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il , 56 The Bible in the Syriac Tradition 

the biblica l tex t. Thus, for the Bible to 'comt: to life' and to 
b ecome spiritually m eaningfu l there is need for openness to, and 
co-operation with, the Spirit on the part of the reader '(or 
hearer) .of the Bible, for only th~n wBI the reade r become aware 
of the spiritual truths hidden within scripture. . Thus St. 
Ephrcm says in onc of his hymns, <fThe Scriptures are laid 
out like a mirror, and he whose eye is'· Jucid sees within them 
the mirror of Truth" (Hymns on F~ith 67:8) . ' . ,. ,. 

" St. Ephrcm says emphatically ,on a number of occasions 
that it is wrong to read the Bible in a literal way, forthi. will 
lead to all sorts of misconceptions. Thus, for example, in one 
of his hymns on Paradise (11:6) he says, 

If someone concentrates his attc.ntion 
solely ' on the metaphors \'vhich arc used of God's majesty, 
he then abuses and misrcprcsents that majes~y 

by means of those same meta phors 
with which God has clothed himself fOl" man's own benefit; 
such a person is ungrateful to God's grace 
which has bent down its stature to the level of human 
childishness: 
Even though God has nothing in common with humanity 
nevertheless he clothed himself in the likeness of humanity 
in order to bring humanity to the likeness of himself. 

,Ephrcm often speaks of God as 'clot hillg himsel f in names 
(?r metaphors)' in the Old Testament, a s , a . pr.eludc to his 
"clothing himself in the human bod y' at the Incarnation. But 
we should not abuse God's cond eSt:ension in making himse lf 
known to humanity in this way by taking these metaphors 
literally: 

Let us g ive thanks to God 
who clothed himself in the nan.les of the body's variou..; 
parts: 
Scripture refcrs to his rears', 
to tcach us that he listens to us; 
it speaks of his reyes', to show that he sees us. 
Tt was just the names of such things that he put on. 
Although in his true Being there is no wrath or regret, 
yet he put on these names too, because of our weakness. 
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\Vc shou ld realize that, if hc had not put on .~hc n~mes of 
such things, ' , 

jt would not .havc been possible for. him 
to speak with us humans: 

!.I he ,:lrew clo~c to 1:lS , bYn~e.an~, 9f " vh;:lt j.tbc.lppg~. ~o us; , 
he clothed him~elf I in qur ~ang~ag,e/! S0 : ,th~~ t},le" j might' 

.. clothe us .. ' I.,,:' ,i ' , .1 . 
in his mode . of.Iife .. , I;I:c ~skc.d for-our form (Philippians 2.:7) 
and put this on; thcn, as a father with his chjldrcri/ . 
he spoke with our childish statc. . 

' , ' ': '; . :. • I l.j .,,1,', 

It is om> m'ctaphors that h~ put Qn"":though 'he-;d id not 
litcrally do so! ' I . I • • 1 ,"" \rt. " 

He thcn too.1.: thcm ofT -":"without actu~lly \ dofn'g':so: \;: 
. when wearing them; ~c \\:,as at the "samc ' t'ime ' st~:i'ppcd of 

them' I • '. • I. 

hc p~ts one on whcn it is beneficial, I 

thc:n, st rips it off [0 exchange' it for anothcr: , I 

The fact thac.lle strips: 00' and puts o~ all sorts of '~'et~phors 
tcJl~ ~I S that 1 the me~aphor doe,} ' not apply ' to hi~ true Being; 
because that Being is hidden, " I' I' 1"\ I 

h e has dcpicted it by means of what is visible. , 
(Hymns Oil Failh 31:1-3) 

A passagc of Scripture .. is cap~ble of only onc correct- hjsto~ 
I·jt:a l interpretation at a time; · such a restriction, ' however; docs 
lIot apply to spiritual interpretation: in that case, the mo're lucid 
and luminous the inner cyc of [elith is, lhe more spiritual intcr~ 
prc~~tions it ,will 'be ' capable of discovering. ~' ~-9 'EpHrem points 
out, lt .,,:ould b.~ very l>oring if" passage of Scripture ' had only 
tlllC spll'ltual meariing; ., 

If therc only existed ; a single se nsc 'for thc ' words of S cri-
. pturc, then the· ·first' commentator who came alo'ng would 
disco vcr it, and other hearcrs would · expcrience ncithcr 
thc . labour of searching, nor the joy of discovcry. Rather, 
each word of OUT Lord has its own form , and each form 

' has its own mcmbers, and cach member has its own cha-
l ' actez:. , And each individual person understand s according 
to h.i~ 1 capacity, and hc' intcrprets the passage as is grantcd 
19lum. i. (Commentary on the Diatessaron 7.:22) . • 
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