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St. Basil the Great and the Syrian Christian Tradi t ion 

St. Basil t he Great , t he fou r th century 1 bishop of Caesarea 
in Cappadocia (modern Kayseri , Turkey) is universally recognized 
as a great Doctor of the Church whose wri t ings on the Holy 
Spiri t and against the heret ic Eunomius made a significant con t -
r ibu t ion to the Church's defeat of Arianism and Sem<-Arianism 
which so nearly swept or thodoxy aside. As a monas t ic legislator 
he is personally responsible for the rules of life followed today in 
most monasteries and convents of the Byzant ine Orthodox churches, 
and his guiding influence is freely admi t ted by the great western 
legislator, St. Bendict , in the in t roduc t ion to his own rule. His 
epistles and other wr i t ings reveal a man of the deepest sp i r i tua-
l i ty , and contemporar ies and later historians describe him as a 
diocesan bishop of ex t raord inary abi l i ty and dedication. All of 
this is well known and can be found in any of the s tandard 
tex tbooks and pr imers of church dogmatics, bu t , as l a m sure 
everyone in th i s room is only too well aware, these works, wi th 
very few exceptions, ent i rely ignore the Christian Orient . As a 
resul t one is left wi th the s trong impression t h a t a l though St. Basil 
was a Doctor of the Church, he was essentially a Doctor of the 
western, Greek and La t in speaking, church. I t is my case, however 
t h a t his popularity and au tho r i ty wi thin Syrian Christianity 
should not be underest imated and, indeed, t h a t any exposition of 
t h e development of Syrian theology which fails to consider a t 
least the possibility of his influence cannot be regarded as t r u l y 
comprehensive. 

• Dr. David G. K. Taylor is teaching at St. Anne's College, Oxford, and 
is a specialist in Semitic languages. 

1. A. D. 330-379, 
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5 0 THE HARP 

Before descr ib ing t h e n a t u r e and e x t e n t of t h e Bas i l i an 
w r i t i n g s preserved in Syriac I wish t o begin by r e c o u n t i n g a p o p u l a r 
legend which describes t h e m e e t i n g in Caesarea b e t w e e n St. Bas i l 
and his c o n t e m p o r a r y St. E p h r a i m . Th i s a ccoun t is f o u n d in b o t h 
Greek and Syr iac sources , t h e t e x t s concerned be ing t h e Pseudo ~ 
Amph i loch i an l i fe of Bas i l , an e n c o m i u m of Basi l a t t r i b u t e d ( in-
cor rec t ly ) t o St . E p h r a i m , t h e Syr iac a c t s of E p h r a i m , and an 
e n c o m i u m of St . E p h r a i m said to have been w r i t t e n by St . Gregory 
of Nyssa , Bas i l ' s b r o t h e r 2 . T h e o u t l i n e of t h e s to ry is as fo l lows: 
St . E p h r a i m , a lone in his deser t so l i tude , b u r n e d w i t h t h e desire 
t o m e e t St . Basi l and so he p r a y e d t h a t God m i g h t show h i m 
w h a t k ind of a p e r s o n St. Basil was. I m m e d i a t e l y t h e r e appea red 
to h im a great, c o l u m n of lire whose s u m m i t reached t o heaven , 
and he hea rd a d iv ine voice say ing , ' E p h r a i m , j u s t as t h i s c o l u m n 
of fire wh ich y o u have seen, so is Basil ' . No longer able to r e m a i n 
in the deser t E p h r a i m f o u n d a t r a n s l a t o r and set o u t a t once f o r 
Caesarea. Fie a r r i v e d on the l eas t of t he E p ' p h a n y a n d made his 
way t o the ma in church where he did himself in the c r o w d t h a t 
w a s g a t h e r i n g for t h e service. W h e n St . Basi l e n t e r e d t h e c h u r c h 
in p rocess ion , robed in magn i f i cen t v e s t m e n t s and s u r r o u n d e d by 
deacons and aco ly tes E;>hraim was d i smayed a n d wo n d e red whe -
t h e r t h i s could t r u l y be t h e s a i n t whose wisdom and h u m i l i t y 
were r e n o w n e d t h r o u g h o u t Chr i s t endom. W h e n Basil began t o 
e x p o u n d t h e Holy Sc r ip tu r e s , h o w e v e r , E p h r a i m saw the H o l y 
Sp i r i t speaking t h r o u g h his m o u t h in t h e fo rm of a t o n g u e of 
fire (or, acco id ing to o ther vers ions , as a dove) and E p h r a i m ' s 
e n t h u s i a s m reached such a p i t ch t h a t w h e n t h e c o n g r e g a t i o n 
pe r iod ica l ly expressed iis a p p r e c i a t i o n b y c ry ing ' aha ! ' he could 
n o t r e s t r a i n himself f rom c ry ing it o u t a loud t w i c e , ' a h a ! a h a ! ' . 
A f t e r w a r d s Basil perceived, by the i n s p i r a t i o n of the H o l y S p i r i t , 
t h a t St . E p h r a i m was p r e s e n t in t h e crowd and despa tched a 
deacon who, a f t e r severa l a t t e m p t s , pe r suaded t h e ho ly mrm t o 
m e e t t h e a rchb i shop in p r i v a t e . W h e n St . E p h r a i m en te red t h e 
r o o m St . Basil is said to have gree ted h i m wiLh the kiss of peace 
and t h e n t o have p r o s t r a t e d himself a t h i s f ee t , a n d on ly 1hen 
t o have g iven h i m c o m m u n i o n . The t w o sa in t s t a l ked t o g e t h e r 
fo r some t i m e by means of t h e t r a n s l a t o r arid t h e n E p h r a i m 
asked Basi l t o in te rcede for him w i t h God t h a t h e m i g h t be 

2. These sources have bern tho-o " 'h 'y exam n:d by O. Rousseau in L'Orient 
Syrien vols. 2,3, (Paris, 1957-58). 
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enabled to speak Greek. In reply Basil insisted tha t Ephraim should 
receive the order of the diaconate, and sure enough when Basil 
placed his hands upon him and recited the prayer of ordination 
Ephraim replied in Greek. By means of this divine blessing the 
two saints were able to talk fur ther of theology and the church, 
and only af terwards did St. Ephraim le tu rn home. As a coda to 
the account of this meeting it is also reported that a noblewoman 
of Caesarea who had repentt d of her sins wrote out her confession on 
a piece of paper, sealed it, and took it to St. Basil, asking him to in-
tercede with God on her behalf. After he had prayed for a night they 
opened the paper and discovered tha t all but one of the sins, the 
most serious, had disappeared. Basil then instructed her to travel 
to Ephraim in Edessa for he alone would be able to seek God's 
forgiveness for such a sin. She eventually traced the Syrian saint 
but he denied having any such power of intercession and sent 
her back to Basil. She returned however, only to encounted 
Basil's funeral procession for he had died during her absence. In 
total despair the poor woman threw herself down on the ground 
and bpmoaned her lot, but one of the clergy, who was curious 
to discover the nature of her great sin, broke the seal of her 
document and discovered (presumably with some frust ra t ion) tha t 
it too had now vanished. So, the narrator concludes, 'by the 
prayers of Basil and of Ephraim, and by the woman's fai th and 
perseverence, all of her sins were blosted out. ' 

Despite the many legendary accretions to these stories, the 
inconsistencies and the clear contradiction« of known historical 
facts (the last story, for example, must necessarily be fictitious 
since Ephraim died in A. D. 373, six years before Basil) I would 
still like to believe tha t they contain a kernel of t r u th , t ha t 
Ephraim and Banl may actually have met, whatever the circum-
stances. I am afraid however tha t there really is no historical 
support for this. Not least, one simply cannot ignore the to ta l 
silence on the mat ter of both supposed participants. But this 
lack of historical credibility does not mean that the stories are 
left without any scholarly value. We are still left asking why 
the stories were wri t ten, and what significance they had for their 
Greek and Syriac speaking audiences. At the mundane level 
one supposes tha t the stories originally arose because of the 
widespread knowledge tha t the two saints were contemporary 
opponents of heresy in approximately the same geographical 
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region. This initial presumption can only have been strengthened 
by Basil's mention in the De Spiritu Scmclo [XXIX .74] of 'a 
certain Mesopotamian, a man at once well skilled in the language 
and of unperverted opinion', and again in the Hexaemeron [11.6] 
of 'a Syrian who was as ignorant in the wisdom of this world as 
he was versed in the knowledge of the Truth ' . As early as 528 
when Severus of Antioch wrote his treatise against John the 
Grammarian we find this Mesopotamian being identified as 
Ephraim, and in the Syriac acts of Ephraim these references 
have been developed into full blown episodes in Ephraim's life. 
(It may be of some interest to note tha t in the th i r teenth century 
Bar Hebraeus discussed this passage a t some length but even-
tual ly decided against such an identification). If these were the 
origins of the story's basic framework it is nonetheless clear 
tha t a number of other motives have been at play in i ts fur ther 
development. Rousseau in his useful s tudy of the sources3 sugge-
sts tha t it has been expanded into an account almost of the 
canonisation of Ephraim by St. Basil, perhaps by Greek speaking 
Syrians who wished to demonstrate to their Greek neighbours 
and coreligionists the value of their heritage and the orthodoxy 
of their forebears. This argument has much to commend it , but 
we must riot forget tha t not only were these stories t ranslated 
and circulated within Syriac speaking communities bu t they 
were expanded yet fur ther . I would be fascinated to know 
therefore what these Syrian circles considered to be the under-
lying message of the account, for they surely can have had no 
doubts concerning the ' legitimacy' or 'orthodoxy, of the greatest 
of their Church Fathers. The key issue lias to be the relationship 
between Basil and Ephraim, but here we find a number of confus-
ing indicators. Oil the one hand it is Ephraim, who longs to see 
Basil, and who through him receives the diaconate and tha t 
(apparently) greatest of divine gifts, the knowledge of Greek. On 
the other hand it is Basil who prostrates himself before Ephraim, 
and it appears to be Ephraim who is able to induce God's 
forgiveness of the female peni tent ' s great sin. One might argue 
tha t for the Syriac speaking community the association of 
Ephraim with Basil increased the former's prestige and standing, 
but if so this implies tha t they themselves had an extremely high 
regard for St. Basil. If, however, they considered St. Ephraim to 

3.; op. cit. 
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be the greatest of the pair, which on balance seems more likely, 
then their acceptance of a story in which he receives his diaconate 
through Basil clearly also provides us with an interesting insight 
into their evaluation of the Gappadocian father. Nothing is certain, 
but 1 think that we can say with some conviction that whatever 
the Syrian analysis of this relationship the work itself gained 
wide circulation because through this story the phil-hellenic 
West Syrian scholars of the sixth and seventh centuries were 
able to affirm tha t they too were the heir of the pre-Chalce-
douian Greek fathers, Basil being regarded as pre-eminent amongst 
these, and tha t they thus had every right to study and expound 
his theology as they saw fit. 

At this point in my paper you may be glad to hear tha t 
an estimation of St. Basil's significance and influence within the 
Syrian Christian tradit ion does not depend solely upon the rather 
speculative analvsis of bilingual legendary material, for it is clear 
tha t many of his writings were available in Syriac soon af ter , 
perhaps even during, his own lifetime and they were widely 
studied. 

The Basilian texts which have survived in Syriac are as 
foil ows: The Ascelica the Hexoemeron (an account of the creation), 
the De Spiritu Sancto, the Contra Evnomium, the homilies, many 
of his epistles (more are preserved in Syriac than in any other 
version, and these are supplemented by a number of pseudo-
nymous let ters) , and finally a number of liturgical texts . [The 
best and most recent bibliography of these writing was produced 
by Paul Fedwick in 19814]. Quite incredibly none of these Syriac 
translations (with the exception of some of the liturgical texts) 
have ever been published, and so our knowledge of their precise 
contents is extremely limited. There has been some movement. 
I have myself just completed an edition of the De Spiriln Sarido 
and am in the process of t ranslat ing it and I believe that a North 
American scholar has begun work on the Hememeron Gribormnt 
edited, and subjected to rigorous study, a few small passages of 
t h e A s c e t i c a in h i s 'Hisloire du texle dea Asreliqws de s. Bisile5', 
and Sebastian Brock wrote an article6 on the Syriac manuscript 

4. P. J. Fedwick' Basil of Caesarea: Christian, Humanist, Ascetic, (Toronto, 
1981). 

5. Loivain. 1953. 
6. S. P. B o:k, 'Basil's Homily on Deut xv 9: Som" rema-ks on the Syriac 

manuscript tradition. Texte Untersuchnugen, Bd. 133, (Berlin, 1987). 
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t r ad i t ion of Basil 's homily on Deu te ronomy XV.9 (an ar t ic le 
whose impor tance extends far beyond i ts immedia te subject 
m a t t e r ) as well as several o thers ou t l in ing the deve lopment of 
S t r i a e t r an s l a t i on technique . 

St. Basil 's wr i t ings were not only preserved and s tud ied 
w i t h i n the Syrian Or thodox Church, b u t also w i t h i n t h e Church 
of the Eas t , as we a re told by the eas te rn scholar Iso Menah 
wr i t ing in Arabic in 1036: 'Basil le f t us, amongst o ther works, a 
book on the Hexameron , an exp lana t ion of cer ta in remarkab le 
psalms of t he prophe t David, several t rea t i ses on fas t ing and 
prayer , a work on the monast ic rule of life, and l e t t e r s and 
polemics wi th Eunomius . ' (Mar 'Abd Yesu ' wro te similarly in 
1298, though he was far less specific). 

This would appear t o suppor t t h e claims of both B a u m s t a r k 7 

and Ortiz de Urb ina 8 in their respect ive surveys of Syriac l i tera-
t u r e t h a t t he t r ans la t ions of the fou r th cen tu ry Greek fa the r s 
an teda te the christological divisions of t he m i d - f i f t h c e n t u r y . 
(After th i s t ime of course, the m u t u a l hos t i l i ty of t he var ious 
churches would have made the i r d isseminat ion v i r tua l ly impo-
ssible). Several of the Syriac manuscr ip t s are themselves very old. 
One9 has been dated by the great Br i t i sh scholar Wr igh t to t h e 
f i f th c. n t u r y , and ano ther 10 is dated in a colophon to AD 509. 
F u r t h e r m o r e it is qu i te clear t h a t nei ther is t h e au tograph copy 
of the original t r ans l a t i on lo r a number of scribal e r ro r s have 
appeared in the tex t , pa r t i cu la r ly omissions of phrases and lines 
due to the scrbe misreading his exemplar . The grea t age of t h e 
t r an s l a t i on is f u r t h e r confirmed by a var ie ty of archaic l inguis t ic 
fea tu res and by the na tu re of its biblical c i ta t ions . An extensive 
examina t ion of these c i t a t ions has led tne to the firm belief t h a t 
th^ Gospel text, being used was T a t i a n ' s Diatexs'iron. Devia t ions 
f rom the Old Syriac t e x t u r e nearly a lways suppor ted by a number 
of the known Diatessario witnesses and the re are many l u r m o -

7. A. Ba msta^, Geschichte der syrischen Literatur mit Ausschluss der christlich 
- palästinensischen Texte, (Bonn, 1958). 

8. I O tiz de U na, Patrologia Syriaca, (Rom , 1922). 
9. B. M. Add. 17143. 

10. B. M. Add. 14542. 
11. B. M. Add. 12150. 
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nistic readings. Whenever these q u o t a t i o n s over lap those in t h e 
t r ans l a t i ons of t h e woiks of Clement , T i tu s of Bos t ra , and Eir-ebtus 
which are preserved in a manusc r ip t da ted to AD 411 they appear 
to correspond closely. The c i t a t ions of the Pau l ine epist les conform 
to the oLher Old Syr iac f r agmen t s of th is t e x t and b o t h the 
Hexaemeron and t h e De Spiritu Sando ci te Acts 5 29 in an in t e r ro -
ga t ive form, " W h o is i t app rop r i a t e to obey ? God or m e n ? " , 
a reading found only in the so called 'Wes te rn ' t e x t t r a d i t i o n 
of Acts , a p r e -Pes i t t a t e x t , and t h u s ind ica t ive of an ear ly date . 

One final piece of evidence for t h e date of t he Syriac t r a n -
la t ions was produced by Gr ibomont in his s tudy of the Ascetica. 
He discovered t h a t t h e Syriac t e x t agreed in m a n y deta i ls wi th 
the La t in versions t r ans l a t ed by Ruf inus in 396, and t h a t t hey 
were both wi tness to a n early Greek tex t which has since been 
lost . I t appears t h a t this relat ively shor t work was f u r t h e r deve-
loped by Basil a t a la ter d ite and tha t th i s 'revised ed i t ion ' t h e n 
superseded the earlier ed i t ion in Greek speaking communi t ies . 
R a t h e r r e l u c t a n t l y Gr ibomont concluded t h a t " i t is n o t impo-
ssible t h a t t he t r ans l a t ion dates back to a period close t o Basi l ' s 
own l i fe t ime" . 1 2 Pau l Fedwick wen t f u r t h e r , saying t h a t t he 
work " w a s t aken to Syria p robab ly dur ing Basil 's l i fe t ime" . 1 3 

We know for cer ta in t hough t h a t ivhen J o h n bar Aphton ia visi ted 
a series of Syr ian monaster ies a t the end of the f i f th c e n t u r y lie 
found t h e Ascetica in common usage. 

I t is no t in t r ins ica l ly improbable t h a t Basil 's works were 
t r ans l a t ed a t such an early date for f r o m his own epis t les we 
know t h a t he was in correspondence w i t h Chr is t ians and church 
leaders l iving in Serug, Haleb, H a r a n , Qenneshrin Edessa. He 
t ravel led widely in Mesopotamia ra l ly ing suppor t for t h e o r thodox 
cause. Sozomen wro te in his Church History (XXI) : "Ar i an i sm met 
wi th similar opposi t ion a t the same period in Osroene and Cappa-
docia. Basil , bishop of Caesarea, and Gregory, bishop of Nazianzen, 
were held in high esteem and admi ra t ion t h r o u g h o u t these reg ions" . 
(Osroene was of course the province en t red on Edessa). I t is t hus 
possible t h a t these t r ans l a t ions were produced a t t he famous 
school in Edessa which was also responsible for the t r an s l a t i ons 

12. op. cit„ p. 147. 
13. op. cit., p. 455. 
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of Eusebius of Caesarea, Titus of Bostra and Theodore of Mop-
suestia. Such was its reputat ion tha t Rabbula, the bishop of 
Edessa at the beginning of the fifth century, tells us tha t he was 
sent the writings of Cyril of Alexandria by the author himself 
t ha t he might have them translated into Syriac. 

I t is important for us to realise, however tha t Basilis 
popularity was not merely an early and short lived phenomenon. 
I have already mentioned tha t at the end of the fifth (or possibly 
early sixlh) century John bar Aphtonia discovered wide usage 
of the Ascetica. Their influence, and tha t of the other Basilian 
writings can also be seen in a remarkable sixth century let ter 
of Philoxenus of Mabbug to an Edessene monk named Patricius 14 

Philoxenus was clearly imbued with the principles of Basilian 
asceticism, and the whole let ter focuses on one of the most 
important of these, that every Christian should obey all of the 
divine commandments, without exception. Philoxenus' replies to 
Patricius' questions also make it clear tha t in Edessa a t t ha t 
period Basil was being claimed as a supporter of both the 
coenobitic and the eremitic forms of monasLieism. (He manages 
to reconcile the two views by aiguing tha t the community life 
was preferable for the majori ty of monks, but tha t those who 
were particularly advanced, or who needed to combat powerful 
passions, could gain great advantage from the solitary life). 

In the next, the seventh century enthusiasm for Basil's 
wriiings was still a t such a peak t ha t a number were retrans-
lated into Syriac from the Greek. This is certainly the case for 
the homilies the contra euromiuin and the De Spiritu Sancto, 
and possibly also for the Hexaemeron. Whereas the earlier 
t ranslat ion was very free in its t rea tment of the Greek original, 
of ten paraphrasing and expanding, the second translat ion was 
much more precise, closely following the Greek. In this it finds 
many parallels with the translation techniques of such scholars 
as Paul of Telia, Thomas of Harquel, and Jacob of Edessa, and 
so we must presume tha t the t ransla tors of the Basilian texts 
came from similar circles. 

14. Patrologia Orientalis XXX 
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A ninth century manuscript of this later t ranslat ion of 
Basil's homilies is kept today in the library of Cambridge 
university.1 5 Paul Fedwick commented on this volume tha t "one 
cannot help noticing tha t his works were not. just ' s i t t ing there 
on the shelves', but t ha t they were also read and assiduously 
s tudied" for the Cambridge manuscript "contains many marginal 
notes made by the readers who tried to either correct or improve 
the already quite literal t rans la t ion" . 

1 now want to bring forward one last piece of evidence 
for the s ta tus and populari ty of St. Basil amongst Syrian 
Christians. One evening whilst reading William Wright 's great 
catalogue of the British Library's collection of Syriac manuscripts1 6 

I began out of curiosity to count the number of volumes con-
taining the works, or excerpts from the works, of various church 
fathers. 1 realise tha t this hardly counts as scientific evidence 
for by far the majori ty of the manuscripts were obtained from 
a single Syrian Orthodox monastery, St. Mary Deipara, in 
Egypt 's Nitr ian desert. Furthermore my ari thmetic is not always 
reliable. Nevertheless 1 was quite surprised by the pa t t e rn t ha t 
emerged. I counted one hundred volumes for St. Ephraim, f i f ty -
eight for Philoxenus of Mabbug, and sixty-four for St. Basil, a 
much higher figure than I had expected. The only Syriac writer 
other than Ephraim to surpass Basil's total was Jacob of Serug, 
and of the Greek writers only John Chrysostom and Severus of 
Antioch. 

So much remains to be done within the field of Syriac 
studies tha t it seems presumptuous to advance yet another 
subject as deserving of especial at tension. But if 1 have established 
anything of my case tha t the works of this man (who was widely 
accredited with the ordination of St. Ephraiin) were t ranslated 
a t the earliest of dates and tha t they were studied, and retrans-
lated and tha t they continued to exercise great influence« for 
more than a thousand years, then I hope tha t other scholars 
will begin to edit and publish the Syriac versions of St. Basil's 
writings. How can we hope to gain a complete understanding 
of Syrian monasticism wilhout an edition of the Syriac Ascetica, 
or to discuss the popular Syriac genre of hexaemeral l i tera ture 
without having access to what was perhaps the earliest and 

www.malankaralibrary.com



5 8 THE HARP 

best known exemplar ? Above all else, however , I hope t h a t I 
have shown t h a t St . Basil canno t simply be categorised as a 
Byzan t ine or Catholic sa in t b u t t h a t he is, and a lways was, 
jus t as much a sa in t of t h e Syrian churches, b o t h E a s t e r n and 
Wes te rn , Chalcedonian and non-Chalcedodian . He is a church 
f a t h e r common to us all, and t h u s t r u l y , in t he words of a 
Syrian wr i t e r , U * * * o o t o J . , o » j " t h e l ight of 
every th ing (and one migh t add ' everyone ' ) under heaven . " 

THE GRATEST OF ALL GLORYING IS IN THE CROSS 

" E V E R Y deed of Chris t is a cause of glorying to t h e 
Catholic Chuich , b u t her grea ies t of all g lorying is in 
the Cross; and knowing this , Paul savs, But "God forbid 
that I should glory, save in the Cross of Christ. For wondrous 
indi-ed it was, ihat one who was bl ind f rom his b i r t h 
should receive sight in Siloam! b u t wha t is th i s compared 
wi th t h e blind of the whole world? A great th ing it was, 
and passing na ture , for Lazarus 1o rise again on t h e 
l o u r l h day; bu t the grace extended to h im alone, and 
w h a t was it compared with t h e dead in sins t h r o u g h o u t 
t he world? Marvellous it was, t h a t five loaves should 
pour fo r th food for t he five thousand; but w h a t is t h a t 
t o those who are famish ing in ignorance though all t h e 
world? It was marvel lous t h a t she should have b f e n 
loosed who had been buund by Sa t an eighteen years: ye t 
w h a t is this to all us, who were fast bound in t h e chains 
of our sins? B u t the glory of the Cross led those who 
were blind t h r o u g h ignorance in to l ight , loosed all who 
were held fast by sin, and ransomed the whole wor ld 
of m a n k i n d . " 

Cyril of Jerusa lem, Catechetical Lectures. 

15. U. L. 3175. 
16. W. Wright, Catalogue of Syriac Manuscripts in the British Museum acquired 

sina the year 1838. (3 voiS., London, 1870 72). 
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