemnatory of the Miaphysites; the latter refers, for example, to ‘the godless heresies
which used to flourish and flourish still, and most of all....the heresy of Severus Acephalos

and of the pernicious sect of the rest of them.’% On the anti-Chalcedonian side, John Rufus

their shared reliance on a pre-existing repertoire of hagiographic stories, rather than on direct
interdependence.

8 peeters 1950, 134-6; Van den Ven, 1962-70, I, 97* and, more cautiously, 171*-177*; Van den Ven 1965,
351; Lafontaine-Dosogne 1967, 195; Whitby 1987, 315; Hester 1990, 329; Lane Fox 1997, 209; Harvey
1998, 535 fn. 47; Sodini 2010, 319-21. Cf. also (although expressed rather less strongly), A.M. Cameron
2014, 8; Binggeli 2009, 437.

87 Harvey 1998, 535 fn. 47.

8 LLane Fox 1997, 2009.

8 Whitby 1987, 315. Whitby does, however, note in the introduction to his translation of Evagrius’s
Ecclesiastical History that Symeon ‘is not presented by his biographer as having to pay attention to a
Monophysite ‘problem’ at his station close to Antioch.” (Whitby 2000, xIv).

% John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow (col.3105, trans. p.191).
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and John of Ephesus included stinging attacks on Chalcedonians and their doctrines in their
hagiographies: John of Ephesus, for example, not only attacks individual Chalcedonians as
oppressive persecutors®® but also shows his heroes presenting Chalcedonian doctrine in
polemical terms: ‘instead of the Holy Trinity...these men [Chalcedonians] were secretly
introducing a quaternity.”®? The Life of Symeon contains nothing comparable to these
criticisms. The only Christological heretic who appears in the text is an Arian Goth, and
Symeon’s teachings to him, as Fergus Millar has noted,” seem intended to combat not
Miaphysitism but, in complete contrast, Nestorianism: Symeon taught that ‘the enemies of
the son of God are the Jews and those who, like them, deny and don’t confess that Christ is
the son of God’%* and those who deny that Mary is the Theotokos.® This could, perhaps, be
viewed as Chalcedonian apologetic, intended to emphasise that Chalcedonians had nothing
in common with Nestorians, but it certainly cannot be seen as an aggressively pro-
Chalcedonian attack on Miaphysitism. On that topic, the hagiographer is entirely silent: he
seems purposefully to avoid the kind of anti-Miaphysite polemic espoused by some of his

contemporaries.

It is more plausible that the Life’s failure to mention the Miaphysites is less an attempt to
oppose them than to conciliate them. This is argued, with differing emphases, by Déroche
and Cremonesi: Cremonesi contends that the hagiographer consciously downplayed
divisions between Christians in an effort to unite them against a pagan enemy,% while

Déroche suggests that the hagiographer was in accord with the conciliatory efforts of local

%1 He is particularly hostile to Ephraim of Antioch, describing him as ‘Ephraim the persecutor’ and ‘the
impious Ephraim’: John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints 35 (I, p.621).

9 ihid. 5 (I, p.99)

% Millar 2014, 289-91.

% oi €y0poi Tod viod Tod eod oi Tovdoioi eict kai ol ko’ CdTOVG APvoLLEVOL KoL UT| OpoAoYoDVTEC TOV
Xpi510v vidv glvar Tod Oeod: Life of Symeon, 226 (p.197).

% ibid. 226 (p.198).

% Cremonesi 2008, 263.
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orthodox dignitaries such as the patriarchs Anastasius and Gregory.®’ It does seem that many
‘neo-Chalcedonian’ authorities were trying to heal the divisions between Chalcedonians and
Miaphysites in Antioch in this period.%® Various attempts were made by the emperors to
reconcile the parties: thus Justinian patronised churches in the city which may have been
intended to appeal to those of all Christological views.* Late sixth-century patriarchs made
calls for Christian unity and an end to conflict over difficult points of doctrine. Thus, as
discussed above, Gregory urged his congregation to emulate the unquestioning worship of
the cherubim and seraphim, and to abandon their internecine conflicts provoked by the
Devil .1 Similar arguments are found in the Ecclesiastical History of Gregory’s close
associate, and Symeon’s friend, Evagrius Scholasticus, who, like the stylite’s hagiographer,
speaks very little of Christological conflict in his own times.'®* The silence of the Life on
the subject of Christological controversy thus fits well into a broader context of efforts

within Antioch to minimise the conflict between Chalcedonians and anti-Chalcedonians.

This may not suffice, however, to explain the problem. The hagiographer may have had a
more particular reason for not referring to the Miaphysites, related to his general concern to
encourage as many visitors as possible to Symeon’s shrine: he did not wish to alienate
potential clients of the saint’s cult. Recent scholarship has shown that saints’ shrines often
attracted Christians of different Christological opinions: Phil Booth, for example, has shown
this to be the case of many cults, including that of Cosmas and Damian, and Elizabeth Key
Fowden of the shrine of St Sergius at Resafa.'%? Even Severus of Antioch, the renowned

Miaphysite resistance leader, stated that anti-Chalcedonians could pray in martyr shrines

9 Déroche 1996, p.76.

% See Allen 1981, 21-44; Whitby 2000, xxxvii-xIvii.

% Mayer 2009, 362-66.

100 See above pp.69-70.

101 See especially Evagrius Scholasticus, 2.5 (pp.52-3), where Evagrius also claims that Christological
conflict was caused by the Devil, with Whitby 2000, xxxvii-xlvii, and Ginter 2001.

102 Booth 2011, 117-28; Booth 2014, 54; Fowden 1999, 156-7. Cf. also Perrone 1998, 71-92; Caseau-
Chevallier 2009, 380-1.
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run by Chalcedonians, although preferably when there were no Chalcedonians worshipping
there: ‘where the bones of holy martyrs have previously been laid, it is right to pray without
hesitation, especially when the place is in silence, and the heretics are not unlawfully
conducting services or singing inside.” He supports this view with the observation that Peter
the Iberian had himself prayed in several martyr chapels (presumably run by
Chalcedonians).' The Holy Places in Jerusalem were visited by anti-Chalcedonians even
when under Chalcedonian control, although some Miaphysites did begin to criticise this
practice.’®* Admittedly, there might seem to be a difference between shrines relating to
Christ and the early martyrs—who had died long before Christological differences had
crystallised and were thus of unquestionable orthodoxy—and those of living or recently
deceased saints like Symeon, whose own opinions could have divided his potential clients.
But by veiling Symeon’s own views, his hagiographer could aspire to make him as neutral

a saint as the early martyrs, in order to achieve the confessional plurality of their shrines.

It was not, in any case, only the shrines of long-deceased martyrs which attracted
Miaphysites to worship with Chalcedonians: even ordinary church services sometimes
attracted a mixed clientele.’® This should not, perhaps, be as surprising as it may initially
appear. There is considerable evidence that Chalcedonians and Miaphysites were not in
practise as hostile to each other as the more polemical writings of some members on both

sides might suggest.’®® The pronouncements of the early sixth-century anti-Chalcedonian

103 Severus, Letters, 4.9 (1.11, p.305; trans. 1111, p.271).

104 See Horn 2006, 321-330; cf. also Kofsky 1997, 216-9.

105 See John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints, 5 (I, p.102). John is, however, careful to emphasise that
the Miaphysites who came to hear the service and preaching in the Chalcedonian church did not take
communion there. This practice was not uncontroversial: Severus of Antioch replied to a letter asking if the
habit of some anti-Chalcedonians of going to hear prayers in Chalcedonian churches, and sometimes even of
watching (but not participating in) the Eucharist, was commendable, with a resounding negative (although
he made an exception if the anti-Chalcedonian in question happened to be a great man of state and was
obliged to attend the church with the emperor): Severus, Letters, 4.10 (.11, 306-9).

196 For an analysis of the complex relations between Miaphysites and Chalcedonians in the seventh and
eighth centuries, see Tannous 2013, esp.83-91.
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bishop John of Tella are revealing: he urges the ‘orthodox’ to avoid various forms of
interaction with the ‘heretics’, including, for example, receiving alms from them. His
rejection of these practices suggests that they were common at the time. Even he, however,
concedes that it is acceptable for members of the different sects to greet each other warmly,
and that Chalcedonian burial rites are preferable to no burial rites.}%” The early sixth-century
Life of Peter the Iberian, although in general stridently anti-Chalcedonian, describes its
hero, the Miaphysite bishop Peter, as being friends with the Chalcedonian bishop of
Orthosias, who even provided shelter for him after he was driven out of another town by a
more hostile Chalcedonian prelate.’%® If bishops from rival parties could be friends, this
must have been widespread among the general population. This evidence of a degree of
respect and interaction between Chalcedonians and anti-Chalcedonians confirms the

impression that many were willing to worship together.

It thus seems quite possible that Symeon’s shrine had and may even have welcomed a multi-
confessional clientele: indeed, there are suggestions in the Life that not all the beneficiaries
of Symeon’s miracles were orthodox. He cures a man from Persia (very few Persian
Christians were Chalcedonian—and of course many Persians were not Christian at all),'*
two pagans,'!? and, significantly, receives a visit from eight Armenians.** Most Armenians
seem not to have accepted Chalcedon;!*? and even if these pilgrims were not anti-
Chalcedonians, the fact that the hagiographer makes no reference to their doctrinal position
suggests that this was not a key consideration for Symeon’s shrine. Notably, none of these

suppliants are said to have been converted by Symeon; the holy man even tells the pagans

107 John of Tella, Canons, esp.24-9 (pp.78-84).

108 John Rufus, Life of Peter the Iberian, 141 (pp.208-10).

109 Life of Symeon, 73 (p.63).

119 bid. 184 (p.163).

111 ibid. 237 (p.213).

112 The ecclesiastical situation in Armenia was, admittedly, complicated: for an introduction see e.g.
Thompson 2000, 669-75; Greenwood 2012, 119-26.
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that God ‘favours a reasonable and right purpose from both believers and unbelievers’
[emphasis mine].** Admittedly, the hagiographer does on other occasions describe
suppliants converting from paganism before or after being cured,''* but, since conversion is
not presented as a necessary pre-condition for all the stylite’s cures, the hagiographer seems
to have been less concerned to promote orthodoxy than to show that Symeon’s gifts
extended to all peoples. This relatively tolerant attitude towards pagan suppliants does, it is
true, seem to stand in sharp contradiction to the vehement hostility towards paganism
evidenced elsewhere in the Life. This may be a sign that—as argued below—this anti-pagan
hostility serves a particular polemical function within the text, irrespective of the actual
position of ‘pagans’ at the cult.!*® Certainly, there is no evidence that the cult adopted an
exclusionary policy towards Christians of different doctrinal beliefs. Symeon himself may
well have abstained from making doctrinal pronouncements: none of the sermons attributed
to him refer to Christological divisions, while the themes identified in Chapter 2 as the
keystones of his preaching, including asceticism and the renunciation of wealth, crossed

doctrinal boundaries.

Why, then, if the Life is not actively opposed to the anti-Chalcedonians, does it never
mention Symeon the Elder? The explanation that he was ignored because his shrine was
under anti-Chalcedonian control is not entirely convincing. First, it should be noted that it
is not certain that Qalaat Semaan was in fact run by anti-Chalcedonians at the time Symeon
the Younger’s hagiographer was writing.!1® Yet even if the shrine was now in the hands of

the Miaphysites, this did not mean that the saint himself could no longer be venerated by

13 rpoaipectv edyvapova kol 0pOnv dmodéyetan &ni e moTtdV Kai driotwv: Life of Symeon, 184 (p.163).
114 ibid. 141, 143 (pp.130-1).

115 See below pp.210-18.

Miaphysites at the time of the Arab conquest of the region. Joseph Nasrallah has argued that while the
monasteries of Teleda and Telneshin—both closely associated with Symeon the Elder—had become
Miaphysite early in the sixth century, there is no evidence that Qalaat Semaan itself was no longer
Chalcedonian: Nasrallah 1971, esp.358-64.
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Chalcedonians. Joseph Nasrallah has collected considerable evidence showing that the elder
stylite continued to be venerated throughout the medieval period by the Byzantine and
Melkite Chalcedonian churches.!'” He was certainly revered in the first half of the sixth
century even by strongly pro-Chalcedonian hagiographers: Cyril of Scythopolis and
Theodore of Petra both refer to the stylite in laudatory terms in their Lives of, respectively,
Euthymius and Theodosius.!*® Still more suggestively, Symeon the Younger’s friend,
Evagrius Scholasticus, talks about Symeon the Elder extensively in his Ecclesiastical
History, with no suggestion that his reputation had come into question.!'® Indeed, Evagrius
had actually visited the stylite’s shrine at Qalaat Semaan. He describes its location,
buildings, restrictions placed on female visitors, and the miracles which took place there: he
himself saw a bright star several times running around the column during the
commemorations in honour of Symeon; while others reported—and Evagrius notes that he
saw no reason to disbelieve them—that the saint’s disembodied head had been seen flying
around the shrine.?° Ephraim of Antioch, the Chalcedonian patriarch greatly praised by the
Younger’s hagiographer, also cited Symeon the Elder as an example of Chalcedonian piety
in his efforts to persuade anti-Chalcedonians to rejoin the imperial Church.!? Symeon the
Elder thus does not seem to have fallen into disfavour among Chalcedonians in this period,
and it is therefore highly unlikely that the Younger’s hagiographer fails to refer to him for
reasons related to Christology. In fact, if the Elder was disapproved of by any Christological

party, it was the Miaphysites: Severus of Antioch was forced to defend himself against anti-

117 Nasrallah 1971, 347-58.

118 Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of Euthymius (pp.47-8); Theodore of Petra, Life of Theodosius (pp.9-12).
119 Evagrius Scholasticus, 1.13-4 (pp.20-5).

120 jbid. 1.14 (pp.23-5).

121 See Photius, Bibliotheca (1V, pp.123, 142, 174). Ephraim refers to writings by Symeon defending
Chalcedon; Evagrius Scholasticus also quotes a letter apparently written by the stylite in defence of the
synod (2.10 [pp.61-2]).
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Chalcedonian opponents who criticised him for having pronounced a discourse in praise of

the stylite.1?

It seems more probable that Symeon the Younger’s hagiographer does not mention the elder
Symeon for the same reason that he does not refer to any other holy ascetics:'%® he did not
wish to encourage rival cults, irrespective of doctrinal persuasion. The Elder’s shrine was a
particular threat because it was so close (see Figure 1). The hagiographer is equally silent
about other potential sources of thaumaturgic power in the Antiochene area, such as the
relics of the monk Thomas, whose body had, according to Evagrius Scholasticus, been
translated to Antioch during the prelacy of Ephraim, where it successfully ended an outbreak
of the plague.'?* It may be significant that while John Moschus reports stories about Symeon
which show him interacting with other holy monks, such tales are absent from the Life. In
particular, it is hardly surprising that the Life does not report Moschus’s story in which
Symeon tells a visiting monk that he should have sought help at his own monastery instead:
‘I am surprised at what toil you have endured, what a journey undertaken, to come to me, a
mere sinful man, when you have such great fathers in your own lavra. Go, prostrate yourself
before Abba Andrew, asking him to pray for you, and he will heal you at once.’'® The
author of the Life, eager to encourage as many visitors to Symeon as possible, implies that
he should be visited by pilgrims from all regions: he tells us that Symeon assisted suppliants

from places as far afield as Cappadocia,'?® Laodicea,'?’ Iberia,*?® Isauria,?® ‘the land of the

122 severus of Antioch, Letters, 5.11 (111, pp.376-80).

123 With the exception of Symeon’s spiritual father, John (who is not, however, described as a prophet or
miracle worker), and one other, not at all successful, recluse: for the (limited) asceticism of the former, see
esp. Life of Symeon, 11 (p.11), 17 (p.14); for the latter, ibid. 169 (pp.151-2).

124 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.35 (p.185). The myth of Thomas was certainly known at Symeon’s monastery as
it is referred to in the Life of Martha, 24 (p.271). Peeters tried to draw a connection between Martha and a
popular story about Thomas’s burial (Peeters 1927), but Van den Ven has shown this to be highly
implausible (Van den Ven 1962-70, 78*-84*).

125 John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow, 117 (col. 2981; trans. pp.96-7).

126 |_jfe of Symeon, 43 (p.41), 168 (p.150), 191 (p.169).

127 jbid. 150 (p.135), 169 (p.151).

128 jbid. 103 (pp.80-1), 253 (p.220).

129 jbid. 227 (p.198), 228 (p.200), 192 (p.170).
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Ishamelites,’**®° and, as we have seen, Persia and Armenia. Admittedly, on one occasion
when an Isaurian visitor asks the saint if his request will be ignored despite his journey
across the sea, Symeon replied ‘and who asked you, man, to cross the sea?’.13! Symeon does
ultimately, however, do as he requests, and there is no suggestion that there was any other
holy man who could have solved the Isaurian’s problem. We know from John Moschus,
Evagrius Scholasticus, John of Ephesus and many others that there was no shortage of sixth-
century holy men: Evagrius states ‘at that moment of time there were divinely inspired men

and workers of great signs in many parts of the earth.’*3?

Indeed, there is considerable reason to think not only that there were many holy men at this
time, but also that there was widespread contact between them, and that closely linked
networks of spirituality were the norm.'3 Many saints’ Lives do describe various holy men
other than their heroes, and often present their saints as having contact with them. This is
particularly true of anti-Chalcedonian hagiography, perhaps because the authors are often
less concerned with promoting a particular cult than with showing the legitimacy of the
Miaphysite cause, an aim which could only be strengthened by suggesting that their anti-
Chalcedonian heroes were friends of other unquestionably holy ascetics. Thus the Life of
Peter the Iberian contains numerous descriptions of various holy friends of Peter’s,
including Melania the Younger®** and her close associate (and biographer) Gerontius,* and
the renowned ascetic Isaiah of Scetis;*® so too the Life of Severus of Antioch talks
extensively about Peter the Iberian, and other distinguished members of his monastery in

Palestine (which Severus himself joined), including its superiors John the Canopite, John of

130 ibid. 201 (p.176).

132 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.33 (p.182; trans. p.237).

133 On spiritual networks—though focusing on links within monastic communities—see Hevelone-Harper
2005, 6.

134 John Rufus, Life of Peter the Iberian, 39-41 (pp.52-8), 44 (p.60).

135 ibid. 44-8 (pp.60-4).

136 jbid. 138-9 (pp.200-4), 167-9 (pp.242-6).
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Antioch, and Theodore of Ascalon, and one of its priests, Elisha.'3” But the theme is also
present in Chalcedonian hagiography: Cyril of Scythopolis’s Lives of Euthymius and Sabas
contain, for example, many references to the holy friends of his heroes and to the
distinguished religious careers of their associates and disciples.'*® John Moschus’s stories
about Symeon the Younger, just discussed, seem to confirm this picture of an integrated and
often international network of holy people, in which the stylite played his part. The author
of the Life of Symeon, however, ignored these ties, keen to present Symeon as a unique
source of holiness, in order to encourage visitors, of all doctrines and nationalities, to visit
one shrine alone. In this context, it is less surprising than has been thought that he makes no

direct reference to Symeon the Elder.

The Life of Symeon the Younger cannot be seen as a polemical intervention into
contemporary Christological conflicts. Its author is concerned with promoting not a
doctrine, but a cult, and it is this overriding aim which shapes his selection and presentation
of events. He avoids referring to currently contested doctrinal issues, instead attacking only
heresies such as Arianism and Manicheism which were totally unacceptable to the vast
majority of Christians in the eastern Roman empire. He also avoids referring to any holy
men of the past or present who might threaten the supremacy of Symeon the Younger’s
reputation and cult; he presents him as a figure of unique holiness and thaumaturgic power,
rather than acknowledging, perhaps more realistically, that he was only one of a fairly large
and interconnected network of influential holy people. This does not mean, however, that
the Life is a text untouched by controversy. In fact, it is a highly polemical work, intended

to rebut a range of critics and opponents of the saint and, in particular, to defend his

137 Life of Severus of Antioch (pp.219-23, 224-7).
138 See e.g. Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of Euthymius (pp.11-2, 14-5, 16, 25-7, 35, 50-1, 55-6, 68); see also
Flusin 1983, 152-4.
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reputation in the face of his failure to prevent the exceptional series of crises that afflicted

Antioch and its surroundings during his lifetime.

Symeon, Opposition, and a City in Crisis

Recent scholarship has shown, convincingly, that Byzantine society did not accept the
claims of holy men and their hagiographers uncritically; rather, saints had to tackle
widespread scepticism even among ‘orthodox’ Christian believers.'*® Symeon the Younger
was no exception; in fact, his Life suggests that the stylite had to face an exceptionally wide
range of opponents, including monks within his own monastery, local farmers, clerics, and
various other sceptics often denigrated as ‘pagans’.}*° Many of these problems were shared
by other late antique holy men, but Symeon faced even more suspicion and disbelief than
most, because of the plight of sixth-century Antioch, which, as discussed in Chapter 1, was
afflicted by invasion, numerous earthquakes, and plague. His hagiographer was forced to go
to considerable lengths in his efforts to justify Symeon’s failure to fulfil his duties as
defender of the Christian people. Thus he attempts, not entirely successfully, to deal with
difficult problems surrounding theodicy and Symeon’s conflicting loyalties to God and to
his suppliants by presenting the saint as fulfilling various, sometimes contradictory, roles
drawn from the Old Testament, including those of Abraham and Job. As well as this
defensive tack, he also uses more aggressive measures to combat criticisms of the saint,
blaming the disasters on wicked members of the local community, stirring up social
tensions, and going so far as to support the controversial Justinianic persecutions. The Life
can thus be viewed as a multifaceted, and sometimes contradictory, apologia for Symeon’s
all too human limitations. By setting the text in the broader context of responses to disasters

in the late sixth and early seventh centuries, it may be possible to come to a better

139 See in particular Dal Santo 2011a and 2012, esp.149-236; Sarris 2011c; Kaldellis 2014b. The extent of
Christian scepticism about miracles was earlier highlighted by Dagron 1992.
140 Cf. Van den Ven, 1962-70, |, 163*-4*. On the significance of ‘paganism’ in the Life, see below pp.210-8.
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understanding of social and religious developments in this period. First, however, it is
necessary to analyse in some detail the different kinds of opposition faced by Symeon, and

the various ways in which his hagiographer handles them.

Before this analysis can be made, a key methodological problem must be addressed. As
discussed in the introduction, the fundamental challenge of studying saints’ cults through
hagiography is that of distinguishing between the saint’s own views and actions and those
of the hagiographer. It is by now incontestable that hagiographic texts cannot in any sense
be read as straightforward, factually accurate reports of the lives of holy men. As argued
above, this is one reason why the rare surviving examples of holy men’s own writings are
so valuable.**! Does this mean, then, that we cannot learn anything about Symeon the
Younger himself from his Life? Not necessarily. Although his hagiographer undoubtedly
selects and shapes his account in various distorting ways, he must nonetheless in some
instances have been responding to real situations. In particular, it seems probable that
moments of extreme tension in the Life, which go far beyond literary trope, must reflect real
challenges, even if they are described in potentially deceptive ways. As will be argued,
many of these accounts display a decidedly apologetic tone, which seems impossible to
explain except as a response to genuine controversy and real concerns about maintaining
Symeon’s reputation. Again, this is not to say that all accounts of opposition faced by
Symeon in the Life should be taken at face value; indeed at several points in the following
discussion the accuracy of the hagiographer’s presentation of events will be explicitly
analysed. But it is to suggest that the sense of crisis in the Life cannot be dismissed, and

must relate to real challenges faced by the saint.

141 See above pp.73-4.
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What is more difficult is to ascertain how far the hagiographer’s response to these crises
mirrors that of Symeon himself. Some aspects of his response, as discussed below, do find
striking parallels in Symeon’s own sermons, which suggests that he may have been
continuing the saint’s own policies. Other aspects find no extant parallels, and must
therefore be attributed to the hagiographer rather than to the saint (although the possibility
that they were derived from Symeon’s own words and thoughts cannot be excluded). The
relationship between the two is thus highly complex, and must be constantly questioned as

we proceed to an analysis of the Life’s presentation of hostility towards the saint.

Symeon and his Monastery

Symeon’s hagiographer claims that his saint had to face considerable opposition from those
who should have been most loyal to him: his own monastic disciples. Before examining this
conflict in detail, we must consider the fundamental dependence of a stylite on his monks,
to show how serious internal challenges to his authority could be. It is a striking feature of
Peter Brown’s justly famous article of 1971 that his holy men interact directly with the local
lay community: in the entire article, he refers to no monks apart from the holy men
themselves, except when he contrasts monasticism with asceticism, implying that the two
were in opposition.*? Symeon the Younger’s career shows, however, that they could be
inextricably linked. An examination of Symeon’s relations with his monastery reveals a
close connection between stylites and coenobitic monasticism, highlights that stylites could
never achieve separation from the world, because their duties and needs tied them to their
monastic followers, and shows that their position was entirely dependent on a mutually

beneficial relationship with their disciples.'*®

142 Brown 1971, 82, 100.
143 Cf. Pefia, Castellana and Fernandez 1975, 76-7.
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Symeon’s career was embedded in coenobitic monasticism. He entered the monastery of the
stylite John as a boy and never left.2** He appears to have inherited its leadership, although
this is not stated explicitly in the text, as he later makes important decisions including
arranging for the brotherhood to move to a new site on the Wonderful Mountain, and
subsequently to build a splendid new monastery there.'® It is significant that Symeon stayed
in one community for his whole life: his famous predecessors, Symeon the Elder and Daniel,
had both, by choice or by expulsion, departed from the monasteries they first joined to
undergo a period of solitary struggle before returning to the public view and attracting new
disciples.*® This suggests that the account of the Younger’s early career is not entirely
formulaic, although the early part of his Life has been viewed as less reliable than later
sections.*’ It also demonstrates that Whitby is right to stress the diversity of holy men’s
careers,*® as they could be more or less closely linked to particular monastic communities
in their lifetime. This is significant in relation to broader historiographical debates about the
development of monasticism. There has been a tendency to perceive a shift over time from
more individualistic ascetic practices towards coenobitic monasticism: even Rosemary
Morris, who rightly stresses that we cannot trace a simple progression from lavriote to
coenobitic monasticism,#° still suggests that it was not until the middle Byzantine period
that stylites began to abandon their ‘traditional withdrawn existence’ for ‘active
involvement in the day-to-day affairs of a neighbouring monastery.” She points to Paul of
Latros, who died in the mid-tenth century, as an example, noting that his stylos was within

his monastery.™® Yet Symeon’s Life reveals that this kind of monastically integrated

144 | ife of Symeon, 11 (p.11).

145 ibid. 65-67 (pp.56-58).

146 For Symeon the Elder, see Theodoret of Cyrrhus, History of the Monks of Syria, 26.5-12 (l1, pp.166-90);
Antonius, Life of Symeon, 6-12 (pp.24-36); for Daniel, Life of Daniel, 9 (pp.9-10), and 21-6 (pp.21-7).

147 van den Ven 1962-70, |, p.105*.

148 Whitby 1987, esp. 316.

149 Morris 1995, 33.

150 jbid. 61.
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lifestyle already existed in the sixth century. We do not know where John and Symeon’s
columns were in the lower monastery, but Symeon’s column was in the centre of the new

monastery, as its remains show. [Figures 2, 4].

He also took a direct role in the monastery’s management.*! The Life frequently shows him,
for instance, refusing to let the monks accept gifts from visitors to the shrine. On one
occasion his disciples decided to take some gifts in secret because their donors were
distraught that Symeon had declined them; Symeon found out, and rebuked them
severely.’? Similarly, one of his monks, Julian, planned to take gold from cured patients
until Symeon reprimanded him.*>® He forbad the brothers from thinking profane thoughts,
and reproached them when they disobeyed.>* The holy man also provided grain and water
for his monks when they were concerned about shortages,® and prevented them from
enclosing the cistern to keep out visitors.>® He protected the gardens of the lower monastery
from a bear and other wild animals.’®" He discovered that one of the brothers was
embezzling money intended to buy salt for the monastery, and exposed him to the other
monks.%® Whatever one makes of the miraculous content of all these episodes, they suggest
that he was perceived to have a serious responsibility for the everyday management of the
monastery. Thus it seems that his position was closely tied to that of his community; his

most basic role was that of hegumen.

His position as a stylite made him particularly dependent on his monks. As most stylites

would not leave their pillars, they relied on their disciples’ cooperation for practicalities,

151 v/an den Ven 1962-70, I, 165*-167*.

152 ife of Symeon, 56 (pp.49-50).

153 ibid. 93 (p.73).

154 ibid. 174 (p.155).

155 jpid. 122-123 (pp.100-106), 97-98 (pp.75-76).
156 jbid. 100 (pp.77-78).

157 jbid. 176 (pp.155-156).

198 ibid. 175 (p.155).
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including, in Symeon’s case, the reception of the monastery’s numerous, often sick, visitors.
Such great crowds came to be healed that the saint was forced to bless sticks to give to his
disciples to help perform cures. Symeon (or perhaps his hagiographer) was, however, keen
to emphasise that this did not mean that the disciples could rival the holy man’s power or
perform miracles without him. The Life states that the sticks needed to be touched and
blessed by the saint after every three healings, or they would stop working; this was God’s
plan to prevent ‘the brothers from being seized by a thought of arrogance.’**® This suggests
that it was potentially threatening to the saint’s authority to let others perform miracles on
his behalf, although, due to his immobility, this could not be avoided. Equally, he required
others to perform errands for him: he sent one brother, Anastasius, to convey a message to
a lion which had been frightening the community;*®° two others to rescue a monk who had
collapsed from thirst;*%! and another to buy salt.*%? Archaeological evidence confirms that
stylites required at least a few disciples to attend them, belying the notion that they could
ever achieve complete isolation from the world. Various sites for which little or no literary
evidence survives have been excavated around Antioch which appear to have been the sites
of stylites; while most of them do not seem to have received many outside visitors (as they
lack the necessary amenities like guesthouses and baptisteries) they do have small facilities

for the stylite’s assistants.1®3

Of course, this was not a one-sided relationship: while Symeon was dependent on his monks
for these practicalities, he supplied them with the benefits of his spiritual powers, in the
form of both miracles and teaching, which may also have played an important economic

role in drawing visitors and potential donors to the shrine.'®* The Life focuses strongly on

159 9. . .kataoyedTivar Todg 4delpovg Emdpoemg Aoyioud: ibid. 50 (p.46).
160 ibid. 68 (pp.58-59).

161 ibid. 170 (p.152).

162 ibid, 175 (p.155).

163 pefia, Castellana and Fernandez 1975, 76-7; Callot and Gatier 2004, 584.
184 For discussion of the funding model of the cult, see below pp.186-9.
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the former of these,'® but, as mentioned above, many authors of vitae seem to have
emphasised miracle-working over the other important duties of holy men, in order to
promote pilgrimage to their shrines.® In fact, a comparison of the Life, his sermons, and
other contemporary references suggests that Symeon’s essential role was that of ‘teacher’,
as Rousseau argues was the general case for holy men.t®’ Significantly, the three stories
concerning Symeon in John Moschus’s Spiritual Meadow focus less on his miraculous
powers than on his advice to nearby monks. One is entirely non-miraculous: Symeon advises
Abba Julian how to react to his quarrel with Macarius, archbishop of Jerusalem, instructing
him ‘do not withdraw from the monastery, nor should you distance yourself from the holy
church.’'®® The other two stories do contain miracles, but unlike Symeon’s biographer, who
often describes the processes of miracles in vivid detail,**® Moschus mentions them only in
passing, almost as incidental to the main matter of interest, Symeon’s advice. On one
occasion, Symeon tells a visiting monk who asks him to expel a demon to return to his own
lavra and seek help there; the brother is eventually cured by the prayer of Abba Andrew,
who attributes the cure to Symeon.}’® Another time, Symeon perceives through divine
knowledge that a visitor to his shrine is a monk who has abandoned his monastery; the focus
of the tale, however, is on his reassurances to the monk that he will be welcomed back if he
returns, as he should, to his community: ‘Believe me, child, you do not have to feel disgrace
for this. The fathers will receive you with smiling faces and gladness at your return.’*’*
Symeon’s sermon collection, and the references to preaching in his Life, confirm that moral

advice was the ultimate basis of his influence. Much of his preaching seems to be targeted

165 Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 181*.

166 Rapp 1999, 65: See above p.73.

167 Rousseau 1999b.

168 John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow, 96 (cols. 2953-6, trans. p.77).

189 For example, Life of Symeon, 138 (p.129), 231 (pp.204-8), 249 (p.219).
170 John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow, 117 (col. 2981).

11 ibid.118 (col. 2981, trans. pp.97-8).
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in particular at his monks, extolling the monastic life but also warning against the dangers
of disruptive behaviour and yielding to demonic temptations.’’?> His starkly dualistic
rhetoric, and claims to have had personal experience of battles with demons, confirmed his

authority as visionary preacher and spiritual guide.

In theory, therefore, the stylite and his monks enjoyed a mutually beneficial relationship:
the monks attended to the saint’s practical needs and he to their spiritual ones.!’® Stylites
and coenobitism thus went hand in hand: indeed, Ignace Pefia may not have been going too
far in stating that ‘une des caractéristiques du mouvement stylite est d’avoir été le promoteur
de la vie monastique organisée.’'™* Yet Symeon did not gain easy or uncontested authority
within his monastery. He faced considerable opposition throughout his career, not only from
external sceptics, who will be discussed shortly, but from the very men closest to him. This
opposition developed over time: in Symeon’s youth, it mostly manifested itself as jealousy
of his lifestyle; later, when he ran the monastery, it related to his management and to

factional divisions within the brotherhood.

Symeon’s behaviour, according to the Life, caused troubles within the monastery from his
arrival. As a youth, when the elder John was still the superior, Symeon was reprimanded for
disturbing the other monks through the extremity of his ascetic practice: John instructed him
to stop chanting psalms throughout the night, since he was stopping the brothers from
getting any sleep.1”® John also twice rebuked him for making inappropriate inquiries, once
for asking why the devil plotted so zealously against the saints,'’® and the second time for

enquiring who was worthy to receive the spirit of God as the apostles had.}”” Such

172 See above pp.109-17.

173 Pefia, Castellana and Fernandez 1975, 76-7; Binggeli 2009, 429-31.
174 Pefia, Castellana and Fernandez 1975, 76.

175 Life of Symeon, 17 (p.14).

176 ibid. 22 (p.18).

177 ibid. 32 (pp.31-2).
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complaints suggest that his individualistic, independent manner was not deemed appropriate
in a coenobitic setting. Indeed, the Life reports that his ascetic lifestyle provoked real hatred
among the monks: one, ‘who, having seen the way of life of the child, was struck by a
devilish envy,” attempted to murder the young Symeon.'’® On another occasion, the monks
refused John’s command to help Symeon during a storm, saying to each other that he would
die, ‘and they also said the following things, moved by wickedness: “Where is his holiness

and the mania of his asceticism now?’*"®

We should not, however, necessarily trust these reports: they may be drawn from
hagiographic convention and in particular from the example of Symeon Stylites the Elder.18
Symeon’s outstanding asceticism, according to his hagiographers, had caused serious
tensions in his first monastery, although all three provide rather different details. Theodoret
reports that the superiors of the monastery ordered him to leave as they were unable to
tolerate his extreme asceticism; in the Syriac Life, in contrast, it is the ordinary monks who
are jealous of the saint’s prowess and the abbot is much more sympathetic, although
eventually forced to expel him; in Antonius’s Life it is the regular monks who first turn
against Symeon, but the abbot joins them when he is alerted to the extremity of his
behaviour.'® The basic point, however, that Symeon’s extreme ascesis provoked jealousy
and hostility in his monastery, resulting in his expulsion, is the same in all three. These
accounts of jealousy about Symeon the Elder’s exceptional prowess may well have inspired
the Younger’s hagiographer; certainly, his report that Symeon was rebuked by John for

wrapping himself harshly in rope is highly reminiscent of an episode recounted in all three
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180 Harvey 1998, 535-6, fn.47.

181 Theodoret of Cyrrhus, History of the Monks of Syria, 26.5 (I1, pp.166-70); Syriac Life of Symeon (pp.520-
5); Antonius, Life of Symeon, 6-8 (pp.24-30).
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Lives of the Elder (although again with some variations).'8 The details of early opposition
to Symeon are not, therefore, necessarily entirely reliable. Nonetheless, we should not be
too ready to disregard the entire theme as merely trope. Tropes often reflect reality,'® and
it is certainly does not inherently implausible that Symeon’s harsh way of life could have
prompted envy or hostility; it may well have been genuinely uncomfortable for a rigorous

ascetic to be incorporated into a monastery. 84

This impression becomes still stronger when we look at reports of conflict once Symeon
had become hegumen, conflicts which the hagiographer associates with his management of
the monastery. As we have seen, he depicts the monks repeatedly challenging Symeon’s
refusal to accept gifts from visitors; they also often appear concerned about provisioning the
monastery. An incident concerning the supply of water for all the visitors and builders at
the new shrine is both typical and revealing: we are told that ‘the disciples of the saint were
anxious about where to bring water from for the need of such a service.’'® The problem of
the provision of water was Symeon’s responsibility not only because he was hegumen, but
because it was the result of his decision to move up the mountain: ‘for the source of the
waters was at the foot of the mountain at a considerable distance.’*®® This illustrates one
way in which the pursuit of Symeon’s ascetic struggle could have inconvenienced the
monastery as a whole; it is not, therefore, implausible that his administration could have

provoked unease.

182 Theodoret of Cyrrhus, History of the Monks of Syria, 26.5 (pp.166-70); Syriac Life of Symeon (p.522);
Antonius, Life of Symeon, 5 (p.24) 8 (pp.28-30); Life of Symeon, 26 (pp.23-23); Van den Ven 162-70, |,
171*,

183 Morris 1995, 77.

18 Whitby 1987, 313.
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Certainly, concerns about provisioning the monastery are presented as having been
important to the biggest internal challenger of Symeon’s authority, who has already been
mentioned several times: the monk Angoulas.'®” Angoulas appears at various points in the
text as a sceptic and opponent of Symeon’s: on one occasion he doubts the efficacy of one
of Symeon’s cures.'® The most extended description of Angoulas’s troublesome behaviour,
however, involves another dispute about monastic funding. The Life reports that Satan

inspired Angoulas,

And he stirred up the brotherhood against the holy slave of God. And the brothers
rose against him on account of his great charity, saying, ‘Who can subsist thus? And
where is this the practice for those requiring healing? Neither in the holy city, nor in
the monasteries, nor in the houses of God [churches].”18

They stated that in all these other places suppliants brought their own food and left a gift.
After Symeon rebuked them, saying that as monks they had to be charitable and support the
crowds, ‘Angoulas spoke rougher words to the saint, saying that he would not do any such
thing.’**® This passage is highly significant: it presents the entire brotherhood in opposition
to Symeon because of his atypical and impractical management of monastic affairs, led by
a figure who was prepared to deny his authority. This suggests that the role of stylite was
not so authoritative or popular that he could easily command respect, and that individual

asceticism was indeed difficult to fit into a coenobium.

Can we, however, trust the hagiographer’s report of these disturbances? Déroche has argued
that the author is highly partial and invents Symeon’s ire against Angoulas because of
factional divisions which erupted in the monastery after Symeon’s death.!®* He focuses

particularly on the passage in the Life in which Symeon predicts that Angoulas ‘will be a

187 See above pp.146, 149. See also Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 164-5.
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traitor and a Judas to this place. And such things will happen here through him, that his
blasphemies will be spoken of in nearly every place. Alas for his soul; for how many souls
it is a cause of scandal!’;'% the hagiographer continues to say that this indeed came true
shortly after Symeon’s death.%® Déroche is certainly right to be wary of this prophecy and
to suggest that a Life written by one of Angoulas’s followers would have been very different.
Nonetheless, his argument that it is not possible that Angoulas had quarrelled with Symeon
during the holy man’s life is not entirely compelling. He claims that had the monk been so
disobedient to his superior, he would either have been expelled or rebuked before all the
other brothers, but that this did not take place.'® But expulsion was not a common form of
punishment in all monastic communities: it seems, for example, to have been rare in the
Pachomian federation.'®> A hegumen might be reluctant to expel a disobedient brother either
on religious grounds (forgiveness is an important monastic virtue)!®® or on more practical
ones: as we have seen, Symeon was dependent upon the support of his disciples and
therefore could not necessarily autocratically expel a dissenting monk, particularly if he had

numerous sympathisers among the brotherhood.

In addition, Déroche appears to be mistaken to say that Symeon could not have rebuked
Angoulas publicly because the Life would have said so. It is true that the saint’s prophecy
about future strife was made to only two other brothers; yet during the debate about

accepting gifts, Angoulas was indeed reprimanded before the community:

Having made the sign of the cross, [Symeon] said to Angoulas, ‘He who speaks
through you is clearly a devil; alas for your soul, because you have become his
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organ.” He then said to the other brothers, ‘Look, like the Lord I say to you: “Feed
the crowds,” when you have repented.””%’

On another occasion, moreover, the Devil tells Symeon in a vision that he will begin his
attack on the monastery ‘through Angoulas, who always obeys me’; Symeon reports this to
the brothers, only for Angoulas to retort rudely.'®® The argument that the hagiographer must
have invented Symeon’s conflict with Angoulas is not, therefore, compelling, although this

remains a possibility.

What is probable is that, whether or not the hagiographer exaggerates Angoulas’s
involvement in the troubles, Symeon did face serious opposition among his monks. The
debate about the receiving of gifts is not the only allusion in the Life to widespread hostility
to the saint. In subsequent chapters, the hagiographer makes other, rather cryptic, references
to resistance to Symeon among the brotherhood. In one crucial but complicated passage,
which will be discussed in more detail below,**® the Devil successfully requests permission
from God to test Symeon, declaring, ‘I will enter into his disciples and turn them savage,
into a species of men-demons.”?® He later addresses the saint himself, threatening, ‘even if
I cannot do anything against you yourself...I will nonetheless excite such tribulations on the
part of men that you will not able to support them, and after having agitated the brotherhood
around you, | will make them raise their necks, to torment your soul’ [emphasis mine].?%
This is far from typical hagiographic cliché, and does suggest that there was a serious

movement of opposition to the saint from within the monastery.

7 mromoog v &v XpioTtd cepoyida sine mpdg TOV AyyovAdy - “O pév Aoddv 816 6od daipwmv edDdnAdg oty
- dvod 8¢ T Yoyii cov, 811 yéyovae avtm dpyavov.’ Eito Aéyet 1oig howmoic adehpoic - “Idob dg 6 Kopiog
VUiV Aéym - “Adte payelv Toig dyhoig”, Emel petoueindnoece: Life of Symeon, 123 (p.104).

198 <o Tod Vroovovtoc pov del Ayyovrd’: ibid. 128 (p.116).

199 See below pp.203-10.

200 gisedevoopo gic TodC pHadnTic anTod Kol EkONpLdcm avTodg &v Yével Sopdvay kai avOpdrmv: Life of
Symeon, 124 (p.110).

201 g yap pundav ioydom katd 6o... dALS dvaoTiom cot Tocavtac OAyelc &k TdV AvOpdrmv bg 0 pn
dvvnBiig Pactdoar, Kai v mepi o€ 8¢ Tapd&og AdeAPOTITA TOWCM TPoYNALAcaL, BoTte oTEVOoY®pNOijvai cov
™v yoynv: ibid. 125 (p.110).

185



Funding the Monastery

Did this conflict really relate to the question of whether the monks should accept gifts from
suppliants and pilgrims? This is difficult to answer, and raises wider questions about the
economic foundation of the monastery. There have been few comprehensive studies of the

economic bases of early Syrian monasteries,?%?

although more has been done for Egypt and
Palestine.?%® Hagiography is notoriously problematic as a source for economic history, both
because hagiographers were uninterested in a realistic appraisal of the subject, and because
money and wealth were highly ideologically charged topics. We thus cannot necessarily
take at face value Symeon’s hagiographer’s depiction of the financial workings of the
monastery. The hagiographer presents Symeon as being vehemently opposed to money and
economic transactions, as shown not only by his repeated insistence that pilgrims should not
bring gifts to thank him,2% but also by his unusual reply to a stone-cutter who asked for his
help in regaining his stolen salary: ‘the Son of God didn’t send me to settle questions about
money, but to heal those who are ill.”2% In this last instance, he does then help the man to
find his money—but it is interesting to note that miracles relating to lost money, although
popular in much late antique hagiography, are very rare in the Life.2% Strikingly, the same
hostility to money is reflected in the Life of Martha: Symeon states that he was initially
reluctant to engage in any building projects, only becoming reconciled to the idea once God

had promised that no money would have to be involved.?’” Both the Life of Symeon and the

Life of Martha claim that the substantial construction works carried out on the ‘Wonderful

202 There is some discussion in e.g. V66bus 1960, 159-6; Escolan 1999, 183-225.

203 On Egypt see e.g. Wipszycka 2009, 471-565. On Palestine see e.g. Hirschfield 1992.

204 See above p.177.

205 o9 yaip améoTelé pe O Vidg Tod Oeod dikag ypnudtmv EAéyEat, GAL’ idcacBar Todg kakdg Exovog: Life of
Symeon, 180 (p.160).

206 The only examples occur in ibid. 180-1 (pp.159-61). In 179 (pp.158-9) a woman asks Symeon to help
avenge a theft, but he discerns miraculously that she was lying about the crime.

207 |_ife of Martha, 64 (pp.306-7).
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Mountain’ were the product of voluntary work by pilgrims (many of them from Isauria)2°®

who had been cured and wanted to thank the saint.?%®

But is this picture of a radically money-spurning hegumen, who refused to accept gifts (apart
from labour hours and construction materials for building) plausible? If a monastery was
not to accept gifts, it could only provide for itself and its guests through its monks’ own
labour. Symeon’s monastery does—Ilike other monasteries associated with stylites?10—
seem to have engaged in agriculture. The Life contains several references to cultivated
gardens and fields attached to the lower monastery.?'! The reference to conflict with leaders
of nearby villages ‘because of the vopdg [pasturings?] of the Wonderful Mountain’ may also
reflect agricultural activity.?!> The monks appear to have performed at least some of the
farm labour themselves,?*® which challenges Escolan’s contention that Syrian monks very
rarely worked, subsisting almost entirely from alms (although he is correct to note that
Syrian saints’ lives do not emphasise the value of work to the same extent as many Egyptian
hagiographers).?! The monks thus provided for some of their own needs, and it is not
impossible to believe that before Symeon’s rise to prominence, their monastery, under John,

could have been largely self-sufficient, if their buildings (which do not survive) were modest

and self-built.2®

208 On the Isaurian builders, see C. Mango 1966.

209 | jfe of Symeon, 96 (pp.74-5), 110-11 (pp.89-90), 172-3 (pp.154-5), 192 (pp.170-1), 228 (pp.200-1); Life
of Martha, 47 (pp.288-9), 49 (pp.290-1). These claims have been accepted by various archaeologists
working on Symeon’s cult site (Lafontaine-Dosogne 1967, 84-5; Djobadze 1986, 58; cf. also Schachner
2010, 361), but, to my knowledge, this is based purely on the hagiographic sources.

210 Schachner 2010, 363-5.

211 j e. the monastery of Symeon’s predecessor John, in which he too had lived before moving up to the
Wonderful Mountain, whereupon he appointed an older monk as guardian of the lower monastery (Life of
Symeon, 66 (p.57). For its fields and gardens, see ibid. 176 (p.155), 182 (p.161), 178 (p.157).

212 jbid. 125 (p.112).

213 jbid. 174 (p.155) refers to the brothers ‘doing work in the lower convent [rolo0vTov adTédv Epyov &v Tij
KATOTEPQY HOVT] .

214 Escolan 1999, 183-201.

215 In his useful survey article, Brenk notes (though perhaps does not sufficiently emphasise, given that he
draws on evidence from the Latin west as well as many different regions of the east) the variety in possible
economic models for monasteries, suggesting that some smaller monasteries could perhaps have subsisted
largely from agriculture: Brenk 2004. Some modest and apparently largely self-sufficient monasteries on the
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Yet comparative evidence would suggest that, at least by the time of the move to the
‘Wonderful Mountain’ and the building of a relatively lavish new monastic complex
(Djobadze notes the ‘high quality’ of some of its mosaic decoration and the use of
‘imported’ coloured marbles),?® Symeon’s monastery must have relied upon gifts as well
as agricultural income. There is near complete consensus among archaeologists,
papyrologists, and literary historians that gifts and patronage were essential to monastic
economies, especially in the case of large, luxuriously decorated establishments which
provided considerable amount of charitable support to the poor and to pilgrims.?*’ Different
monasteries relied on different sources of patronage. Emperors, of course, were important
patrons of some monasteries, as is often attested in hagiography.?!® But emperors did not
patronise all monasteries equally,?*® and it seems unlikely that Symeon the Younger
benefited seriously from this source. The majority of his building work seems to have been
completed by 551,2%° during the reign of Justinian, and it seems improbable that this emperor
contributed to the constructions given his decidedly cool portrayal by the hagiographer.??!
Donations by subsequent emperors cannot be ruled out (and one intriguing reference in the
Life to Symeon sending three monks to Constantinople ‘for several soul-benefiting needs’
might suggest an attempt to find imperial or senatorial patronage),??2 but there is no positive

evidence for them. Wealthy nobles were a key source of patronage for monasteries

Sinai peninsula are described by Dahari 2000, esp.157-8, 163, 167—although even here it seems possible
that he has underestimated the significance of gifts to the monks.

216 Djobadze 1986, 77, 80, 96.

217 See e.g. the conclusion to Brenk 2004, 472.

218 See e.g. Life of Daniel, 38 (p.35), 44 (pp.41-2), 54 (p.53), 57-8 (pp.55-7), 92 (p.86-7); Cyril of
Scythopolis, Life of Sabas (pp.143, 175-9); George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 54 (pp.46-7), 82
(pp.69-79).

21% On Justinian’s variable patronage, see Hatlie 2007, 46 ff.

220 |, at least, we can trust the chronology of the Life, which states that Symeon moved to the top of the
“Wonderful Mountain’ aged twenty and lived there on a rock for ten years as the new monastery was built
before moving onto his final column: as he seems to have been born in 521, this would suggest the
monastery was largely finished in 551. See Life of Symeon, 112-3 (pp.90-3), 258 (p.223), with VVan den Ven
1962-70, |, pp.124*-130*.

221 See above pp.159-60.

222 Avg vag Woyweeheig ypeiag: Life of Symeon, 232 (p.208).
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throughout the empire, and their generous donations are, again, often commemorated by
hagiographers.?? Yet, as will be argued below, the Life of Symeon betrays such an unusually
hostile attitude to the local nobility, an attitude which may derive from the saint’s own
views, that it is difficult to envision strong ties connecting the monastery to members of the
Antiochene secular elites. Unlike most saints’ Lives of the period, it contains no stories
praising nobles who gave gifts to the saint, and it is very difficult to read it as a patronage-
seeking document. Even if we cannot assume that the Life does reflect the real situation in
Symeon’s lifetime, it seems that by the time the hagiographer was writing, seeking noble

patronage was not a priority.

Who is left? The patronage of monasteries by leading churchmen was not unknown, if
perhaps less common than lay patronage—some bishops even founded monasteries?**—and
given Symeon’s apparently good relations with several prominent bishops,??® this could
have been a source of revenue, although again there is no evidence for it in the sources. Yet
it seems unlikely that this can explain the building works on the ‘Wonderful Mountain’,
since Domninus, so vehemently excoriated by Symeon’s hagiographer, was patriarch of
Antioch when the majority of these took place. The only remaining source of donations
would seem to be the regular stream of pilgrims and suppliants who visited Symeon’s shrine.
If these suppliants are envisaged as being primarily of low or medium income, a
considerable number of visitors would be required to pay for, for example, the building
projects on the mountain. But Symeon’s Life does claim that the saint did receive a vast

quantity of visitors, and the archaeological evidence of the pilgrim tokens from the shrine

223 See e.g. Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 12.12-3 (pp.118-20), 15.9 (p.126), 51.7 (p.290); Life of Daniel, 29-
30 (pp.29-30), 36 (p.34), 94 (p.88); George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 120 (pp.96-7).

224 See e.g. VOObus 1960, 161.

225 |_ife of Symeon, 25 (pp.21-2), 34 (p.33), 71 (pp.60-2), 134 (pp.126-7), 202 (pp.176-7), 204 (pp.177-8),
206 (p.178).
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may support this.??® It is, perhaps, not impossible to envision a monastery that subsisted

primarily from large numbers of relatively small gifts by ordinary suppliants.

This does, however, call into question the hagiographer’s claims about Symeon’s refusal to
accept gifts. Two interpretative possibilities seem possible. The first would be to accept
much of what the hagiographer does say, including his claims that the building of the
monastery was made possible by the donation of materials and manpower by healed
suppliants. If Symeon really did refuse to accept more gifts than this, it might well have
provoked hostility among his monks, who could have seen that this was an unrealistic
economic strategy. Yet it ultimately seems more plausible that this conflict over the
acceptance of gifts was largely staged by the hagiographer. It is relatively common in
hagiography for saints to be presented as free sources of spiritual help (although rare for this
to be insisted on so vehemently as in the Life of Symeon), but, as Déroche suggests, this is
often little more than a rhetorical platitude.??” In this case, therefore, it would seem that the
hagiographer is treating a real conflict between Symeon and his monks, but veiling its
causes, by attributing it to a factor which show the saint in an unambiguously positive light:
his superabundant charity. The true circumstances which involved the monks becoming
‘men-demons’ may therefore be lost to us. Symeon’s career thus shows both that a stylite
could be fully integrated into a coenobitic monastery, and that this was liable to cause

serious difficulties and tensions.

External Opposition

The tensions within his monastery were far from the only conflict in Symeon’s career. He

seems to have experienced hostility from a diverse range of groups outside his monastery,

226 On pilgrim tokens see above p.17 n39.
227 Déroche 2006.
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on varying grounds. Like many other holy men and churchmen,?? he provoked economic
resentment as the new monastery encroached on locals’ pastures. Thus the Life tells us that
‘the devil began to animate the leaders of the nearby towns because of the pasturing [?] of
the Wonderful Mountain on which the monastery of the blessed man was situated’.?® This
economic conflict with the local farmers is not, however, a main theme of the Life. More
common are instances of tension between Symeon and various members of the local
clergy.?® Thomas, a priest from the village of Paradeisos, was ‘moved by a diabolic
jealousy’ and anathematised Symeon;?*! similarly, an unnamed priest from the village of
Kassa became very envious when he heard about Symeon’s miracles, criticised him, and
finally, under the influence of a devil, anathematised the saint.?*? Both, unsurprisingly, were
immediately afflicted by divine punishments, as were the deacon Epiphanius, from a village
called Euthalion near Antioch, and John, a deacon of the Holy Church of God in Antioch,
both of whom spoke abusively about the saint, the latter to the point of writing to him ‘a
letter full of many insults and blasphemous words.”?3® Two other stories may be suggestive
of similar tensions. In one, a Georgian priest who starts, in his own country, a miracle-
working shrine with a lock of Symeon’s hair, excites the envy of his local priests because
‘crowds were going to that place and giving offerings’; the priests denounce him to their

bishop as a magician; the bishop then imposes sanctions on him until he himself falls ill and

228 Brown 1995, 62-4; Sarris 2011c.

229 fip&ato 6 S1EPOAOG... TOVS FYOLUEVOLG TV KUKA® TOAEMVY KIVETY 818 TAC VOUAS ToD dpovg Tod
Aavpactod &v @ 1 povr) Wdpvton Tod pakapiov: Life of Symeon, 125 (p.112).

230 Cf. Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 164*.

2L pBdve SraPord pepdpevog: Life of Symeon, 116 (p.95).

232 jhid, 239 (p.214-5).

23 ¢moToMV...toAGV BBpev nemAnpopévny kol PAacenuov Aoyov: ibid. 225 (p.196). For Epiphanius,
see ibid. 195 (pp.172-3); for John, 225 (pp.196-7).
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repents.?** Finally, in a rather different story, Symeon exposes John, a priest and oikonomos

from the Church of Apamea, who has come to visit him, as a wicked idolater.?®

It is difficult to know what to make of these stories. Apart from the last mentioned case (in
which the priest is not in fact openly hostile to Symeon), the accounts seem to be suggestive
of the well-documented resentment felt by some non-monastic clergyman towards holy
men, on the grounds that the latters’ charismatic authority was drawing away influence,
power, and wealth from them.?*® The account set in Iberia certainly explicitly states that it
was economic considerations (as well as the work of the Devil) that provoked the envy of
the Georgian priests; the stories about the local priests from near Symeon’s monastery are
less direct, but the repeated references to jealousy may suggest that similar factors were at
play. This is certainly the reading of Philippe Escolan, who posits a seriously hostile
relationship between Symeon and the clergy, although his argument rests in part on an
apparent misinterpretation of chapter 224 of the Life.?*" It does seem very likely that rivalry
could have existed between Symeon and other local priests. This is not to say that the stylite
lived in tension with the entire Church; in fact, the text provides considerable evidence of
integration between the two. Not only does the hagiographer emphasise Symeon’s close
relationship with several bishops of Antioch, Seleucia and Constantinople,?® but, as Susan
Ashbrook Harvey has shown brilliantly, his focus on liturgy serves to show Symeon’s

integration into the Church: ‘ultimately, liturgy transfigured the ascetic body of the stylite

24 g TV dyhwv &v 16 TON Exeive cvuvepyouévov Kol Tag Kaprogopiag Tpoceepdvtov: ibid. 130 (pp.122-
3).

25 jbid. 223 (pp.193-4).

236 See e.g. Escolan 1999; Caner 2002; Rapp 2005, 103-5.

237 Escolan 1999, 307-9. He claims that Anastasius, an Antiochene scholasticus who was extremely rude
about Symeon, was treated less harshly by the saint than the aforementioned clergy who criticised him. In
fact, Anastasius dropped dead in a public portico in Antioch after receiving an angry message from the saint
(Life of Symeon, 224 [pp.194-6]); this was actually more severe than the punishments suffered by any of the
clerics (one of the guilty clergymen, Thomas, did die, but only after repenting and being forgiven by
Symeon: ibid. 116 [p.95]).

238 See esp. ibid. 25 (pp.21-2), 34 (p.33), 71 (pp.60-2), 134 (pp.126-7), 204 (pp.177-8), 202-3 (pp.176-7),
205 (p.178).
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into the ecclesial body of the church.’?% The picture given by the Life is thus complex; on
the one hand, it seems to reflect the growing closeness of the monastic and ecclesiastical
worlds by the sixth century, as monasteries came increasingly under episcopal control while,
at the same time, the Church was ever more influenced by ascetic and monastic ideals;**
on the other, it suggests that this process had not caused rivalries to disappear, at least at a
local level. Indeed, if the stylite did enjoy a strong relationship with Antiochene bishops,
this could have heightened tensions between him and lower-level clerics, as the latter saw
Symeon’s popularity threatening their standing not only among the wider population but

also with their own ecclesiastical superiors.

Most of the criticisms levelled at Symeon in the Life do not relate to any identifiable
rivalries, but rather seem to reflect a widespread religious scepticism, largely among
Christians, about his claims to holiness. In particular, his ability to perform miracles is
frequently doubted: one man from Daphne was reluctant to take his daughter to Symeon to
be cured, as he was ‘held by a profound incredulity’;?*! a bald man, Babylas, initially refused
to use a eulogy given to him by Symeon to grow his hair, ‘not believing this to be
possible’;?*? and the ‘masters’ of a priest who had experienced many of Symeon’s miracles
mocked them.?*® Other opponents accepted that miracles took place but denied that they
were divine: a Cilician brick-maker asked a potential suppliant of the saint, ‘Why do you

wander, going away to a man [who is] an imposter and counterfeits doing such things

through sorceries?’?* Antony Kaldellis has argued persuasively that these kinds of doubts

239 Harvey 1998, 538.

240 On the increasing institutionalisation of monasticism (a process in which the Council of Chalcedon
represented a watershed), see e.g. Dagron 1970, 276, and Caner 2002, esp.235-47. The process of monastic
institutionalisation continued in the sixth century: see e.g. on Justinian’s actions Hatlie 2007, esp.45-57. On
the uptake of ascetic ideals in ecclesiastical and episcopal circles, see esp. Sterk 2004, passim.

21 gmotig moAM kotexopevoc: Life of Symeon, 193 (p.171).

22 M motevoac...slvar Todto duvartodv: ibid. 194 (p.172).

243 jbid. 231 (p.208).

24 1 mhaviicOe mpog Evdpa dmepydpevor Embitny koi d16 pappoxiog To Toodta wotelv. .. émtndedovras ibid.
234 (p.211).
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and queries, which are fairly common in hagiography, do not simply represent generic
clichés; rather, they must be a response to real scepticism among the broader Christian
society (even if the particular incidents are not literally true).?*® Indeed, it is demonstrably
true that ordinary Christian believers sometimes struggled to accept holy men’s claims to

miracle-working powers, often in the face of their failures to perform.24

Yet Symeon faced far greater doubts and hostility than many holy men, because of the
devastations suffered by northern Syria in the sixth century. The significance of the disasters
to Symeon’s reputation is shown by the careful attention paid to them in the Life: even if
the proportion of the text dealing with them directly is relatively small, the accounts do
constitute some of the text’s most elaborate chapters.?*’ The hagiographer combines precise
detail about the scope and effects of the disasters with highly emotive and religiously
charged language reminiscent of apocalyptic literature. This combination is illustrated, for
example, by chapters 104-7 of the Life, which probably deal with the severe series of
earthquakes of late 557.2#¢ The hagiographer narrates in detail Symeon’s predictions of the
disaster and his efforts to negotiate with God to mitigate its results, his composition of three
troparia for his monks and visitors to chant, his mother’s fear, and the series of earthquakes
itself. The account has apocalyptic and eschatological overtones throughout.?*® Thus the
narrative of events is frequently interrupted by Symeon’s visions: he sees, for example, the

heavens open (with a phrase recalling the book of Revelation),?° the heavenly powers in

245 Kaldellis 2014b, esp. 462. For further bibliography on Christian scepticism see above p.173 n139.
246 This is evident not only from hagiography, but also from genres such as letters which could target
scepticism still more directly: see e.g. below pp.282-4 on the letters of Barsanuphius and John of Gaza.
247 See esp. Life of Symeon, 78 (pp.66-8), 104-7 (pp.81-8) (on earthquakes); 57-64 (pp.50-56) (on the Persian
invasion of 540); 69-70 (pp.59-60), 124-9 (pp.106-22) (on the plague).

248 The hagiographer describes one of the earthquakes as devastating Rhegium, near Constantinople; an
earthquake damaging Rhegium is attested by Agathias in 557: Agathias, Histories, 5.3.9 (p.167). See
Pétrides 1902, 272-3.

249 See Van den Ven 1962-70, 11, 104 n.3.

20 | jfe of Symeon, 104 (p.82): £ide tovg ovpavodg dvepydtac; Revelation 19:11: £idov tov odpavov
NVEDYUEVOV.
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two ranks with bowed heads, and above them a throne, raised in the air with no supports,
and Christ sitting on it, full of anger.?®® Later, he sees an aerial boat containing ‘angels of
wrath,’%? which is steered by the Holy Spirit against the coast. He predicts to his brethren
that if they cannot appease God’s anger, ‘stone will not remain on stone’, recalling Jesus’s
words as reported in the Gospels of Matthew and Mark about the destruction of the Temple,
which lead into his discourse about the end times.?®® Yet despite these apocalyptic
overtones, the hagiographer takes care to describe the extent of the earthquake with some

precision. Thus he narrates, of the first quake:

The next day, about the tenth hour of the day, all the earth was shaken by a great
trembling, such that the numerous past generations could not remember one like it,
and cities and villages of the coast fell down according to the vision which had been
seen by him [Symeon].... but in the region of the North, from Laodicea to Antioch,
everything remained upright; only certain wall-towers and walls of churches were
broken, but there was no collapse, according to the word of the saint, and the regions
from Tyre to Jerusalem, as well as the southern side, were preserved equally,
according to that which had appeared to Symeon in the course of his vision.?*

Subsequently, Symeon foresees that another quake will strike parts of Constantinople and
its surroundings; the hagiographer is equally precise about the results of this, recounting that
it caused much destruction in Constantinople, Nicomedia, Rhegium, parts of Nicaea and
other towns in Illyria.? It is important to bear this element of precision in mind, because it
suggests that the hagiographer is not exaggerating the scale of the crises he recounts for any

special purpose (for example, for didactic reasons, to stress the need for the people to

21 |ife of Symeon, 104 (pp.82-3).

252 gryyedot dpyfig: ibid. 104 (p.83).

23 o1 katarerpOfceton AMbog &mi ABov: ibid. 104 (p.82); compare Matthew 24:2/Mark 13:2: ‘00 pr| dpe0i
e AiBoc &mi MBov 6¢ ob katarvOiceTan’.

254 TR 8¢ Efic mepl dpav dexdny Tig NHéPag £0eicOn Tdoa 1) yij oeloU® PeYGAm, olov 0vdE ai mapshBolcat
oMl yeveal Amepuvnovevoy yevéabat, kol Emeoay TOAELG Kol ydpat Thg mapdAov katd Ty 0phsicav avtd
Bewpiav.... ATO pévtol Acodikeiog kKata Aviidyeiay €mi 10 oOpelov kAitog Eotnoay mavta, HOVOV TOPYOV
TV@V 0D TEIYOVG KOl TOiY®V TV EKKANGIAY S1appayEvimv- TtdC1C 6€ 00 YEyove Koto TOV Adyov 10D dyiov,
kai T 6o Topov 8¢ £mi tdt TeposdAvpo Kai 1O peonpPpvov KATog S1epuAGYON GoadTOC KoTd TO £100G THC
Bewpioag avtod: Life of Symeon, 105 (p.85).

25 jbid. 106 (pp.85-7). The reference to ‘Illyria’ here is, however, difficult to explain: the province of
Iyria/lllyricum was in the western Balkans, whereas the particular towns cited are all to the east of
Constantinople.
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repent). Rather, as the previously quoted passages make clear, far from overplaying the
effects of the earthquake, Symeon’s hagiographer stresses their limitations, in order to show
that Symeon’s prayers had some moderating influence. The true scale of the disasters posed,
in fact, a severe problem for both hagiographer and saint, as it called into question the

efficacy of Symeon’s intercessory powers.

Theodicy and the Problem of Intercession

The Life reveals that the catastrophes afflicting Antioch and its surroundings led to
challenges to Christian belief and in particular to Christian theodicy.?®® Thus, for instance,
it tells us that Evagrius Scholasticus entertained blasphemous thoughts when the plague
killed his own children but spared those of a pagan neighbour, a story confirmed by Evagrius
himself.2>” More generally, the Life reports that there were ‘certain impious men of the city
of Antioch’?® who denied mortal sin, the Last Judgement and the final resurrection, and
some of whom, significantly, ‘judged that the movement of the stars was responsible for the
earthquakes which were happening.’?*® Here, deviant explanations of the earthquakes are
linked to doubts concerning Symeon’s miracles: these impious men, hearing about the
saint’s miracles, challenged him in debate.?*® Another episode conveys the impression still
more strongly that the saint’s hagiographer felt divergent explanations of the earthquakes to
be a direct threat to Symeon’s authority: Symeon foresees an earthquake and prays for
pardon from the Saviour, but the earthquake strikes nonetheless, whereupon ‘some of those

who are pagans and wander in the errors of astrology said that the town would certainly be

256 On the ideological effects of the disasters in Antioch, see Meier 2003, esp. 313-9 (on the Persian sack)
and 345-57 (on the fire and earthquakes of 526-8). On the effects of the sixth-century disasters across the

empire on faith in holy men, see ibid. esp.354-5, 415-21, 543-5, 554-6; Dal Santo 2011a, esp.133, and Dal
Santo 2012, 323-4. On responses to earthquakes, see Dagron 1981, 87-103.

257 Life of Symeon, 233 (pp.210-11); Evagrius Scholasticus, 6.23 (p.239).

28 1iveg doePeic Gvdpeg tiig moAemg Avtioyeiag: Life of Symeon, 157 (p.138).

29 mv 1@V dotpov kivow aitiov £50Ealov yivesBar tdv copPavoviov ceioudv: ibid. 157 (p.138).

260 jbid. 157 (pp.138-139).
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destroyed.”?®! The stylite, however, proved them wrong: praying again, he managed to stop
the earthquake and proclaimed, ‘It is ended, the needless error of the calculators who claim
boldly to know the will of God by guessing at events.’?®2 The hagiographer thus portrays
the saint as claiming the end of the earthquake as proof of his interpretation of events—and
of his intercessory powers—against rivals who implicitly or explicitly denied his authority

and relevance.

The threat posed by such disasters to Symeon’s authority is further shown by the confused,
and sometimes unorthodox, ways in which the hagiographer attempts to justify the saint’s
failure to prevent the devastation. In particular, the Life’s presentation of Symeon’s
conversations with God is highly revealing: in times of crisis, the two frequently come into
conflict. Déroche has noted examples from various hagiographies of the author presenting
his saint as being unwilling to follow God’s will: for instance, (the deceased) Demetrius of
Thessalonike refused to leave his city to plague, although ordered to do so by angels;
Symeon the Younger rebuked the heavenly saints for failing to answer his prayer to resurrect
his disciple Conon. Déroche is surely right to see behind this the problem of reconciling the
saint’s role as obedient performer of divine commands with his equally important role as
intercessor for his suppliants; yet his argument is less convincing in trying to associate this
dilemma with a specific form of hagiography, miracle-collections, on the grounds that their
compilers struggled to unify accounts from different sources.?? It seems more probable that
the real difficulty was a more basic one, applicable to any hagiographer: how to reconcile
high expectations of a holy man with a sometimes disappointing reality. Thus, instances of

tension between Symeon and God proliferate in the context of the earthquakes and plagues

21 gheyov TIveg TOV EMNVICOVTOV Kai &v Ti} Tfic GoTpoloyiog TAGVY LOTOLOTOVOUVI®MY 8Tt TAVIMG AmOAIVTAL

N woAig: ibid. 78 (p.67).

262 mémonton Yop 1) 1OV YNeIoTév mEpiepyoc TAGYN cToyacud TV copPoivovimv Povdty Ocod YIvOoKeLY
aravbadiaopévov: ibid.

263 Déroche 2000, 145-55.
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affecting Antioch (a feature not discussed by Déroche), suggesting that the hagiographer is
attempting, with limited success, to explain Symeon’s inability to prevent the disasters.
Normally, Symeon is presented as a direct channel and ‘vessel’ of God’s will: the elder John
states that ‘he is a great and valued vessel of the choice of God’,?%* and John the Baptist tells
Martha that she must guard him carefully ‘as a holy vessel’,?%® a phrase which recurs when

the brothers carry him to his new pillar.?%®

In times of crisis, however, the link between Symeon and God is much less direct. On one
occasion, God ignores Symeon’s prayer: Symeon asked God if he would spare Antioch from
a Persian attack, ‘and there was no explanation from the Lord, because the anger of his soul
was full.”?%” At other times, God or his messengers question Symeon’s attempts to intercede:
once when Symeon prays for relief from plague, God replies that the people’s sins are
manifold, and asks why Symeon is upset, since he loves them no more than God himself
does.?%® On another occasion, Symeon is distraught at the destruction he has foreseen, and
a troop of angels ask him, “Why do you concern yourself thus? Who will say these things
to the Antiochenes? They say hostile things about you and you struggle on their behalf?°2%°
The hagiographer thus attempts to move responsibility for the disasters from Symeon to
divine will and the Antiochenes’ sins, by showing that he has made great efforts to intercede
and change God’s mind. Yet this is no simple solution to his difficulty, as it fails to deal
with the problem of why good people fall victim to disasters. The hagiographer thus has to
face a doubly challenging situation: not only does he have to prove that Symeon’s loyalty

to his suppliants is unwavering, and effective, but he also has to handle the thorny question

264 <1gyo, kol Tipov okedoc ékhoyfic Tod Ogod Eotwv’: Life of Symeon, 36 (p.36).
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of theodicy. In short: he cannot show Symeon accepting God’s apparently indiscriminate
punishment of the Antiochenes (as this would be to betray his dependants), but equally he
cannot, while remaining in orthodoxy, suggest that God was acting wrongly. In his efforts
to handle these competing pressures, the hagiographer tries to portray Symeon as following
in the footsteps of old Testament figures of unquestionable orthodoxy: Abraham and Job.
But the extremity of the situation in Antioch forces him to make subtle changes to his
models, which have profound consequences for the question of theodicy and the role of the

holy man.

When describing the devastating earthquakes of 557, the hagiographer draws on the Old
Testament story of Abraham interceding for Sodom. In the biblical passage (Genesis 18:16-
33) God decides that he will not conceal his plans from Abraham, and tells the patriarch that
he will destroy Sodom and Gomorrah if what he has heard about their sinfulness is true.
Abraham, however, questions him, asking if he will really destroy Sodom if he discovers
that there are even fifty righteous people there, and suggesting that this would be immoral:
‘Far be it from you to do such a thing, to slay the righteous with the wicked, so that the
righteous fare as the wicked!...Shall not the Judge of all the earth do what is just?’2’° God
promises that if he finds fifty good people he will not destroy the city; Abraham then
haggles, lowering the number of the just required to save Sodom first to forty five, then to
forty, then thirty, then twenty, and finally to ten; God agrees that he will not destroy the city
in any of these situations. In the event, God does destroy the city, after saving the righteous
Lot and his daughters. Even this biblical narrative in its original form posed challenges to
early Christian commentators: either Abraham was right to intervene, and God was in
danger of acting unjustly (which would, of course, be very problematic theologically), or

the patriarch’s protestation was unnecessary, which would somewhat undermine Abraham’s

270 Genesis 18:25.
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own authority. John Chrysostom, in his forty-second homily on Genesis, opts for the latter

option, without entirely solving the problem:

So when the angels went off to Sodom, as | remarked before, the patriarch stood
before the Lord. ‘Abraham approached him,’ the text goes on, ‘and said, “Surely you
won’t destroy the good along with the impious, so that the good will be as the
impious?”” O, what bold speech on the just man’s part — or, rather, his great
compassion of spirit, stupefied as he was by the intoxication of sympathy and not
knowing what he was saying. To show that he made this plea in great fear and
trembling, Sacred Scripture says, ‘Abraham approached him and said, “Surely you
won’t destroy the good along with the impious?”” What are you doing, blessed
patriarch? Does the Lord require entreaty from you not to do this? No, let us not
think that. You see, he doesn’t say it to the Lord as if he were about to do it; instead,
since he wasn’t bold enough to speak directly on his nephew’s [i.e. Lot’s] behalf, he
made a general entreaty for everyone out of a desire to save his life along with theirs
and rescue them along with him.2"

Chrysostom explains away Abraham’s words (which he clearly found somewhat
problematic), telling his audience that he was ‘stupefied by the intoxication of sympathy
and didn’t know what he was saying’: he was so worried about his nephew Lot that he made
a quite unnecessary plea to God. The preacher makes it clear that God would never have
destroyed the just with the impious: ‘Does the Lord require entreaty from you not to do
this?’. His interpretation of the passage is, therefore, dependent on the fact that God did not
destroy anyone just in his punishment; he saved the virtuous Lot, and only condemned the
other, sinful, men of Sodom. He thus manages to avoid any suggestion that God could act
unjustly, even if at the price of suggesting that Abraham was not entirely in control of

himself.
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What we find in the Life of Symeon is more startling. At the beginning of his account of the
earthquake of 557, the hagiographer tells us that God ‘looked upon the earth and saw that it
was entirely destroyed....and he didn’t hide anything from his servant’; this last phrase
recalls God’s decision in Genesis 18.17 not to conceal his intentions from Abraham.?’?
Symeon then receives various warnings of the destruction that was going to take place
before having a vision of Christ seated on an aerial throne. Symeon finds himself in front of

the throne, and says to Christ:

Listen to me Lord, the God of me your servant, and have pity and don’t act in
accordance with the word of your anger, but through your love for mankind be
reconciled with them. On the first Friday when you ordered that Antioch should be
overthrown, were there not thirty just men in her, and didn’t you destroy them with
the impious? But now don’t act in accordance with this word; you who judge the
whole earth, don’t destroy the just with the impious.?”

This passage is clearly based upon the Genesis passage just discussed and indeed has strong
verbal parallels with it.?’* Yet whereas Abraham’s speech is entirely directed towards the
future, urging God not to destroy the just with the impious—and John Chrysostom is
therefore able to defend God by stating that, of course, he would never act in this unjust
way—Symeon, according to his hagiographer, told Christ that he had already destroyed the
just with the impious, on a previous occasion when Antioch had been overthrown;?” he
simply asks him not to repeat this distressing action. The hagiographer thus comes very
close to making Symeon reproach God for having behaved immorally in the past, a reproach

charged with potentially subversive implications. This is not to suggest that the

272 K azér TOV konpov 8kgivov EméPreye 6 Koplog ko €10 ooy TV yijv kote@Oapuévny. .. Kol ovk
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simev' o0 kpOYo &y amd “APpady Tob Taudoc pov, & £yd mowd. CF. also Life of Symeon, 57 (p.51, lines
22-3).

213 "Akovcov pov, Kopie 6 Ogdg pov tod d00Aov 6ov, koi omhayyvicOntt Kol pf moong katé T plipa Tig
0pYfg oov, aALA T of] PrAavOperia StoAldynOL. 'Ev tf] mpdtn mapackevi] 6te ékElgvoag oTpapiivol
Avridygta, 00K Hoav £V adTH TPLEKOVTO Sikonol Kol AmdAEcag odTodG PETd TAV AoEPMV | GAAY VOV pn
oMo KAt TO P T00T0- 6 Kpivev macav TV yiv, Ui droiéong dikatov peta doefode: ibid. 104 (p.83).
274 E.g. compare the Life’s ‘un dmoAéong Sikatov petd doeBodc’ to Genesis 18.23, ‘M1 cuvomoréong
dikatov petd dogPovg’.

275 |t is not clear to which of the previous catastrophes recounted in the Life this refers.

201



hagiographer was consciously trying to imply that God had acted unjustly; this is most
unlikely. Rather, the extremities of the situation on the ground in Antioch, and the almost
impossible task of having to balance Symeon’s duty to the Antiochenes with his loyalty to

God, forced him into this awkward and in some ways destabilising parallel with Abraham.

Yet earthquakes in nearby cities were not the biggest challenge faced by Symeon. While the
Life certainly does suggest that he was deemed to have a responsibility to protect
neighbouring areas, the centre of his authority and therefore of his protective sphere was, of
course, his own monastery. A passage in the Life of Martha shows clearly that Symeon’s
powers were supposed to keep his monks safe, unless they acted sinfully: one of the monks
fell ill after extinguishing the lamp on Martha’s tomb, ‘and so since the grace given to the
holy man did not allow anything bad to befall one of them unless a command had been
transgressed, the brothers reasonably asked what he had done wrong.’?’® His powers were
thus particularly vulnerable to scepticism and criticism if his monastery was afflicted by
disaster. This seems to have happened, during his lifetime, in the form of an outbreak of the
plague. Antony Kaldellis has shown that sixth-century writers, in the absence of a shared,
coherent, and emotionally satisfying theological explanation for disasters, often wrote about
outbreaks of plague in confused and contradictory ways.?’” He does not consider Symeon
the Younger’s Life, except in relation to Evagrius’s response to his children’s death,
mentioned above,?’® yet the text certainly confirms his thesis. The hagiographer, striving to
justify how Symeon’s own disciples could fall victim to the plague, develops an elaborate
account modelled on the book of Job, according to which the outbreak of the plague is part

of Satan’s plan, with God’s permission, to test Symeon. Yet even though this approach

276 "Eme1d1) ovv 1] Sedpnpév) Td ayim yapic KToC TapaPaosmc vIoAfic adTod o0dEV GuVEXOPEL KAKOV
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coherently to disasters, see Young 1973, 113-6.
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might seem to have the potential to deal with the problem in a sophisticated and satisfying
manner, again we see that the hagiographer’s concerns to defend the saint at all costs lead

him to make alterations to his biblical model and into inconsistencies.

Job was an icon and role model for many early Christian monks, viewed as the perfect
example of how to endure suffering with patience.?’® Job is thus frequently cited in
hagiography, particularly in reference to ailments endured by holy men: to take but a few
examples, Theodore of Sykeon ‘was thought to be a new Job because of his great
suffering’;?8° John the Almsgiver was described as a new Job after his wealth was lost at sea
(but later replaced twofold);?®! Symeon Stylites the Elder is repeatedly compared to Job, as,
for example, when Satan apparently received permission from God to smite the stylite with
a worm-filled infection in his foot.?8? Yet these comparisons are, by and large, brief and
relatively straightforward: they are used to show how the saints in question endured personal
misfortunes. The account in the Life of Symeon the Younger is much longer, more complex,
and more morally problematic, as the saint experiences illness not in his own body, but in
those of his dependent disciples. In order to demonstrate the complexities and problems of

the hagiographer’s narration, it is necessary to summarise the relevant section of the Life.?3

It begins immediately after the account of the brothers’ uprising against Symeon led by
Angoulas, discussed above. Symeon summons his monks and tells them to endure the tests
they have to face; he then reads and explains the Book of Job to them. He reports that Satan
has acquired a power against them and against young children, but that he himself has gained

the power to resist him, and he narrates a vision he had seen of the Devil outside the gates

279 See Caseau-Chevallier 2005, 93-5; Brakke 2006, 45-7.

280 yéoc Iop &vopileto sivan didt Tiv ooty dAyndova: George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 20
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283 |_ife of Symeon, 124-9 (pp.106-22).
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of heaven. The hagiographer then recounts a conversation between the Devil and God: the
Devil is ordered by God to attack children and good men, whereupon he retorts that he will
start with Symeon. God refuses, saying that he protects Symeon; the Devil is angered, saying
that it is easy for Symeon to be pious since God has always favoured him. He then asks him
to let him excite disobedient men against Symeon and to turn his disciples into men-
demons.?8* God gives him permission, ‘so that his servant would appear the more approved
through such a trial.’?®> The Holy Spirit reassures Symeon that God had not given Satan
power against the stylite himself, but that he ‘had only given permission to this, that he
should struggle with him through the testing of his brothers.’2® After this, we are told, Satan
swoops down to Symeon’s column and threatens him, telling him that he will make the
people and his disciples cause him intolerable troubles. Symeon drives Satan away. While
leaving, the Devil touches Symeon’s beard and all the hairs fall out, but the saint prays to

God, who makes the beard reappear.

At this point, the narrative becomes confused.?®” The hagiographer refers, very briefly, to
disturbances caused by the Devil, recounting that he stirred up trouble among the brothers,
hardened the hearts of the people who came to the monastery, and made the leaders of
neighbouring towns angry with the saint, but that all this was to no avail, because pagans
and barbarians and heretics all converted to God, and ‘moreover, the people who had been
hardened a little returned to their former certainty. Henceforth also the spirits of the brothers
were calmed after the disorder which had happened among them, and the heads of the

neighbouring villages, abandoning their inappropriate revolt, entered into a profound and

284 See above p.185.
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loving peace with the saint as before.’?® This would seem to be the fulfilment of Satan’s
pact with God, yet, at this point, after peace has apparently been restored, the hagiographer
narrates, ‘after this came the time of testings which the devil had sought and received from
the Lord, to smite first the children and the best of men and to struggle with the slave of
God in his brethren.’?® The Devil spreads his wings over the north-eastern part of Antioch
and causes great lamentation there among children and many men (this appears to be a
euphemistic way of referring to the plague, given that later passages make it clear the
discussion refers to an illness).?® Suppliants from Antioch, and Symeon’s mother Martha,
beg him to protect Antioch; at dawn on Sunday Symeon prays to God and sees himself in a
vision over the affected part of the city, ‘and although he prayed for this place, he didn’t
obtain the power to pray for the entire city’;?** the hagiographer thus has to acknowlege
limitations on the saint’s capacities. The Devil then moved to the southern part of the city
and caused further great grieving there. On the next Saturday (the intervening week is passed
over swiftly) Martha again urges Symeon to pray for the bane/plague (mAnynv) to be
removed. On Sunday Symeon sees himself in the south-west of Antioch, from where the
Devil is trying to attack the whole town. Symeon prevents him from doing this but the Devil
retorts that he will target his monks instead. Soon the devil attempts to attack the monastery;
Symeon resists, and the devil is ordered by God to leave, for the moment, and strike a

different region.
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On Sunday, however, Symeon calls the brothers together and tells them that the trials are
imminent, urging them to resist evil. The Devil tells Symeon that he will begin the plague
‘through the one who always obeys me, Angoulas’;2®2 Symeon reports this to the brothers;
Angoulas retorts rudely and immediately falls severely ill. After this, we are told, ‘in the
same way, almost simultaneously, the exterminator attacked all the brothers, and all were
struck with the same mortal malady; some of the more negligent of them even died.’?®® Then
one of the monks, Conon, ‘whom the saint loved greatly as he was very zealous’,?** dies of
the same illness; Symeon, distraught at this, calls upon God and the heavenly powers to
resurrect him. When he is initially unsuccessful in his requests, he appears to grow angry
with his heavenly intercessors (including Mary, John the Baptist, and the angels and
archangels), asking if they have forgotten their love for him and saying that if Conon is not
resurrected all his efforts have been in vain. The brothers present, and Martha, become
terrified, seeing that ‘the heaven was scowling.”?% Symeon prays again, and finally the Lord
appears to him (in a vision laden with apocalyptic overtones); he inquires into the situation
and resurrects Conon.?% The account ends with a statement that these troubles happened to
the brothers because of their failure to obey Symeon properly, despite his efforts to

encourage the weaker monks to act better.

The general tenor of the account is somewhat incoherent and contradictory, both on a
structural and narratological level and on an interpretative one. In terms of the shape of the
narrative, it is far from clear what the relationship is supposed to be between the two
different sets of Satanic attacks which are described: the first being when Satan makes the

monks, visitors, and neighbours of the saint hostile to him (which the hagiographer refers
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to very briefly, providing no explanation or detail of this hostility), and the second,
recounted in much more detail, when he smites both Antioch and the monastery with plague.
As narrated, the two episodes seem to follow on from each other chronologically, with little
to no link between them. But the introductory part of this section, when Satan negotiates
with God to gain power against Symeon, does not speak of him making two separate attacks
on the saint, but of one. This introductory section undoubtedly refers to the plague, as it
speaks of Satan being sent against children, who are later named as among the primary
victims of the plague in Antioch.?%” Yet it also speaks of the Devil turning Symeon’s monks
into men-demons, which must be a reference to the outbreak of widespread hostility to the
saint.?%® Two interpretations are possible. Either the hagiographer is conflating two separate
episodes of trouble faced by Symeon, and tries to deal with them both through the typology
of Job, or in fact the scepticism targeted at the saint and the outbreak of the plague are linked.
By this latter reading, the brief reference at the end of chapter 125 to the outbreak of hostility
to the saint and its swift conclusion might in fact anticipate and summarise the subsequent
more extensive narrative about the spread of the illness itself; the outbreak of plague could

have caused this widespread scepticism and criticism.

Still more fundamentally, the narrative also seems to be confused at an interpretative level.
On the one hand, the hagiographer uses the typology of Job to explain the events. This is
signalled quite explicitly, since Symeon reads the book of Job to his monks to prepare them
for the crisis. When he recounts his vision of Satan to the monks, he states that it was ‘just
as the things read to you in the book of Job signified.”?®® The conversation described
between Satan and God, in which the former gains the power to test Symeon through other

men, is closely modelled on the opening passages of the book of Job, in which God gives
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Satan the permission to test Job to prove that he is a truly pious servant of God, but denies
him, initially, power to afflict Job himself.3°° The hagiographer somewhat adapts the story
of Job, since in the Bible, when Satan’s attacks on Job’s animals, servants and children fail,
he does then gain permission from God to afflict Job directly with sickness, although not
with death.®*! This second stage of trials does not happen to Symeon; the hagiographer’s
focus is firmly on the sufferings of the brethren and the Antiochenes. At one level, this use
of the story of Job is a very effective way of justifying the outbreak of plague at Symeon’s
monastery, as it suggests that far from being the fault of the saint or his monks, it is in fact
a product of Symeon’s great virtue: the Devil yearns to prove that the apparently perfect
man can be shaken from piety by distress. The hostility of the brothers is presented as a
product, not a cause, of the Devil’s attacks: ‘I will enter them and turn them into a species
of men-demons.”3%? This explanatory schema could even explain why good monks, such as
Conon, described above, could fall victim to the plague, since the illness was a byproduct

of Satan’s hostility to Symeon rather than the result of sinfulness.

Yet at the same time there is a decidedly different interpretative current running through the
hagiographer’s narrative: one that presents the troubles as the punishment for the monks’
disobedience to the saint, and suggests that the plague served to reform and improve the
monastery, in part by removing the most wicked of its monks. The news that Satan was
about to strike the monastery is said to have induced a change of heart among the monks:
‘and behold the monastery, weeping and repenting, was whitened and renewed.’3% The idea
of the regeneration of the sinful monastery emerges still more clearly through the

hagiographer’s use of a horticultural image: the saint, he reports, gathered the brethren
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before him ‘like a very extended vine, waving with long branches in fruits of justice. And
since the time had come to prune the vine, so that it would bear more fruits and so that they
would become truly his disciples’, he told them that the tests were imminent.3** This image
implies the monastery was being purged, violently, of damaging and disruptive elements.
The pre-existence of sinfulness among the brethren is referred to explicitly when the plague
actually strikes the monastery: not only does Satan first attack the wicked Angoulas but, as
mentioned above, the hagiographer claims that some of the ‘more negligent’ brothers died
from the illness. This is evidently a return to the concept of disease as punishment for sin,
even though the hagiographer immediately goes on to describe the impressively zealous
monk Conon falling ill with the same sickness. The clearest expression of this interpretative
scheme comes in the final lines of the account: All this happened to the brothers because
of their negligence and the contempt which they displayed for the commands of the just
[Symeon], who exhorted those who were falling short not to be indifferent any longer, but

rather to obey his words enthusiastically.”3%

This explanatory approach is incompatible with the Job typology outlined above: in the one,
the plague is the product of Satan’s God-sanctioned testing of the virtuous Symeon and his
monks; in the other, in contrast, it is created by the same monks’ sinfulness. The
hagiographer thus responds inconsistently and rather incoherently to what was, perhaps, the
biggest challenge of Symeon’s career. Constrained by events, he has to admit limitations on
the saint’s capacities—thus he notes that Symeon did not obtain the power to protect the
entirety of Antioch from the plague—but tries to deploy various competing explanatory

arguments to show, first and foremost, that the stylite himself could not be blamed for what
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had taken place. Indeed, the only common strand between his two interpretative systems is
that, in both, the guilt is placed firmly elsewhere: in the Job-typology, on Satan and his envy
of Symeon, and in the punishment-for-sins model, on the disobedience of the monks. For
the hagiographer, needing to counteract the scepticism faced by the holy man in the light of
these disasters, the pressure to absolve him of all blame was a much higher priority than

forming an internally consistent interpretation of what had taken place.

Scapegoats: The Pagan Rich

Symeon’s hagiographer thus uses a variety of biblical typologies and interpretative
strategies in his attempts to explain why Antioch and its neighbouring regions faced disaster
despite the supplications of the saint. But these defensive and exculpatory measures were
not the only tactic employed by the hagiographer in the face of growing scepticism induced
by crisis. He also seems—quite possibly following in the footsteps of the saint himself—to
have adopted a more aggressive approach, employing strong, potentially divisive rhetoric
to separate and condemn the impious in society whose behaviour had supposedly provoked
most of the disasters. In particular, the frequent references to paganism (sometimes paired
with other forms of heterodoxy such as astrology and Manicheism) in the Life are highly
significant. Pagans appear in varying contexts, most commonly as suppliants at Symeon’s
shrine;3% as secret pagans whom Symeon exposes;3%” and, as we have seen, as those who
advanced alternative, non-Christian, explanations for the disasters.3® Once paganism is
explicitly blamed for crisis: thus when Symeon discovers that God is planning to let the
Persians sack Antioch, and prays to ask him to change his mind, God retorts, ‘Look, the
shouting of its inhabitants has risen to me and the time is at hand of its retribution on account

of the lawless acts which they do, setting up a table and libations and sacrifices to the

306 ibid. 141 (pp.130-1), 143 (p.131), 188 (pp.166-7).
7 ibid, 221 (pp.190-2), 223 (pp.193-4).
38 ibid. 78 (pp.66-8), 157 (pp.138-9).
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demons, using as a pretext the Fortune [Tyche] of the city and inciting me by these things.
Because of this | will give them over to a witless race.”*® The hagiographer here makes
supposed idolaters in Antioch the scapegoats for the Persian invasion; their pagan activities,

although apparently intended to protect the city, have irremediably angered God.

What, however, should we make of these references to paganism? Déroche argues that they
do not show that paganism had survived well into the sixth century; instead ‘pagan’ in the
Life means only a Christian who was superstitious, or sceptical about Symeon.*° He may
go too far in rejecting the idea of sixth-century Byzantine paganism: as discussed in Chapter
1, pagans are certainly referred to in a wide range of sources from this period,®* and
sometimes, as Peter Bell notes, in ways which suggest that ‘their existence is taken
completely for granted.”3'? Thus, while it is unlikely that we will ever be able to prove how
common paganism really was at this time, there is no reason to dismiss out of hand the idea
that Symeon and his hagiographer might have encountered ‘real’ pagans in and around
sixth-century Antioch. Nonetheless, as has been seen, it is clear that references to ‘pagans’
could be used to fulfil a range of polemical and political purposes which were not
necessarily related to the realities of pagan survivals. In particular, imperially-sponsored
purges of ‘pagans’ seem to have targeted dissident or potentially dissident members of
traditional elites, who had a strong cultural connection to the classical past and were thus

vulnerable to such charges.

309 “I§ov 1 KpavYT TV KATOUKOVVTMV &v oTH AVEP EVATLOV LoV Kal Kopdg GvTamoddcemng avTiig Eméot
Sl TG avopiog ag mpdttovoty, T0éveg Tpdmelav kal omovdag kol Buciav Toig datpoviols, Tpo@acetl THyNg
T TOAE®C Kol apalniodviég pe mi TovTolg: 810 TodTo Tapaddom avtovg £Bvel dovvétw: ibid. 57 (p.50).
The hagiographer invokes another biblical model here, recalling the words of God reported by Moses in his
song: Deuteronomy 32:21.

310 Déroche 1996, 76-8. His argument is reacting against Van den Ven’s literal understanding of the
references to pagans in the Life: see Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 163*.

311 See above p.58.

312 Bell 2013, 240.
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Accusations of ‘paganism’ thus often had implications that were not only religious, but
social and political. It is particularly important to bear in mind this social dimension of
allegations of paganism when examining the Life of Symeon, for here too we find an
association drawn between pagans and the wealthy. The Life is, in general, unusually hostile
to the Antiochene upper classes. As noted above, it was not uncommon for hagiographers,
particularly those writing in the fifth century, to include stories which portray their heroes
as defenders of the poor from the cruel behaviour of the rich.3!® Most of these stories,
however, are offset by others in which virtuous nobles who show their devotion to the holy
man (often by giving him gifts and patronage) are treated by him with respect and often
benefit from his miraculous powers.3! Their purpose thus appears didactic: to encourage
the wealthy to emulate the examples of the virtuous nobles, in order to receive the same
rewards. Symeon’s Life stands out, as it contains almost no episodes which depict the local
secular elites in a positive light (although there are a small number of neutral/positive
references to nobles in Constantinople).3"> Several stories describe scepticism about
Symeon and his powers on the part of notables from Antioch and its surroundings, including
an unnamed magistrianos,® the ‘masters [despotai]’ of a priest from the village of
Basileia,3!” and Anastasius, a scholastikos and friend of two illustres, Asterius and Thomas
Veredaronas.®'® Anastasius’s association with secular elite culture is signified by the fact
that Symeon’s messenger finds him when he has just bathed and is sitting ‘in one of the

most renowned parts of the city by the winter bath’;®!® he also subsequently dies by ‘the

313 See above p.140 n231.

314 One exception is the fifth/early sixth-century Life of Alexander Akoimetos (cf. above p.140 n232).

315 Life of Symeon, 151 (pp.135-6), 232 (pp.208-10).

316 ibid. 144 (pp. 131-2).

%17 ibid. 231 (p.208).

%18 ibid. 224 (pp.194-6). Two scholastikoi (lawyers) do appear in the work who are presented positively—
John and Evagrius. Both, however, were closely associated with the Church: John subsequently became
Patriarch of Constantinople, while Evagrius worked for the patriarch Gregory. For Symeon’s hagiographer,
their allegiance to the church seems to exempt them from his general hostility to the local elites.

319 gv v 1BV micTumv TORV TiG TOAEmG &v Ti Aeyouévn Alpdte mAnciov 10D yeipepvod dnpociov: ibid.
224 (p.195).
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public colonnade’.3%° Babylas, a man from a village near Antioch, whom Symeon cures of
baldness, is interrogated about his cure by ‘many of the most important men of the city and

those who, along with them, had formerly been mocking him with scorn.’?!

Most strikingly, the Life suggests that many of the notables of Antioch were secret pagans.
Symeon exposes the devil-worship of an individual noble: we are told that ‘one of the
notables of the aforementioned city of Antioch’*?2 came to take communion during a
celebration at the monastery but was rebuffed by Symeon, who eventually turned to him
and exposed his hidden wickedness, accusing him of constantly blaspheming Christ and
threatening him that a demon would hang him in the air until he confessed his sins. The
notable, in terror, ‘started recounting his lawless actions, his blasphemies towards God, the
numerous sacrifices which he offered in secret to the demons, and other abominable things
which we have believed it best to pass over in silence, to spare the ears of simple people.’?3
This crypto-pagan does not appear as an isolated example but as characteristic of a wider
trend among the Antiochene nobility. This is made clear during the most explicitly political
part of the Life, that conveying Symeon’s support for the imperial agent Amantius. After
‘some of the unbelievers’, who wanted to insult Symeon ‘because he had often shamed the
wicked belief and error of those practising paganism among them,’ tried to destroy an icon

of him,3?* the saint asked God to send a man to expose the impious. Importantly, in this

imprecation he links the idolatry of the sceptics to their wealth, calling them, ‘they who have

320 tov dnuodotov EuPolrov: ibid. 224 (p.196).

321 roAloi TV TPOTOV THC TOAE®MC Kal 01 GOV anToig T TPpdTEPOV £V EE0VdEVMGEL StaryeldvTec adtdv: ibid.
197 (p.175).

322 Aviip Tic TRV Emioniumv ThC sipnpévig Avtoyéov ntoiemc: ibid. 221 (p.190).

323 Koi apEdpevog apnysito tag dvopove adtod mpafelg kol tag eic @gov Pracenuiag kol modrdag Ovsiog i
KPUTTAC EMeTELEL TOTC daipooty, kai ETepd Tva pucapd, Smep Glmonf] Tapadpapely KoddV EIvol VEVORIKAEY,
@edopevol Tig TV amhovotépav dxofg: ibid. 221 (p.191).

324 ‘Tiveg TdV dmictmv’, ‘Og TOAAKIG EAEYEQVTO THV KOKOTIGTIOY Kol TAGVY TV 8V anToig EAANVILOVTmV :
ibid. 158 (p.140).

213



not put their faith in you, but in the abundance of their riches, from whence their reason was

destroyed in the practices of idolatry, because they considered gold like their God.”3%®

Symeon then related a vision to his monks: ‘a fearful leader will come and refute the
impieties and trivialities of the atheists.’3?® Within a few month this leader, Amantius, came
to Antioch, employing such harsh tactics that ‘even those with a blameless way of life feared
his presence.’3?’ Amantius, upon investigating Antioch, ‘found most of the leading men of
the city and many of its inhabitants possessed by Hellenism and Manichaeism and astrology
and automatism and other ill-omened heresies’ [emphasis mine].*?® The Life continues to
describe the diverse punishments, including, significantly, heavy fines, which Amantius
inflicted on the heretics: ‘their wealth was used up in numerous fines.”*?® The account is
laced with strong religious symbolism: Symeon saw Amantius in a vision with the river
Jordan following him, the paradise of God all around, and a wild beast paraded in
procession, representing the discovery of the truth and the punishment and mockery of the
idolaters;33 he later saw, in a vision of the tribunal, stars emerging from the darkness of
night.33! The hagiographer thus portrays Amantius as an instrument of God’s will, and the

fulfilment of Symeon’s prayer for the chastisement of the heretics.

Amantius, however, may have been a controversial figure, and was certainly associated with
controversial policies. The chronicle of John Malalas contains the only other known

contemporary reference to him, describing him, as governor of the east, punishing those

325 M AAmcoTEC émi 601, AL’ €ntl T® APl Tod mMAOVTOL aVTGV, 60V Kol S1EQOAPN TA vouaTa ODTGY &V
gmrndedpacty eidwAolatpeiag, TOV ypuoov Bedv avtdv vrapyel nyovuévov: ibid. 160 (p.142).

326 poPepoc Bpymv ElevceTan Kol ToG doePeiog kai pavAiompayiog tdv d0énv SteréyEet: ibid. 160 (pp.141-
143).

327 ko ToVg &v dpéunto molteia dediévar v mapovsiav adtod: ibid. 161 (p.143).

328 110 pe TovC TAEIOVE TAV TPATMV THE TOAEWE KO TOAAODE TV KATOIKOVVTIMV 0TV EAANVIGUE Kai
UOVIOIoU® Kot AoTPOoAOYioNG Kol adTopaticud kai dAlaig Sucmvopolg aipéoeot kateyopsvoug: ibid. 161
(p.144).

329 6 mhodtog avtdv 8v modhaig (nuioig katnvaiddn: ibid.
330 jbid. 160 (pp.142-143).

331 ibid. 164 (pp.145-146).
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involved in the Samaritan revolt of 555/6: ‘he hanged some, beheaded others or cut off their
right hands, and confiscated others’ property. There was great fear in the city of Caesarea
and the eastern regions.’>*? It is possible that his purge in Antioch, attested only in the Life
of Symeon, may have followed on from his actions in Palestine.®** As discussed above,®*
although Symeon’s hagiographer claims that the sole target of the purge was heterodoxy,
the reality may well have been more complex: the Life also refers to Symeon saving from
execution a onuotng imprisoned by Amantius who had caused ‘many disturbances during
popular/factional [Snpotucoic] disorders’.3® Whether this refers simply to popular unrest,
or more specifically to conflict between the circus factions, it certainly suggests that the
targets of the purge may have been guilty of social and political as much as religious crimes.
In any case, the descriptions of Amantius’s confiscations of property in Malalas, and of his
imposition of fines in the Life of Symeon, recall hostile accounts of Justinian’s purges by
authors including Procopius and Evagrius Scholasticus, who claimed that the accusations of
heterodoxy and misdemeanours were invented to enable the emperor to accumulate as much
wealth as possible; thus for instance the latter wrote ‘many, indeed innumerable, men of
substantial property [Justinian] deprived of all their possessions, painting on excuses
without excuse.’3*® All this suggests that persecutions like that described in Symeon’s Life
were highly controversial, and that by supporting one of their leaders, Amantius, Symeon’s
hagiographer was aligning himself with a particular political faction. Yet, as we have seen,
he does not always favour Justinian, and indeed downplays his role in the appointment of

Amantius.3¥" He does not seem, therefore, to be straightforwardly promoting imperial

332 John Malalas, 18.119 (p.417, trans. pp.294-5).

333 See PLRE 3a, ‘Amantius 2°, pp.52-4.

334 See above p.60.

335 ‘5réoelc. . . moAIC 8V Taig SnpoTikoic Tapayaic’: Life of Symeon, 164 (p.146).

336 Evagrius Scholasticus, 4.30 (p.179). For this theme in Procopius see e.g. Secret History, 6.20 (p.41), 8.9
(p.51), 8.31 (p.55), 11 (pp.70-77), 12.1-13 (pp.77-9), 13.2 (p.84), 13.4-8 (p.85), 13.22 (p.87), 19.1-12
(pp.120-2). On the possible social/political context for these complaints, see esp. Sarris 2006, esp. 200-27.
337 See above pp.159-60.

215



propaganda; instead, he thought that supporting Amantius’s persecutions lay in Symeon’s
best interests. Just as Justinian may have launched persecutions to deflect the idea that
earthquakes and defeat in war were a punishment for a wicked emperor,®® so too Symeon
is shown supporting his efforts, as well as launching his own, smaller scale, persecutions by

punishing sceptics,** to deflect attention from his own impotence to the impieties of others.

There is a strong social dynamic to this scapegoating in the Life of Symeon. As the above
summary shows, the hagiographer emphasised that the wealthy elites of Antioch were
disproportionately represented among the pagans detected by Amantius; he even claimed
that it was the worship of gold that led to their idolatry. This may, in part, reflect reality; as
noted above, purges elsewhere in the empire seem to have targeted the rich. Yet, given the
other indications already discussed of the hagiographer’s hostility towards the upper
echelons of local society, it is almost certain that he consciously emphasised the guilt of the
rich. Crucially, this does not seem to be an innovation by the hagiographer, but rather to
reflect the saint’s own rhetoric, since, as we have seen, Symeon himself in his sermons
evinces considerable hostility towards the wealthy and draws a very similar connection to
that found in the Life between riches and paganism.*® Why, then, do Symeon and his
hagiographer target the rich in this way? It is quite possible that, as mentioned above, the
lifestyles of the Antiochene notables made them vulnerable to such attacks: continuities
from pre-Christian culture in art, education, and lifestyle could easily be perceived and
condemned as ‘pagan’.3** Some of Symeon’s comments in his sermons certainly suggest

that this was the case, as when he addresses a hypothetical rich man, telling him that his

338 For the idea that Justinian’s wickedness caused Rome’s disasters, see Procopius, Secret History, 18.36-45
(pp.118-9). The troubles caused to Justinian’s authority by disasters, and his attempts to rebut these, are a
major theme throughout Meier 2003.

339 Life of Symeon, 224-5 (pp.194-197).

340 See above pp.126-42.

341 See above p.52.
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luxurious lifestyle made him like a pagan ‘even if you are called a Christian.’**? This is a
strong statement, effectively narrowing the boundaries of Christianity to include only those
who met the saint’s very high standards. Such comments support Robin Lane Fox’s
argument that the holy man tended to function less as a ‘mediator’ than a ‘commander’,
insisting on strict rules;** in Symeon’s case his rhetoric became even more stark due to the

serious problems facing him.

Chiara Cremonesi has argued that the hagiographer’s claims that in his youth Symeon
refused to drink from his mother’s left breast, or even her right when she had been eating
sacrifical meat, was part of a broader rhetoric of separation, asserting an unbreachable divide
between pagan and Christian in order to unite Christians together in a time of difficulty.34*
Her argument about the imagery of the rejected breast is powerful, but it seems likely that
the rhetoric was intended not to unite all Christians, but to condemn and ostracise Symeon’s
critics, and thereby defend the saint himself. In the face of adversity, the stylite adopted an
aggressive and divisive strategy that attempted to impose strict binary definitions on an
Antiochene society which was in practice more culturally, religiously, and socially fluid.
The saint and his defenders may also have exploited pre-existing social friction. As
discussed in Chapter 1, Antioch in this period shared with many other cities in the ancient
world the potential for conflict between its wealthy and poorer classes, conflict which was
sometimes submerged but often came to the fore in times of crisis.3*® By playing on such
tensions by trying to isolate and condemn Antioch’s wealthy elite as unbelievers who were
responsible at least in part for the disasters which were afflicting the city, the stylite’s

supporters could hope to unite the rest of society behind the saint, to shore up his support,

342 g yap 1cai ypioTiovog &l Aeyopevog: Sermon 8.10 (p.35).
343 Lane Fox 1997, 213.

344 Cremonesi 2008, 255-264.

345 See above pp.43-51.
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and to deflect attention from the failings of his own intercessory powers. They used a harsh,
black and white rhetoric, to scapegoat certain ‘heterodox’ elements in society for disasters
that affected almost everybody. In a sense, they seem to have been playing out in microcosm
in Antioch what Justinian was enacting throughout the empire, without necessarily being
conscious or approving of the wider imperial programme. Far from acting to unify society,
therefore, the saint appears as a divisive and politicised figure, fighting for his reputation in

a climate of uncertainty.

Conclusion

The Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger shows the importance of situating hagiography in
a precise historical context. It is a complex text, containing unexpected silences and unusual
interpretations, which can only be understood against the background of sixth-century
Antiochene history and society. In particular, the invasion, earthquakes, and outbreaks of
plague experienced by the city and its neighbourhood necessitated a response from the
saint’s supporters. The disasters damaged Symeon’s claims to be able to mediate between
man and God, provoked increased scepticism and hostility towards the saint, and thereby
drove his hagiographer, perhaps following in the stylite’s own footsteps, into aggressive and
potentially divisive rhetoric and politics. The author of the Life, torn between presenting
Symeon as direct vessel of God’s will, and as bold and powerful defender of his suppliants,
is forced into conflicting and sometimes uncomfortable explanations of events. One more
feature of the text, which has been noted but thus far not discussed, may also serve an
apologetic purpose: its unusual length and the vast quantity of miracle stories related.
Miracle stories could serve an apologetic function: thus Robert Doran has argued that the
non-chronological version of the Syriac Life of Symeon Stylites the Elder preserved in a
manuscript at the Vatican was structured, purposefully, so that the vast majority of the

miracles are related before the hagiographer deals directly with the controversial question
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of Symeon’s ascent onto a column.®*® This structure, Doran suggests, is intended to ensure
that the reader has accepted Symeon’s holiness before he is confronted with his novel form
of asceticism: ‘the very order of the account is thus perhaps also an apology for stylitism.’ 34’
The Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger is not structured in this way, but its accumulation
of miracle stories may serve a similar function. By embedding his accounts of the most
controversial events of the stylite’s career within extremely lengthy records of his miracles,
the hagiographer almost overwhelms the reader with proofs of his saint’s sanctity: the stories
of his failures, however dramatic, are vastly outnumbered. The Life of Symeon the Younger
contains perhaps more miracles than any other late antique saint’s life; this may be because
its hero had to contend with more challenges than almost any other major saint.
Unfortunately, we do not have the sources to assess the efficacy of the hagiographer’s
approach to dealing with these challenges. There is, however, an important text, probably

dating from fairly shortly after the Life of Symeon, which does give some insight into how

the saint’s cult continued to evolve: the Life of Martha.

346 Doran 1984.
347 ibid. 47.
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The Life of Martha: Liturgy and Paradigmatic Piety

At some point after the death of Symeon the Younger, a new saint was created for his shrine,
although one whose connection to the stylite could hardly have been stronger: his mother,
Martha.! The record of her veneration is preserved in her hagiographic Life, which has been
almost totally neglected in modern scholarship. This work, edited but not translated by Van
den Ven towards the end of his edition and translation of the Life of Symeon, was seemingly
also written by one of the monks of Symeon’s monastery.? Van den Ven expressed a
negative (and doubtless accurate) view of the work’s historical reliability, commenting, ‘s’il
existe des faits réels au fond de ce roman historique, de caractére tres artificiel, il est
impossible de les découvrir.”® Nonetheless, as evidence for the development of a cult, as a
literary composition containing a distinctive vision of piety, and as the Life of a holy woman

who was neither a martyr nor a nun, the text possesses considerable historical interest.

Unfortunately, there is no secure evidence to provide a precise dating for the Life. Van den
Ven has shown that, although it contains some strange inconsistencies in chronology when
compared to the Life of Symeon,* its author undoubtedly knew of the latter work (probably,
as suggested above, dating from the late sixth or early seventh century). The earliest
manuscript containing the whole Life of Martha dates from the tenth/eleventh century, but
there is a late ninth-century manuscript containing a part of the text, leaving a window of
approximately two and a half centuries in which the work could have been produced. Van

den Ven has argued that it most probably dates from the seventh century, and is not much

L A version of this chapter has been published in the Journal of Early Christian Studies: Parker 2016.

2Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 78*.

% ibid. 92*.

4 ibid. 89*-90*.

5 ibid. 67*-78*. The Life of Martha has survived in four manuscripts, all of which transmit almost identical
versions of the text. All four also contain the Life of Symeon (which also survives in several manuscripts that
do not contain Martha’s Life). For detailed description of the manuscripts, see ibid. 12*-19*.
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later than the Life of the stylite himself, since its style and language are very similar to that
of the longer Life, as is its picture of the community on the ‘Wonderful Mountain’; he notes
too that its author understands the meaning of obscure phrases such as ‘kopociviy pnAoty’
(the covering which sheltered Symeon on his column) which were misunderstood by later
adapters of Symeon’s Life.® There are no obvious anachronisms suggestive of a later date;
for example, there is a reference in the Life to a visitor taking from Symeon’s monastery
‘the tokens of his image formed from the earth’’—archaeological evidence suggests that the
shrine on the “Wonderful Mountain’ produced such clay tokens in the sixth and seventh
centuries, but lead tokens in the Middle Byzantine period.® The Life also refers to opponents
of Symeon in his lifetime and appears keen to avert criticism of his decision to build an
oratory for himself and Martha, which seems most likely to have been a contentious issue
relatively close to his life.® It thus appears probable that the Life dates from the seventh
century; certainly, as we will see, many of its themes resonate with other works of that

period.

The Life of Martha is very unusual both in subject matter and in structure. Although several
late antique saints’ Lives feature the holy men’s mothers as pious auxiliary characters,° the
Life of Martha is, to my knowledge, unique in taking as its central figure the mother of a
famous holy man. A comparison of Martha’s roles in the Life of Symeon and in her own
biography demonstrates the difference between these approaches. In the former, the stylite’s
mother features as an important, yet occasional, character.!! She is most active at the start

of the Life, which describes her (reluctant) marriage to Symeon’s father John, her success

6 ibid. 78*.

" Téc dmd g Yiic éxteTvmmpévag 8k Tiig eikdvog avtod cppayidac: Life of Martha, 54 (p.298).

8 afontaine-Dosogne 1967, 146-7; Vikan 1984, 73-4.

® See below pp.225-6.

10 See, for example, Antonius, Life of Symeon, 14 (pp.36-8); Life of Alypius, 2-3 (pp.148-9), 6 (pp.151-2),
15-6 (pp.159-61), 19 (pp.162-3). For an argument that Alypius’s hagiographer drew upon the story of
Martha and Symeon, see Lane Fox, 1997, 184-5.

11 See Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 87*.
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in converting John to a more pious way of life, her vision of John the Baptist proclaiming
her imminent conception of a holy son, and her nurturing of Symeon until, at the age of six,
he was led by a white-robed man to the monastic community in which he spent the rest of
his life.1? After this, her appearances in the Life are far less frequent, but nonetheless hint at
her importance: both John, the head of the monastery joined by Symeon, and Ephraim,
patriarch of Antioch, supposedly mentioned Martha on their deathbeds,®® while she is
involved in some of the most dramatic episodes in the saint’s adult life, including his
response to a devastating earthquake,* the procession celebrating his elevation to the
column in the centre of the new church complex on the ‘Wonderful Mountain,’*® and his
resurrection of his disciple Conon after his death from the plague.’® In these episodes,
however, she plays only a supporting role, and her own life is paid little attention; we only
learn of her death by chance, as a service held in her memory is the setting for one of
Symeon’s miracles.!” Although she sometimes intercedes with Symeon,'® she never

intercedes directly with God, and there is no suggestion that she can perform miracles.

The picture is very different in the Life of Martha. Here, Martha is presented as a miracle-
worker and intercessor with God in her own right, particularly after her death. Indeed, the
Life of Martha is something of a misnomer, since the saint’s death and posthumous activities
are accorded considerably more attention than is her life.X® The structure of the work is
unusual and worth outlining briefly. The first ten chapters consist of an overview of

Martha’s pious politeia, with very little specific information about her life. Then, over 20

12 Martha is most active in Life of Symeon 1-8 (pp.2-9); Symeon is led away in ibid. 10 (pp.10-11); for his age
see ibid. 12 (p.11).

13 ibid. 26 (p.35), 71 (p.61).

14 ibid. 105-7 (pp.85-8).

15 ibid. 113 (p.93).

18 ibid. 129 (p.118).

17ibid. 221 (p.190).

18 See e.g. ibid. 101 (p.79), 127 (p.127).

19 See Van den Ven 1962-70, I, 71*.

222



chapters (11-33) are devoted to an extended account of her death, from a series of
premonitory visions until her initial burial in Daphne and subsequent reburial on the
‘Wonderful Mountain.” The next ten chapters (34-44) recount her posthumous healing
miracles, and are followed by six chapters (45-51) relating to the building of a new oratory,
and the translation of Martha’s body to this shrine. The final lengthy section (52-70),
perhaps the most isolated part of the Life, consists of a series of visions, miracles, and letter
exchanges relating to Symeon’s acquisition of a relic of the True Cross from Jerusalem for
his monastery; Martha is noticeably less present in this part of the text. The Life finishes
with the report of two more healing miracles and a conventional conclusion, stressing her
continued performance of miracles and intercession with Christ (71-73). The work does not
have the clear narrative arch of a typical holy biography, and it seems possible that it was
not originally conceived as a whole; in particular, the awkwardly phrased transition into the
section describing Symeon’s acquisition of a relic of the True Cross, as well as the different
tone of this section from the rest of the Life, suggests that it may have been added after the
original account of Martha’s life and miracles.?’ On the other hand, as we will see, certain

themes do run throughout the entire work.

In order to understand better the structure and contents of the Life, we need to consider its
hagiographer’s aims and ideals. At their most basic level, most saints’ Lives were concerned
with cult promotion, and the Life of Martha is no different. Yet, given that this ambition
underlay most hagiography, it cannot explain the distinctive features of Martha’s Life. The
unusual structure of the work—in particular, the combination of a short, generic
biographical section with an extended death scene and a selection of posthumous miracles—
and the choice of a non-monastic protagonist require further examination. A comparison

with other Lives of holy women only serves to highlight the originality of Martha’s

20 | ife of Martha, 51 (pp.295-6).
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portrayal. Gender does not seem to provide the key to interpreting the Life; rather, the
fundamental theme connecting all parts of the text is liturgy and the sacraments. Although
the work shares some similarities with the Life of Symeon the Younger, its author displays a
very different set of priorities and interests, which may reflect a wider shift in ways of

responding to the challenges facing saints’ cults in the seventh century.

Cult Promotion and Apologetic

Martha’s hagiographer shares the common goal of most hagiographers: cult promotion. The
decision to promote Martha as a miracle-working saint in her own right seems to have been
made consciously at some time after the death of her son: there is no suggestion in the Life
of Symeon that his mother was herself worthy of reverence. While later medieval pilgrim-
tokens from Symeon’s shrine depict Martha (and the saint’s most famous disciple, Conon)
as well as Symeon, the earliest tokens feature Symeon alone.? The Life of Symeon does,
however, show that Symeon did perform memorial services for his mother at the shrine: he
unveils the impiety of a notable Antiochene who visited the monastery ‘while the holy
service was being performed in memory of his holy and blessed mother Martha’.?? It is
tempting to suggest that the Life of Martha represents at one level an attempt to justify the
continued performance of these services, as well as to promote them to a wider audience; as
we will see below, the memorial services for her death play a crucial role in the text,
particularly as a setting for her miracles. By showing Martha to be a powerful holy woman

in her own right, and by associating her miracles with the rituals of her shrine, the Life

21 |_afontaine-Dosogne 1967, 143-58, 68-81. There are signs, however, that Martha was sometimes
represented before the medieval period, since a mould for pilgrim tokens which may date to the seventh or
eighth century has been found which does depict Martha and Conon (Lafontaine-Dosogne 1967, 148).

22 gmrehovpévng Thg ayiag cuvdteme &v T puviAun Thg dylag adtod pntpdc kai pokapiog Mapbog: Life of
Symeon, 221 (p.190).
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encourages participation in her cult by offering the possibility of wonderworking: twice in

the text the author explicitly states that miracles are still occurring at her tomb.?®

Yet her hagiographer may also have had a more defensive, apologetic, goal. There are
various hints in the Life that Martha’s cult was a sensitive topic—ypossibly, though this is
never stated explicitly, due to accusations that Symeon’s encouragement of her cult was
self-promoting—and the performance of services in her honour might need justification for
this reason. In one episode, we are told that Symeon refrained from ordering his disciples to
attend to the lamp on Martha’s coffin, out of fear that it would be thought that she was only

revered because of his commands:

For when the saint saw the brothers despising and not lighting the candle on her
honourable coffin, he did not command them to do this. This [he did], on the one
hand, so that it would not be thought by unbelieving people and those having weaker
power of reasoning that he himself was requiring and demanding the rites performed
for her honour. But this [he did] also as a way of educating his brothers and wishing
them to be taught through experience to offer the honours due to the saints willingly
and not under compulsion.?*

This seems to imply that Symeon (or the hagiographer) was concerned that some people
might think that he was forcing the promotion of her cult, perhaps for self-aggrandising
reasons. Similar fears are recounted in relation to Symeon’s building of a new oratory for
Martha’s body. The Life claims that even after Martha had appeared to Symeon and the

other brothers demanding the construction of a new oratory,

The saint, despite having such an intention on the basis of revelation, held himself
back cautiously at that time, and was not willing to embark on such a work, both so
that certain of the more simple and unbelieving should not be put to the test,
inventing vain thoughts in themselves and speaking impiety against the just man,

2 Life of Martha, 51 (p.295), 73 (p.314).

24 ¢me1dn yap Edpo TovG ASEAPOVC O Grylog KoTapPovodVTaS Kai pf) drmtovag TV &7 Tig Tipiog adThic Adpvokog
Kavonhov, ovk émnébeto avtoig tolto mMolElv - todTo Mév, ™G Av un vouicbein VO TV amicTOV Kol
a60eveCTEPOVG EXOVIMV AOYIGHOVG 0OTOG EMTNOEVEY KOl ATALTELV TO TPOG TNV OTHG * ToDTO 88, Kol TOVG
G0eAPOVG TadEL®V Kol Sl TG Teipag ddaybijvar PovAdpevog Ekovcimg Kol 00K AvayKaoTMG TPOSOyayEly
T0G OQEMOpEVOG TILOG TOTG aryrotg: ibid. 39 (p.282).
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and also planning to prepare one house for himself and her, so that they would
remain undivided in it, which in fact happened after some time. [emphasis mine]. %

This reference to potential critics (denigrated as ‘simple and unbelieving’) of the saint’s
decision to build the shrine seems to reflect, again, fears that Symeon would be accused of
self-aggrandisement by promoting his mother’s cult. The whole extended sequence of
visions and signs preceding the construction of the shrine should therefore be seen as an
attempt to justify the decision to build the shrine, whether or not this in fact took place in

the precise context described in the work.

Yet while the Life contains this specific apologetic related to Martha’s veneration, it does
not continue most of the apologetic and polemical lines of the Life of Symeon, discussed
above. It is true that Martha’s hagiographer does present a further attack on Angoulas, the
béte-noire of the author of the earlier text: he claims that Angoulas attempted to impede the
proper building of Martha’s oratory, by persuading one of the builders to begin construction
according to his own plans, rather than to those revealed by the deceased Martha to
Symeon.?® Unfortunately, it is difficult to be sure whether the author of the Life of Martha
has additional information about Angoulas, or was one of his monastic opponents (which
would suggest an early date for the Life), or whether he had just heard the name in the Life
of Symeon or from oral traditions at the monastery and thus mentioned this well-known
opponent of the saint to lend his account veracity, and to show that efforts to thwart the

building of the oratory were in vain.

Apart from this negative depiction of Angoulas, Martha’s hagiographer seems to steer clear

of most of the polemic and apologetic embedded in the Life of Symeon. He makes only an

35§ &yrog koitor TpodPecty & dmokaldyeme Exmv ToldTnY Enelyev EqvTOV OiKOoVOpIKMC TO THVIKODTA KOl
oUK NBéANoeY andpEachot 10D T0100TOV EPYOV, 70070 eV J10. TO Uf} TEPATONVAL TIVAS TV GTAOVOTEPWY KOl
ATIoTOWV UOTOIOVS GVOTAGTTOVTOS &V 600TOIS A0YIOUODS KOl KOTOANLODVTAS KOTO. TOD O1KAioD dVOUIeY, TODTO
8¢ xai Povdevdpevoc Eva oikov mmdedoot EavTd Te Kol adTf, dGoTe adTodC Kol &V TOVTM dymPIcTOVg
ANV elvan, Smep Kod YEyove petd Tvag xpdvovg: ibid. 46 (p.288).

2 jbid. 50 (pp.293-5).
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allusive reference to the scepticism and criticism of the saint which is such a dominant theme
in the earlier text: Martha, in her final speech to her son before her death, urges him, ‘Don’t
let abuse grieve you, child, I implore. Don’t be vexed at the disbelief of some people, but
pray for everyone to the son of God, he who on account of his immeasurable philanthropy
attained to such humility that he said about those who crucified him, “Forgive them, father,
for they knew not what they were doing.”’?’ This might seem too generic to relate to
particular criticism, but a subsequent exhortation does seem to link it to the saint’s
opponents in Antioch: ‘Always remember in your requests to God the whole world; and also
pray for your city in which you were born and its inhabitants....provide pardon to the wicked
hearted, because of those who are Christ-lovers in it [i.e., presumably, Antioch].”?® The
hagiographer thus alludes to opposition to the saint in Antioch, in a fairly conciliatory

fashion, but does not make it a dominant theme of the work.

Similarly, the disasters that preoccupy the earlier hagiographer play a comparatively limited
role in Martha’s Life. An outbreak of the plague does occupy several chapters of the text:
before Martha’s death, she foresees some of the inhabitants of Daphne seeking Symeon’s
help against the plague,?® while after her death, both she and Symeon are said to have cured
many inhabitants of local villages.*® The severity of the plague is again stressed: ‘for there
was great mortality of men in that time.”3! Yet no elaborate theological justifications for this
outbreak are developed comparable to those in the Life of Symeon. Still more strikingly,

neither the Persian invasion of Antioch nor the severe earthquakes in northern Syria, which

27 M1| og Areitwoay, tékvov, Aowdopiat, maporkodd: unde dyavéktet émi dmiotia TVGY, GAY TavTImV
VIEPEHYOV TOV VIOV TOD Bg0D, TOV d1 THV AUETPOV aTOD PLAavOpmTiay €ig Tolw TNy EAdcavVTa TOTEVOCY
Kai Aéyovto mepl TV oTovpOodvtav avtov: “TIdtep, deeg avtoig, o yap oidact Ti Toodoty: ibid. 21
(p.268).

28 Mveiav deil mo1od &v Toic Tpdg Oedv 6ov SeNcest ToD KIGHOV TAVTOS: VIEPEDOL 88 Kol Tfig TOAEDS Gov
&v 7y éysvviOng kai TV &v avTii. .. Tov¢ oKkAnpokapdione cuyyvhuny Thpexe St TodC dvtag &m’ avTh
puoypiotovc: ibid. 22 (p.269).

2 jbid. 16 (p.265).

30 ibid. 34-5 (pp.279-80), 37 (p.281).

L v yép 1 ypdve Ekeive Bvioic avOpdrev peydAn: ibid. 34 (p.279).
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occupy such a prominent place in the Life of Symeon, are mentioned at all by Martha’s
hagiographer. What is more, the work contains none of the references to paganism or other
forms of heterodoxy that are so prevalent in the Life of the stylite. Martha’s hagiographer
thus adopts a very different approach towards the challenges of Symeon’s career from that
of the stylite’s own biography: eschewing polemic, he refers to some of the tensions
allusively, and veils others in complete silence. This does not mean, however, that his work
was unaffected by these problems: as will be argued, the form and focus of the Life may
reflect broader developments in hagiography in the seventh century, which were caused in

part by the crisis facing traditional holy men in this period.

Before this argument can be made, however, the unusual structure and subject of the Life of
Martha, and its author’s aims, must be explored in more depth. As we have seen, its author
seems to have had particular apologetic goals relating to the promotion of Martha’s cult: he
was concerned to refute the idea that Symeon himself was driving her veneration. Yet this
concern, and broader issues relating to cult promotion, cannot explain the peculiar features
of the Life; traditional saints’ Lives, after all, shared similar propagandistic aims. We must,
instead, examine the unusual features of Martha’s persona and her hagiography, beginning

with what is perhaps an obvious point: her gender.

Holy Women

One possible explanation for the distinctiveness of the Life of Martha might lie in its hero’s
gender: do holy women perform different roles, and inspire different narratives, from holy
men?3? Yet when we compare the depiction of Martha in her Life to early hagiographic
portrayals of holy women, we find that our text has no obvious precedents. Three dominant

‘models’ of female holiness have been identified within late antique hagiography, none of

32 As argued by Constantinou 2004, 411-23, and Constantinou 2005.
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which are applicable to Martha: the ‘harlot-saint’, the ‘patrician philanthropist’, and ‘the
cloistered nun.”® This concept of three ‘models’ for female holiness may be too schematic,
failing to appreciate the diversity of late antique hagiography.®* Nonetheless, there are
characteristics of many biographies of holy women which are noticeably absent from
Martha’s Life, including, most strikingly, an emphasis on the body, celibacy and
asceticism.®®  Apart from a solitary comment that Martha often fasted, especially on
Wednesdays and Fridays,*® the author of Martha’s Life makes no reference to Martha
mortifying her body or shunning fine clothes and jewellery, despite these being dominant
themes in much hagiography relating to women;*’ nor does he attempt to excuse her for not
maintaining her virginity by stressing either her reluctance to marry or her later adoption of
a celibate lifestyle.®® It has been argued that the Lives of women provided more powerfully
than the biographies of holy men the hope of redemption for all humankind, since if a
woman, a descendant of Eve, could overcome her inherently sinful body and become holy
then so could anyone.*® The Life of Martha, however, does not fit into this pattern, given its
lack of interest in its subject’s body and sexuality. It is also, unusually, uninterested in
Martha’s family life: while her son Symeon features frequently, there is no mention of any

of her other blood relations and only one passing reference to her husband John (who died

33 Coon 1997, xxii; compare also Talbot 1998, 2.

34 Constantinou has identified a wider range of ‘roles’ performed by female saints in hagiography; she
focuses on six which she regards as particularly common, ‘the martyr, the penitent, the cross-dresser, the
nun, the abbess and the pious wife,” but states that several others existed, including ‘the virgin’, ‘the
defender of images’, and the ‘mother of a saint’ (Constantinou 2005, 17-18). Yet given that, as she
acknowledges, there are only one or two examples of these last three categories—the Life of Martha is the
only example she finds of the ‘mother of a saint’—I would question whether the term ‘role,’ in this
schematic sense, is useful here.

35 For the prominent role of the body and associated themes in female hagiography, see above all
Constantinou 2005: she argues that ‘holy women achieve sanctity almost exclusively through their bodies’
(16) (although I cannot agree that this applies to the mothers of saints; Martha’s hagiographer is uninterested
in the bodily implications of motherhood, as in other aspects of Martha’s body).

% Life of Martha, 2 (p.254).

37 See Coon 1997, 31-41.

3 The Life of Symeon takes a more conventional approach, claiming that Martha was very reluctant to marry
but eventually yielded to marriage because of the need to obey her parents’ wishes and because of divine
instruction: Life of Symeon, 1 (p.3).

39 Harvey 1990, 45-6; Coon 1997, xvii, 77, 94.
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in Symeon’s youth, according to the Life of Symeon);*® shortly before her death she urges

Symeon, ‘bring relief also to John, your father in the flesh.”*!

This is not to suggest, however, that the Life of Martha has nothing in common with other
Lives of holy women. Martha’s hagiographer draws on certain biblical models of women
which were popular in late antique hagiography, in particular the humble, serving and
ministering woman exemplified by Martha, sister of Lazarus, in the Gospel of Luke.*?
Ministration is a prominent theme in Martha’s Life: she is depicted, for example, providing
garments for the children of the poor at baptism, helping the sick and supplying food and
clothing for the poor, provisioning the funerals of dying strangers, tending to demoniacs,
and taking care of the pilgrims and brothers at her son’s monastery.*> Sometimes her
ministrations are described in explicitly biblical terms: thus it is reported that ‘she admired
the priests, honouring them in many ways according to what is written. For, like Martha
before the Lord, she was busied with much service of care to them and offering olive oil
with Mary she poured it on their feet, continuously doing this and in everything refreshing
them.’** She is also stated to have obeyed Christ’s injunction to be humble, like ‘Mary
Magdalen and Salome, Susanna and Joanna, and the other Mary and the remaining female
disciples.”® Her humility is stressed throughout: in the prologue to the work, we are told
that Martha had gained three pearls (faith, hope and love), ‘which, wishing to reveal them

to God alone, she took trouble to conceal from men, shunning vainglorious thoughts, so that

40 Life of Symeon, 7 (p.8).

4 Avémave 8¢ kol Todvvny Tov capkucdv matépa cov: Life of Martha, 22 (p.269).

42 See Coon 1997, 41-4. For depictions of the biblical Martha in the early Church more generally, see Ernst
2009.

43 Life of Martha, 4-5 (pp.256-7), 7-8 (pp.258-9).

4 Tovg 8¢ iepeic £0avpaley, Katd TO YEYPALUEVOY TILMAGE TOVTOVE TOAVTPOTMC: Kol Y&p, (¢ MdapOo &ml tod
Kvpiov, mepi moAAnv draxoviav ti|g €ig ékeivoug Bepanciog mepieondto kol Elatov petd Mapiog Tpocpépovca
g€éxeev nl TOLG TOdUG AVTAV, GLVEXDG TODTO MOV Kol 10 TAVIWY avTovS dvoydyovoa: ibid. 7 (p.258).
4 'H MaySoinvi Mapia koi Zakdpn, Zovedvva te koi Todvva koi 1) §AAN Mopia koi oi Aowai pabitpuor:
ibid. 10 (pp.260-1).
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no-one knew any of the deeds of her industry and philosophy.’*® Her Life thus utilizes
elements of the conventional portrayal of female holiness without itself being entirely
conventional, strongly emphasizing Martha’s devoted care for the religious and for the poor
at the expense of discussing her asceticism and chastity. This stress on her ministration, and
in particular her ministration to the priests and monks of Symeon’s monastery, is at the heart

of the text, as we shall see.

The most famous holy woman—and indeed holy mother—was, of course, the Virgin Mary.
In the Life of Symeon, Martha is on occasion assimilated to Mary: John the Baptist proclaims
to her in a vision before Symeon’s conception, ‘you will bear a son and you will call his

*47 clearly recalling Gabriel’s pronouncement to Mary in Luke 1.31, ‘you will

name Symeon,
conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will call his name Jesus.” The Life also
claims that she gave birth to Symeon ‘without any pains at all being inflicted upon her’;*® a
painless birth was again associated with Mary’s delivery of Christ.*° Yet it is probable that
Martha is only linked to Mary in this scene in order to highlight Symeon’s identification
with Christ, one of the main themes of the work as of much hagiography.*® In other places
she is depicted as less virtuous in order to highlight her son’s piety;° her presentation in

Symeon’s Life is therefore chameleonic, changing in order to fit the hagiographer’s

immediate needs.

The situation is still more complex in the Life of Martha. Martha seems to have a connection

to the Virgin: one of Symeon’s monks, before her death, had a vision of her standing before

46 "Ac Qed pove povepodsdol Poviopévn Eomevde AavOavey Todg avOpdTOVS, PEHYOVLGH TOV KEVOSOEOVY
Loyioudv, dote undéva YIvdoKkew Ti Tdv Thg erhomoviag kal prhocopiag avtiic Epywv: ibid. 1 (p.254).

47 oAy LoV Kol kadéoelc TO dvopo avtod Zvpedv: Life of Symeon, 3 (p.5).

48 OV mavv TV AAyNdOVmv avthi Emtifepévov: ibid. 3 (p.6).

49 Van den Ven 1962-70, 11, 9n5.

%0 For the holy man as image of Christ, see e.g. Drijvers 1981, 27-8.

%1 See e.g. Life of Symeon, 6 (p.7), in which Symeon refuses his mother’s milk when she had partaken of xpe@v
Ovrov, and 4 (pp.6-7), in which she ignored John the Baptist’s injunction not to give Symeon her left breast to
feed from and it consequently shrivelled up.
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Mary,>? while she herself had a vision of heaven in which Mary was her guide.>® Yet she is
not only associated with Mary; she also has a close relationship with John the Baptist,>* and
on occasion seems to be envisioned in Christomimetic terms; in his vision, mentioned
above, of Martha before Mary the monk reported that ‘the great mistress [Martha] held out
her hands in the form of a cross, and she became wholly metamorphosed like a cross from
gold and silver and flashed rays of light like the sun, and only her face was recognizable
above the cross,”® a transformation which recalls both Christ’s Transfiguration and his
crucifixion. There is thus no simple connection drawn between Martha and Mary as holy
mothers of even more holy sons; Martha is linked to a variety of important biblical figures,

both female and male.

This last point, that Martha was associated with men and women, is significant, as it is
notable that there is no sign that she was promoted as a saint particularly for women.>® None
of the specified beneficiaries of her miracles in the text are female:®’ they are either monks
of Symeon’s monastery,®® local villagers,>® or foreign visitors,%® all male.?* It is also

noteworthy that, in contrast to some saints’ Lives and miracle collections which focus on

%2 Life of Martha, 12 (pp.262-3).

%3 ibid. 17-18 (pp.265-7).

54 ibid. 2 (p.254), 8 (p.259), 26 (p.272). This connection between Martha and the Baptist is also made in the
Life of Symeon, 1-3 (pp.3-6).

S5 EEétetve TG yEipag antiig 1) kupia 1) peydAn &v oyfuatt oTavpod, Koi £yéveto AN MGEL oTawpdg &K YpLcod
Kol APpYVPoD HETAUOPPOVUEVT] KoL ATTAGTPATTOVCO AKTIVOG POTOG MG O A6 LOVOV OE TO TPOCOTOV ANTHG
Vrepdvm 10D otowpod Eyvopileto: Life of Martha, 12 (pp.262-3).

%6 Claudia Rapp has argued that hagiography relating to female saints was read by both genders: Rapp 1996,
321-5 and passim.

57 Although some of her miracles are performed for groups which may include women, including the
villagers of Charandamas (Life of Martha, 35 [p.279]) and Gandigordn (ibid. 37 [p.281]).

%8 E.g. ibid. 39 (pp.282-3), 43 (pp.285-6), 44 (pp.286-7).

%9 E.g. Sergius son of Antoninus the procurator, from the village of Charandamas (ibid.35 [pp.279-80]), John
Lector, from the village of Gandigordn (ibid. 38 [pp.281-2]).

80 E.g. a man from Lycaonia (ibid. 41 [pp.283-4]), a soldier from Hierapolis (42 pp.284-5]), Neon, an
(almost certainly Isaurian) builder working at the monastery (50 [p.293]), and two brothers from Phrygia,
Proairesius and Hilarion (71-2 [pp.312-14]).

81 The Life of Symeon depicts the saint receiving many female suppliants; the cult was already, therefore,
presented as gender inclusive (see above p.108 n112).
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aristocratic and high-status suppliants,®? almost all the specified beneficiaries of Martha’s
miracles appear to come from relatively humble social backgrounds.®® Her biographer thus
presents Martha as approachable and accessible to ‘ordinary’ suppliants such as local
villagers; he is far less exclusive and elitist than many hagiographers. This is very significant
because arguably the most distinctive feature of the text is that it presents an inclusive,
achievable vision of piety, based not on dramatic material renunciations or on bodily
mortification, but on participation in the liturgy and in the sacraments and on devotion to

Martha’s shrine.

Liturgy and Ritual Practice

Liturgy and ritual suffuse the Life of Martha, linking the different, and sometimes apparently
disparate, sections of the work. In the first part of the text, as mentioned above, she is not
depicted as an ascetic; rather her life is marked by pious attendance to priests and monks,
and by devoted participation in various liturgical rituals: ‘she took care of the proffering of

many lights and incense,”®* while

in all her days she did not miss the lamplight and dawn services, being
especially eager for the night watches which happened in memory of the holy
martyrs. For being the first at church and in no way being hindered by any
care she partook of our salvific life, the body and blood of the son of God...in
all the holy and divine liturgy she gave incense to the priests, asking them to
join with her in her requests to God.%®

A monk urged her to sit down in church, but she rebuked him respectfully, saying that sitting

during the liturgy was contemptuous of God.%® As seen above, she is said to have anointed

62 Examples include the Miracles of Thekla and the Miracles of St Demetrius; on the aristocratic focus of the
former see Johnson 2006, 155-6, 170.

% The sole exception is one Sergius, described as the son of the procurator Antoninus: Life of Martha, 35
(p-279).

4 "Brepeheito dTov moAAGY kai Oupapdrov tpocaywyiic: ibid. 2 (p.254).

8 "Ev 8hoig 8¢ Toic xpdvolg adTic Avyvik®dv Kol £00vdv odk AmeApmaveTo, oneddovcs LAMGTO gl TOG
VOKTEPIVAG 010y PN YOPNOELS TOG YIVOUEVOG &V TOAC TV Gylv HOpTOP®V UVALOLG. ZUVayouévn O mpdTn &V 1@
KUPLOK® Kol undoude Do Tvog GPovTioog KOAVOUEVT LETEAGUBave TV cwThplov (ony Nudv, T0 odua Kol
70 adpo 10D viod Tod Ood.... &v A 88 T dyiq kai Oeiq Aertovpyiq émediSov 10 Bupiapo Toic iepedoty, aitodoa
Kol a0Todg cuvepyfioat avTi v Taig Tpog Oeov denoeoty avtig: ibid. 3 (p.255).

% ibid. 4 (pp.255-6).
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and refreshed the priests. Even her charity seems to have taken place in a sacramental
context: she provided cloths for farmers who were baptizing their children (and was at her
request buried wrapped in some of these cloths),%” as well as taking care of the dead.®®
Martha’s Life is far from the first hagiographic work to emphasize its subject’s participation
in church rituals. As we have seen, however, its author neglects other tropes of female piety
such as asceticism and dutiful wifehood, with the effect that liturgical participation is

presented as the key element in Martha’s holiness.

Liturgy is still more important in the next section of the Life, Martha’s death. She prepares
for death by participating in the sacraments and the liturgy: she takes the Eucharist in
Symeon’s monastery,®® and goes to the church of John the Baptist to pray, ‘since a service
was being conducted.’’® She tells Symeon in one of her last addresses to him that ‘in every
liturgy and before every altar with incessant incense | have offered tears to God for your
survival, and journeying frequently to every holy house | have zealously asked the holy
martyrs of Christ our God to shield and help you. I have honoured every holy man, carrying
off prayers for you [?]."* This is especially noteworthy, as it suggests that not only Martha
herself but also Symeon was in need of ritual supplications before God, and the intercession
of martyrs and holy men. The mention of these last, in particular, is striking, since in the
Life of Symeon there is no reference to holy men, living or dead, other than the stylite himself

(perhaps to avoid cult competition); here, however, the desire to emphasize Symeon’s

7 ibid. 4 (p.256), 28 (p.274).

8 ibid. 5 (pp.256-7).

% ibid. 19 (p.267).

0 Tnvicadta cuvaceng émrelovpévng: ibid. 26 (p.272).

"L’Ev méon Asttovpyie kol dmévavt mavtog Bustactmpiov petd Oupdpotog dkatomodoton VIEp T Vmopoviig
G0V SaKPLO TPOGEPEPOY TH Oed KOl £ic TAVTA OTKOV BY10V TOPEVOUEVT] GUYVDC, EKTEVRIC 50UV TAV Gylov
paptopev Xpiotod tod Bgod MudV vmepacmioar cov kol avtiddfecBat. Tlavta dotov Gvopa €tipnca,
ovAfoaca cot Tpocevydg: ibid. 20 (p.268).
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surpassing holiness seems to be subordinated to the need to stress the importance of

liturgical participation and of reverence of martyrs and monks.

To some extent, an emphasis on liturgical preparations for death is conventional, and must
reflect actual practice as well as the hagiographer’s interest.”> Yet Martha’s hagiographer
goes further than most earlier hagiography, in stating explicitly that it was Martha’s devotion
to church, and participation in rituals and sacraments, that achieved her salvation. While it
is true that her palace in heaven, seen by her in a vision before her death, was supposedly
built by Symeon, the Virgin Mary says to her, ‘look, this honour has been given to you, and
stay here, in exchange for the fact that you feared the Lord and honoured the church of
God’™® [emphasis mine]. Furthermore, Martha herself emphasises before her death that
salvation is achieved through the Eucharist, saying in a prayer to God, ‘I have had
confidence, trusting to be saved by the salvific participation of your life-giving body and
blood, given to us by you for the forgiveness of slips, that you will remove my transgressions

and purify my sins.”’

After her death, too, the importance of appropriate funerary rites for salvation is stressed:
after John Lector, a local villager, has a vision of a chariot of cherubim over Martha’s tomb,
Symeon tells him, ‘glorify the Lord, child. For you have found grace to see as you went the

holy beasts of the cherubim carried on the chariot, [the cherubim who] arrived in response

2 Gregory of Nyssa’s Life of Macrina is a particularly noteworthy example of an earlier hagiographic text
which emphasizes its heroine’s liturgical life and provides an extended, liturgically-focused account of her
death. On the liturgical implications of Macrina’s Life see Krueger 2000, 484-510. Macrina is, of course, a
very different figure from Martha: Gregory presents her as an aristocratic, philosophical, beautiful, and
(moderately) ascetic virgin with strong family ties. The liturgical focus of Gregory’s text is also very
different from that of Martha’s Life, as it lacks the strong cultic dimension of the latter: whereas Gregory’s
focus is on prayer and thanksgiving, Martha’s hagiographer also, as we will see, emphasizes the importance
of the rituals associated with saints” shrines.

3 I80v Sedmpnrai oot 1) T odTn, Kol kotdpusve £vOAds, ave’ dv dpoPnong tov Koplov kol ériunoac tiv
éxrAnoiav tod Ocod: Life of Martha, 17 (p.266).

"4 TerdAunka 11 cotpie petaryet 100 (womotod 6ov cMUTog Kal aipatog mieteovca cmdfjvol Tf
dedpnUéEV MUV TTopd 6OD €IG GLYXDPNOLV TOPATTOUATOV, OTOG APEANG TAG AVOLLOG LoV Kol TAG GUAPTIOG
pov kabapiong: ibid. 23 (p.270).
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to the prayer of the hymnody and sanctified her dormition in the relic of death [?], because
even | and she, captured in sins, needed release by him, although standing in the halls of the
house of God.’”™ Symeon’s claim that not only Martha, but he himself, needs a heavenly
visitation in response to the hymnody to assure salvation, is particularly striking. Although
liturgy is undoubtedly a key motif of the Life of Symeon the Younger—the text is suffused
with mentions of incense, with elaborate descriptions of liturgical processions, and with
references to the Eucharist—there is less sense that participation in ecclesiastical rites was
the key requirement for salvation.” Rather, the focus on liturgy in the text has been
interpreted as an attempt to emphasize the stylite’s ‘integration’ within ecclesial worship.’’
The Life of Martha thus accords an even more important role to liturgy and the sacraments;
the hagiographer uses her brief life and her lengthy death scene to present an inclusive vision
of salvation, focusing on dedication to ecclesial rituals, participation in the Eucharist, and

proper funeral rites.

In part, this reflects a growing tendency in seventh-century hagiography to emphasize the
importance of participation in the sacraments and church rituals.’”® Leontius of Neapolis, in
the Life of John the Almsgiver, recounts the story of a clergyman who never went to church
and was jealous of his neighbour’s—another priest’s—prosperity, until discovering that the

remedy was regular church attendance.” Leontius is still more explicit in his Life of Symeon

5 AdEale, téxvov, Tov Kbplov: yéptv yap nopec Bedoachon kabog sxmpelc To dylootikd {@o tod
EmPePnkdtog Eml Appatog xepouPil TopayEVOUEVODL &V Ti] EMUKANCEL TG DUV®STING Kol Ayl1dcavTog &V @
Aenyave tod Boavdatov TV Koiunow, KaBOTL KAY®d Kol avTr) £V auapTiong cVAANEBEvTes Expnlopey TG
Top’ oadToD APEcEG, £v avANiG oikov Kvpiov iotdpevou: ibid. 33 (pp.278-9).

78 In one incident in the stylite’s youth the Eucharist is presented in soteriological terms: he is given it in a
dream by a priest to save him after Satan has been afflicting him with sexual dreams (Life of Symeon, 35
[p.34]). Yet usually, even where the Eucharist features, it is not explicitly connected with salvation, even in
the section in which Symeon is made a priest (132-35 [pp.124-7]). In Symeon’s lectures on the behaviour
necessary for salvation (e.g. 24 [pp.20-1], 113 [p.92], 171 [pp.152-3] he makes no mention of the
sacraments, nor do they feature in the various accounts of the deaths of pious men (e.g. 36 [pp.34-6], 109
[pp.88-9], 257 [p.223].

7 Harvey 1998; Booth 2014, 34-37.

8 For the growing importance of liturgy and the sacraments in hagiography across late antiquity and in
particular in the seventh century, see Déroche 2002, 180; Booth 2014, 7-43 and passim.

8 Leontius of Neapolis, Life of John the Almsgiver, 51 (pp.401-2).
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the Holy Fool, making his hero include failure to take communion among a list of heinous
crimes: ‘While the saint was there (in Emesa), he cried out against many because of the

Holy Spirit, and reproached thieves and fornicators. Some he faulted, crying out that they

had not taken communion often, and others he reproached for perjury, so that through his
inventiveness he nearly put an end to sinning in the whole city [emphasis mine].’®° George,
the author of the Life of Theodore of Sykeon, attributes to his holy man a long speech
emphasizing the importance of attending church and participating in the liturgy, after his

servants have failed to wake him for the night service out of concern for his health:

For if, in the presence of a mortal king, not only the healthy, but even the mutilated
and the sick hasten to praise him, how much more ought we run together zealously,
by night and day, at all times, to praise and laud the heavenly and immortal king of
glory, Christ our God, not only those of us who are in good bodily health, but also
those who are ill should display enthusiasm, so that he may both destroy our
illnesses, if he knows that this would benefit us, and purify our souls from wicked
deeds and considerations, and, like a debtor, pay to us the wages for our praises,
wages which are not earthly but celestial? And just as one of the poorer people, if he
is suddenly brought into the imperial halls and becomes a familiar and unhindered
companion to the emperor, desires to have more and longer association with him,
how much more ought we to render closer our dialogue of prayer and praise with the
heavenly emperor, and to linger desirously in church, and not to hasten to fling off
quickly the office of prayer, as if it were a very heavy burden and not something
which brings a wage, and not to hasten, at devilish prompting, to depart from church
as if from a prison, which is a great abomination? For we should always have this in
mind, that, when we enter into the house of the Lord, we climb to heaven itself and
we find the heavenly emperor seated on his throne of glory, surrounded by cherubim
and seraphim....and that, although all those attend him with fear, we are allowed to
speak to him confidently through ourselves and not through an interpreter, and to
praise him and to ask for what we want; but when we leave from there [i.e. church]
...we descend to the earthly and material world, bound by our wicked thoughts and
preoccupations.®!

8 jdem, Life of Symeon the Holy Fool (p.96, trans. p.165).

81 Ei yap éni p0optod Pacidémc 0d povov oi vytaivoviec, GAAY Kai ol fikpotnplocuévorl kol ol &v dodeveiong
eig v adtod Emelyovrol venuioy, TOG® PaALOV NUEIS €lg TV ToD €movpaviov kal dBoavitov PactAéng Tig
86ENc Xprotod 10D Beod NUAY edenuioy Kol doEoroyiay dPeilopey 6TOVSAING CLVTPEXEY VOKTOG TE KOl
NUEPAS KATA TAGOV POV 0V HOVOV 0l T() CAOUATL EPPMOUEVOL, GALY Kol 01 VOGODVTEG TO €DTTPdOvLOV
OULVEIGQEPELY, Tvol KOl TAG VOGOUG TUdV, AV YVA GOUEEPEY UiV, AneldoT Kal Tag Yoy NUdv kabdpn tdv
TovnNp@®V Tpaéewv te Kai EvBupunoemv Kol ToU¢ uebovg T@vV eVENIBY 00 YNivovg, AL’ 0bpaviovg NIV Mg
YPEDOTNG ATTOdDOT|: KOl DOTEP TIC TOV HETPLOTEPQV, E0V €V BactAkoig avlais dove sioaybeic yvdpiyrog @
Boaotlel kail GLVOLIAOG AKMADTMOG YévITaL, TAElOVA Kol LOKPOTEPOY TRV HET” aTOD cuvTuyioy yivesOat
EmmoOEl. . . TOAD paAAov HLElG Opeilopey TAiova TV TPOG TOV Emovpaviov Pacthéa MUY dtdAesv Tig
ey kal do&oroyiag moteioBat kai Eyypovilely mobevdg €v i) EkkAncig Kol p oreddey dg Tt fopvtatov
poptiov kol ovy ¢ pioBoedpov TOV i 0yig Kavova Tdylov drnoppivat Kol Eneiyecbot £k dtafoAikiig
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George’s attention is focused very much on the practical (even if often delayed) benefits of
church attendance: if we praise God, we are owed a heavenly reward; if we speak to him in
church, we can ask for whatever we want. We may even be healed of our diseases, if he
judges that this is in our best interests. It is thus, in a sense, a pragmatic rather than spiritual
message, and might be thought to be aimed at a wide, not exclusively monastic audience.

The act of attending church is made a key constitutive element of salvation.

Martha’s hagiographer is thus far from unique in his interest in ecclesial rituals and in the
sacraments; in general, seventh-century hagiography was increasingly oriented towards the
liturgical. He does, however, go further than most of his contemporaries, in choosing as his
hero a figure who bears no resemblance to the traditional ascetic, monastic subjects of
hagiography. Whereas in the Lives of Theodore of Sykeon, John the Almsgiver and Symeon
the Holy Fool, as in other contemporary examples, the new emphasis on liturgy is balanced
by a more conventional interest in asceticism, in the Life of Martha liturgy predominates.
This is not to suggest that Martha’s hagiographer completely rejected the traditional model
of the holy man: indeed, in the Life we find occasional references to Symeon’s performance
of large-scale miracles.®? Yet his choice not to focus on Symeon but on a holy figure
presented in very different terms suggests that, even more than many of his contemporaries,
he was interested in exploring a different view of piety, and of salvation; salvation is clearly
attainable for even an ordinary Christian layperson, as long as he or she is devoted to the

rituals of both church and saint’s cult.

gvepyeiag mg €k ppovpdg Tvog E€évar Tiig EkkAnociog, dmep €otiv peydAn mapavouio. 'Ev v@ yap ogeiiopev
Eyetv 10010, 811 £V T¢) £ioépyecBon MUEC sic TOV KVP1OKOV 01KOV £l TOV 0DPOVOV aDTOV Gvepyduedo Kai TOV
ovpaviov Bactiéa evpiokopey kabnuevov €l Tod Opovou Tiig 0ENG, KukhobpEVOV VIO TMV yepovPip Kol
GEPAPIpL. .. Kol 8Tt TAVTOV EKEIVV LETA POPOL TaPESTOTOV TETG cLYXWPoOUEDa abTd TeBappnKoTEG O1
EaVTAV Kol 00 U EpunvEmg dlaAéyectot Kol eDPUETV avTOV Kol aitelv drep av 0éhmpeyv- dtav 8 mbi
E€epydpeda €xeibBev, Loyilesbon Muag xpn OttL...€ig TOV €miyelov Kol VAMON KOGHOV KoTafoivouey
deGHOVUEVOL DTO TMV TTOVNPOV Aoyiopdv kai povtidwv: George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon,
164 (1, pp.150-1).

82 Life of Martha, 9 (p.260), 16 (p.265), 34 (p.279).
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How comprehensive, however, is the vision of Martha’s hagiographer? Is he genuinely
concerned to encourage devotion to ecclesial and cultic rituals in general, or is his intention
solely to promote participation in the cults of Symeon and his mother on the ‘Wonderful
Mountain’? The answer, arguably, is twofold. In the first part of the Life, that dealing with
Martha’s lifestyle and her death, it does seem that the author presents a general model for
salvation. His descriptions of Martha’s devotion to services in honour of the martyrs, of her
care for priests, and of her visits to ‘every holy house’ and ‘every holy man,’ as well as his
emphasis on the salvific powers of the Eucharist and of the funeral hymnody, do not appear
to be tied to a particular cult (although her devotion to Symeon is repeatedly stressed).®®
After the narrative of her death, however, the hagiographer’s focus changes; he is still
preoccupied with liturgy and ritual, but now almost exclusively gives centre stage to the
ceremonies at Martha’s shrine. In other words, his ambitions appear to shift from providing
a general paradigm for the ideal worshipper to reinforcing the importance of participation

in the cultic community on the ‘Wonderful Mountain.’

This new focus emerges very shortly after Martha’s death, in the descriptions of her funeral
rites. The hagiographer recounts, in some detail, the series of liturgical acts performed in
her honour: her initial burial in Daphne and the transfer of her body from Daphne to
Symeon’s monastery are accompanied by psalms, hymns, and incense;3* when she is
brought to the monastery an all-night vigil is performed before her tomb is dug, and in the
morning a crowd of clergy and laymen gather, who bury her and perform the Eucharist and
funeral ceremony.® After the Eucharist, villagers from Gandigordn come to the monastery,

and perform another all-night vigil, ‘so that they also might gather the fruits of the prayers

8 See e.g. ibid. 2 (p.254), 3 (p.255), 6 (p.258), 8-9 (pp.259-60).
8 ibid. 28 (p.274), 30 (p.275).
8 ibid. 32 (p.277).
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of the blessed woman,’® implying that participation in her liturgical remembrance was
necessary in order to benefit from her intercession. The hagiographer’s desire to encourage
dedication to and participation in the rites at her shrine becomes still clearer in the next
section of the Life, that dealing with Martha’s posthumous miracles. Many of the miracles
take place in a liturgical or ritual context: for example, a man from Lycaonia who had been
afflicted by demons for thirty years, so that he could not hear the divine liturgy, was healed
during the nocturnal odes, having being dragged by an invisible power to Martha’s tomb.%’
Sergius son of Antoninus, from the village of Charandamas, was cured of a severe fever at
the rites for the thirtieth day after Martha’s funeral.® The lamps from her all-night vigils
also had healing properties: John Lector, ‘having found a good moment and unbeknownst
to everyone, lifted the wicks of the lamps being burnt for the night vigil’;® he took them to
his village where he used them to heal the sick and drive out demons. By connecting
Martha’s performance of miracles with the liturgical ceremonies at her shrine, the

hagiographer seems to be encouraging attendance at these services.

He is also, more specifically, encouraging proper ritual practice, in particular by cautionary
tales involving those who neglected their duties. Sergius son of Antoninus, mentioned
above, fell prey to a severe fever because ‘he refused to go near to any corpse, thinking this
an abomination. Doing the same thing to the relic of the blessed woman he did not draw
near, nor did he put his shoulder underneath it.”’®® The connection between his refusal to
honour Martha’s corpse and the disease is stressed in his later confession, ‘I neglected to

handle the honourable relic of the mother of saint Symeon and because of this these terrible

8 "Onwg kol odTol Tovg Kapmodg TV edxdV THC 0ciag TpuyHomotv: ibid. 33 (p.278).

8 ibid. 41 (pp.283-4).

8 jhid. 35-36 (pp.279-81).

89 Eopnkag koipdv kol Aadov mhvtog nfipe Tdv €ic THY adTV &ypumvioy Katopéveoy KavSnAdy té dvAvvia:
ibid. 37 (p.281).

0 [Mapnreito mavti vekpd mAncidcat, BdeAvktov todto Aoyilduevoc. Todto 8¢ antod kai &ni Tod Aenydvov
Mg 0oiag TEMOMKMS 0 TPOGYYIoEY, 0VOE ToV MoV vrédnkev: ibid. 35 (p.280).
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judgements have befallen me.”®* One of Symeon’s monks fell severely ill because ‘after
drawing near to the honoured coffin of the blessed woman to light the lamp, having been
seized by an impulse of contempt and disbelief he rather quenched it and with grumbling
withdrew, not recognizing that the mistake was in himself.”®? In a third example, Symeon is
said to have refrained from rebuking his monks for neglecting the lamp on Martha’s coffin,
both out of fear that he would seem to be insisting on her adoration,®® and, importantly, ‘as
a way of teaching his brothers and wishing them to be taught through experience to offer
willingly and not with compulsion the honours due to the saints.’®* The outcome was much
the same as in the other cases of negligence: one of the remiss brothers, the monastery’s
manager, fell extremely ill. When he was on the brink of death, Martha appeared to him
with a reproach: ‘What were you thinking when you did not light my lamp? Don’t you know
that | am a sharer in the heavenly light and | do not need any of such things, unless for the
sake of your salvation?’% This makes clear that ritual care for the saint was not intended to
glorify the saint—who was already dwelling in glory—Dbut to benefit the soul of the
worshipper. The manager was cured after Martha brought the Eucharistic bread forward to
his stomach, and thenceforth was diligent in lighting her lamp. These miracles where disease
is caused by failure to carry out the appropriate rituals are clearly intended to emphasize the
importance of attending to the saint’s tomb, and the danger to both body and soul of failing

to do so.

%1 Aneotpbony Pooctdcat O Tipov Astyavov Tiig untpoc Tod dyiov Tvpedv kol 1o TodTo pot T Sevd TodTa
gnéotnooy kpurhpia: ibid.

% TIpooeyyicagc...Th Tyie copd tiig doiag &mi 1O Gyar TV KavSHAY, TEPLPPOVACEMC Kol AmLGTIOG AOYIGUD
Katacyedeic EoBeosv POV Kol LETA YOYYLGLOD Gveydpet, [ Stokpivag év £antd mraioua stvol todto: ibid.
43 (p.285).

% See above pp.225-6.

% Koai tod¢ 6delpodc madedmv kol St i meipog Sidaydijvor BovAdpevog kovsing kol odk avayKaoTdg
Tpooayayelv Tog Opshopévag Tiag toig ayioig: ibid. 39 (p.282).

% T Srehoyildpevor ovy fyoté pov kovdfrav §j dyvoeite 811 Tod dmovpaviov TG il Kovmvog &y Koi
00 TPOGdEOUAL TVOG TAV TOOVTMV, £1 Ui S TV Du®V cwtnpiav; ibid. 39 (p.283).
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Indeed, it is arguable that one of the primary functions of the work is to teach the audience
how to be a good worshipper. The composite (and unusual) nature of the work, consisting
of a short Life followed by an extended account of miracles, facilitates this. Whereas a
traditional holy Life, with its emphasis on worldly renunciation and on asceticism, does not
provide a realistic role model for most worshippers,® the Life of Martha is particularly
effective as a didactic work: it combines a paradigmatic life, stripped of extraneous
biographical detail, whose protagonist is essentially depicted as an ideal devotee of shrines
and holy men, with miracles, which by their structure are very much focused on what a
suppliant should do in order to gain divine assistance. This is not to deny earlier saints’
Lives any didactic role: clearly, they were often intended at least in part to be instructive,
and they too contained warnings against those who did not put their faith in the holy men.
Some saints’ Lives, including the Life of Symeon the Younger, contain numerous accounts
of miracles performed by the holy men, which could themselves contain guidance for
potential suppliants at the shrine. Yet saints’ Lives are oriented on the whole towards the
perspective of the saint, whereas in the independent miracle collections of deceased saints
the suppliant takes the primary role; we perceive the saint through their eyes. The focus is
thus on the experience of the suppliant, making them a particularly effective didactic

medium for teaching proper cultic practice.

This is evident from a wide range of miracle collections, not only the Life of Martha. Even
pre-Christian miracle collections are clearly in part didactic: the stelai from the cult of
Asclepius at Epidaurus, bearing records of miraculous iamata, probably from the late fourth

century B.C.E., contain clear warnings encouraging belief in the god and payment of the

% peter Brown has argued (focusing on Western Europe but implicitly extending his arguments across the
Christian world) that the ‘notion of imitable sanctity is a theme as vivid and colourful, but as superficial, as a
growth of lichen across an ancient rock,” and that, in general, saints were sacred by virtue of their
inimitability: Brown 2000, 22 and passim.
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ritual dues.®” One account records, for example, that Hermon of Thasus was cured of
blindness, but, because he failed to offer gifts of thanksgiving, Asclepius brought back his
blindness; he had to return to the shrine to be cured.®® Christian miracle collections, which
saw a particular boom in the last half of the sixth century and in the seventh century, are
equally didactic.*® The authors (or compilers) of these collections conveyed their messages
in a variety of ways, including through cautionary tales, exemplary models, and direct
exhortations to the audience. All three of these techniques are exemplified in the compilation
of miracle collections attached to the cult of the doctor-martyrs Cosmas and Damian.*® In
one cautionary account, a man suffering from a severe lung condition came to the saints’
shrine to seek a cure. Initially, however, his disease continued, and ‘he was, according to
his nature, angry and feather-brained and rash, and was proffering unsuitable blasphemies
through his mouth.” Cosmas and Damian appeared to another man in the night, instructing
him to tell the angry man that he would only be cured if he stopped blaspheming, and
stopped eating bird-flesh in their shrine during Lent. When this message was conveyed to
him, the man desisted from his undesirable behaviour, and was subsequently cured.?* The
story seems to warn its audience that aggressive and impious behaviour was a barrier to

healing, and that total obedience to the saints was required.

The next account in the collection provides, in contrast, a paradigm for the correct way to

approach the martyrs. A woman who was both deaf and dumb came to the shrine, asking

9 Dillon 1994, 239-60. Festugiere has highlighted parallels between some of the miracles in the Life of Symeon
the Younger and the miracles ascribed to Asclepius at Epidaurus (Festugiére 1973, 70-73).

BIG IV.12. 122, XXII.

9 See Maraval 1981.

100 Deubner 1907. The first three ‘series’ of miracles can be dated to the sixth/early seventh century as
references to several are found in the Miracles of Cyrus and John, written by Sophronius of Jerusalem
(d.638): Festugiere 1971, 88-89; Booth 2011, 116-17. As well as the Chalcedonian collections edited by
Deubner, a Miaphysite collection also survives, ed. Rupprecht 1935.

101 Tovtov... kot UGV Opyidov Kai KeEOD Kol TpomeToDS VdPYoVTOg Kol Ampeneic St g YAdoong
Braconpiog tpoeépovtog: Miracles of Cosmas and Damian, 6 (pp.110-1, quote at p.110).
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Cosmas and Damian, ‘with tears and with faith,”'% if she could die, as her disability was
making life unbearable. ‘Since she had lamented because of all these things and had
remained in this supplication with faith towards the saints,” God’s help came to her through
the saints’ mediation: but instead of granting her request to die, he healed her completely.%®
Her humility, faith and patience were thus rewarded through the conferring of a boon greater
than her original demand. In both these examples the stories” morals have been only implicit,
if clear. Sometimes, however, the didactic messages of the accounts are openly expounded.
In the third collection of Cosmas and Damian’s miracles, for example, the hagiographer
reports that one of the beneficiaries of the saints’ miracles had helped him greatly by
recounting his story, ‘for he taught that it is necessary to approach God with faith, because
faith is the mediator of the blessings that come from God to us.’*® Hagiographers thus had
various ways, some more subtle than others, of instructing their audiences in their particular
messages, which ranged from the cult-promoting, to the moralistic, to the doctrinal. The
Miracles of Artemius, which was probably written in late seventh-century Constantinople,
is perhaps most similar to the Life of Martha, in that its hagiographer was also particularly
interested in ritual and liturgy; night-vigils held in memory of the saint are the setting for
many miracles in both texts.!® The unusual feature of the Life of Martha is the combination,
within a single work, of these instructive miracle stories with the short life of the saint
herself: the text’s audience is therefore presented first with the exemplary paradigm of life
of the perfect worshipper, and subsequently with miracle stories which warn against the
dangerous consequences of improper ritual practice. The work also differs notably from

most late-sixth and seventh-century miracle collections, in that it relates to a recently

102 Metdr Saxpdmv kai micteng: ibid. 7 (p.111).

103 Awg mévtol 88 Tadta dOAogupopEvIg Kol TH Totan T ikeTnpig HeTd ToTEMG TPOS TOVG (yiovg EmLEVODoNG:
ibid. 7 (p.112).

104" E§idaokey yap m¢ 8¢l petd miotemg 0ed mpootiéval, 81t 1 mioTic TV €k Ogod eic Hudc Stofarvoviov
ayobdv peoitng éotiv: ibid. 24 (p.162).

105 For discussion of the Miracles of Artemius see Booth 2014, 82-4.
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deceased saint, whereas the majority concern long-established cults of early Christian
martyrs (including Cosmas and Damian, Cyrus and John, Artemius, and Demetrius). This
highlights, again, Martha’s exceptional relatability: she was a near-contemporary figure
who had died an ordinary death, rather than a famous, martyred, hero from an era of

Christian history which had gained legendary status.

The liturgical and ritual themes of the Life come to a crescendo in its final sections, as the
hagiographer completes his portrayal of the sacred origins of the ceremonies at Martha’s
shrine. The penultimate major section of the Life, that dealing with the construction of an
oratory for Martha and Symeon’s bodies, is suffused with images of incense, prayer and
processions. The series of visions witnessed by the brothers of the monastery encouraging
the construction of the shrine were highly liturgical: Symeon had a vision of the shrine being

built, and the tomb being moved, ‘and young children circling around the coffin and singing

very beautiful and pleasing things to God and pouring out the alleluia to one another’;%

one of the brothers saw Martha outlining the shape of the oratory, and her tomb surrounded
by candelabras and shining lights and people singing psalms and alleluias; % while Symeon
again, in a passage which is lengthy but worth quoting, saw Martha performing a divine

doxology which affected his own liturgical practice:

He saw the blessed woman...with much sweetness sending a melodious and
pleasant angelic speech on high and saying three times, ‘Glory to you, God,
glory to you, alleluia’, and the whole mandra sounded together as if giving
voice, and her body in the tomb was shaken by the doxology. And held by
fear and joy at such grace of God which he had given to his slave woman, he
remembered divine scripture saying, ‘the humbled bones will rejoice.” Then
he remained guarding in his heart that song of the doxology towards God,
and from joy of soul he rejoiced in the holy spirit and also himself sang the
heavenly doxology. When the time for the nightly hymns summoned, the
brothers were gathered to him according to custom, and having learnt from
him they sang along as well that God-given hymn until the Sabbath dawned.

16 TToiddc te dpaiovg mepikvkhodviog T copdv Kol kodd Mav koi tepmve dpvodvtog tOv Oedv Kai
vrnyodvrag aAAnioig to aAinlovia: Life of Martha, 45 (p.287).
197 ibid. 46-7 (pp.288-9).
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And henceforth in the lamplight service of the Sabbath and holy Sunday and
every evening he commanded this to happen, with one brother saying before
the tomb three times such a hymn and everyone psalming back three times. 1%

Here Symeon’s visionary experience directly affected the liturgy as practised at the
monastery; the chant he heard in his vision was apparently incorporated into the lamplight
services. The hagiographer thus presents the origins of the current rituals at the shrine as
supernatural, thereby sacralising both the rites themselves and, by implication, their
participants. Even the planning of the shrine was sanctified by ritual; Symeon, on Sunday,
ordered the plan for oratory to be drawn, ‘throwing incense.’'% When Martha’s body was
transferred to the completed shrine, priests and faithful laymen gathered, with further
psalming and hymning, and miracles were performed.!'® Every stage of the construction of
the oratory, from preliminary inspiration, to practical planning, and its culmination in the

translation of Martha’s body, was thus marked and sanctified by liturgical rituals.

The final section of the Life, the account of Symeon’s acquisition of a relic of the True
Cross, seems to stand apart from the rest of the Life and may, as suggested above, have been
absent from the work as originally conceived and written. Martha is noticeably less active
here: of the eighteen ‘chapters’ (52-70), she is mentioned in only seven, usually briefly, and
never speaks. The only miracles are performed through Symeon, not Martha. The lengthy
exchange of elaborate letters between Symeon and the staurophylax Thomas has no parallels

in other parts of the work. Nonetheless, this section is thematically linked to the rest of the

108 FiSe v poxapiav. .. petd 30T TOg TOAAC EDUET] Kol TEPTVIY GryyEMKTV €1 BYOG AVATEUTOVGAY QOVIY
Kol Aéyovoav €k tpitov: ‘Ad&a cot, 0 Oedg, d6&a oo, aAANLovIa’, Kol GuvixeL 1] Lavdpa 6An domep povIV
dwovoa, kol To Astyavov adtiig &v i) Béoet £doveito Tf] do&oAoyig. Kail tpopum kai yapd cvoyébeig £mi i)
TocanTn YGprtt 100 Ogod 1 688wke T SovAN odTod, Vmouvnow EloPe thc Osiag ypapiic Aeyovonc
‘Ayarlidoovtal 0otén TeTanevouéva’. Tote v T koapdig avtod Eusvev da@LAGTTOV TO PEAOG EKEIVO THiG
POg TOV B0V do&oloying, Kol £k TG xapdg TG WuxTg Nyorldoato v 1@ ryim TvedpaTt Kol GUVVTTXEL Kod
a0Tog TNV ovpdviov do&oloyiov. Tod 8¢ kupoD Kakof)vrog S0 TOG VOKTEPIVAG DIVMSioG, cuviyBnoay katd
10 €lm00¢ TPoOg ou)rov ol adelpoi, koi pabovieg mop’ owrou cLVLTIXOLY Kol avTol v 0gdcdoTov Ekeiviy
DUVediov Enc Tpol ETpnckotvtog cupfdatov. Aowmdy odv Kol &v Td Avxvikd Tod Te caPPdtov Kai TH¢ dyiog
KUpLokfig Kol kata wdoav 8¢ Eonépav 1ohto Enétpeye yiveohal, Evog adelpod Eunpocbev g copod Tpitov
Aéyovtog oV to10dToV Dvov Kol tdvimv Tpitov dmoyaAildviwv: ibid. 48 (pp.289-90).

109 Bokayv Oupiapa: ibid. 49 (p.290).

110 jbid. 51 (p.295).
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Life through, again, the liturgy.}'! Symeon asks God for a piece of the cross, ‘for the
memorial of your slave whom you took, in return for the fact that you made known to her
faithful soul how to handle in her hands your life-giving cross, when | ascended from power
to power to this elevation, and she went ahead in a flood of tears saying the song, “Save us,
son of God, who was crucified for us, alleluia.”’*'? Martha is thus associated with the cross
through past ritual; she carried a cross in the procession in which Symeon moved to his
column in the new monastery.*® Furthermore, it becomes clear that the relic of the True
Cross, once attained by Symeon, will be connected to Martha through liturgy: he tells the
priest Paul, envoy of the staurophylax, that he wants the relic ‘for venerating on the day in
which his [God’s] philanthropy consented to sanctify my mother’s dormition.’*'* The Life
claims that the relic of the cross was brought to Symeon’s monastery on the one-year
anniversary of his ascent to the column—although other chronological indicators suggest
that this was in fact impossible!>—highlighting the author’s desire to associate the arrival
of the cross with important ceremonies at the monastery. The section concludes with a

detailed description of the memorial service held on the first anniversary of Martha’s death:

When the time of twelve months had been fulfilled, the first memorial of the
dormition of the blessed Martha took place, and although the brothers had
said nothing to anyone, a great crowd of men and women by the grace of
God came together with candles and lamps to conduct her memorial service.
And having made an all-night vigil, just before dawn, when the life-giving
cross had been put forward, all those who had come together worshipped it
with hymns, crying, ‘we revere your cross, master, and we glorify your holy
resurrection.’ After the proskynesis, when the priest Antonius had taken the
cross, while the deacons were escorting him in procession with fans and
censers and psalming, ‘save us, son of God, who was crucified for us,
alleluia,” he put it down in the treasury. And after a series of readings they

111 See Van den Ven 1962-70, |, 88*-9*.

112 Bic gvépvnotv g mposeldfov Soving cov, avl’ Gv &yvdpioag Ti ToTh adTiic yuxd Pactdoar &v Toic xepoi
Tov {momotdv 6oV oTOVPOV, WETAIPOVTOS LoV €K OLVAPE®G &€ig dOvauy €mi tovtny v avépacty,
TPOTOPEVOLEVIC TR &v mAWOsl Soxpdmv kol 168 T dopa Agyodone ‘Tdcov HUdC, vie Tob Osod, 6
octavpwbeic 61 uac, aAAniovia’: Life of Martha, 52 (p.297).

113 Life of Symeon, 113 (p.93).

14 Exi 10 mpookvveichot &v i Nuép &v T MOdoxMoey 1 adtod PAdvOporia tic &ufic unTpdg dytécot Ty
koiunow: Life of Martha, 60 (p.304).

115 V/an den Ven 1962-70, I1, 309n2.
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performed a perfect service, with the slave of God performing the divine
mystery.!1®

This scene firmly places the relic of the True Cross within the ritual context of the whole
Life; again we see candles, lamps, an all-night vigil, psalming and the Eucharist, all in
honour of Martha’s memory. The hagiographer, by emphasizing the unparalleled value of
the Cross—he describes Symeon requesting ‘something more precious than every relic of
the saints, than every treasure, a visible and venerable part of the unblemished lordly and
salvific wood’*—implies that its acquisition conferred still greater status and power on the

memorial ceremonies on the ‘Wonderful Mountain.’

Conclusion

As we have seen, the liturgical rhythms of the shrine, and in particular the memorial services
for Martha’s death, provide the main unifying theme across the Life of Martha. At one level,
this has a pragmatic function: to encourage participation in these memorial services and
thereby to promote the cult of the shrine on the ‘Wonderful Mountain.” The text also,
however, more generally seems to instruct its audience in how to live a good, liturgical and
sacramental life as a devotee of the saints, more comprehensively than would be possible in
a traditional Life of an ascetic holy man; Martha is a direct model for her own worshippers
in a way which her son Symeon could not be. This is not to say that the Life of Martha
rejects the old model of the holy man—Symeon still appears to possess the same powers in

the work, although they are the focus of less attention—but it does seem to be exploring

116 IimpwBévtoc 8¢ tod dwdekapmviaiov ypdvov, &véstn 1) TpdT pveio T KouAoemg Tig pakapiog
MadpBoag, kol undevi undev eipnkodTOV TV AdEAP®OV, GuVIiABOV Ti] ToD B0 YapLTL AVEPDY TE KOl YOVOIKDY
A0 TOAAQ PETA KNPAV TE Kol AAUTAdmV, AGTE TV cOVOELY TG LVELNG aOTHG EMTEAEGUL KOl TAVVLYOV
aypurnviav motoovieg, dpOpov Aowmov Babiwg, tpotedévrog oD {womo1oD 6TaVPOD TPOGEKHVIIGAY TAVTES
ol cuvelBovteg Led’ Huvav Bodvieg “TOV 6TOLPOV GOV TPOGKLVODUEY, dEGTOTA, KOl TV Gylav Gov
avaotoaow do&dlopev.” Meta 8¢ v Tpookivoy AaPav O tpecPiTepog AVIOVIOC TOV GTAVPOV, S10KOVEOY
OYIKEVOVTOV HETO PuTdimv Kol Bupotnpiov kol YoAldvTov: ‘Edcoov Nudg, vie 100 Ocod, 0 otavpweic 6’
NUag, aAiniovio,” arédeto adtov év Td keywnAapyion. Kol yevopévng dxolovbiog t@v dvayvooudtov
gnetélecov tekelav ovvacy, 1o odlov Tod Oeod v Beiav poostaywyiav iepovpynoavtog: Life of Martha,
70 (pp-311-2).

17 T, mavtog Aenyévov dyiov, Tavtog 88 Oncavpod Tynmtépay, Epeovii kai cefacuiov pepida tod
aypavtov deomotikod Koi cwtnpiov Eviov: ibid. 60 (p.304).
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newer, and in some ways more practical, models for holiness. The text is in many respects
less ambitious in scope than Symeon’s Life: no emperors or great nobles appear as devotees
of the saint; there are few mass miracles; and the miracles are almost exclusively healing
miracles. This might be because its subject is a woman, and in some respects only an adjunct
to her more powerful son. It is more likely, however, given the period in which it seems to
have been produced, that its character in fact reflects wider developments in attitudes to the
holy; in the late sixth and seventh century many miracle collections of male saints were
produced which showed similar tendencies towards less ambitious, predominantly medical,
miracles, and in which the Lives of holy figures were diversifying, as traditional,
extravagantly ascetic, monastic miracle workers lost their dominant hold over
hagiographers’ imaginations. It is these wider developments in hagiography, and their
implications for our understanding of the Lives of Symeon and Martha, that form the subject

of the final chapter of this thesis.
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Hagiography and the Crises of the Sixth and Seventh Centuries

The natural and military disasters of the sixth century, and the military crises of the seventh,
sent shockwaves across East Roman society. These crises left their mark on a wide range of
sources from many genres.! To take but a few examples from the sixth century, the hymns
of Romanus the Melodist,? the novels of Justinian,® and the letters of Barsanuphius and John
of Gaza* all contain efforts to explain and justify why God chose to inflict disasters on his
empire. From the seventh century, the Questions and Answers of Anastasius of Sinai
perhaps best show the spiritual difficulties faced by Christians in coping with the defeats to
Islam.> These and other sources reveal that disasters provoked questions about causation,
divine providence, and the special status of the empire, which Christian authors from diverse
backgrounds sometimes struggled to answer. Hagiographers, however, faced particular
challenges, since they had not only to tackle the question of theodicy but also to show how
their saints were positioned between the will of God and the will of their suppliants. This
was a conceptual problem at the best of times, but gained much greater urgency and
emotional importance in the context of crisis. This chapter, therefore, will focus on
hagiography, looking first at sixth- and seventh-century Lives of holy men, in particular
those of Nicholas of Sion, Theodore of Sykeon, and George of Choziba. It will then examine

long-term religious developments which had rendered holy men of this period particularly

1 On responses to the plague, see esp. Kaldellis 2007; on those to earthquakes, Dagron 1981; on reactions to
sixth-century disasters more generally, Meier 2003 and Dal Santo 2012. On reactions to seventh-century
crisis, see esp. Booth 2014.

2 Romanus the Melodist, Kontakion 54 (pp.462-71). In the first part of the kontakion, Romanus argues,
drawing on examples from both Old and New Testaments, that God has often appeared to act cruelly and
angrily to bring about a good result.

3 See esp. Justinian, Novels 77 and 141 (pp.381-3, 703-4).

4 esp. Barsanuphius and John, Letter 569 (111, pp.730-4).

5 The Questions are suffused with discussion of theodicy and causation; some deal explicitly with the Arab
conquests, as, for example, Question 101: ‘Is it true of all the evil things done by the Arabs against the lands
and nations of the Christians, that they have done them against us completely at God’s command and with
his approval?’: Anastasius of Sinai, Questions and Answers, 101 (p.161, trans. p.230). On Anastasius. see
esp. Haldon 1992.
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vulnerable to accusations of failure in the face of disaster. Finally, it will consider the
miracle collections of long-dead saints which became popular in this period, suggesting that
certain features of this genre as it developed made it particularly suitable for a time of crisis.
It will argue that the tensions evinced in the Life of Symeon, and the reorientation of priorities
visible in the Life of Martha, are not anomalous and unexpected, but rather reflect broader

ideological developments in the period and across the whole of late antiquity.

Saints’ Lives and Disasters: Three Case Studies

The disasters of the sixth century are reflected in various saints’ Lives from the period. Thus,
for example, Eutychius of Constantinople is said to have led a procession which successfully
quelled an outbreak of the plague in Constantinople; he also predicts that disasters would
later strike the capital ‘because of our sins and immoral habits’, asking that if the punishment
could not be averted, he himself should be allowed to die before it took place.® The
earthquakes in Antioch had sufficient impact to be referred to even in Lives set in other
regions: thus the Palestinian monk Theodosius is said by his biographer Theodore of Petra
to have predicted one of the terrible quakes of the early sixth century.” Most hagiographers
of this period, however, do not deal with the disasters in such great depth, and with such
conflicted and competing measures, as the author of the Life of Symeon; it seems likely that
this reflects the unique sufferings of Antioch in the sixth century.® Yet one other, little-
studied, sixth-century Life does seem to betray some of the anxieties and tensions of the
stylite’s biography: the Life of Nicholas of Sion, a Lycian saint who became bishop of

Pinara.

6§16 Tig aaptiog icai té EmtndevpoTa udy To pr dyedd: Eustratius Presbyter, Life of Eutychius, lines
2510-11 (p.80).

7 See above p.25 n24.

8 As discussed in Chapter 1.
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This text, which was perhaps composed soon after the death of the saint in 564,° has a
complicated transmission history and has not been fully critically edited.'® Like the Life of
Symeon, it shows some signs of being a compilation,* and contains a considerable amount
of polemical material, in this case directed against the saint’s brother Artemas.!? Most
interestingly, again like the Life of Symeon, it contains an elaborate and complex account of
an outbreak of the plague in Lycia. The account follows several stories evincing hostility to
Artemas.!® The narrative voice abruptly shifts from the third to the first person; apparently
Nicholas himself is relating the story.!* The holy man recounts that he once had a vision of
an angel coming to him on horseback and saying, ‘Come here, O minister of Christ, behold
what is going to happen to the whole world, for the time of harvest is at hand, by the
command of the Lord God; and He sent me to you, to give you tools for the harvest.”*®

Nicholas was terrified and questioned the angel, who repeated that he was going to give him

a sickle to seal up the harvest for God. At this point,

| drew near to the angel, to see the tools, and | saw, as it were, three sickles, five
cubits in width, and fifteen cubits in length and I touched the three sickles. And I

% The date of his death differs in the surviving manuscripts of the Life, but Anrich has argued persuasively
that December 6, 564 is the most likely option: Anrich 1913-7, 11, 214-6. The date of the text’s composition
is less certain: Anrich argued that it must have written been shortly after Nicholas’s death, since the author
seems to have been an acquaintance of the saint and recounts many details about his life: ibid. 11, 217-220.
His contentions seem to have been accepted by the text’s partial re-editors and English translators (Sevéenko
and Sevéenko 1984, 11). The argument is not certain—as noted elsewhere, hagiographers often claimed to
be disciples of their saints and the provision of detail does not guarantee authenticity—but an early date for
the text remains plausible, given, for instance, its hostility to the saint’s brother, which would be difficult to
explain in a later Life.

10 The transmission of the text was complicated by the fact that Nicholas of Sion was, from a fairly early
date, confused with the famous early Christian bishop Nicholas of Myra: on this, and other problems in the
textual tradition, see Anrich, 1913-17, I, 210-4. | have used the version of the text published by the
Sevéenkos, which, as they discuss (Sevéenko and Sevéenko 1984, 17), is largely that of Anrich, 1913-7, I, 3-
65, but with various corrections and emendations.

11 In fact the case for this with reference to the Life of Nicholas seems stronger than that for the Life of
Symeon: not only are there various incidents related multiple times in different versions, and abrupt changes
of narrative voice, but also on several occasions the narrative breaks off mid-account and jumps to an
apparently unconnected episode.

12 | ife of Nicholas of Sion, 39 (pp.66-8), 44-8 (pp.74-80).

13 ibid. 44-6 (pp.74-6).

141t is tempting to suggest that the author is here integrating into his text part of a sermon or writing by
Nicholas himself (in a similar fashion to that in which, | have suggested, the author of the Life of Symeon
used the stylite’s sermons). Anrich was sceptical about this, preferring to see the use of the first person as a
result of the author’s fondness for vivid prose (Anrich 1913-7, 11, 217-8).

15 Life of Nicholas of Sion, 47 (ed. and trans. pp.78-9).
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said to my brother: ‘Come here, brother, let us give him three “blessings” [eulogiai].’
And he said to me: ‘Why do you want us to give him blessings?’ And he grumbled.
And the servant of God said to him: “You do not want us to give him three blessings?
Truly, he will take two doves as well, and so be on his way.’*®

After this brief return to the third-person narrative voice, the first-person narration resumes
again: Nicholas reports that he woke up, urged his brother to sing psalms with him, and told
him about his vision, stating, ‘I saw that the world was about to end, and that the Lord
required this to be sealed up through my hand.’'” Several days later he saw a frightening
vision of the altar tilting to the side, and water pouring through the ceiling into the church.
A week afterwards, the archangel Michael came to explain his visions, telling him that the
angel he saw, ‘was sent to reveal to you what is about to come to the world, and how the
souls of men will be given over to the holy men, and how the holy men will offer them to
God. And it was given to you to pray for these souls that will be given over from Lycia.’®
He then clarifies further: ‘the mortality [plague] has arrived like a harvest. For the harvest
is the mortality coming to the race of men before the end of the world.’*® The narrative then
returns to the third person, becoming less apocalyptic and more matter-of-fact. The author
reports that the plague (still called ‘the mortality’, although a subsequent reference to the
‘bubonic’ disease makes its nature clear) started within forty days, in the city of Myra, and
that the farmers were so afraid of the disease that they refused to go to the city, resulting in
famine. A rumour broke out in Myra that Nicholas had forbidden the farmers from going to
the city, so that the governors and archbishop of Myra sent clergymen to Nicholas to arrest
him. Some local villagers urged Nicholas not to go to the city, ‘for there is much wrath in
the city because of you.’?® At this point, without explaining how Nicholas avoided arrest,

how the plague developed and ended, or how the visions recounted by Nicolas were

16 ibid.

7 ibid. 48 (ed. and trans. pp.78-81).
18 jhid. 50 (ed. and trans. pp.82-3).
19 ihid. 51 (ed. and trans. pp.82-3).
2 jbid. 53 (ed. and trans. pp.84-5).

253



fulfilled, the narrative abruptly shifts to describing Nicholas travelling around to local
shrines and performing sacrifices and processions; the plague plays no further role in the

text.

Here again we find a hagiographer struggling to deal with a major disaster that posed a
severe threat to his saint’s reputation. The importance of the plague is indicated by the
eschatological tone of the visions announcing it; the saint and the archangel Michael both
refer to it as heralding the end of the world.?! The description of events in Myra, and the
attempts to arrest Nicholas, show how greatly the disaster threatened the saint, prompting
not only scepticism about his thaumaturgic powers, but also criticism of his social influence.
Nicholas himself seems to have been scapegoated by certain authorities within the city. Like
Symeon’s hagiographer, Nicholas’s adopts several strategies to try to combat this hostility.
First, in a manner recalling the scapegoating of Angoulas in the Life of Symeon,?? he seems
to shift blame for part of the disaster onto the saint’s brother, Artemas. Here the saint’s
vision, in which Artemas refused to give the scythe-bearing angel three eulogiai, and
Nicholas says that as a result the angel will take two doves, is crucial. The fragmented nature
of the narrative (probably the result of a clumsy process of compilation)? means that the
significance of this vision is never explained, and its realisation never described. It seems
almost certain, however, that in its original form the ‘two doves’ must have symbolised two
special victims of the plague—quite possibly, although this must remain speculative, two
monks from Nicholas’s monastery. As the Life of Symeon revealed, holy men faced especial
challenges when they failed to protect their own disciples, and this could explain why the

hagiographer named a scapegoat for these deaths in particular.

2L ibid. 48 line 6 (pp.78), 51 line 9 (pp.82).
22 Cf. Efthymiadis et al. 2011, 70 n91.
23 See above p.252 n1l.
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Yet the hagiographer also adopts a more general framework to explain the outbreak of the
plague, and the role of the holy man within it; angels repeatedly tell Nicholas that it is the
time of the harvest and that the holy men must harvest the souls with scythes, ‘seal’ the
harvest, and deliver the souls to God. The image of the eschatological harvest derives from
the New Testament, where it occurs in both the Gospel of Matthew (13:36-43) and the Book
of Revelation (14:14-20). In the Gospel text, the reaping is performed by the angels; in
Revelation, by both angels and Christ himself. Nicholas’s hagiographer attempts to give
holy men a role in this eschatological drama, by making an angel distribute scythes to the
saints (the claim that Nicholas had the responsibility for the souls from Lycia implies that

other holy men in other areas were performing the same task).

This model gives a completely different role to the holy man from that found in the Life of
Symeon. There, when there was a tension between God’s will and the safety of the people,
the saint was presented firmly as representing the latter; he repeatedly urged God to change
his mind and never accepted the infliction of disasters without protesting. When an
earthquake is about to hit Syria, Symeon sees angels in a boat about to hurl themselves
against the coast; they, the ‘angels of wrath’, are the executors of God’s judgement, while
he is an unwilling bystander.?* In the Life of Nicholas, in contrast, although the saint is very
afraid and upset by what he has seen, he makes no attempt to change God’s mind, and by
receiving a scythe, he himself takes the place of the angel and becomes the executor of
God’s command. Thus even though Nicholas’s hagiographer uses some of the same
techniques as Symeon’s, including the displacement of blame onto a disliked scapegoat, he
displays a markedly different theological interpretation both of events and of the holy man’s

position between God and earth. The text does, however, exhibit many of the same tensions

2 gyyehot dpyfic: Life of Symeon, 104 (p.83).
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as the Life of Symeon, and shows how far a holy man’s reputation could be put at stake by

disasters afflicting his neighbourhood.

These signs of tension and crisis become still clearer in hagiography written in the second
quarter of the seventh century, after the Persian invasions of the empire. Theodore of Sykeon
died in 613,% and his Life seems to have been written by his disciple George in the mid
seventh century, between ¢.640 and 680.2° Theodore therefore died when Khusro II's
Persian armies were already making major inroads into Roman territory, although before
the conquests of Jerusalem and Egypt, whereas the Life was written after much of the Empire
had already fallen to the Arab invaders. The later parts of the Life are suffused with ominous
warnings about the coming crises. Thus George recounts that once when Theodore was
making the eucharistic oblation, steam rose from the bread even though it was stale; the
patrician Photius asked the saint what this signified, whereupon Theodore explained that
‘the grace which the saints receive is withdrawing and returning from us into the heavens,
because of our unworthiness and our sins, so that our state will by tested by many
tribulations and dangers.’?” This seems in itself to be an apologia for the failure of saintly
intercessors, living or dead, to prevent the coming military disasters; the grace of the saints
was being drawn back to God because of the empire’s great sinfulness. During processions
in the nearby towns and villages, the crosses carried by the participants started to leap around

of their own accord; Theodore predicted that this too signified great dangers approaching

% At least according to his hagiographer: Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 170 (1, p.161).

26 Terminus post quem of October 640: George says that Theodore’s prediction that Heraclius would reign
for 30 years came true, implying he was writing at earliest in the 30" year of Heraclius’s reign, 640-1 (Life
of Theodore, 166 [I, p.154]). Terminus ante quem of 680: even if one does not accept George’s claim that he
was a disciple of Theodore, he was almost certainly writing before the Third Council of Constantinople in
680-1, which condemned patriarch Sergius of Constantinople as a heretic; George is extremely favourable to
the patriarch (see esp. ibid. 136 [I, pp.108-9]). A date around or shortly after Heraclius’s death in 641 seems
most plausible.

279 yap xépic @V dyimv cvotéldetar Kod dvépyetot e’ UMV &v Toig 0Dpovoic St Ty dvosidTnTa Kai Tig
apoptiog MUAV, TpOg 10 Tewpadivol Ty moAtteioy UMV ToAAGY OAlyemv kol kivdvvov: Life of Theodore of
Sykeon, 127 (1, pp.102-3).
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the world.?® On a subsequent visit to Constantinople, the patriarch, Thomas, anxiously asked
the saint if the stories about the jumping crosses were true, and, if so, what they foretold.

Theodore was reluctant to reply but, when pressed, provided the interpretation:

The shaking of the crosses portends many painful and dangerous things for us — it
means woe and apostasy in our faith, and the inroads of many barbarous peoples,
and the shedding of much blood, and destruction and captivity throughout the whole
world, the desolation of the holy churches, the cessation of the divine service of
praise, the fall and instability of the Empire and perplexity and critical times for the
State; and further it foreshadows that the coming of the Adversary is at hand.?

This eschatological prophecy (which echoes other eschatological predictions from
Heraclius’s reign)® almost certainly refers not only to the Persian invasions, but also to the
subsequent Islamic conquests that must have been in the forefront of the hagiographer’s
mind. The rest of the Life continues this ominous tone: patriarch Thomas asks Theodore to
pray for him to die before the catastrophes occur, and is replaced by Sergius, who protests
his unworthiness for the role. Theodore tells Sergius that it is precisely because he is so
young that God has chosen him as patriarch, so that he will be able to endure the terrible
trials to come.3! After his return to his monastery in Galatia, Theodore reassures the general
Priscus that the rumours he had heard that Caesarea in Cappadocia was being starved in a
siege by the Persians were false, but then warns that if the Romans failed to repent and
appease God’s wrath, the Persians would return with a great army and destroy all the land
up to the sea. He then states that he trusts in God that while he is alive, God will not let the

barbarians attack his homeland; George comments that this indeed turned out to be the

2 jbid. 127 (1, p.103).

2 6 1®dV oTowpinv GeIGHOC TOAAY onpaivel Huiv 0dvvnpa ko érucivévva: kai yop tolaviioudv [?
Tohovicpuov] Tiig TioTemg UGV kol drnoctaciov onuaivel, koi papBoapikdv ToALGV £0vav £pddovg, kai
EKYLoV aiLdTOV TOAA®V, Kol Oopav Kal aiyLoAmoioy KOGUKTY Kol EpAumoty Tdv ayimv EKkANcidv, Kol
katdmavoty tig Oeiog dooloyiag, kal Thg faciieiog TTACY Kol AKATACTAGIAVY, Kol TOAAV Tiig TOATEING
amopiayv kol mepiotacty: Aowmov 8¢ kai 100 Avtikeévov v émdnuiav £yyilewv mpodnrodot: ibid. 134 (I,
p.106, trans. pp.176-7).

30 On eschatology under Heraclius (especially in connection with the Persian war), see e.g. Reinink 2002;
Stoyanov 2011, 55-71.

31 George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 136 (I, pp.108-9).
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case.®? This, then, provides a useful defensive argument for the hagiographer: it was only
after the saint’s death that the worst incursions of the Persians took place, and therefore he

could claim that his saintliness had held back the disasters for a while.

Nonetheless, the hagiographer does resort at times to more directly exculpatory tactics. Thus
he recounts a story in which Heraclius visited the saint on his way to prepare a campaign
against the Persians. Theodore embraced the emperor, prayed that God would protect him,
gave him gifts of bread, apples and wine, and offered to serve him dinner. Yet Heraclius, in
a hurry, rejected the offer of dinner and asked him to keep the gifts for him to collect on his
return. After the emperor left, Theodore was distressed that he had not taken the gifts, and
told his monks, ‘If he had taken them, this would have been a proof of his victory and he
would have returned in joy. The fact that he has left them is a sign of our defeat, and if it
had not been the case that he had come and received the prayer of the saints, in truth this
disaster would have reached to him and to all of us.”*3 The hagiographer tries simultaneously
to exculpate Theodore of guilt for Heraclius’s military defeat, by laying the responsibility
on his failure to take the gifts, and to suggest that the saint’s prayers had had some positive
impact: if Heraclius had not visited him at all, he and the entire empire would have been

lost.34

George of Sykeon’s task in writing was made somewhat easier by the fact that military
disaster had not reached as far as Theodore’s home province by the time of his death. As
the Life of Symeon shows, disasters which took place near the saint’s own person posed
particular challenges to his authority. Seventh-century hagiographers writing about holy

men who lived through the worst of the Persian invasions thus faced an extremely difficult

32 ibid. 153 (I, pp.123-4).

33 gav EloPev avtdc, TeKUPIOV NV THC VIKNG adTod Kol LETA Yapdic VTECTPEPEY: TO O KATAMIEY aDTOV
TOOTOG ONUETOV €0TL THG HTTag NUAY, Kol €l pun dTL dvijAbev kai Eafev Ty vy TV dylov, €nel kol péyxpig
avtod elyev eOdc Kai gi¢ mavTag Nudg o Torodtov mévBoc: ibid. 166 (I, p.154).

34 On this passage see Dal Santo 2012, 214-6.
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task. There are not in fact many full-length saints’ Lives set in the eastern empire in this
period, perhaps for this very reason. But the extraordinary lengths to which hagiographers
could go in tackling these disasters are brought out with exceptional clarity in a short saint’s

Life written after the early 630s:* the Life of George of Choziba.

George, from the monastery of Choziba, near Jericho, lived through the Persian invasion of
Palestine, which included perhaps the most emotionally devastating event of the entire war:
the fall of Jerusalem in 614.% The hagiographer blamed these disasters firmly on the sins of
the people, and, in particular, on their recourse to sorcerers, implying that this constituted
idolatry. Thus, when a wrestler, Epiphanius, who had been afflicted by a demon after
consulting a sorcerer, came to Choziba to seek George’s help, George launched into a

passionate discourse to the brothers:

Look, dear friends, at what Christians do! Woe to this world because of its
scandalous acts... Although supposedly called Christians, we submit to the yoke of
the enemy of Christ: some become sorcerers, while others seek out help from them!
What fellowship does light have with darkness, what agreement does the temple of
God have with an idol, or what agreement is there between Christ and
Belial?....How, therefore, can God not be angry at our people? How can he not turn
his face away from the evil generation that does these things? Who will persuade
him not to bring cataclysm on the earth or once again rain down fire and brimstone,
burning up the earth like Sodom and Gomorrha?*’

% The Life of George of Choziba has been dated to 631 by Binns on the grounds that it refers to the patriarch
of Jerusalem as Modestus, who, according to him, served in this position only briefly in 631: Binns 1996, 54.
Vivian, in his English translation of the Life, seems to accept this argument, as he dates it to 631, without
explanation (Vivian 1996, 53). This dating is problematic, however, as the text merely refers to an event
taking place ‘in the time of our blessed father Modestus, patriarch of the holy city of Christ our God’ (&ni
10D 0610V TOTPOG NUAY Modéctov, Tatpiipyov Tig ayiag Xpiotod tod Ocod NuUdV ToAewc) (Antony Of
Choziba, Life of George of Choziba [p.115]), which does not seem to guarantee that Modestus was still
patriarch at the time that the hagiographer was writing. Modestus’s patriarchate (the dates of which are, in
any case, uncertain), thus serves only as a terminus post quem for the composition of the Life; its real date
remains unknown.

36 On the ideological impact of the fall of Jerusalem, see Flusin 1992, I1, esp.129-49; Booth 2014, 94-100.

37 BMémete, dyamnroi, Ti mowodotv oi ypiotiovoi. Oval Td KOGU® TOVT® Gmd TdV okavddAny. .. XpioTiavol
51ifev Aeyouevor, kol t@ ExOpd 100 Xp1oTod VITOKVTTOUEY, Ol UEV YIVOUEVOL LAYOL, Ol 8& Tap’ adTdV
BonBetov émlnrodvieg. Tic kowwvia EmTL TPOC 6KATOG, Tig 8¢ cVyKATafesIC vad oD peta iddAoV, 1 Tig
ovupapio Xpiotod npog Beriap;. ... JIdc odv un opyracoij 6 Oedg &mi 1 yévog Nudv; IIde P dmootpéyn 10
TPOS®TOV aHTOD Ao TG ToVNPAS Yevedg Tiig Tolovong Tadta; Tig 8¢ kKol Suo®RNGEL AVTOV T Emayayeiv
KATAKAVGHOV £TL T® KOGU®, T} TAAY DETOV TLPOG Kal Belov, KaTapAéyw@v TV yIiv O¢ Zodopa kai ['opoppa:
Antony of Choziba, Life of George of Choziba, 18 (pp.116-7, trans. pp.84-5 with small changes by me).
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This, by itself, recalls Symeon’s hagiographer’s blaming of the idolatry of the Antiochenes
for the Persian sack of 540. But George’s hagiographer (apparently his disciple Antony)
continues to adopt a very different approach from that found in Symeon’s Life. We have
already seen that hagiographers could take varying lines when handling the difficult
question of the saint’s response to God’s decision to punish humanity. Thus Symeon
repeatedly protested against God’s decisions, urging him to change his mind, whereas
Nicholas of Sion reluctantly acquiesced with God’s plans and even became an agent of his
wrath. George of Choziba, according to Antony, went still further: he actively urged God to
punish his people. Thus, we are told, when the Persians had conquered land up to Damascus,
George was praying to God to be merciful, but heard a voice telling him to go down to
Jericho to see the actions of men. When he arrived, he saw over the city a crowd of Indians

fighting with each other, and told the brothers he was with to flee. At this point,

The old man returned to his cell, and he bewailed and mourned the people’s
confusion, or rather their ignorance and impiety. He then went outside and sat on the
rock...and called upon God and implored him, saying, ‘Lord God of mercies and
Lord of pity, you who wish everyone to be saved and to come to the knowledge of
truth, take up your staff and smite this people, for they walk in ignorance.” And
suddenly he saw a fiery staff stretching in the sky from the Holy City to Bostra. And
the holy man knew that the people would be severely disciplined. And he bewailed
and mourned everything.®

The saint is thus actually presented, it would seem, as calling for the Persian attacks to
worsen. In this moment of crisis, George abandons the traditional role of the holy man, that
of intercessor for a people, however sinful, instead demanding that they should be chastised.
No story can better show how severely challenged holy men and hagiographers were by the

disasters of the early seventh century.

This is not to argue that the crises of the sixth and seventh centuries created scepticism

towards and criticism of holy men. Far from it: there had always been a conceptual problem

38 jbid. 30 (p.129, trans. p.92). On this passage cf. Booth 2014, 100.
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surrounding the idea of saint as mediator between God and man.*® So too there had always
been sceptics about some forms of miracle-working, ranging from theologically-minded
clerics who were averse to anything that might bear the taint of paganism to ordinary lay
Christians who observed that the saints sometimes made very human mistakes.*® The holy
man had never been accepted unquestioningly by Byzantine society. But it is to argue that
widespread societal crisis crystallised these concerns, gave fodder to the saints’ critics, and

ensured that the debate had far greater emotional and ideological significance.

Context for Crisis: Heightened Expectations of Holy Men

Holy men had in fact by this period become particularly vulnerable to accusations of failure
in times of disaster because of ideological developments across late antiquity. Two related
developments were key: first, rising expectations of the miracle-working powers of saints,
and second, the growing association between holy men and the empire. In the earliest saints’
Lives, from the fourth century, hagiographers are often quite cautious about miracles, and
avoid overstating the capabilities of their saints. Admittedly, not all hagiographers are
equally restrained: Gregory of Nyssa in his Life of Gregory Thaumatourgos places rather
more emphasis on the miraculous than some of his contemporaries, although his claims are
still less extravagant than those found in many later saints’ Lives.*! But in the foundational
texts of Christian monastic hagiography, we find explicit acknowledgements of limitations
on holy men’s thaumaturgic powers. Thus Athanasius in his Life of Antony states that the
holy man did not expect to have his every request granted by God, and that he did not
become angry if he failed to perform a miracle: ‘[ Antony] would suffer with those who

suffered, and pray for them, and often the Lord hearkened to him concerning many of them.

39 Cf. above pp.197-202, and Dal Santo 2012, 181.

40 See above p.73 n139.

4L It should be noted that the epithet ‘Thaumatourgos’, Wonder-worker, was not used by Gregory of Nyssa
himself for his subject; it does not seem to have been employed until the fifth century: see Slusser 1998, 1
(with n1). Rowan Greer has discerned some signs of tension in Gregory of Nyssa’s own attitude to miracles:
Greer 1989, 108-111.
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He was neither boastful when he was heard, nor did he grumble when he was not heard, but
always gave thanks to the Lord.”*? Athanasius’s generally ambivalent attitude towards
miracles in the text** may in part reflect his role as bishop: as a representative of
ecclesiastical authority he may have been suspicious of the charismatic powers ascribed to
holy men.** Yet similarly limited expectations are found in the Bohairic Life of Pachomius,*
a work usually thought to be of monastic rather than clerical origin: the hagiographer
reports, probably inspired by the Life of Antony, ‘the Lord did many other healings through
[Pachomius]. But if he prayed over someone for his healing and was not granted his request
by the Lord, he was not afflicted at not being heard. On the contrary his prayer was always,
“Lord, may your will be done.””*® As long as expectations of miracle working were kept
this low, and God’s overriding will was always emphasised, holy men were much less

vulnerable to criticism in times of disaster.

Yet these caveats about the limitations of saints’ abilities soon disappear from most
hagiography, and expectations of the scope and efficacy of their miracles become
increasingly great. By the sixth and seventh centuries, we even find holy men becoming
angry when God refuses to accept their prayers, in sharp contrast to the equanimity in the
face of failure praised by Antony and Pachomius’s hagiographers. This contrast can perhaps
best be illustrated by a comparison to reactions to outbreaks of disease within saints’
monasteries. An epidemic hit Pachomius’s monastic confederation towards the end of the
saint’s lifetime. Many senior monks, including the abbots of some of the monasteries, died,

yet Pachomius neither healed any of the monks nor seemed to be expected to. He displayed

42 Athanasius, Life of Antony, 56 (p.286, trans. p.179).

43 Also suggested by e.g. ibid. 31-38 (pp.220-38).

4 See esp. M.A. Williams 1982b, esp.33-40.

“ The dating of the various versions of the Life of Pachomius is very difficult to establish: all probably
contain fourth-century material, but with later accretions: see above p.10 n8.

46 Bohairic Life of Pachomius, 45 (p.48, trans. pp.68-9).
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his holiness simply by refusing any special treatment when he too fell ill.*” The epidemic is
described in sorrowful, but matter-of-fact terms, and is apparently a natural phenomenon.
This could hardly contrast more strongly with Symeon the Younger’s presentation of plague
within his monastery, as discussed above;*® in this late sixth/seventh century source, the
plague is presented as a manifestation of the Devil’s supernatural campaign against the saint.
The account of Symeon’s resurrection of his beloved disciple Conon shows how far the
expectations of and about holy men had changed. When Conon dies of the plague, Symeon
prays to God for his life to be restored. His initial prayers seem to have no effect, at which
point, far from displaying the composed resignation idealised by Antony and Pachomius’s
hagiographers, he appears to grow angry and rebuke the heavens. He addresses the Virgin
Mary, John the Baptist, and all the heavenly powers, saints and martyrs, asking, ‘Have you
ceased to pray for me, have you forgotten my love? Where now is your sanctification?
Where is your remembrance of me in your phalanxes?’,%° and insisting, ‘If he does not live
[again], I have toiled in vain; if he isn’t resurrected, I have not pleased the Lord nor obtained
[the right] to participate in the celestial treasure of his greatness.”® The other monks are
terrified, ‘because it could be seen, after these words, that the Heaven itself was almost
hostile.”® Ultimately, Symeon’s impassioned pleas are successful, and Conon is
resurrected. The contrast between this account and that found in the Life of Pachomius
reflects a great increase in the claims of hagiographers about their saints’ powers: failure

was no longer to be tolerated.

47 This part of the Life is missing from the surviving Bohairic version of the text, but the gap can be filled by
recourse to one of the surviving Sahidic versions (S7): Sahidic Lives of Pachomius (pp.91-2). (See Veilleux’s
discussion of the corpus: Veilleux 1980, 1-18).

8 See pp.195-203.

49 “¢orynoate Sedpevol Vrgp uod, Enerd0ec0é pov thc dydamng; Mod viv 6 dylacpog dudv; ITod viv 1
uvAun pov &v toig cuvtdypocty vudv;’ Life of Symeon, 129 (p.118).

%0 gi o0 (oeton, €ig pérny dkomioco- &l 0Ok dvaoThoetal, ovk ednpéctoa 1@ Kupin 0088 kowvmviay sdpov
€1¢ TOV €v 0Vpavoig Onoavpov Tig peyolwobvvng’: ibid.

51 Qv yap id€iv &k @V Aeyopdvav adtov oxeddv TOV 0Dpavdy oTuyvalovta’: ibid.
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Later hagiographers also present their saints attempting and achieving more ambitious
miracles than we find in the fourth century. Fourth-century holy men normally performed
miracles for individuals or small local groups who, or whose representatives, came to visit
the saint in person. Many later saints, however, are described performing miracles for whole
cities, or for people in distant lands: thus the fifth-century Syriac Life of Symeon Stylites the
Elder states ‘for what mouth could tell or recount about the miracles and glorious deeds
which our Lord performed through him, not only nearby, but also far away, and at sea, and
among the pagans, and among the Magians, worshippers of fire and water?’®> The sixth-
century Life of Severus seems to depict its hero as guardian of the city of Antioch and its
people against all disasters: ‘in times of drought, dearth of rain, rapacious pestilences, and
the irruption of demonic attacks, like Moses he would stand against the wrath of God,
appeasing Him by [his] intercessions for all the people.”® These highly ambitious claims
about what holy men could achieve, together with the refusal to accept they might fail in
their requests, undoubtedly had the potential to increase the influence and status of saints’
cults, and to attract more worshippers. But they also bore a potential downside: if the saints
were always expected to achieve their requests, and defend large populations, they were

much more vulnerable when they had clearly failed to do so.

In particular, military disasters for the empire became a threat to Byzantine holy men
because of an increasing association, from the late fifth century onwards, between holy men
and the security of the state. Fourth-century hagiographies generally display a reserved, or
openly hostile, attitude towards the Roman emperors—perhaps unsurprisingly, given that

the emperors in this period were either ‘heretics’ or pagans—and display no interest in the

52 teda 33.\.» &30 nn.-:lo :ﬁ»gi: ai a_\z.:a..A: a.'-na.u: ol mo:..z_-l .\:\:o :\:L: J.L'..g.m lts.ﬂL\.l A.\, z.\A:u al :mu: .».:um % uons :A a.'uz.
H0a04 2da\ 3348 xdys : Syriac Life of Symeon (pp.594-5).
%3 Life of Severus (p.245, trans. p.127).
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military successes or failures of the empire.>* From the fifth century onwards, with the
advent of ‘orthodox’ emperors, hagiographers engage more closely and favourably with
imperial authorities, although they still play a limited role in comparison with later saints’
Lives.>® The Syriac Life of Symeon Stylites the Elder does, however, contain perhaps the
first reference in a saint’s Life to what becomes a crucial concept, the idea that the sanctity
of holy men could protect the empire: thus it reports that Leo | tried to acquire the body of
the saint for Constantinople, ‘in order to honour it there with him as his endeavours
deserved, and in order for their kingdom to be protected by his prayers [emphasis mine].”>®
Yet it is only with the Life of Daniel the Stylite, probably dating from the last decade of the
fifth century, that the emperors become an important focus of interest in a holy vita.>’ It
would be excessive to list all the forms of association between saint, emperor, and empire
in the Life, but again the link between the power of the saint and the prosperity of the empire
should be noted: Daniel reassures Leo that God has promised to preserve Alexandria and

the emperor against Vandal attacks.>®

In the sixth century, this connection between saint and state was thoroughly cemented, at
least in the Chalcedonian tradition,® to the extent that Helen Saradi has spoken of the
appearance of the ‘national saint.”® Certain tropes emerge: Eutychius of Constantinople,

Symeon the Younger and Theodore of Sykeon all predicted the accessions of one or more

% E.g. Athanasius, Life of Antony, 81 (pp.340-4); see Brakke 1995, 247; Bohairic Life of Pachomius, 101
(pp.125-8), 185 (pp.164-8); Gregory of Nyssa, Life of Gregory Thaumaturgus (pp.44-5).

% See e.g. Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 37 (pp.227-9).

% oeniles Jamaedlh AGanndd maliih waly i ieesima oadd Sax Syriac Life of Symeon (p.643).

57 On the extraordinary relationship of the saint and the emperor in the Life of Daniel see Miller, 1970; Lane-
Fox 1997, 178-9, 205, and esp. Trampedach 2013, 189-207.

%8 Life of Daniel, 56 (p.55); on the historical context see Lane Fox 1997, 190-1.

% The picture is, unsurprisingly, more complex in Miaphysite hagiography, where holy men are sometimes
depicted criticising emperors’ religious policy, as in John of Ephesus’s Lives of Z’ura and Mare the Solitary
(Lives of the Eastern Saints, 2 [I, pp.18-35], 36 [Il, pp.624-41]—though it should be noted that John’s
attitude towards Justinian is far from uniformly hostile, and he often tries to show that his holy men did
achieve influence over him. For a study of John’s treatment of emperors (although focusing particularly on
his Ecclesiastical History), see Van Ginkel 1994.

80 Saradi 1995, 102.
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emperors.®’ Symeon the Younger healed Justin II’s daughter of demon possession;®?
Theodore of Sykeon cured Maurice’s child of ‘an incurable disease’.®® Above all, crucially,
the association between saint and the security of the state grew ever stronger. Thus in Cyril
of Scythopolis’s influential Life of Sabas Justinian is said to have offered patronage to his
monasteries in the desert, ‘so that they may pray for the state entrusted to our care’;%* Sabas
also tells Justinian that if the emperor fulfils the saint’s requests he will regain Africa, Rome,
and the rest of the lost provinces.®® Theodosius, in his Life by Theodore of Petra, gives the
Magister Militum per Orientem his hairskin vest as a phylactery on his way to campaign
against the Persians; the general achieves a victory ‘so brilliant and so useful to the
universality of the whole Roman state’.%® Theodore of Sykeon is particularly closely
implicated with the military fate of the empire. The episode in which Heraclius seeks his
prayers when on his way to fight the Persians has already been mentioned, but Theodore
also heals the important patrician Niketas of a sickness rumoured to have been caused by
poison, telling him, ‘Get up, my son, it is the hour of toil, our government/state has need of
you.’®” He even prays for various important members of the subsequently reviled regime of
Phokas, although his hagiographer makes him warn both ‘the savage consul’®® Bonosus and
Phokas himself that their wicked deeds are likely to prevent God from favouring them with

success.%?

81 Eutychius predicts the accessions of Justin 11, Tiberius, and Maurice (Life of Eutychius, lines 1842-1945
[pp.60-63]; Symeon that of Justin Il (Life of Symeon, 202-3, [pp.176-7]) (Evagrius Scholasticus also claims
that Symeon had foretold the accession of Maurice: V.21 [p.217]); Theodore that of Maurice (George of
Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 54 [I, pp.46-7]).

82 Life of Symeon, 207 (pp.178-9).

83 401 vidte: George of Sykeon, Life of Theodore of Sykeon, 97 (1, p.79, trans p.153).

8 Cyril of Scythopolis, Life of Sabas (p.175, trans. p.184).

% ibid. (p.175, trans. p.185).

% Tfic 0Bt Aaumpdc Kai kovneerodc Tod Tavtdg Popaiov moltedpatoc: Theodore of Petra, Life of
Theodosius (pp.83-5, quote at p.85).

57 gvaot 0L, Tékvov, 8Tt KopdC KapdTov Ty Kad Yp1iiet cov o molitevpa udv: George of Sykeon, Life of
Theodore of Sykeon, 154 (I, p.125)

88 gvruepog Bmatog: ibid. 142 (1, p.111).

% He saved Phokas’s nephew, Domnitziolus, from a Persian ambush, and prayed and predicted successfully
that his wife would bear three children: ibid. 120 and 140 (I, pp.96-7, 110-1); he healed Phokas himself of an
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In the early seventh century we even see the development of hagiography as imperial,
patriotic, propaganda, as seen in the rewritings of the Lives of Golindouch and Anastasius
the Persian by, respectively, Eustratius Presbyter and George of Pisidia.”® This last
development reflects an important fact: the association between holy men and empire does
not seem to have been drawn only by hagiographers seeking to boost the prestige of their
saints, and to win patronage, but was also encouraged by the imperial government itself,
especially from the late sixth century onwards, to strengthen and legitimise its authority.*
This identification of holy men and empire worked in the favour of both in times of peace
and prosperity. Yet, inevitably, it meant that if the defences of the empire failed—as they
did, spectacularly, in the seventh century—the protective powers of the saints became
extremely vulnerable to criticism. Eustratius Presbyter’s Life of Golindouch, written in the
last months of Maurice’s reign,’? reveals particularly clearly how quickly a hagiographer’s
claims about his saint’s powers could be disproven: Eustratius describes Golindouch
praying on her deathbed for Maurice’s success and prosperity, yet, within a year, Maurice
had been overthrown by Phokas and the empire was facing disaster.” Again, therefore, it is
clear that long term ideological developments underlay the crisis in sanctity reflected in
hagiography of this period. As hagiographers attributed more ambitious roles to their saints,
depicting them as the mainstays of the empire and the defenders of the Christian people,
they also faced a greater risk of embarrassment if their saints had clearly failed to fulfil their

goals. It was in the late sixth and seventh centuries that expectations of holy men’s miracle-

illness, although was more equivocal when asked to pray for his regime (133 [I, pp.105-6]); he prayed for,
but also rebuked, Bonosus (142 [I, pp.111-3]).

0 On the strongly pro-imperial line of Eustratius’s version of the Life of Golindouch, see Dal Santo 2011b.
George of Pisidia’s reworking of the Life of Anastasius has yet to receive a detailed study, but does seem to
reflect Heraclian propaganda: it contains—unlike its Palestinian source—aggressive attacks on Khusro Il
(see e.g. 5 [p.209], 35 [p.245]), a military-religious ethos (see e.g. 18 [pp.225-7], and a possible effort to
associate the saint with the emperor through imagery (ibid. 45 [p.255], 47 [p.257]).

"L See esp. A.M. Cameron 1979 and Dal Santo 2012, 321-4.

2 The Life must have been written after January 12 602, the death of Bishop Domitian of Melitene, but
before the revolt of Phokas late in the same year (Peeters 1944, 81, 91).

73 Life of Golindouch, 24 (pp.171-2).
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working reached their peak—and in the same period that holy men were most closely
identified with the empire and its success. As a result, the disasters of the period—the sixth-
century plague, severe earthquakes in some locations, and above all the destructive wars
with the Persians and the Arabs which resulted in serious losses to the empire—posed an
exceptionally strong challenge to holy men’s claims to authority to which some

hagiographers, at least, clearly felt obliged to respond.

Miracle Collections

Was this sense of crisis confined to the biographies of living holy men? At the same time
that some saints’ Lives evince the kinds of tension just described, another hagiographic
genre was flourishing: the miracle collections of long-dead martyrs. Only one such
collection survives in Greek from before this period: the miracles of the cult of Thekla at
Seleucia in Isauria, written in the fifth century by a maverick ex-member of the clergy of
her shrine, who had twice been excommunicated by local bishops.” But numerous miracle
collections have survived from the late sixth and seventh centuries, including, from
Constantinople, the several miracle collections of Cosmas and Damian, the Miracles of
Artemius, and the Miracles of Therapon; from Menouthis in Egypt, Sophronius of
Jerusalem’s Miracles of Cyrus and John, and from Thessaloniki, the two series of the
Miracles of St Demetrius.” The relationship between this genre of hagiography, and the
saint’s Life, is complex, but despite important differences the two undoubtedly share certain
key concerns and conceptions.”® Some texts cross the boundaries between the genres,

including, as argued above, the Life of Martha. We thus might expect to find in the miracle

74 See above p.11 n17.

5 On the emergence of miracle collections in this period, see e.g. A.M. Cameron 1991a, 211-2.

76 Both, of course, are generally concerned with cult promotion, but they also seem to respond to similar
ideological currents and even, sometimes, particular debates: see Dal Santo 2012, 149-236 (though he notes,
rightly, that we must be cautious when drawing links between texts with very different backgrounds).
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collections attempts to counter tension and scepticism provoked by natural and military

disasters, similar to those found in the saints’ Lives mentioned above. But is this the case?

The miracle collections of this period do display certain signs of tension, and seem keen to
rebut potential critics of the miracle-working powers of their saints. This phenomenon has
in fact been studied more thoroughly than responses to crises in holy vitae, by, in particular,
Vincent Déroche and Matthew Dal Santo. Dal Santo focuses on the evidence in the texts of
widespread scepticism about the possibility of posthumous intercession,”” while Déroche
shows that many of the hagiographers struggled to reconcile the saint’s duty to his suppliants
with that towards God, and often as a result show the martyr resisting God’s command and
messengers.’® Both suggest that these tensions are similar to those displayed in the Life of
Symeon; indeed, both count the Life as one of these miracle collections (a view which | have
challenged above).”® Neither, however, gives a central place to the disasters of the period
when discussing these tensions. Déroche argues that they were caused by the particular
process of compilation of miracle collections.®’ Dal Santo does at various points suggest
that the manifold difficulties facing the empire in the period may have encouraged the
debates he describes, but this is not the focus of his attention, and he does not always explore
the theme when discussing individual texts, even the Life of Symeon.8! While in the Life of
Symeon this connection between disasters and scepticism and tension is clear, it is much

harder to assess how far it is relevant in the case of the miracle collections.

It is a notable feature of the sixth- and seventh-century miracle collections (with one
important exception, to be discussed shortly) that they are far more limited in scope than

many contemporary saints’ Lives. Thus—and this is where their similarities to the Life of

7 Dal Santo 2012, chapter 3.

78 Déroche, 2000, 145-54.

9 See above p.145.

80 A view which I have argued against above p.197.

8 For references to disasters, see Dal Santo 2012, 214, 216, 324-5.
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Martha are most striking—they generally contain nothing about major events in the empire,
or even in the city where they are set; rather their focus is entirely on their cult site and on
the private lives of their suppliants. They also focus almost exclusively on healing miracles,
including only the occasional other form of small-scale miracle: thus, for example, the
miracles of Cosmas and Damian are overwhelmingly dominated by healing miracles, but
contain one reference to a miracle of conversion with no healing attached, and another to
the saints’ miraculous procuring of a job for one of their suppliants.®? So too 44 of the 45
miracles of Artemius deal with healing miracles (almost all of which relate to ailments of
the male genitalia); just one recounts the saint’s success in helping one of his devotees regain
his stolen goods.® Finally, their miracles almost always benefit only one (or sometimes two
or three) suppliants; mass miracles for whole villages or cities are unknown. The saints are
not presented as general protectors of whole regions, but as patrons of individuals who have
turned to the saints and fulfilled the required conditions for healing (conditions which vary,
sometimes relating to orthodox belief, sometimes simply to belief in the saints, and other
times to particular ritual activities). All this means that disasters such as earthquakes and
invasions are irrelevant to the preoccupations of these hagiographers; plague sometimes
enters the accounts, but even then the hagiographers describe their saints healing particular
victims of the disease rather than, like Symeon the Younger, attempting to avert the sickness
from a whole area.®* The genre of the miracle collection thus seems well-suited to a time of

crisis; the narrower horizons of these cults when compared to those of some holy men meant

82 Miracles of Cosmas and Damian, 10 (pp.117-21), 18 (pp.144-9). In miracle 25 the saints also prove that a
man’s wife has not been unfaithful to him, but this story still contains a healing (pp.164-6).

8 Miracles of Artemius, 18 (pp.114-20).

8 See e.g. ibid. 34 (pp.176-82). The late seventh or early eighth-century Miracles of Therapon might seem
to be an exception to this rule, since the work contains, near its beginning, an account of the saint’s relics
being transferred from Cyprus to Constantinople to escape the second Arab attack on the island (Miracles 6-
11 [pp.123-6]; during this section the hagiographer does urge Therapon to protect the Christians from the
barbarians (Miracles 10 [p.125]). Yet once the author begins to recount the saint’s miracles, again he focuses
exclusively on healing miracles of small numbers of people, seemingly unrelated to the context of invasion
(Miracles 12-24 [pp.126-32]).
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that their hagiographers did not have to deal with many of the challenges faced by the latter.
It is particularly well-suited because miracle collections, in comparison with saints’ Lives,
tend to place far more responsibility for the successful performance of a miracle on the
individual suppliant than on the holy man or martyr; if a miracle does not take place it is the

former who is to blame.®

The question remains of whether these characteristics of miracle collections are entirely
coincidental, and unrelated to the crises, or whether these hagiographers were responding,
consciously or unconsciously, to the pressures of the time by narrowing their claims about
their saints’ powers. It might be suggested that these limited horizons were somehow
inherent to the genre of the miracle collection, or might indeed reflect the realities of the
incubation cults that produced them. Certainly collections like those of Cosmas and Damian
and Cyrus and John do resemble in these respects the miracles recorded at the pagan cult of
Asclepius.®® Three texts, however, suggest that this is not a complete explanation for the
phenomenon. The first is the Miracles of Thekla, which reveals that it was possible for a
Christian miracle collection derived from the cult of an early martyr to be extremely
ambitious in scope. Its fifth-century author certainly does not limit himself to recounting
healing miracles or miracles benefitting individuals, instead presenting Thekla as the patron

of the whole city, and even perhaps the empire, and as performer of a diverse range of

8 Not only is the focus in miracle collections always on the individual suppliant—uwe perceive the saint
through their eyes—but stress is usually laid on the need for the suppliant to approach the saint properly and
to fulfil certain preconditions for healing; indeed, in some collections the healing is even presented as a
reward, repayment, or as the ‘fruit’, of the suppliants’ proper behaviour, as in Sophronius of Jerusalem’s
Miracles of Cyrus and John, 1.12 (p.246, ‘luocBov dmpenty’), 2.3 (p.247, ‘xapnov’), 15.5 (pp.273-4,
‘avtaiiaypa’), 19.3 (pp.279-80, ‘tiun’), 39.9 (p.338, ‘wicbov’), 46.2 (p.351, ‘webov’). The dramatic
tension in the miracle collection thus revolves around whether the suppliant can persuade the saint to help
him or her, whereas in a saint’s Life, the crux of a healing story is the moment when the saint petitions God
to help the suppliant. This is not an absolute difference, but one of emphasis (since, for example, in some
saints’ Lives suppliants are not healed because of their sins), but it is nonetheless significant.

% The relationship between Christian and pagan healing accounts, and cultic rites, has been discussed
extensively: for some recent treatments, from various angles, see Csepregi 2002; Stewart 2004; Csepregi
2012; Graf 2014. Festugiere 1973 has also discussed parallels between Asclepian miracles and some of the
miracles recounted in the Life of Symeon the Younger.
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miracles: ‘the great martyr...often halted famine, put an end to plague, quenched drought,
terminated war, handed over enemies, saved cities, protected houses, and gave out
bountifully, to the collective and to each individual, the very things which each asked for.’®’
In the fifth century it was, apparently, possible to conceive of a long-deceased martyr

fulfilling the role of a living holy man.

The second relevant text is the Life of Martha. The Life gives no indication that incubation
was common at her cult, and she was certainly not a long-dead martyr: nonetheless, the
author displays a similar focus on local, small-scale healing miracles to that of the authors
of more characteristic miracle collections. This suggests that there was more than simply
generic or literary convention behind this hagiographic development; it seems rather to have
reflected wider ideological changes. The final, and most important, text is, however, a
seventh-century miracle collection of a long deceased martyr (that is to say, a text sharing
the key characteristics of collections like those of Cyrus and John and Artemius): the

Miracles of St Demetrius.

The Miracles of St Demetrius is in many respects an extraordinary text. It is in fact a
composite work, containing two series of miracles, the first apparently written by archbishop
John of Thessaloniki, perhaps in the early years of Heraclius’s reign,®® the second by an

anonymous continuator at least some decades later.2° Neither collection is remotely limited

87 Miracles of Thekla, 4 (ed. p.296; trans. pp.19-21).

8 This is the dating proposed by Lemerle 1979-81, Il, 40-44, 80, although he suggests that John may have
drawn upon earlier records. Lemerle notes in particular that John refers to the reign of Phokas as ‘the reign
after that of Maurice, he of t7jg eboeBotg AMEewg Paciieiog’ (Miracles of Demetrius, 82 [, p.112]),
suggesting that this formula would make most sense under Heraclius. This seems suggestive but not
definitive; nonetheless, a date during Heraclius’s reign is likely, given that the miracles recounted seem to
take place in the reigns of Maurice and Phokas, while the author of the later collection notes in his preface
that John had failed to record the miracles that took place during his own episcopate (ibid. 176 [, pp.168-
9)]), implying that it succeeded the events recounted.

8 The anonymous author of the second collection states that, when recounting the events of John’s
episcopate, he was following in the footsteps of Zorobabel in writing about the captivity and return of the
Jews seventy years after it took place, and Philon and Josephus in writing about events under Titus and
Vespasian (ibid. 177 [I, p.169]). Lemerle takes this to mean that he was writing ¢.70 years after John’s
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to healing miracles: in fact both are particularly preoccupied with the various sieges
Thessaloniki experienced in this period at the hands of the Slavs and Avars. Demetrius is
presented as the saviour of the city from plague, famine, earthquake, and these attacks. In
this case, therefore, we find a miracle collection which is very clearly affected by the
disasters of the sixth and seventh centuries. Throughout the collection, as Déroche and Dal
Santo have observed, there are signs of tension surrounding the thaumaturgic powers of the
saint, his role as mediator between God and man, and indeed about divine providence and
theodicy itself—all themes which were crucial in texts such as the Life of Symeon the
Younger.*® The first of these themes (doubts about the saint’s capabilities) comes to the fore,
for example, when John describes Demetrius’s healing miracles during an outbreak of the
plague in the city. The hagiographer produces arguments to try to refute both sceptics who
thought that the healings simply took place by chance, and critics who accused the saint of
‘impotence, hard-heartedness, or partiality.’®® This trio of potential accusations is very
important, as it shows that the hagiographer was caught in a delicate position: it was difficult
to avoid either acknowledging that Demetrius did not have the power to heal everyone, or
that he was choosing which of his suppliants were worthy of assistance. In this case, John
tried to deal with the problem by stating that Demetrius was confined by the decisions of
divine providence; he thus deflects the problem from Demetrius to God, without exploring

the implications of this for the martyr’s role as intercessor.

Elsewnhere in the collection, however, John presents Demetrius as displaying a very different
attitude to the divine will: rather than accepting God’s apparent decision to condemn the

city, he resists it. Thus in one account an illustris has a vision in which two men dressed like

episcopate; this may be taking the reference too literally, but it certainly suggests a period of some decades
between the texts: Lemerle 1979-81, |1, 83-4.

% On the miracles of Demetrius, see Déroche 2000, 145, 151-3; Dal Santo 2012, 183-95.

% aduvapiog 7 domhoyyviag iy tpoconoinyiog: Miracles of St Demetrius, 40 (1, p.79).
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imperial guards (almost certainly angels) went to Demetrius and told him to leave
Thessaloniki because ‘the master’ (i.e. God) had declared that it was going to be given over
to the enemies. Demetrius refused, saying that either the city would be saved, or he would
die with its inhabitants. The angels tried to argue with him but could not change his mind.*?
The hagiographer thus, like Symeon the Younger’s, firmly asserts Demetrius’s ultimate

loyalty to his dependent people, even to the extent of opposing God’s expressed will. %

This choice, of course, implicitly raises the question of whether the saint in fact loved the
Thessalonikans more than God did. John does not address this question directly, but
throughout the collection he does repeatedly stress not only that Demetrius always helped
the citizens, but also that God himself was protecting them and coming to their aid (rather
in contradiction to the claim that God had ordered Demetrius to leave the city). Thus, for
example, in miracle 14, describing a major siege of the city by the Avars, John recounts
several miracles without stressing Demetrius’s intercessory role; his focus is instead on
proving that it was God who had saved the town. He provides various arguments to show
that it must have been divine providence, rather than the Thessalonikans’ bravery or the
incompetence of the attackers, that had saved the city: he emphasises, for example, that
although the citizens had been almost dead with fear during the first two days of the siege,
on the third day they suddenly became very courageous, to the point of mocking their
enemies. ‘Who would doubt,” he asks rhetorically, ‘that this was the effect of divine
action... who can raise the dead, apart from God....who, if not God, could inspire their

courage?’%

9 ibid. 166-75 (I, pp.161-5).

9 Déroche 2000, 145.

Mgpa Tic aueiBarror un Beiktic vepysiog sivon koTdpOMLLL... TG Yap VekpoDS Eysipet; oyl HOVOC

0edc;. ... TodG 0DV To100TOVG PETaBolely i dvpeiav, Tivog, €l uf Osod; Miracles of St Demetrius, 143-4 (,
p.151).
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Some of the Thessalonikans seem to have doubted precisely this. John’s emphasis on the
theme appears to have been a reaction to sceptics who thought either that the events were
attributable to human causes, or that God had abandoned the city. Thus in the same chapter,
he repeatedly anticipates and attempts to refute doubts that could be raised about God’s
involvement in Thessaloniki’s rescue, commenting, for example, after attributing a sudden
upturn in the city’s fortunes to God’s decision to heed the citizens’ prayers, ‘But perhaps
you will say, “What is this clear from? Who saw God? Or who heard him promising
salvation, that he would assure that the city would be watered with goodness?”’*® He
subsequently claims that many people desire further proof that God had saved the city: ‘but
since the mind of many desires that a narration should be supplied of other things that
happened which establish that only the hand of God, through the intercession of the
victorious one [Demetrius] saved the city at that time, we will not fail to fulfil your desire,
on the sole condition that you eagerly promise to listen to me piously and faithfully.”®® The
last clause of this passage seems to acknowledge that his proofs will only be effective for
those who already have faith! John even refers to objectors who might claim that by
attributing the salvation of the city to God’s providence, he was putting the Thessalonikans
to shame, by denying their own bravery.®” And while the disasters seem to have encouraged
some to deny God’s determinative role in affairs, they may have led others to claim that
God had turned against the city: John also condemns the view held by some citizens, ‘with
the devil causing this wicked suspicion’, that God actually wanted Thessaloniki to be taken

by the enemy.*® This is in fact what John himself had seemed to imply when he described

9 gL Tomg £peic: moBev SHhov; Tic £1de BsdV; 1 Ti¢ Fikovoev anTod THYV GrTHPicy VTOGKOUEVOD, BTt
SwPeparodoon Ty TOMY VeTIodfvon Tf dyaddtnty; ibid. 142 (1, p.150).

% G\’ Emel TV MOAABY 6 vodg kol BAAmY TV@V yeyevnuévav tpotedijvon Siynotv fovAetal, TdV
GLOTNOOVTIOV MOG Xelp Lovn Beod taic Tod aBlopdpov mpeofeiolg tnvikadto Ty TOAMV EEEcwoey, 00K
amopoduey VUGV TNV Embopiay TAnpdoal, pdvov avtoi B0l Kol otV akony Nuiv Vrooyeiv
nwpoboundnzte: ibid. 145 (1, p.151).

9 ibid. 164 (1, p.158).

%8 100 &y0pod vmofarovrog évvoiag movnpdg: ibid. 149 (p.153).
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the angels telling Demetrius to leave the city as God had decided it should be handed over
to the enemies; he thus responds rather inconsistently to the pressures of justifying the roles

of, and of refuting scepticism about, both Demetrius and God.

These allusions to potential sceptics, many of whom seem to have doubted that divine
providence was responsible for the events in the city, recall Symeon the Younger’s
hagiographer’s claims that when an earthquake occurred, pagans and astrologists would
deny that it was the product of God’s will.®® But John does not here accuse these sceptics of
any recognised form of heterodoxy; there is nothing to imply that they are anything more
than Christians who have come, perhaps as a result of the disasters afflicting their city, to
doubt the direct and benevolent intervention of God in everyday affairs. John’s emphatic
insistence on God’s determinative role in all events thus seems to have been intended to
refute doubts about his providence among the city’s Christian population. The Miracles of
St Demetrius appears to have been an (occasionally inconsistent) apologia not only for the

saint’s role in defending the city, but for God’s goodwill and providence itself.

The Miracles of Demetrius thus shows both that the hagiographer of a martyr cult did not
need to be restricted in his scope and that, if he did extend his claims about his martyr’s
power, in a time of real crisis this raised the same kinds of challenges and dilemmas faced
by the authors of saint’s Lives. Is it therefore possible that the more modest, or at least more
narrowly focused, claims about the thaumaturgic powers of their saints made by the authors
of most miracle collections, were in part the result of a desire, conscious or unconscious, to
avoid facing these great challenges? In a world which must have seemed increasingly out
of control, saints could no longer be said with any credibility to be regulating the cosmos;

but they could still, perhaps, help individual suppliants regain control of their lives and

9 See above p.196.
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bodies. At the very least, even if this argument is not accepted for the traditional martyr
cults, it is surely not coincidental that the author of the Life of Martha, who was not writing
about the long-established incubation cult of a famous martyr, but about a recently deceased,
relatively minor figure, adopted a similarly narrow focus, concentrating on healing miracles
benefiting small numbers of local monks and villagers, in a sharp break from the approach

used by the author of the Life of Symeon.

Conclusion

The disasters of the sixth and seventh centuries brought to the fore conceptual and
theological problems which were inherent within late antique Christianity, but usually
submerged. In particular, they raised questions about the role of the intercessor between
God and man, and about theodicy itself. When there seemed to be an inescapable conflict
of interest between God’s will and the desires and safety of the Christian population—as
when disasters threatened to punish large groups, irrespective of the piety of individual
victims—the hagiographer was forced to choose, if not consciously, whether to present his
saint as displaying ultimate loyalty to God, or to his suppliants. Both options were
problematic: if the saint accepted God’s will, he had arguably failed in his duties to his
devotees; if he resisted, then he ran the risk of accusing God of acting unjustly. The very
idea of an intercessor trying to change God’s mind, although fundamental to late antique
Christianity, was theologically challenging, as implied by part of Barsanuphius of Gaza’s
response to a question about the plague: ‘There are indeed many people who entreat God’s
loving kindness to remove his wrath from the world; and, of course, none is more kind and
loving than God, who desires to have mercy and opposes the multitude of sins that occur in

the world.’ 1% Although this was undoubtedly not his intention, Barsanuphius’s words raise

100 Barsanuphius and John of Gaza, Letter 569 (l1.11, p.732, trans. 11, p.146).

277



the question of why an intercessor should be needed to deal with an all-loving, all-good

God.

As we have seen, hagiographers adopted very different approaches to these challenges:
Symeon the Younger was shown resisting God’s will, Nicholas of Sion as reluctantly
enforcing it, and George of Choziba as actively calling for divine punishment for the
people’s sins. The contrast between these approaches demonstrates that there was no pre-
existing, agreed model of reacting to such pressures, perhaps because there was no perfect,
unproblematic, response. The hagiographers are unlikely to have conceived of the problem
in the terms in which it has been described here, nor, perhaps, to have realised that their
solutions were sometimes theologically awkward. Yet, as we have seen, they did struggle,
not always with success, to show that their holy men were neither impotent nor heartless;
that they were both vessels of God’s will and effective mediators on behalf of their
suppliants. These apologetic arguments must have been a response to real criticisms or

doubts raised about the saints within contemporary society.

At a conceptual level, the problem of intercession was equally relevant to the authors of
miracle collections of long dead saints. Yet, because the authors of most such collections
from this period restricted themselves to recounting healing miracles for individual
suppliants, rather than treating earthquakes or invasions threatening entire populations, the
difficulties were less sharply exposed, and their saints’ powers less seriously challenged.
Natural and military disasters were ignored, rather than justified. As has been argued, this
was not simply a question of genre, since the Life of Martha shares in this respect the
characteristics of many miracle collections, whereas the Miracles of St Demetrius is much
more similar to contemporary saints’ Lives. It could thus be argued that the Lives of Symeon
and Martha embody two very different ways of responding to the crisis in holiness of the

late sixth and seventh centuries. The author of the former adopted a clearly apologetic but
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also polemical tone, blaming the disasters in large part on Antioch’s wealthy ‘pagans’ as
well as experimenting with various, sometimes contradictory, Old Testament explanations
for events. The author of the latter, in contrast, refocused the goals of the cult, apparently
abandoning ambitious claims that his saint could defend entire regions or cities, and instead
focusing on the healings of particular individuals who devoted themselves to Martha’s cult
and in particular to the liturgical rituals at her shrine. Symeon’s hagiographer may well have
been writing before the Arab conquest of Syria; if Martha’s hagiographer was writing after,
it is perhaps unsurprising that the scope of the work was drastically reduced. In a climate
of political and social uncertainty, during or after crises which raised serious questions not
only about saints but about God’s providence itself, a reorientation of priorities was, in fact,

only to be expected.
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Conclusion

The abundant surviving evidence relating to the cult of Symeon the Younger sheds light not
only on the life of the stylite himself but also on wider developments in holiness in the sixth
and seventh centuries. As we have seen, Symeon lived through a critical period in the history
of the Antiochene region. Although the source material does not allow a full reconstruction
of the social and economic situation in the area, it does suggest that the city and its environs
were experiencing considerable hardships and tensions, tensions which were often
expressed in religious terms but may well have reflected other social and political concerns.
In this environment, Symeon appears to have carved out a role for himself as a figure of
religious authority, in the face of considerable opposition. The sermon collection attributed
to him suggests that this authority rested in large part on his claims to be the recipient of
divine visions. He used this prophetic voice to make bold social statements, capitalising on
divisions between the rich and the poor, and on fears of paganism, to draw stark lines
between the wicked and the pious in Antiochene society. His focus on the end of the world,
echoing wider eschatological trends in contemporary thought, lent his message greater
urgency. Although the sermons themselves give no sign of the responses they evoked in
their audience, their often harsh and aggressive language suggests that their speaker was a

polemical figure who could have proved highly controversial.

The Life of Symeon the Younger confirms that the saint’s position was hotly contested, both
from within his monastery and by various sections of society at large. The hagiographer
often veils the details of this opposition, but reveals enough to show that it was crystallised
and exacerbated in the context of external crisis. The Life is highly apologetic and polemical,
and again seems to exploit social tensions in the city of Antioch. In the Life, Symeon’s

mother, Martha, plays only a small role, but in the years after the stylite’s death she came
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to be revered as a miracle-working saint in her own right. Her Life is very different in
structure, tone and content from that of the stylite; in terms of the controversies of Symeon’s
career, it adopts a more irenic approach, eschewing the polemic which is so predominant in
the earlier text, and instead showing Martha urging Symeon to forgive his sceptics. The
hagiographer makes no extravagant claims about Martha’s miracle-working powers; unlike
Symeon, she is not expected to defend Antioch from earthquake or invasion, but only to
heal individual suppliants who have turned to her shrine and performed the required rites.
These Lives seem to exemplify two divergent ways of reacting to the crisis in holiness
engendered by natural and military disasters in this period: the one adopts a direct,
confrontational approach, using socially-charged polemic to exculpate the saint for his
failure to prevent disaster, while the other reveals a reorientation of expectations and
priorities, as well as a reinterpretation of the process of the miracle that places the
responsibility for its success onto the suppliant. Parallels to both these approaches can be

found in other contemporary saints’ Lives and miracle collections.

All this material has broader implications for our understandings of late antique holy men
and hagiography. First, it highlights the difficulties for a holy man in establishing his
position, particularly in a period when the performance of miracles was considered to be an
integral part of sanctity. In Symeon’s case, these difficulties were increased by the severe
disasters that afflicted Antioch during his lifetime. Crises undoubtedly laid bare the
occasional powerlessness of holy men and other intercessors, as indicated by a story in the

Spiritual Meadow of John Moschus:

Scythopolis was the second city of Palestine. There | met Abba Anastasios who told
us about Abba George the recluse: One night I got up...and I heard an elder weeping.
I went and entreated him, saying, ‘Abba, what is the matter, sir, that you weep so?’
He answered me not a word. So I asked him again, ‘Tell me the cause <of your
grief>.” Sighing from the depths of his heart, he said to me, ‘How should I not weep,
seeing that our Lord is not willing to be placated on our account? I thought I stood
before one who sat on a high throne, my child. Around him were several tens of
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thousands who besought and entreated him concerning a certain matter, but he would
not be persuaded. Then a woman clothed in purple raiment came and fell down
before him, saying, “Please, for my sake, grant this request,” but he remained equally
unmoved. That is why | weep and groan, for | am afraid of what is going to happen
to me.” He said this to me at first light on the Thursday. The next day, Friday, about
the ninth hour, there was a severe earthquake which overthrew the cities of the
Phoenician coast.*

Abba George’s account suggests that not only holy men, but even the Virgin Mary herself
(surely the woman dressed in purple), could not always dissuade God from inflicting
disasters on the earth. No story could more clearly display the failure of intercession in the

face of God’s implacable wrath.

But the position of the saint was not only difficult in times of exceptional crisis. Symeon’s
Life also reveals the more basic problem, applicable to almost any holy man, of managing
potentially high expectations. For someone who claimed to have miraculous powers—or
whose supporters claimed had miraculous powers—sanctity could be a burden as much as
an opportunity. Claims to have a special relationship with God needed to be constantly
reaffirmed, and could easily be challenged by failure. The everyday difficulties of
maintaining a reputation for holiness are illustrated particularly clearly in the letters of the
sixth-century Palestinian holy men Barsanuphius and John. The two monks had to reply to
various correspondents seeking explanations as to why the holy men’s prophecies and
prayers seemed to have failed. John, for instance, was asked, ‘I sometimes happen to ask
the fathers about the crops in my field, whether they will be good; or I may even have an
enemy, and so | happen to ask about him, whether he is able to harm me. And the fathers
respond that my crops will be good and that my enemy will not harm me. Then, however,
my crops fail and my enemy is about to harm me; so what should I believe? And if | find

that my thought becomes slackened in its faith because it thinks things have gone differently

1 John Moschus, Spiritual Meadow, 50 (col 2905, trans. p.41).
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than expected, how can I revoke it and establish it again?’? He also had to explain why his
prayers to save the life of the abbot of their monastery, Seridos, had not been successful,®

and why the saints’ requests to God are not always granted.*

One particularly noteworthy exchange® started with a question from a layman, who asked
John whether his slave, who had recently been bitten by a dog, was going to die. John’s
response seemed clear: ‘there is nothing wrong with him. Do not be afraid. Rather, try to
think of what is written: “Not a sparrow falls into a trap apart from your Father who is in
heaven.”’® The layman, we are told, assumed on the basis of this response that his slave
would survive, but, in fact, he died two days later. In confusion, the layman asked John
whether the slave was really dead. John confirmed that he had died, which prompted the
man to ask why he had said that there was nothing wrong with him. The holy man replied
that he had meant that there was nothing wrong with death from God, and added that his
biblical citation had been intended to suggest that the slave would die. The layman’s
response, according to the surviving account, was brief: ‘then, why was your answer so
unclear?’’ John replied that this should not have surprised him, ‘for one should not always
speak clearly about such things, since they are harmful and of no benefit to the person
speaking’;® he claimed that this was how Christ taught his disciples to speak. The end of his
response seems to imply the condemnation of anyone who did not accept his words,
suggesting that the saints benefit from the criticism of their impious sceptics: ‘now for those

who are faithful, these things are for their understanding and benefit; however, for those

2 Barsanuphius and John, Letters, 383 (11.1, p.424, trans. Il, p.23).
% ibid. 599 (11.11 pp.798-800).

4 ibid. 778, a-d (ll1, pp.224-32).

% ibid. 779-82 (111, pp.232-6).

8 ibid. 779 (ed. 111, p.232, trans |1, p.285).

"ibid. (111, p.234, trans 1. p.286)

8 ibid.
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who are not faithful, they are for our benefit through their scorn.’® If the layman replied to

this, his response is not recorded.

At the very least, this exchange of letters proves that the expectations of a holy man and his
suppliant did not always correspond neatly. John had failed to provide the straightforward
guidance that the layman sought. Even if it cannot be proved, it is tempting to suggest that
John was forced to reinterpret his initial response after events had turned out differently
from how he had expected; certainly, he seems to have used ambiguity deliberately to avoid
a difficult situation. We cannot know, unfortunately, whether the layperson accepted John’s
justification, or if the holy man lost a devotee through this disappointment. But the
exchange certainly reveals some of the possible pitfalls in store for those who professed to
possess, or were believed to possess, any kind of miraculous powers. An episode recounted
in the Acts of the Third Council of Constantinople (680/1) brings out still more clearly the
potential embarrassment caused by the failure to perform miracles. During the fifteenth
session of the synod, a monk, Polychronius, declared that he would resurrect a corpse to
prove the validity of his Monothelite beliefs. The synod produced a corpse and decided that
the demonstration should take place outside, so that it could be witnessed by the crowds.
Polychronius, we are told, tried for many hours to awaken the corpse, with no success; the
crowd, and the synod, then anathematised him as a heretic.X® This episode is, of course,
recounted in an anti-monothelite source, and the dispute revolved around Christology, rather
than the perhaps simpler question of whether Polychronius was a holy man. But it
nonetheless provides a striking example of the dangers of claiming the ability to perform

miracles, either through one’s own powers or through Christ.

% ibid. (111, p.236, trans 1. p.286).
10 Acts of the Sixth Ecumenical Council, ACO 2™ series, 2.2 (1992), Session 15, pp.674-82.
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The status of the holy man was thus more precarious than it might appear in some
hagiography. Even apart from the opposition which they often faced from various groups,
from members of the clergy to farmers, their position as miracle-workers was inherently
delicate. This may go some way towards explaining why many holy men appear to have
played divisive and confrontational roles within society, insisting on strict standards of
morality and often heightening pressure on traditional victims of Christian intolerance such
as Jews, pagans, and ‘heretics’.*! Such actions could serve to deflect attention from their
own weaknesses, to denigrate their critics (whom they could associate with these religious
‘deviants’), and to increase their own authority, as they presented themselves as the
champions of strict ethical standards, who often took a harsher line against religious or
moral dissidents than did members of the establishment. The precise implications of this
behaviour were very different in different local contexts; in some situations, for instance,
holy men’s intolerant words and actions seem to have had the support of local bishops,?
while in other areas they furthered conflict between the two.!® As we have seen, verbal or
physical attacks could have a strong social dimension: thus both Symeon the Younger and
Shenoute of Atripe used accusations of paganism to condemn the wealthy, perhaps in an
attempt to shore up popular support against their opponents. Holy men’s persecuting efforts
did not always, however, meet with popular enthusiasm: John of Ephesus records that when
one Miaphysite holy man, Sergius, burnt a synagogue, the local church members allied with
the Jewish population to protest against his behaviour.}* This highlights again that holy

men’s actions were not always accepted unquestioningly; indeed, it seems highly unlikely

11 See Gaddis 2005, chapters 5-8.

12 E g. Syriac Life of Symeon (pp.636-8), which reports that local bishops sought the stylite’s help in
protesting against a new imperial policy of toleration towards the Jews. The hagiographer could of course be
exaggerating the bishops’ reliance on the stylite for panegyrical purposes.

13 See e.g. Kallinikos, Life of Hypatius, 32.12-16 (pp.212-4); 33.4-11 (pp.216-8), in which Hypatius’s
opposition to Nestorius and to an attempt to reintroduce the Olympic Games were apparently resisted by
bishop Eulalius of Chalcedon. These and comparable reports may well, of course, serve a polemical function
rather than accurately reflecting reality.

14 John of Ephesus, Lives of the Eastern Saints, 5 (I, pp.90-3).
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that Sergius was viewed as a holy man at all by the local Christian community (let alone, of
course, by the Jews whom he targeted). His efforts to stir up intolerance in what appears,
from John’s admittedly limited and highly partial account, to have been a relatively peaceful
mixed community, thus serve as a powerful reminder both of the highly divisive behaviour
of some holy men, and of the difficulties which they often faced in establishing their
positions as sources of authority. This is not to suggest that all holy men always acted
intolerantly, and certainly not to deny the validity, in some contexts, of Peter Brown’s
brilliant work on holy men as arbiters and mediators. But it is to emphasise both that their
positions could be based, at least in part, on aggressive and divisive behaviour, and that few
gained such authority within their local communities that they could act as unquestioned

mediators in all situations.

The fragility of the position of the holy man points towards wider unresolved tensions at the
heart of Christianity itself. In particular, the natural and military disasters which proved so
challenging to holy men also raised serious questions about theodicy. The standard
Christian explanation as to why God inflicted disasters on his people—that it was a
punishment for their sins—did not prove emotionally satisfying in all situations, particularly
when it was demonstrably clear that these punishments did not distinguish between the good
and the impious. Thus, as we have seen, Evagrius Scholasticus admitted to having heretical
thoughts after the plague killed his children but spared those of a pagan neighbour.*® So too
Symeon the Younger himself is said to have accused God of killing the just with the impious
in Antioch.'® These examples are perhaps particularly striking because both are reported by
unquestionably devout and orthodox Christians with close links to the Church. But other

contemporaries, too, noticed flaws in this interpretation of catastrophe. The historian and

15 See above p.196 n257.
16 See above pp.201-2.
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lawyer Agathias, in his account of an earthquake in Constantinople in 557, records that only
one noble, Anatolius, was killed. He reports that the common people claimed that this had
been a fair punishment for his oppressive and wicked behaviour. Yet Agathias himself was

not convinced by this argument:

‘Personally I should be extremely hesitant to advance any sort of explanation for
such occurrences. Undoubtedly the earthquake would have been a very real boon if
it had been able to distinguish the wicked from the good, causing the former to perish
miserably and graciously sparing the latter. But even granted that Anatolius really
was a wicked man there were countless others in the city no better or even worse
than he was. Yet he was suddenly struck down whilst the others have remained
unscathed. It is, therefore, no plain or easy matter, | think, to ascertain why of all
men Anatolius was the only one to lose his life.”!’

The author goes on to discuss this theme in Platonist, rather than biblical terms, but his
words show clearly that it was easy to find fault, on various grounds, with the view that
disasters were punishments for the wicked. This was a theological problem with no easy
solution, and one which gained far greater emotional resonance in times of crisis. Holy men
were particularly vulnerable to criticism in the aftermath of disasters because of their uneasy
and in many ways conceptually incoherent position as mediators between God and man, but

the ideological challenge posed to Christians by catastrophe ran deeper than this.

It is generally agreed that the eastern Roman empire saw widespread ideological
developments in the sixth and seventh centuries, of which the processes described in this
thesis constitute only a small part. There is less consensus, however, on what role disasters
played in causing these developments and, in particular, when the major changes in ideology
took place and thus which disasters could have contributed to them. Mischa Meier has
argued that the reign of Justinian already saw significant ideological developments, largely
as a result of the natural and military crises of his rule, developments which included a crisis

of confidence in holy men and the concomitant emergence of supplementary, and perhaps

17 Agathias, Histories, 5.4.3-4 (pp.168-9, trans. p.139).
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rival, sources of divine intercession such as the cult of Mary, mother of God, and icons. He
is concerned to refute the idea that it was only in the later, post-Justinianic, decades of the
sixth century that widespread ideological change took place.*® It is this later period on which
Matthew Dal Santo focuses on his powerful study of scepticism towards saints’ cults: he
argues that criticism of saints flourished from the last quarter of the sixth century onwards
as a result both of the military, financial and political tensions which developed after
Justinian’s death and of the emperors’ increasing attempts to turn to the saints for
legitimisation.® Others have focused on the military disasters of the seventh century as the
major catalyst behind ideological crisis and reorientation.?° All of this relates to still wider
debates about the state of the eastern empire in this period: those who view its economy and
society as having continued to flourish until at least the seventh-century Persian conquests

are less likely to accept that there was any kind of ideological crisis in the sixth century.

Two points seem of particular relevance here, especially with respect to the question of
hagiography and a possible crisis of confidence in holy men. The first is that crisis could
strike different areas at different times; even regions in close geographical proximity could
experience very different fates.?! Thus, as argued in the first chapter of this thesis, Antioch
and the countryside around it may well have experienced economic slowdown at a time
when other regions of the empire, and indeed of Syria itself, remained prosperous.
Consequently signs of tension and crisis could appear in sources from the Antiochene, like
the Life of Symeon Stylites the Younger, before ideological crisis became widespread across

the empire in the seventh century.

18 Meier 2003, passim, esp. 642-3.

19 Dal Santo 2012, esp. pp.321-35.

20 See e.g. Auzépy 1995, Haldon 1997, esp. chapters 9 and 11.

21 On the diverse developments of even nearby settlements, see e.g. Horden and Purcell 2000, 53.
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Yet the second point is perhaps more important: ideological crisis does not necessarily
correlate directly to social and economic deprivation. As argued above, even if we can
recognise that the long term economic impact of plague, earthquakes, and invasions, was
not totally devastating, we should not neglect the testimony of the written sources as to their
psychological effects on some contemporaries.?? Natural disasters could have historical
impact upon ideologies and mentalities which was far greater than their economic effect, as
shown by the Lisbon earthquake of 1755. We should not discount the evidence from the
Life of Nicholas of Sion that the plague caused severe hostility towards the holy man, purely
because archaeological evidence suggests that Asia Minor remained generally prosperous
throughout the late sixth century.?® Holy men were less responsible for the economic
situation of their region than for their suppliants’ lives and health, and the plagues and
earthquakes of the sixth century undoubtedly posed them significant challenges, to the
extent that their hagiographers were forced to exculpate them in often confused and

conflicting ways.

The polemical and apologetic nature of many saints’ Lives points, I believe, towards one
way of approaching the formidable challenge of writing history from hagiography. It is
unsurprising that some historians try to avoid the extensive use of hagiographical material;
it certainly poses considerable difficulties, and cannot answer all questions. Not all
hagiographies are equally historically useful. Yet many hagiographic texts are undoubtedly
anchored in some kind of social reality, even if this is not easy to uncover. The kinds of
defensive tactics employed by Symeon the Younger’s hagiographer, among others, do not
make sense in a vacuum; rather, they must be a response to real concerns and criticisms

among wider society. It is thus possible to use hagiography for historical purposes by

22 See above p.42.
2 For a positive assessment of the economy of Asia Minor in this period (although one acknowledging that
the plague may have caused a temporary ‘urban recession’), see Whittow 2001.
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reading it ‘against the grain’, that is to say, by, rather than surrendering to the narrative flow
of the text, seeking to understand the pressures which have caused the narrative to be
structured as it is. Such a method of approaching hagiography opens a valuable window
onto often-obscured religious and social trends, and in some respects provides a more vivid
picture than more historiographically valued sources of contemporary debates and concerns,

concerns which reached to the very heart of Christianity.

290



291



Figures

20 km

alaat Semaan

ISKENDERUN

MONT ADIMIRAS
MONT CASSIVS

R
Cap dv Bassit
LATTAQUIE

Figure 1: Map showing Antioch, the ‘Wonderful Mountain’ (Mont Admirable) and Qalaat

Semaan, from Lafontaigne-Dosogne 1967, Plate 1. Permission to reproduce this map has

been granted by Peeters.
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Figure 2: The remains of Symeon’s column on the ‘Wonderful Mountain’ (my
photograph).
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Figure 4: Plan of Symeon’s monastery on the ‘Wonderful Mountain’, with his column in
the centre, from Van den Ven 1962-70, Plate 1. Permission to reproduce this plan has been
granted by the Société des Bollandistes.
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Figure 5: Antioch, from Foss 1997, Figure A.

The map originally presented here cannot be
made freely available via ORA because of
copyright. The map was from C. Foss, ‘Syria in
Transition, A.D. 550-750: an Archaeological
Approach’, Dumbarton Oaks Papers 51, pp.189-
269, Figure A.
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Figure 6: Coin finds from Antioch, by reign
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Figure 7: Coin finds from Antioch per year of emperor’s reign
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