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“SPIRIT IN THE BREAD; FIRE IN
THE WINE”: THE EUCHARIST
AS “LIVING MEDICINE” IN
THE THOUGHT OF EPHRAEM
THE SYRIAN

SIDNEY H. GRIFFITH

To the east of Byzantium in the fourth century, the era in which the faith of
Nicea came to its classical expression and the life of the church took on its
familiar liturgical forms, Ephraem the Syrian (c. 306-373) was undoubtedly
the thinker whose ideas would have the most powerful influence on later
generations. He wrote in Syriac, a dialect of the Aramaic language, which
carried with it a family relationship to the Jewish world in which Christianity
first appeared in the synagogue communities of Mesopotamia and Syria/
Palestine. It was this language which eventually carried the Christian faith
across the trade routes of Central Asia, eastward into China and southward
into India. But in Ephraem’s day, Syriac-speaking people living where he
lived, in the cities of Nisibis and Edessa, on the Roman Empire’s frontier
with Persia, were also intellectually and politically very much attuned to the
Greek-speaking culture of Asia Minor, and of the major ecclesiastical centers
in Antioch and Constantinople. Ephraem himself was the major literary
promoter of Roman imperial ideology in the region; in ecclesiology he fol-
lowed the line of Eusebius of Caesarea Maritima (c. 260—c. 340); in theology
he adhered to the teaching of the council of Nicea, strenuously combating
what he perceived to be the inquisitive rationalism of those he called “Arians”
and “Aetians”; in the east he was the relentless opponent of the teachings of
Marcion, Bar Daysan, and Mani.'
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226 Sidney H. Griffith

Ephraem served the church in Nisibis for most of his life, beginning in the
time of his patron, Bishop Jacob of Nisibis (d. 338), one of the signatories to
the decisions of the council of Nicea.? He left Nisibis as a refugee in the
year 363, when the city was handed over to the Persians as part of the price
of peace after the death of the emperor Julian on 26 June 363, while on
campaign against the Persians deep in Mesopotamia. Ephraem, along with
many other refugees from Nisibis, then took up residence in Edessa, where
he served the local bishop until his death on 9 June 373. All his life Ephraem
was a bishop’s man, possibly a deacon, definitely a teacher (malpand) and
commentator on the scriptures, an apologist/polemicist and a liturgical
poet.’ One modern scholar has written enthusiastically that Ephraem was
“the greatest poet of the patristic age and, perhaps, the only theologian-poet
to rank beside Dante”.*

After his death, Ephraem gained a wide reputation as a holy man, not only
in his own Syriac-speaking community but throughout the Byzantine world,
and later in the medieval west and Russia. Many Greek-speaking admirers,
particularly in the monastic communities of late antique and early medieval
times, both translated his spiritual counsels and themselves composed treatises
in Greek in his name.’ In this guise Ephraem has often been listed among the
fathers of monasticism and icons of him often portray him in a monk’s garb.
Even the standard Vita of Ephraem in Syriac reflects this development.® But
Ephraem was never in fact a recluse or a hermit, or even a monk in any
conventional sense of the term.” He was all his life long a busy pastoral
minister, whose main business was the composition of “teaching songs”
(madrashé) in Syriac, often to be presented at the divine liturgy. This was the
portrait that Ephraem himself penned in the final stanzas of one of his
memorable “teaching songs” at the end of his Hymns against Heresies. He
wrote prayerfully,

O Lord, may the works of your pastoral minister (‘allind) not be
discounted.
I will not then have troubled your sheep,
but as far as I was able,
I will have kept the wolves away from them,
and I will have built, as far as I was able,
enclosures of “teaching songs” (madriashé)
for the lambs of your flock.

I will have made a disciple

of the simple and unlearned man.
And I will have made him hold

onto the pastoral ministers’ (‘alliné) staff,
the healers’ medicine,

and the disputants” arsenal.’
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Although Ephraem wrote biblical commentary, prose refutations of the teach-
ings of those whose views he regarded as false, prose meditations, dialogue
poems and metrical homilies (1mémré), there can be no doubt that his preferred
genre was the “teaching song” (madrashd).” Translators have often called
these songs “hymns”, but since they are not primarily songs of praise, the
term is not really apt.” Rather, they are “teaching songs”, as Andrew Palmer
has happily styled them; they were to be chanted to the accompaniment of
the lyre (kenndrd), on the model of David, the Psalmist." Perhaps their closest
analogues are the Hebrew Piyyiitim, synagogue songs which enjoyed great
popularity in Palestine from the eighth century on, and which feature biblical
themes and literary devices very similar to those regularly used by Ephraem.”
They are also comparable to the Byzantine Kontakion. In fact, a good case can
be made for the suggestion that the most famous composer of Kontakia,
Romanos the Melode (d. after 555), who was a native of Emesa in Syria, was
actively influenced by Ephraem’s compositions.”

Ephraem composed his “teaching songs” (madrashé) for the liturgy. St.
Jerome says that in some churches they were recited after the scripture
lessons in the divine liturgy.”* And they have had a place in the liturgy of the
hours in the Syriac-speaking churches from the earliest periods for which
textual witnesses remain.” In his lifetime, Ephraem himself reportedly spent
time and energy rehearsing the groups who would perform the “teaching
songs” in church. What is more, according to one early witness, he insisted
that women take their rightful place in the church’s choirs. For this reason
Jacob of Sarug (d. 521) called Ephraem the “second Moses for women”."
What he meant was that because of their role in the public performance of
Ephraem’s “teaching songs”, women effectively became teachers in the
churches. Jacob of Sarug made the point explicitly. Rhetorically addressing
Ephraem, he said,

Your teaching opened the closed mouth of the daughters of Eve, and
now the congregations of the glorious [church] resound with their
voices.

It is a new sight that women would proclaim the Gospel, and now be
called teachers in the churches.”

The point not to be missed here is that the “teaching songs”, which the
women teachers were reciting, were the effective instruments of catechesis
in the Syriac-speaking congregations. And this catechesis consisted in poetic
meditations on the symbols and types which God distributed in nature and
scripture to lead people across the chasm separating creatures from their
Creator. For Ephraem’s theology is not propositional but typological and
symbolic. The symbols and types are not esoteric but commonplace. While
they come from both nature and the scriptures, it is the Bible that provides
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the horizon for their interpretation. And within the Bible, the Gospel is the
exegetical focal point; all the figures ultimately point to Christ. For Ephraem,
the symbols and types are so many verbal icons, and his thought is really
not so much theology as it is a sacramental iconology. Indeed, the image
of the image maker is one of Ephraem’s favorite figures of speech to refer to
the ways in which God has communicated with people in the Bible.” In this
way Ephraem’s thought is Semitic rather than Hellenic, flowing almost
directly from the discourse of the scriptures rather than commenting on
them.”

i

In the divine revelation, what one most often finds, according to Ephraem,
even in the names and titles of God, are manifest symbols, which he most
often calls rdzé (sing. rdzd) in Syriac, which in turn, by God’s grace, disclose
to the human mind those aspects of the hidden reality or truth which are
within the range of the capacities of human intelligence. Ephraem and other
Syriac writers use the word rdzd more in the sense of a “mystery-symbol”,
which is not so much mysterious in its function as it is indicative, disclosing
to human minds according to their capacities what is hidden from human
knowledge in its essence, such as the being of God and the course of the
economy of salvation. While rdzi is often synonymous with “type” in
Ephraem’s works, his use of the term goes well beyond what one normally
thinks of as the typological sense of the scriptures, i.e., words, actions, facts,
and narratives in the Old Testament that foreshadow their models in the
New Testament. For Ephraem, biblical typologies are indeed rizé, but so
are many things in nature, and also in the apostolic kerygma and the life
of the church, like sacraments. For him, the rdzé all point to the incarnate
Christ, who is “the Lord of the rdzé, who fulfills all rizé in his crucifixion”.”
So they may point forward from nature and scripture to Christ, who in turn
reveals his Father to the eye of faith, or they point from the church’s life
and liturgy back to Christ, who in turn reveals to the faithful believer the
events of the eschaton, the ultimate fulfillment of all creation in the econ-
omy of salvation. They may be biblical characters and their actions, facts
about nature or scripture, concrete objects heard, seen or used in scripture or
liturgy, or narratives almost cinematically imagined and poetically pre-
sented from Bible or life. They take their significance from the role they
play in highlighting Christ for the believer, or even embodying him for the
eyes of faith. Within this kaleidoscope of images a coherent figure of church
and faith emerges, sufficient to ground a solid sense of Christian identity,
which comes to view most resolutely in liturgy and song.” The Eucharist is
in many ways the ideal place from which to observe this uniquely Syriac
program in action, as it is presented in the inimitable works of Ephraem the
Syrian.
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1%

Ephraem never used the Greek word “Eucharist”. But he had much to say
about the Body and the Blood of the Lord in the bread and wine of the church’s
daily sacrificial offering to God. Ephraem himself may have even composed
an Anaphora that was in use in the Church of the East as late as the eleventh
century, but if so, only traces of it have survived.” For his thoughts on the
Body and Blood of the Lord, and their place in the life of the church, one must
survey the wide range of his “teaching songs”, searching for the verses in which
he instructs the faith of the Christians in attendance at the sacred mysteries.

Qiirband is the Syriac word Ephraem and his contemporaries used for the
liturgical action westerners call the Eucharist. It has the sense of “sacrificial
offering”, and as it occurs in the “teaching songs” it refers both to the sacri-
ficial offering associated with the Jewish Passover, and to the sacrifice of
Christ on the cross, commemorated at the Last Supper, and in its sacra-
mental representation in the daily liturgies of the churches. Since Ephraem
was in constant controversy with the Jews of his milieu, whose religious
services many Christians frequented, especially at Passover time,” one sees
best how he uses this term (giirband) in the “teaching songs” associated with
the liturgy of Maundy Thursday, where he speaks in a polemical tone to
those likely to frequent the synagogue at Pesali. He says,

My brothers, do not eat,
along with the medicine of life,
the unleavened bread of the People,
as it were, the medicine of death.

For Christ’s blood
is mingled, spilt,

in the unleavened bread of the People,*
and in our Eucharist (gilrbanan).

Whoever takes it in the Eucharist (bgiirband)
takes the medicine of life.

Whoever eats it with the People,
takes the medicine of death.”

In Ephraem’s world Christians offered the holy giirband not only at
Eastertime, and not only on Sundays and major feastdays, but every day.
This is the clear implication of a stanza in one of Ephraem’s “teaching songs”
On Paradise. He says,

The assembly of the saints
is on the type of Paradise.

In it the fruit of the Enlivener of All
is plucked each day.

In it, my brothers, are squeezed
the grapes of the Enlivener of AlL.*
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Ephraem not infrequently refers to the daily gilrband as “the breaking of

127

the bread and the cup of salvation”,” often speaking as well of our Lord’s
“breaking his own body”,” at the Passover supper, in an obvious evocation
of the close connection in his mind between Calvary and the Last Supper.
Ephraem put it this way in one of the “teaching songs”. He says of our Lord

at the Last Supper,

He broke the bread with his own hands
in token of the sacrifice of his body.
He mixed the cup with his own hands,
in token of the sacrifice of his blood.
He offered up himself in sacrifice,
the priest of our atonement.”

For Ephraem, as Edmund Beck has well said, “the Last Supper and its
table is the first church and the first altar, and thus the representative of all
churches and all altars”.* Therefore, in his “teaching songs” Ephraem often
calls attention to the prefigurations of the Eucharist in the New Testament,
and the numerous types and symbols of it in the narratives of the Old
Testament.” In his estimation, they all find their ultimate focus in the Last
Supper and in its consummation on the cross, when blood and water flowed
from the pierced side of Christ (John 19:34), representing the sacraments of
the Eucharist and Baptism respectively, and thereby inaugurating the era of
the church. Ephraem’s thought on this subject is particularly rich in sym-
bology, involving a typological connection between the Cherubim’s sword
that guarded the way to the tree of life in paradise after Adam’s sin (Genesis
3:24), and the lance which opened Christ’s side on the tree of the cross,
thus providing a new entry to glory for the new Adam’s progeny. Robert
Murray, who has studied this motif in detail, provides the following brief
summary:

Ephrem’s symbolic interpretation of the piercing of Christ’s side is par-
ticularly complicated. Christ is the second Adam, from whose side is
born the second Eve, the Church; yet through that opening we enter
paradise, to come again to the Tree of Life, which is sometimes the Cross
but also sometimes Christ himself.”

1%

According to Ephraem, it is in the reception of the Body and the Blood of the
Lord that Christians are united to Christ in his church. He says,

In a novel way, his body is kneaded into our bodies.

Even his pure blood is poured into our arteries.

His voice is in our ears, his appearance in our eyes.

By reason of his compassion, all of him is kneaded into all of us.
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And since he loved his church very much,
he did not give her the Manna of her rival—
he became himself the living bread for her to eat.”

And so it is for Ephraem that the sacrament of the Eucharist, as Tanios
Bou Mansour has well put it, “is not reduced to a simple system of reference,
but it is the medium of a presence, which is first of all that of the body of
Christ”.* The sacramental body of Christ is continuous with the historical
body of Christ, as Ephraem conceives of it. For him, the bread and the wine
become the Body and Blood of Christ by the action of the Holy Spirit, just as
it was by the Spirit that Christ was in the womb of Mary, and in the water of
Baptism. Addressing Christ, Ephraem wrote,

See, Fire and Spirit were in the womb of her who bore you,

see, Fire and Spirit were in the river in which you were baptized.
Fire and Spirit are in our baptismal font;

in the Bread and Cup are Fire and Holy Spirit.”

By invocation, Fire and Spirit are for Ephraem the agents of Christ’s
presence in the church and in the sacraments, just as at the Annunciation, by
Mary’s invitation, they were the agents of the divine son’s presence in her
womb. In the holy Qiirband, the church, in the words of the priest, invites
Fire and Spirit to come into the bread and wine, transforming them for the
eyes of faith into the Body and Blood of Christ. For Ephraem, and the Syrian
tradition after him, the presence of Christ in the bread and the wine of the
Eucharist is, therefore, a continuation of the presence of the Word of God
incarnate in Christ. Dionysius bar Salibi (d. 1171) put the matter clearly in
his Commentary on the Liturgy.

The Body and Blood are called “mysteries” (rdzé) because they are not
what they appear to the physical eye to be; for to look at, they are just
bread and wine, but properly understood, they are the Body and Blood
of God. Just as Jesus was seen by the physical eye as man, yet he is also
God; similarly the mysteries are seen outwardly to be bread and wine,
but they are in fact the Body and Blood. And although the Spirit makes
the mysteries the Body and Blood, they are nevertheless [the Body and
Blood] of the Son. It is like what was done in the virgin; although the
Spirit embodied the Son, it was nevertheless the Son who was embodied.”

As for the connection between Fire and Spirit in the Eucharistic bread and
cup, as Ephraem described it in the “teaching song” quoted above, the fire is
“a symbol of the consecratory role of the Holy Spirit”.” In this connection
there is a striking passage, illustrative of the sacramental thinking in Syriac-
speaking, Christian communities, included in a biography of Jacob Baradaeus
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(c. 500-578). It describes what happened one day when Jacob visited a
certain monastery. The text says,

One day, when he was offering the Qilrband, a certain Arab who had
recently been baptized was present there; and he saw that fire came down
from heaven, and he saw tongues of flame hovering over the Qiirband,
and hosts of angels with bowed heads before the divine sacrifice.”

The association of fire with the Holy Spirit as a powerful symbol of divine
presence in the sacraments of Baptism and the Eucharist, and even in Mary’s
conception of the Word of God, is widespread in Syriac liturgical texts. It
owes its prominence to the eastern Christians’ observance of the role of fire
and fire imagery in numerous passages in the Old Testament which describe
the signs of God’s acceptance of sacrifices from his faithful servants, and
thereby for Syrian Christians also signifying the action of the Holy Spirit.”
Ephraem himself makes the point explicitly in what he says about fire in one
of his “teaching songs” On Faith. He says,

The mystery symbol (rizi) of the Spirit is in it (i.e., in fire),
and the type of the Holy Spirit,

who is blended with water,
so it yields forgiveness,

and is kneaded into bread,
so it becomes the Qiirbanad.”

Even the priest’s role in praying the epiclesis in the Syrian liturgy is re-
ported by the poet Balai (d. after 432) in fire imagery. He says of the officiant
at the holy Qilrbani on the occasion of the consecration of a church,

The priest stands, he kindles the fire, he takes bread,
but gives forth the Body; he receives wine, but
distributes the Blood."

Similarly, fire imagery figures in a number of other expressions not in-
frequently used in reference to the Eucharist in Syriac texts. For example,
particles of the Eucharistic bread are often called “embers” or “burning
coals” (gmiirathd), usually with at least an implicit reference to the passage
in Isaiah 6:6-7, where the prophet speaks of the Seraph who touched his
mouth with a burning coal from the altar of the temple. Ephraem makes this
connection in the following stanzas from his “teaching songs” de Fide. He
says,

The Seraph could not touch the fire’s coal with his fingers,
the coal only just touched Isaiah’s mouth:

the Seraph did not hold it, Isaiah did not consume it,

but us our Lord has allowed to do both!
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To the angels who are spiritual Abraham brought
food for the body and they ate. The new miracle
is that our mighty Lord has given to bodily man
Fire and Spirit to eat and to drink.*

In the following prayer of thanksgiving after communion, found in the
ancient anaphora called Sharar, the text similarly likens the Eucharist to a
burning ember. The celebrant prays:

Consuming Fire which our hands have held, Live Ember
which our lips have kissed, the seraphim do not dare take
it in their hands. The prophet held it and was purified

by it.* Lord, purify our mouths and lips and hands which
hold your body. Sanctify the bodies, souls, and spirits
which have received your victorious blood.*

Finally, there is a fire-related image to be seen in the practice of Ephraem
and Jacob of Sarug to speak of the Eucharistic elements as “pearls”. For in
the Syrian conception, the pearl is born when lightning strikes the mussel
that produces it in the sea.” Similarly, according to the Syrian fathers, Christ
was conceived in the womb of Mary, when Fire and Spirit came within her,
and bread and wine regularly become the Body and Blood of Christ due to
the action of Fire and the Spirit. Accordingly, it is not surprising to find
Ephraem and others in the Syrian tradition often using the popular symbol
of the pearl for Christ himself and for the Eucharistic elements. In one place
Ephraem says, “Christ gave us pearls, his Body and Blood”.* And Jacob of
Sarug, in a striking passage referring to the holy Qilrband, says,

It is not the priest who is authorized to sacrifice the Only-Begotten or to
raise up that sacrifice for sinners to the Father’s presence: rather, the
Holy Spirit goes forth from the Father and descends, overshadows and
resides in the bread, making it the Body, and making it treasured pearls
to adorn the souls that are betrothed by him.”

Finally, in another homily, after an extended comparison of the Euchar-
istic elements to expensive pearls, Jacob of Sarug gives this advice to would-
be communicants in attendance at the holy liturgy:

The Body and the Blood are living pearls;

let them not be demeaned in soul and body that are unclean
vessels.

Heaven and earth are in the incomparable pearl;

do not receive your Lord’s holiness in an unclean vessel.*

© Blackwell Publishers Ltd 1999.



234  Sidney H. Griffith

VI

According to Ephraem, the Eucharist makes Christ visible and accessible to
people in the church comparable to the way that his birth from his mother
Mary made him physically visible and accessible to the people of his time on
earth. In one of his “teaching songs” On the Nativity, Ephraem compares
the two images (salmé) of God’s incarnate Son to which human beings
have access. There is the visible (galyd) one, born of Mary, whom Mary
herself and all their contemporaries could see in the flesh, like Adam, and
the invisible (kasyd) one, portrayed in the mind of the beholder. In the song,
Mary says,

When I see your image,
the created one,

which is before my eyes,
your invisible one

is depicted (sir) in my mind.
In your visible image

I see Adam;
in the invisible one

I see your Father
who is kneaded into you.”

As the song continues, Mary ponders the fact that it is not to her alone, or
only to those who saw him in the flesh, that her Son has revealed himself in
two images, one visible and one invisible. She recalls that to the eyes of faith
he is visible also in the Eucharistic bread. And so, in Ephraem’s song, she
says to her Son:

Let bread depict you,
the mind too.
Dwell in the bread
and in those who eat it.
In the visible and the invisible
your church will see you,
just as your mother does.”

The marvel of it all for Ephraem, and for Mary in whose voice he speaks in
this song, is that whether one loves or hates Christ in the flesh or Christ in the
bread, both visible, he will nevertheless, as Mary says to her son, “have seen
you”" in the flesh or in the bread. This realization then leads Mary to ask,

Is then, O child, your bread
more momentous

by far than your body?
For even infidels

saw your body,
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but they do not see
your living bread.

Those remote in time rejoice;
their lot surpasses

that of the nearly contemporary!™

In Ephraem’s view then, the perception of Christ in the living bread of the
Eucharist is more momentous because it requires the eyes of faith to perceive
it. As he goes on to say to Christ in the next stanza,

See—your image is depicted
in the blood of grapes
on the top of the bread,
and it is depicted on the heart
by the finger of love,
with all the pigments
of faith.
Blessed is he who made
the sculpted images pass away
in favor of his true image.”

Ephraem here uses the liturgical image of the priest at the holy Qiirbana,
in the liturgy of St. James, anointing the Eucharistic bread with a few drops
of the precious blood, to highlight the eye of faith’s active perception of the
Son of God in the visible Eucharistic bread. That perception then leads to
the mind’s recognition of the invisible Father, “kneaded”, as Ephraem likes
to say, into the very bread and flesh of his eternal Son. The role of the “eye
of faith” in lovingly recognizing Christ in the visible bread of his Euchar-
istic presence, as Ephraem conceives of it, highlights the intentional dimen-
sion of this “sacramental” or “mysterious” presence. He emphasizes the
point in the following lines from one of the “teaching songs” On the
Nativity. He says,

The bread is spiritual
like its giver;

it enlivens spiritual people
spiritually.

Whoever takes it
in a bodily way,
takes it obtusely,
without any profit.

It is distinctly

the bread of compassion;
the mind takes it in

as living medicine.
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As Dom Edmund Beck has pointed out, this intentional, spiritual dimen-
sion of Christ’s presence in the Eucharistic bread, visible to the “eye of faith”,
portrays Ephraem’s conception of “the temporal and local universality of
the Eucharist, which, along with the church itself, extends over all peoples
and times, but always remains the one bread, which Christ broke, and the
one cup, which Christ gave”.” Beck then reminds the reader that the basis of
this temporal and local universality of the one bread and the one cup is the
“unconditioned power of the Spirit”,” which, as we have seen above, is, in
Ephraem’s view, the power by means of which Christ is in the bread and in
the wine sacramentally. Accordingly, the implication is that when the mind
fails to connect with the hidden Spirit within the Eucharistic elements, because
of the willful perversion of sin or heresy, Christ’s own presence there is
missed. Ephraem’s reflection on Judas’ role in the Gospel account of the Last
Supper calls attention to this aspect of his thought.

In the “teaching songs” de Azymis, Ephraem evokes the scene of the Last
Supper as recounted in John 13:21-30, where Jesus broaches the issue of the
one who will betray him. John leans close to him to ask the identity of
the betrayer. The text says, “Jesus answered, ‘It is he to whom I shall give
this morsel when I have dipped it’. So when he had dipped the morsel, he
gave it to Judas, the son of Simon Iscariot” (John 13:26). Commenting on this
passage, Ephraem wrote:

He dipped the bread,” he gave it to him,
to the concealed dead man,

bread washed of
the medicine of life.

The Enlivener of All had put a blessing
on that food,

and it became the medicine of life,
right in front of its eaters.

Bread washed
of blessings,

that accursed man took,
the second serpent.

He took the bread and withdrew
from the disciples;

he removed himself,
they did not put him out.

Our Lord did not remove him,

so no one could utter the blasphemy
that coercion forced him,

and not [his own] will.
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When he withdrew and left,
the concealed wolf

from within the flock
of the twelve,

the true Lamb rose
and broke his own body
for the sheep who had eaten
the Paschal lamb.*

On the face of it, these lines seem to support the allegation that it was
Ephraem’s interpretation of John 13:23 that by dipping the morsel of bread
he had earlier blessed, Jesus in effect washed away his “real presence” from
it before he offered it to Judas, because of the latter’s willful sin. When Judas
subsequently left the room, Jesus then broke the bread of his body and
distributed it to the remaining disciples. However, in another passage from
the same collection of songs, Ephraem again speaks of a “washing” of the
morsel of bread in John 13:26. Beginning with a mention of the unleavened
bread of the Jewish Passover, he says:

Moses had hidden

the mystery-symbol (rdzd) of the Son
in that unleavened bread (patird),

as the medicine of life.

He (i.e., Jesus) washed the unleavened bread
of the medicine of life;
He gave it to Judas as the medicine of death.

Therefore, a man gets
Iscariot’s
medicine of death
from that unleavened bread.”

This passage identifies the bread that Jesus “washed” as the unleavened
bread of the Jewish Passover, which heretofore, as Ephraem conceived of
it, had served as a type for the Christian Eucharist.” In the context of John
13:23, Judas’ betrayal seems to stand in Ephraem’s mind for what he per-
ceived as the general Jewish rejection of Jesus as Messiah and Son of God.
Therefore, in his “teaching songs” he strongly contrasted the unleavened
bread of the Jews (patird) with the leavened bread (hmird) of the Christian
Eucharist.” But the problem remains about whether or not it was Ephraem’s
view that John 13:26 must be interpreted to mean that Jesus washed the “real
presence” out of the morsel of bread he dipped and offered to Judas.
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Scholars are divided on the issue. Dom Edmund Beck, following the hint in
the song De Azymis XVIII:16, just quoted, thought that the bread in question
was not the Eucharistic bread as such, but simply the unleavened bread of
the Passover meal Jesus was sharing with his disciples.” After the meal,
according to Beck, Jesus broke and distributed the Eucharistic bread.”
Therefore, in his view, there is no substance to the idea that according to
Ephraem Jesus “washed” the “real presence” out of the bread he gave to Judas
at the Last Supper. G. A. M. Rouwhorst, on the other hand, relying on an
earlier study he had done,” showing that the prayer of blessing in the
Syrian liturgy is the Eucharistic epiclesis, by which the celebrant calls the
Spirit and the Fire into the bread of the Eucharist, making it the Body of
Christ, points out that the language of de Azymis XIV:16 fits this prescription.
Therefore, in his view, Ephraem meant precisely that Jesus did “wash”
away, or remove, the consecratory blessing he had put on the bread he
offered to Judas.®

This certainly seems to have been the view of those in what one might call
Ephraem’s “school”, who after his death passed on his teachings in works
attributed to him. In the mémré on Holy Week, for example, texts which are
attributed to Ephraem in the manuscript tradition, but which seem in fact to
come from a sixth century writer,” one finds the following account of the
Judas scene at the Last Supper. The text says:

When Jesus gave his Bread

to the eleven, without any discrimination,
Judas came forward to receive,

just like his companions who had come up to take it.
Jesus dipped the bread

in water and gave it to Judas.
He washed the blessing out of it

and by this he distinguished the wretched man,
and then the disciples knew

it was Judas would betray Him.
Jesus dipped the Bread he gave him,

so the blessing would be released from the Bread.
He did not eat blessed bread,

nor did he drink from the Cup of life.”

Clearly the writer of this mémrd interpreted Ephraem’s exegesis of
John 13:26 to mean that Jesus did remove the Eucharistic consecration from
the Bread offered to Judas, but one notices that while he seems to be fol-
lowing the account of the Last Supper in Luke 22:14-22, Ephraem him-
self was following the account in John.* What is more, the writer of the
mémri had already expressed the view that Christian faith was a pre-
requisite for the perception of the Body of Christ in the Eucharistic bread.
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Just a few verses earlier, recounting the institution of the Eucharist, he has
Jesus say:

Take, eat in faith,

and do not doubt that this is my body.
Whoever eats it in faith,

eats the Fire and Spirit in it.
Whoever doubts and eats it,

for him it is plain bread.”

Here is not the place to try to settle the difference of opinion over the
proper interpretation of Ephraem’s meaning when he said that Jesus gave
Judas “bread washed of the medicine of life” at the Last Supper. Whether
he had the Eucharistic bread in mind, as Rouwhorst maintains, or only the
unleavened bread of the Jewish Passover supper, conceived as a rizi for the
true “medicine of life”, as Beck came to hold, it is clear that for Ephraem
the “real presence” of the Body and Blood of the Lord in the Bread and Wine
of the holy Qiirbani was something physical, which affected its recipients
physically, albeit perceived only through the eyes of faith. In one of his
“teaching songs” On Virginity, he wrote of the moment of communion:

In a new way his body
has been fused with our bodies,
and his pure blood
has been poured into our veins.
His voice, too, is in [our] ears
and his splendour in [our] eyes.
The whole of him with the whole of us
is fused by his mercy.
And because he loved his church greatly,
he did not give her the manna of her rival;
He became the Bread of Life
for her to eat him.”

vl

In Ephraem’s writings the constant epithet for the Eucharist is the phrase
“living medicine” or “medicine of life” (sam hayyé). The Body and the Blood
of the Lord are thought to bring healing, forgiveness of sin, and preservation
from eternal death to the faithful Christian. Addressing Christ himself,
Ephraem put it this way in one of his “teaching songs” On Faith. He says,

Your Bread slays the greedy one who has made us his bread,

your Cup destroys death who had swallowed us up;

we have eaten you, Lord, we have drunken you—

not that we will consume you up, but through you we shall have life.”
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As for the forgiveness of sins, in Ephraem’s view it flows directly from the
Eucharist. He makes this point in a striking way in the following stanza from
one of his “teaching songs” On the Church, where he contrasts the willfulness
of the sinner with the gratuity of God’s forgiveness. He says,

I am amazed at our will:

while it is strong, see it brought low;

while it is a lord, see it enslaved,;

while it is a victor, it wills to succumb;

free, it surrenders its mouth like a slave,

and sets its own hand on the bill of sale.

See the foolish scribe, who is the one

setting his own hand to the statement of his debts!

Blessed is the one who has given us emancipation in his Bread,
and in his Cup has erased the statement of our debts.”

There are many other statements about the Eucharist in the works of
Ephraem the Syrian. But enough has been quoted to give one a fair idea of
how he customarily spoke about it. His ideas and his words about this
central Christian institution have instructed the faith of the Syriac-speaking
communities for centuries, and they are still held to be authoritative. It is
noteworthy that while his thoughts on the subject lack the theoretical elab-
oration Eucharistic theology has enjoyed in other churches, with different
patristic and liturgical heritages, his language is concrete and almost entirely
biblical in its inspiration. It became the classic idiom of Eucharistic thought
in the Syriac-speaking world, echoed in the writings of later figures such as
Jacob of Sarug (c. 451-521), Narsai (d. c. 503), Babai the Great (c. 550-628),
and Jacob of Edessa (c. 640-708).

There were no great controversies within the Syriac-speaking churches
over the nature of the Eucharist, which may explain why there were no
elaborate developments of doctrine in this area, particularly in the realm of
theory. Most of the adversaries were outside the Christian community, groups
such as the Manichaeans, who denied that matter could be holy at all; the
Jews, whose unleavened bread of the Passover was a constant temptation for
Christians in Ephraem’s day; and later the Muslims, who were always puz-
zled about the Christian Eucharist. Syriac-speaking Christians responded to
them all in the traditional terms of their biblical faith, arguing that in the
matter of the Eucharist, they simply followed the prescriptions of the scrip-
tures, and particularly the Gospel. Meanwhile, within their own communities
they developed an incredibly rich tradition of symbolic theology of the
Eucharist, almost an iconology, the fruit of meditating on the Word of God
in song and prayer, in the context of the liturgy, not so much in the mode
of fides quaerens intellectum, but very much in the exercise of fides adorans
mysterium, to borrow the felicitous expression of Robert Murray.”
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The final words on the subject belong by right to St. Ephraem himself, who

uttered the following prayer:

In your Bread there is hidden the Spirit who is not consumed,
in your Wine there dwells the Fire that is not drunk;

the Spirit is in your Bread, the Fire in your Wine—

a manifest wonder, that our lips have received.”
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