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Selected Aspects of (Early) Syriac Christian
Literary Culture

Abstract: The article offers a survey of selected aspects of Syr-
iac Christian literary culture as an independent current within
ancient and early medieval Christianity. It took shape at the
intersection of the Roman and Persian worlds, a Semitic mode
of expression and the monastic tradition. Its theological dis-
course was not grounded in philosophical-doctrinal system-
atization, but rather in attentiveness to symbols and in ascetic
experience. Among the studied prominent authors who were
canonized and came to be regarded as spiritual authorities,
this orientation assumed different forms. Ephrem the Syrian
(ca. 306-373) reflected on the divine mystery in Scripture and
creation; Evagrius Ponticus (345-399), although not a Syriac
author in a narrow sense, analyzed sinful inclinations and
prayer; Isaac the Syrian (ca. 613—700) offered a mystical treat-
ment of silence and eschatological hope. In the Syriac tradi-
tion, knowledge of God was inseparably connected with the
inner transformation of the human person. After the rise of
Islam, Syriac culture also became a mediator between Greek
and Arabic learning. The author of this article thus shows that
Syriac Christianity broadens our understanding of the Chris-
tian intellectual heritage and affirms the legitimacy of diverse
theological expressions.
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bljana, simon.malmenvall@solskimuzej.si; Assoc. Professor, Faculty of
Theology, University of Ljubljana, Poljanska cesta 4, Sl-1000 Ljubljana,
simon.malmenvall@teof.uni-lj.si, ORCID: 0000-0002-5177-1257.
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Izvleéek: Clanek pregledno obravnava izbrane vidike sirske
krscanske literarne kulture kot samostojnega toka anti¢nega
in zgodnjesrednjeveskega kricanstva. Ta kultura se je obli-
kovala na presecis¢u rimskega in perzijskega sveta, semit-
skega nacina izrazanja in meniskega izrocila. Njena teoloska
govorica ni temeljila na filozofsko-doktrinarni urejenosti,
temvec na pozornosti do simbolov in asketski izkusnji. Pri
obravnavanih vidnejsih avtorjih, ki so bili razglaseni za sve-
tnike in veljajo za duhovne avtoritete, je imela taksna drza
razli¢ne izpeljave. Efrem Sirski (ok. 306-373) je premisljeval o
bozji skrivnosti v Svetem pismu in stvarstvu, Evagrij Pontski
(345-399), Cetudi ni bil sirski avtor v ozjem pomenu, je anali-
ziral greSna nagnjenja in molitev, Izak Sirski (ok. 613—700) pa
misti¢no obravnaval molk in eshatolosko upanje. Spoznanje
Boga je bilo v sirskem izrocilu nelocljivo povezano z notranjo
preobrazbo ¢loveka. Po vzponu islama je sirska kultura po-
stala tudi posrednica med grsko in arabsko ucenostjo. Avtor
¢lanka tako pokaze, da sirsko krd¢anstvo razsirja razumeva-
nje krs¢anske intelektualne dediscine in potrjuje legitimnost
razli¢nih teoloskih izrazov.

Klju¢ne besede: sirska kri¢anska kultura, vzhodno kric¢an-
stvo, Efrem Sirski, Evagrij Pontski, 1zak Sirski
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Historical framework

Christian thought and liturgical heritage may, in simplified
terms, be classified into three principal cultural currents:
Latin, Greek, and Syriac. Syriac language, which belongs to
the Semitic language family, is regarded as the literary and
liturgical form of an Aramaic dialect originally present in the
region around Edessa, present-day Urfa in southeastern Tur-
key. As a language with its own script, attested already in
the first century, Syriac became established from the third to
the fifth century as a unifying medium for Aramaic-speaking
populations in the provinces on the far eastern edge of the
Roman Empire and, even more significantly, in the western
regions of the Persian Empire under the Sasanian dynasty.
The spread of Syriac proceeded in parallel with the spread
of Christianity. This was due to the need for a language of
preaching and liturgy that would be largely intelligible to
the wider population. The result of this process was the
emergence of an extensive literary tradition consisting of
both translated and original texts (Brock 2009, 3-4).

The development of Syriac Christianity was decisively shaped
by its position between the Roman and Persian worlds. Until
at least the mid-fifth century, Christians in Persia remained
connected with fellow believers within the Roman Empire, es-
pecially with the Greek-speaking communities of its eastern
provinces under the authority of the patriarchs of Antioch,
Jerusalem, and Alexandria. For this reason, the Sasanian au-
thorities repeatedly regarded Christians as disloyal subjects.
The Persian persecutions of the fourth century strengthened
internal cohesion and led to the institutional organization
of the local Church, usually referred to in historiography as
the Church of the East or the Oriental Church. This process
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also stimulated literary production, since Christian commu-
nities required legal, homiletic, and ascetic texts in order to
preserve their own identity. Oriental Christianity thus repre-
sents a distinctive current, not the product of Greek or Latin
thought, but an authentic Semitic reception of the person
and message of Jesus Christ. Its principal feature lies in its
mode of expression: reflection on and witness to God are
realized through poetry, symbolism, and liturgical language.
From a contemporary perspective, this orientation appears
as a kind of corrective to the philosophically refined spiritu-
ality of the Greek East and the juridical-doctrinal approach
of the Latin West (Brock 2009, 16; Bogataj 2025, 105).

Disputesconcerningthedefinition of the person of Jesus Christ,
which reached their culmination at the Council of Chalcedon,
held in the Asia Minor town of the same name in 451, encour-
aged the formation of Oriental Churches separated from the
authority of the two principal centers of Christianity, Rome
and Constantinople. Although the council sought to consoli-
date the unity of faith in Christ as “true God and true man,” its
solution became the occasion for a lasting division between
Chalcedonian and pre-Chalcedonian communities, especially
in Egypt, Syria, and Armenia. The council recognized, in the
one person of Christ, the mutually complementary existence
of two natures, divine and human. However, the language of
two natures provoked opposition among circles that did not
primarily employ Greek or Latin theological vocabulary. These
Churches appealed to the formulation of Cyril of Alexandria,
the renowned theologian and patriarch (412-444), who spoke
of “one incarnate nature of God the Word.” Although they
did not deny the interrelation of the human and divine di-
mensions, they feared that the Chalcedonian definition would
endanger the unity of Christ's person and Christ's status as
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God. The disagreement in question was therefore not so
much a contradiction between a doctrine of one nature and
a doctrine of two natures, but rather a difference in concep-
tual and cultural framework. The Greek terms “nature” (physis)
and “person” (hypostasis) had no direct equivalents in Syriac,
which made mutual understanding more difficult (Grillmeier
1987, 542-548, 550-552; Hainthaler 2023, 100-104, 118-119).

Literary expressiveness

The transition from the second to the third century marks
the initial period in the history of Syriac Christian literature.
The Diatessaron (Ewangeliyon Damhallte, literally “Gospel of
the Four Components”), as a harmony of all four Gospels,
became the central New Testament text of the early Syriac
Church. The reason for its adoption lay in its pedagogical
and liturgical usefulness, made possible by a unified narra-
tive of the life of Jesus Christ. In the Syriac context, spiritual
and doctrinal consciousness was not grounded in the offi-
cially recognized complementarity of different texts, which
in the Latin and Greek worlds was most clearly reflected in
the four Gospels, but rather in the theological unity of con-
tent. The Demonstrations (Tahwita, literally “Examples”), that
is, the sermons of the monk Aphrahat from the first half of
the fourth century, constitute the first substantial preserved
corpus of Syriac theological writings. These sermons sought
to strengthen orthodoxy and address a diverse range of
themes, such as prayer, fasting, faith, humility, love, and es-
chatology (Brock 2009, 8, 14-16).

From the fourth century onward, two forms predominated in
Syriac literature: the madrashaand the memra.The madrasha
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is a hymnic poem with a refrain. Its function is catechetical,
since it is intended to introduce the reader or listener into
the mysteries of the Christian faith. The refrain enables the
participation of the community and the internalization of
the content. In the madrasha, the paradox of Jesus Christ as
God who becomes human is unfolded through a sequence
of images, such as light—darkness, fire—cold, and life-death.
Such images are not explained, but are meant to foster con-
templation. The memra, by contrast, is a rhythmic homily,
usually arranged in a series of parallel clauses that intensify
the preacher’'s message. The two forms produce a similar ef-
fect: they are directed toward the center, since the meaning
of what is communicated is deepened through repetition.
A characteristic example is the successive arrangement of
images - sea, stream, and dew - to describe divine mercy,
thereby creating a network of associations that exceeds any
univocal definition (Bogataj 2025, 111-113, 131-135). It should
be noted that Syriac poetry influenced Greek hymnography,
especially the work of Romanos the Melodist (ca. 490-555).
Structural similarities, such as the refrain, the typological
interpretation of biblical passages, and the narrative style,
point to an exchange between the Semitic and Greek tradi-
tions (Bogataj 2025, 114-115; Petersen 1985, 171-175).

The work of the theological scholar and deacon Ephrem the
Syrian, or Ephrem of Edessa (ca. 306-373), marks the high
point of the spiritual reflection of Semitic Christianity in the
fourth century. It was precisely Ephrem’s theological horizon
that shaped subsequent Syriac Christian literature. His deci-
sion to write poetry as a central mode of thought was a re-
sponse to an awareness of the inexhaustibility of the divine
mystery and the limits of systematic conceptual categories.
His theology rejects the reduction of mystery to rational
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definition and warns against setting “boundaries around
the Boundless.” His mode of speech becomes paradoxical:
through the incarnation of Jesus Christ, the infinite God be-
came finite without ceasing to be infinite. Ephrem’s use of ap-
proximately fifty different metrical forms in his poetry points
to remarkable literary creativity and to the establishment
of a theological language expressed through symbols and
metaphors. His commentary on the Diatessaron preserves
the primacy of the Gospels and develops the tradition of
biblical exegesis. Ephrem’s concept of raza, which denotes
a mystery that is both cognitive and existential, means that
the symbol does not function primarily as an explanatory
device, but above all as a spiritual category. The symbol is
understood as imperfectly yet genuinely immersed in divine
reality and as mediating that reality to every human being
by inviting the person into a personal relationship with God.
A characteristic example of such a symbol is the grain of
wheat, of which Jesus Christ already speaks in the Gospel of
John (12:20-33). The grain of wheat that dies and bears fruit
is not merely a moral metaphor, but a real sign of the resur-
rectional dynamic of every Christian. In this respect, earthly
life appears as a realm filled with mysterious yet sufficiently
intelligible signs. The world and Scripture are thus two di-
vine witnesses that transcend the duality between the natu-
ral and the supernatural (Brock 2009, 17-18, 131-132; Bogataj
2025, 130-132, 136).

Evagrius Ponticus
Although Evagrius Ponticus (345-399) was of Greek origin

and came from the region of Pontus in Asia Minor, and al-
though he spent most of his life in Constantinople and later
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in the Egyptian desert, his writings and monastic ideal ex-
erted a strong influence on the Syriac Christian tradition. He
cannot be considered a Syriac author in a narrow sense, but
a representative of a wider Eastern Christian monastic-ascet-
ic current which gained a prominent role in the Syriac ver-
sion of Christianity. His influence was especially important
for the thought and life of Isaac the Syrian (ca. 613—700). The
desert, where Evagrius strove for holiness, was understood
in monastic consciousness as a place of divine nearness and,
at the same time, of danger arising from the activity of evil
spirits. It was precisely this tension that gave meaning to the
ascetic life: the monk is not someone who flees the world,
but someone who, in the desert, consciously exposes him-
self to internal and external forces that can be concealed
in urban life. Evagrius Ponticus is situated within the spa-
tial and spiritual world of the desert as a mediator between
two mutually complementary dimensions: Greek learning,
which he had mastered as an educated deacon, and rigor-
ous ascetic practice, to which he devoted himself as a monk
(Harmless 2015, 14-16; Corbu 2020, 132-136).

In the Egyptian desert, Evagrius is said to have learned a
“philosophy of deeds” that transcends intellectual specula-
tion. Nevertheless, it is evident that he rejected neither rea-
son nor his earlier learning, since his education enabled him
to organize ascetic experience systematically and to express
it with conceptual precision (Harmless 2015, 17-19; Sirca 2014,
84-85). The core of his work is the analysis of inner struggle,
which he developed in several writings intended for dif-
ferent stages of the ascetic path. In the Praktikos, he treats
basic discipline, while in the Gnostic Chapters he addresses
the higher stages of knowledge. His teaching on the eight
principal sinful thoughts or inclinations (logismoi) proved
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influential in the long term. These function as fundamental
patterns of temptation and are subject to the designs of evil
spirits (Harmless 2015, 22-25; Corbu 2020, 134-136). Evagrius
understands the principal sinful inclinations as complex
cognitive-affective processes. Gluttony and fornication op-
erate at the bodily level; avarice and sadness at the level of
attachment; anger and acedia at the level of one’s relation
to others and to oneself; vainglory and pride at the spiritual
level. Such a classification reveals a subtle psychological in-
sight and may be regarded as one of the earliest systematic
forms of spiritual psychology in Christianity (Guillaumont
1962, 98-105; Harmless 2015, 24-26).

In the field of explaining Christian asceticism, Evagrius's trea-
tise On the Eight Evil Spirits is of central importance. In literary
terms, it is a chain of wisdom sayings concerning the eight
harmful spiritual inclinations or temptations. It follows the
biblical linguistic and conceptual structure of parallelism:
the first clause introduces an image, while the second clari-
fies its relation to the thought under consideration. Longer
insertions of exhortatory discourse, known as protreptic,
are incorporated among the sayings. At the beginning, the
text treats the solitary’s struggle with “gluttony,” that is, the
struggle against an immoderate desire for food and drink
that violates the dietary rule the solitary monk has set for
himself. If the solitary yields to gluttony, it awakens desire in
a broader sense, especially lust. The excessive consumption
of food and water leads to lethargy, that is, to the dulling of
the mind and the darkening of the spirit. Gluttony, which ob-
structs prayer and prevents any deeper spiritual knowledge,
is healed by a slight excess in the opposite direction, namely
by the voluntary endurance of hunger and thirst. Through
ascetic practice, he also comes to “practical contemplation,”
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that is, the contemplation of his own evil thoughts and their
healing. In a similar way, Evagrius identifies avarice, or the
love of money, as various forms of attachment to material
goods. The possessions a solitary has arouse worries and
anxiety within him. If they are taken away from him, he falls
into sadness. The solitary who struggles with greed must
therefore concern himself only with the basic needs of the
body: food and drink, clothing, and shelter. In this way he
attains freedom of heart, which is the prerequisite for prayer
and spiritual reading (Kocijan¢i¢ and Sirca 2015, 245-247).

Evagrius’'s emphasis on the activity of the evil spirits is also
significant. This should not be explained as an expression of
folkloric superstition, but rather as a way of naming inner
forces that operate independently of the human will. The
evil spirit, or demon, is the one who “suggests temptation,”
yet the human person remains free to accept or reject it. As
a response to the sinful inclinations, Evagrius offers a kind of
ascetic therapeutics. In the Antirrhetikos, he presents nearly
five hundred biblical passages, arranged according to the
eight inclinations, which serve as spiritual weapons in the
struggle against temptations. This weaponry links Scripture,
human memory, and self-control. A higher stage of the as-
cetic path is represented by prayer. In the Chapters on Prayer,
Evagrius develops the doctrine of “pure prayer,” which tran-
scends words, images, and emotions and denotes a state
of complete inner recollection. Prayer thus signifies not so
much an inner activity as, more profoundly, the state of a
purified mind. This is the state of deification (theosis), yet
always as a personal relationship with God, not as the aboli-
tion of human nature or the fusion of two beings into one.
Contemplation of the divine light leads to genuine knowl-
edge (gnosis), which is not merely intellectual but partici-
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pation in the life of the Holy Trinity. Evagrius’s dictum that
“the theologian is the one who prays” entails a rejection of
merely speculative theology and an emphasis on the expe-
riential knowledge of God. Evagrius is likewise convinced
that contemplation always takes place within the mystery
of the Church as the body of Christ on earth and is directed
toward eschatological fulfillment, when what is given in lim-
ited form in earthly time will become full and definitive in
eternal life. These two positions — the connection between
theology and prayer, and the rootedness of the contempla-
tive monk within the Church - strongly marked monastic
mysticism in Greek- and Semitic-speaking contexts in later
centuries. Evagrius’s teaching on the inclinations and inner
discipline was adopted in the fifth century by John Cassian
of Gaul and thereby influenced the development of Western
monasticism as well (Daniélou 1948, 214-220; Harmless 2015,
32-34, 36—38; Corbu 2020, 149-152).

Isaac the Syrian

In the seventh century, the monk and thinker Isaac the Syr-
ian, or Isaac of Nineveh, emerged as the most representative
author of Syriac ascetic-theological literature. Today he is
recognized as a spiritual teacher and saint by Oriental, Or-
thodox, and Catholic Christians. His activity within the Orien-
tal Church represented both a continuation and a develop-
ment of the existing tradition. After a brief episcopal period
in Nineveh, that is, Mosul in present-day Iraq, he withdrew
into solitude, thereby bearing witness to the long-standing
tension between the necessity of institutional office and the
monastic ideal. Isaac’s works are preserved in ascetic homi-
lies and in a collection of meditations traditionally known as
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the Chapters on Knowledge (Alfeyev 2015, 24—26). His homi-
lies and other writings emphasize repentance, inner trans-
formation, tears as a sign of purification, and an orienta-
tion toward eschatology. His key concept is divine mercy
as the fundamental truth of Christian life. The background
for this orientation was Isaac’'s monastic environment, which
required spiritual deepening and fostered receptivity to a
form of mysticism directed toward the discernment of hu-
man motives and the experience of elements of eternal
life already on earth. Isaac does not regard asceticism as a
moral-juridical system, but rather as a kind of therapeutic
process through which, by divine grace, the bodily senses,
will, reason, and spiritual longing of the human person are
healed. The translation of Isaac’s works into Greek, which
began soon after his death, and subsequently into other lan-
guages, such as Church Slavonic, confirms that Syriac mysti-
cism crossed confessional boundaries and helped shape the
broader heritage of the Christian East (Brock 1975, 80-82;
Brock 2009, 114-122; Sirca 2024, 350).

According to Isaac, prayer during earthly life is the necessary
path toward union with God and toward awareness of his
infinite love. Isaac distinguishes between pure prayer (slota
d-kita) and spiritual prayer (slota ruhanajta). The key to the
mystical dimension is represented above all by the latter,
which is not in fact prayer, but the absence of prayer: an
inner vision or astonished contemplation (hura hu d-temha)
granted to the mind apart from its own power and capacity.
In this wholly receptive state, the mind perceives spiritual
realities that are not of this world. Thus, in complete silence
- the cessation of sensory, emotional, and rational percep-
tion — the mind beholds the new world, that is, the future
life passing into eternity (Sirca 2024, 349-350). The ultimate
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aim of prayer is understood to be the union of the human
mind with God. According to Isaac, the difference between
pure prayer and the subsequent state, called spiritual prayer,
lies in the fact that in pure prayer, the human mind is filled
with various movements of prayer (zaw’e), such as prayer for
deliverance from temptations. By contrast, in spiritual prayer
the mind is freed from every movement. Spiritual prayer is
the transition of the mind into a state of peace and silence.
In this state, every prayer ceases and yields to divine action.
The state of silence is not attained by human powers, but
is a gift of God. For Isaac, spiritual prayer is participation
in the age to come, an experience of paradise already in
earthly life. The attainment of the contemplation for which
the saints will be worthy in the age to come is granted to the
human person already in earthly life through spiritual prayer
(Alfejev 2024, 248, 250-251).

Isaac’s attention to eternal life led him to a theological in-
sight that was central for him and that, throughout the his-
tory of Eastern Christian thought, inspired further reflection
while also provoking opposition. This is the question of
apokatastasis, a term denoting a kind of restoration of the
originally intended state of the world and the speculative
teaching concerning the universal salvation of everyone and
everything, including the fallen angels or evil spirits as en-
emies of God and human beings. This teaching includes the
view that hell will ultimately be abolished. In the Greek and
Syriac theological traditions, apokatastasis was advocated
by some Church Fathers, among them Gregory of Nyssa, and
by certain mystics, among them Evagrius Ponticus, though
not as a dogmatic truth, but as a possibility and an object of
hope. At the end of history, that is, in the eschaton defined
by the promised second coming of Christ into the world,
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God is to become “all in all,” as the apostle Paul already in-
directly states in the First Letter to the Corinthians (15:28).
The essence of Isaac’s apokatastasis lies in its emphasis on
the radical and gratuitous mercy of God, poured out upon
all human beings and creatures, from which no evil can fi-
nally escape (Sirca 2024, 348; Kimel 2017, 198-202). Isaac does
indeed believe that, at the second coming of Christ and the
Last Judgment that will accompany it, the righteous will be
separated from the unrighteous and that the unrighteous
will find themselves in hell. Yet this belief does not prevent
him from hoping in divine mercy, which leads him to the
thought that the torment of sinners in hell cannot be ever-
lasting. If evil, sin, death, and hell do not have God as their
principle, can they truly be considered eternal? In his judg-
ment, Isaac proceeds from a doctrine broadly accepted in
the Christian tradition: that God is not the creator of evil and
that evil is therefore without being, or a kind of “parasite”
upon the good. According to Isaac, God will therefore abol-
ish sin and death, even though the “end of hell” remains a
mystery that lies beyond both human reason and the dog-
matic teaching of the Church. Isaac hopes that this state will
come about, even if it may be preceded by a kind of interme-
diate period in which sinners find themselves in hell because
of the “pedagogical” need for the purification of their sins.
Hope for the transformation of creation at the end of world
history awakens in Isaac gratitude to God, whose mercy has
no limits (Alfejev 2024, 310-312).

Eschatological orientation occupies a central place in Isaac’s
spirituality. Isaac’s ascetic striving is always suspended be-
tween present ascetic effort and future fulfillment in the
kingdom of God. In his thought, the connection between
the “already” and the “not yet” appears in the conviction
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that, by divine grace, the human person is both able and
obliged to purify the heart and to experience God'’s love
in earthly life. Isaac’s understanding of eschatology is inter-
twined with the notion of authentic knowledge: such knowl-
edge is existential and signifies an experiential participation
in divine life, beginning in the human interior and culmi-
nating in cosmic eternity (Vesa 2018, 112-115). Among the
important emphases of Isaac’s thought are gratitude and
eschatological hope. He understands human existence as
a gift that proceeds from God's free and gratuitous love.
Divine mercy surpasses a juridical understanding of justice,
since even the commandments and the Last Judgment are
subordinated to the logic of love, which never ceases to act
and whose purpose is the integral healing of the human
person. With regard to gratitude and eschatological hope,
Isaac does not develop a systematically elaborated doctrine.
Rather, he offers a kind of spiritual intuition that calls the hu-
man person to use freedom and responsibility by surrender-
ing oneself into God’s embrace (Alfejev 2024, 68-71, 77-80,
87-89, 321-326).

Aftermath and legacy

The rapid spread of Islam, which took place through the
Arab conquests from the seventh to the ninth century,
brought about a social and cultural transformation in the
eastern Mediterranean, the Arabian Peninsula, and Persia.
Christianity became the religion of politically subordinate
groups, while Syriac lost its broader role as a literary and
liturgical language to Arabic. At the same time, however, it
acquired a new importance as a mediator between Greek
and Arabic learning. The reason for translation into Arabic
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was the Islamic world’s need for access to Greek science and
philosophy, which led to the involvement of Syriac scholars
in the intercultural transmission of knowledge. In later cen-
turies, this transmission also influenced the Latin West. Syri-
ac culture thus moved from an originally theological frame-
work into one that was also scientific and mediatory (Brock
2009, 120-128). Despite the generally Christian character of
the Syriac literary tradition, it cannot be limited to a single
field. Biblical exegesis formed its theological foundation,
liturgy remained the central bearer of identity, canon law
reflected the institutional maturity of the Oriental Church,
and monastic literature, with its ascetic and mystical con-
tent, reached its high point in Evagrius and Isaac (ibid., 5;
106; 110-114; 119-122). The corpus of Syriac literature also in-
cluded historical chronicles that recorded ecclesiastical and
political changes, while more modestly represented secular
and scientific writings confirmed its broader cultural scope
(ibid., 122-130).

The overall development of Syriac literary culture between
the second and ninth centuries reveals an internally coher-
ent process: political pressures fostered institutional con-
solidation, while cultural contacts encouraged intellectual
openness. Syriac literature may therefore be defined as
both an independent and a mediating component of East-
ern Christianity, one that made a significant contribution to
the intellectual achievements of late antiquity and the early
Middle Ages. The tradition under discussion broadened the
horizon of classical Christian thought by showing that the-
ology is not grounded solely in the clear definition of con-
cepts and events through philosophical learning, but also in
meditative immersion in mystery. In this way, the diversity of
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ancient and medieval Christianity becomes evident, as is the
legitimacy of different theological expressions. An ascetic-
mystical orientation occupied a central place in this tradi-
tion. In Evagrius Ponticus and Isaac the Syrian, it is especially
clear that knowledge of God is not the result of specula-
tive reflection, but of inner transformation, the purification
of thoughts, and perseverance in prayer. Syriac Christian-
ity thus complements the Greek and Latin traditions. For
this reason, Syriac Christian literature remains an important
source for understanding the relationship between spiritual
experience and historical context, and contributes to a more
comprehensive view of the Christian intellectual heritage.
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Izbrani vidiki (zgodnje) sirske krs¢canske
literarne kulture

Povzetek

Clanek obravnava sirsko literarno kulturo kot samostojen
tok anti¢nega in zgodnjesrednjeveskega krs¢anstva, ki se je
razvil na meji med rimskim in perzijskim svetom. Izhodis¢e
omenjene kulture je sirski jezik, literarna in liturgi¢na
oblika aramejscine, ki je od 3. do 5. stoletja postal osrednji
izraz aramejsko govorecih kristjanov. Ker so te skupnosti
potrebovale jezik oznanjevanja, bogosluzja in notranje
povezanosti, se je sirs¢ina uveljavljala skupaj s Sirjenjem
krSCanstva. Polozaj sirskih kristjanov v perzijskem okolju je
bil zaznamovan s politicno napetostjo, saj so jih sasanidske
oblastizaradi povezav skristjanivrimskem cesarstvu pogosto
obravnavale kot nezanesljive podloznike. Preganjanja v
4. stoletju so okrepila njihovo notranjo organizacijo in
spodbudila nastanek besedil za ohranjanje skupnostne
identitete. Sirsko krd¢anstvo se je tako oblikovalo kot izvirna
semitska recepcija Kristusovega oznanila, ne kot podaljsek
grske ali latinske teologije.

Osrednja osebnost zgodnje sirske literarne kulture je Efrem
Sirski (ok.306-373). Njegova teologija je poeti¢na, saj izhaja iz
zavesti, da boZje skrivnosti ni mogoce iz¢rpati s pojmi. Efrem
zavraca poskus, da bi ¢lovek postavljal meje Neskon¢nemu,
in raje uporablja simbolno govorico. Simbol pri njem ni okras
ali ponazoritev, temvec duhovna pot do Boga. Stvarstvo in
Sveto pismo sta napolnjena z znameniji, ki ¢loveka vabijo
v osebni odnos z Bogom. P3eni¢no zrno, ki umre in obro-
di sad, je znacilno znamenje vstajenjske dinamike krs¢an-
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skega Zivljenja. Clanek nato obravnava Evagrija Pontskega
(345-399), grskega meniskega avtorja, ki je mo¢no vplival na
sirsko asketsko izrocilo. Njegov pomen je v natancni analizi
¢lovekovega notranjega boja. Nauk o osmih gresnih mislih
oziroma nagnjenjih — pozresnosti, necistosti, lakomnosti, Za-
losti, jezi, naveli¢anosti, neCimrnosti in napuhu - predstavlja
zgodnjo obliko krs¢anske duhovne psihologije. Greh zanj ni
le posamezno dejanje, temvec proces, ki se za¢ne v spominu
in navezanosti. Zdravljenje zato zahteva askezo, branje sve-
topisemskih besedil in ocis¢enje uma. Evagrijev vrh je nauk
o Cisti molitvi, ki ni le izgovarjanje besed ali pobozno ¢ustvo,
temvec stanje zbranega in ocis¢enega uma pred Bogom.
Njegova trditev, da je teolog tisti, ki moli, pomeni zavrnitev
zgolj spekulativne teologije — resni¢no spoznanje Boga se
poraja iz notranje preobrazbe, ne iz intelektualne dovrseno-
sti. Ta poudarek je zaznamoval grsko, sirsko in pozneje tudi
zahodno menisko izrocilo. Najizrazitejsi predstavnik sirske
asketsko-misti¢ne literature je Izak Sirski (ok. 613—700). Po
kratkem Skofovskem obdobju se je umaknil v samoto, nje-
gova dela pa zaznamujejo znacilno meniske teme, npr. kesa-
nje, solze, molk, notranje ozdravljenje in eshatolosko upanje.
Asketskega zivljenja ne razume kot pravni sistem zaslug in
kazni, temvec kot zdravljenje ¢lovekovih ¢utov, volje in razu-
ma ter hrepenenje po bozji milosti. Njegova osrednja tema je
bozje usmiljenje, ki presega zgolj pravno razumevanje pra-
vi¢nosti. Posebno mesto ima duhovna molitev kot prehod
onkraj besed, podob in razumskega sklepanja. V najvisjem
stanju molitev umolkne, ¢lovek pa v tihoti in cudenju sprej-
me delovanje Boga. Tak$no stanje je predokus prihodnjega
veka in izkusnja raja ze v zemeljskem zivljenju. Iz tega izhaja
tudi Izakovo upanje v kon¢no obnovo stvarstva — ¢e Bog ni
stvarnik zla in ¢e zlo nima lastnega bivanja, potem greh, smrt
in pekel ne morejo imeti zadnje besede. Tega ne podaja kot
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dogmati¢no trditev, temvec kot izraz upanja v neskonc¢no
bozZje usmiljenje.

Po vzponu islama je sirska krs¢anska kultura izgubila nekda-
njo SirSo jezikovno vlogo, vendar je dobila novo priloznost.
Sirski ucenjaki so postali posredniki med grsko in arabsko
ucenostjo, zlasti na podro&ju znanosti in filozofije. Clanek
zato pokaze, da sirska krs¢anska literatura ni obrobno izroci-
lo, temve¢ pomemben sestavni del krs¢anske intelektualne
zgodovine. Njena posebna vrednost je v tem, da teologijo
razume kot pot notranje preobrazbe - Boga se ne spoznava
predvsem z opredelitvami, temvec s simboli, molitvijo, oci-
$¢enjem srca in vstopanjem v skrivnost.



