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The Ascetic Taxonomy of Antioch and Edessa  
at the Emergence of Monasticism1 

by 
Columba Stewart OSB 

The aim of this paper is to offer a taxonomy of asceticism in two important centers of asceticism 
in Syria and Mesopotamia, the cities of Antioch and Edessa, during a crucial period for the 
emergence of the new form of asceticism usually called monasticism. In the 360s-380s there is an 
upsurge of literary mentions of asceticism in both cities. In Antioch, this was the era of Libanius 
and John Chrysostom, a time of civic and religious tumult with the fraught imperial residencies 
of Julian in the early 360s and Valens in the 370s, and then the famous ‘Riot of the Statues’ in 
387. In Edessa, the 360s and 370s saw the arrival of Ephrem from Nisibis, the death of Julian 
Saba, the city’s first ‘monastic’ saint, and then the death of Ephrem himself. Then, in the early 
5th century, with the advent of Rabbula as bishop in 412 (the same year Symeon was ascending 
his column in northern Syria), Edessa offers a unique moment to see the full array of traditional 
and new forms of asceticism. Rabbula’s regulations for ascetics – clergy, , and 
monks ( ) – provide the most clearly delineated and detailed ascetic taxonomy in Syriac 
literature.  

360 380

Antioch’s combination of strategic location and natural beauty made it a magnet for both 
cultural and military interests. Prolific authors such as the pagan rhetor Libanius (ca. 314-ca. 393) 
and the Christian ascetic and cleric John Chrysostom (ca. 349-407; resident in Antioch until 
397) have left an unparalleled corpus of contemporaneous literature. For our purposes Antioch’s 
most important topographical feature is the sheer backdrop of Mounts Silpios and Staurin, 
looming above the city on its southeastern side2. Residential areas on the lower slopes had been 
brought within the city walls by the Emperor Tiberius in the first century CE, and from there a 
dramatic rise quickly attains the full 400-meter height of the upper ranges of Staurin and Silpios. 
It was on those steeper slopes and peaks that the monks described by Libanius, Chrysostom, and 
Theodoret lived in caves, cave-tombs, and rough dwellings. 
Ascetic Christianity flourished in Antioch, for all of its high culture and cosmopolitan qualities. 
Both early Christian tradition and modern scholarship associated the Gospel of Luke with 
Antioch, and the notably ascetic slant of that gospel compared to the other three canonical ones 
may suggest that asceticism in Antioch arose very early3. The earliest known use anywhere of the 
term  (ascetic women living with male ascetics or clergy) comes in the condemnation 
of its bishop Paul of Samosata in 268, alleged to be surrounded by «his introduced women (τὰς 
συνεισάκτους… γυναῖκας), as the Antiochenes call them» (Eusebius,  7.30.12). As we shall 
                                                             
1 This paper had its origins in a gathering of the research group on The Religious Experience of Crisis in the 
Mediterranean World (4th-7th Centuries), held in Jerusalem in July 2012. I am grateful for the kind 
invitation of the group to join them for their reunion. Originally I spoke about Antioch, Edessa, and 
Nisibis, but have restricted the scope here owing to constraints of space. 
2 Cf. Libanius,  11.199-200 (ed. R. FOERSTER [BSGRT], Lipsiae 1903-1911, vol. 1, 505), and Roland 
Martin’s commentary in A.M.J. FESTUGIÈRE, 

 (BEFAR 194), Paris 1959, 41-42. 
3 G. WINKLER, , in 

, Collegeville 1982, 9-43. 
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see, later writings about the practice of dedicated virginity in Antioch, and further 
condemnations of the danger to virginity posed by syneisaktism, show that asceticism remained 
embedded in the normal social life of the city. In the 340s, and especially from the 360s, one can 
trace the arrival of another kind of asceticism, mostly Syriac-speaking, from other parts of Syria 
and from as far east as Persia. Through Antioch’s crises we see the emergence of these ‘monks’ 
living in the mountains above the city as a potent element in the social texture of the city, 
whether for good (as John Chrysostom would assert) or ill (the lament of Libanius).  

1

As city-dwellers, these ascetics would participate in church services, devote themselves to study of 
the Bible and to prayer, and perhaps also undertake works of charity. They remained firmly 
within the social matrix of the city, and as city-dwellers would have been Greek in language and 
culture. Because having an unmarried daughter or unemployed celibate son living in the 
household imposed an economic burden, they were likely to have been of higher rather than 
lower social class.  
One example of such male asceticism was represented by John Chrysostom and the other 
disciples of Diodore of Tarsus, whom we glimpse in the period between 368-372. Although 
Socrates Scholasticus (  6.3.6) and Sozomen (  8.2.6) describe their adherence to 
an , this should be interpreted as a place of learning rather than as a communal 
dwelling-place4. It is not surprising to find in the later sources confusion between these ascetic 
reading circles and later conceptions of monasticism, as by then monasticism was the only extant 
paradigm for asceticism5. Chrysostom himself remarks that he had contemplated establishing an 
ascetic household with his companion Basil, but in the end he remained with his mother until 
heading for the mountain to be a monk6. Their dedicated life of sacred study was a serious 
commitment. In his rebuke to his friend Theodore (commonly presumed to be the later bishop 
of Mopsuestia), who had briefly left the fellowship, Chrysostom refers to Theodore’s having 
«erased [him]self from the  of the brothers» and «trampled the covenants/ promises 
made to Christ» (τὰς πρὸς τὸν χριστὸν συνθήκας)7. As Martin Illert points out, there are clear 
baptismal allusions in this passage8, even if one must be cautious about not pressing the 
terminology so far as to imply a formal, quasi-monastic commitment9. It is also difficult to 
interpret this way of life as having been a permanent undertaking; Chrysostom himself will 

                                                             
4 I agree with J.H.W.G. LIEBESCHUETZ ( , 
New York 2011, 127-28) rather than R. CARTER’s suggestion that this  was similar to those of Basil 
of Caesarea as described by Gregory Nazianzen (

, VC 16 (1962) 87-101, at 94-95). 
5 On Theodore of Mopsuestia’s membership in the same group, but transformed into a full-blown 
monastery ( ), see Barhadbešabba of ‘Arbaya,  19 (PO 9), pp. 504-507. 
6  1.2 ( , ed. Anne Marie Malingrey [SC 272], Paris 1980, 62-
72). 
7  2.1 (PG 47, 309A). 
8 M. ILLERT, 

, Zurich 2000, 98-99. 
9 J.N.D. KELLY suggests a comparison with the Syriac , though I do not see suggestions in the 
evidence for Antioch of such a formalized, ecclesiastically-validated commitment. See KELLY, 

, London 1995, 20 and 23. 
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suggest in his treatise  that the longer-term options were to head off to the 
mountains as a monk or to join the clerical hierarchy. Having tried the former, he ended up 
speaking strongly in favor of service to the church10. 
We have little direct information about the life of Antioch’s female ascetics during this period. 
In one of the , Chrysostom refers to a list of 3000 widows and virgins cared 
for by the church11. His breathless treatise On , likely an early work contemporary with 
his defense of monasticism, says very little about the social situation or daily life of its (mostly 
female) addressees, apart from noting their lowered eyes, dingy («grey») clothing, and disregard 
for hairstyle12. When enumerating the bishop’s pastoral cares, he speaks of a responsibility 
toward virgins who lack a parent to keep an eye on them. Who then will prevent them from 
making unnecessary visits to the , or participating in funeral celebrations and nocturnal 
vigils? «It is necessary to build a wall around a virgin, so that she leaves the home only a few 
times a year, for the most essential and necessary purposes … I would not even be able to list all 
the worries concerning virgins; once they are enrolled, they present all kinds of problems for the 
one to whom their care has been entrusted»13. A later homily presents these women as female 
counterpart to the monks up on Mounts Sylpios and Staurin. Well-born and previously 
pampered young women («not yet twenty years old») now dress in coarse garments, wear no 
sandals, sleep on a bed of leaves, spend the night in vigil, eat sparingly, spin, and care for the 
sick. In his rhetorical climax, Chrysostom reveals the fact that «many of them even cook»14. It 
would seem that these virgins were officially recognized by the church and undertook a 
permanent commitment. 
Chrysostom says nothing in  about male ascetic counterparts. About them we hear 
more in his treatises against syneisaktism, though hardly in the most favorable light. This 
corroborates the point made earlier, that for male ascetics in Antioch the long-term options had 
become life in the city as a cleric or on the mountain as a monk. The less regulated, home-based, 
asceticism that is glimpsed in the attacks on syneisaktism seems to have been falling out of favor. 
In his treatise  (380-81), in which he laments his own monastic failure, the three 
categories of men are secular (βιωτικόν), monastic, and clerical15. A few years later, preaching on 
the Good Samaritan, he rails against the temptation to excuse oneself from an act of charity: «do 
not say to yourself, “I am a secular (κοσμικός) man, I have a wife and children – these things are 
for the priests, these things are for the monks”»16. Where would the non-monastic ascetics fit? It 
is worth nothing that when Chrysosom counsels Christian parents about the education of their 
sons, he does not cite his own experience with Diodore, but instead urges them to send their 
sons to the monks on the mountain17. 

                                                             
10  6.2-7 (SC 272), 306-331. 
11  66.3 (PG 58, 630). 
12  7.1, as in , ed. H. MUSURILLO – B. GRILLET (SC 125), Paris 
1966, 376. On the dating, see GRILLET’s remarks on pp. 21-25. 
13  3.13 (SC 272, 216-218). 
14  13.3 (PG 62, 97-98). 
15 PG 47, 401. 
16  8.4 (PG 48, 932). Cf.  2.5 (PG 57, 30),  23.1 (PG 60, 615). 
17 As in Book 3 of  (PG 47, 349-386). 
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2

The practice is mentioned frequently in early Christian literature18, and from the Council of 
Nicea onwards  was the standard derogatory label used by synods and bishops for 
ascetic women who lived with unrelated males. Eusebius of Caesarea’s contemporary and 
student, Eusebius of Emesa (ca. 300-359), decried the practice in a sermon perhaps preached in 
Antioch in the 340s or 350s19, and likely influenced Chrysostom’s thinking on the subject. 
Eusebius came to Antioch from Edessa, where he would have been familiar with the Syriac 
ascetic patterns of virginity and celibate married to be described in the second section of this 
essay. Chrysostom’s two treatises on the subject, addressed respectively to men and women20, 
probably date from his ministry in Antioch21. A derogatory reference to  in one 
of his homilies on Matthew may also refer to the situation in Antioch22. Notable in all of these 
descriptions is the lack of ‘monastic’ terminology: Chrysostom refers to the women as ‘virgins’ 
and to the men as ‘brothers’23. 

3

The monks of Antioch are the most frequently and thoroughly depicted form of asceticism in the 
later fourth century, mentioned by Chrysostom, Theodoret, and Libanius. For all three authors, 
the monks were the anti-type in behavior and style to the city-dwellers, however variously this was 
interpreted: for Chrysostom they were idealized as angelic figures, for Libanius they were a threat to 
all of the graces of a Hellenistic city. They first appear in the literature from, or referring to, the 
mid-fourth century. They are always associated with the «mountain» looming over Antioch, viz., 
Mounts Sylpios and Staurin, described by Theodoret as «blooming like meadows» with those 

                                                             
18 The literature is abundant; for a summary of ancient sources, see E.A. CLARK, 

, ChH 46/2 (1977) 177-185, esp. 171-175, and B. LEYERLE, 
, Berkeley 2001, 79-86. The classic work remains H. ACHELIS, 

, Leipzig 1902. 
19  7.20, “On Virginity”, which survives only in Latin: E.M. BUYTAERT, 

 (SSL 26), Louvain 1953, 188-189. On 
Eusebius, see D. AMAND DE MENDIETA, 

, RHE 50 (1955) 777-820 and now R.E. WINN, 
, Washington 2011. 

20 Edited by J. DUMORTIER, , Nouvelle collection de 
textes et documents sous le patronage de l’Association Guillaume Budé, Paris 1955. See DUMORTIER’s 
discussion of the correct titles of the treatises pp. 23-24.  
21 Dumortier follows Socrates in placing them in Antioch, while Palladius situated them in Constantinople. 
I agree with Dumortier that the reference in the first treatise to ascetics living atop the mountains in chains 
and sackcloth (ch. 5, 60-61; PG 47, 501) obviously refers to the ascetic topography of Antioch. See the 
balanced discussion in LEYERLE, 213-220. 
22 . 17.2 (PG 57, 256, 49-50). This series has usually been placed during Chrysostom’s sojourn 
in Antioch, though W. MAYER is more cautious: see 

 (OCA 273), Rome 2005, 267 (n.b. that the  are CPG 4424) The 
numerous references to the life of monks on the ‘mountain’ in proximity to the city would seem to affirm 
an Antiochene provenance. 
23 He uses the phrase ἀνὴρ μονάζων once in the first treatise on syneisaktism, addressed to ascetic men 
living with virgins (Ch. 10, PG 47, 508B), the closest allusion to classic ‘monastic’ vocabulary.  
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pursuing «monastic philosophy»24. Although writing many years after Chrysostom, Theodoret 
provides some chronological indications about two monks whom he knew personally who had 
settled on the mountain in the mid-4th century. They are the earliest known examples of this extra-
urban ascetic type. Macedonius (ca. 325-417) lived on Mount Sylpios for 45 years from ca. 347, 
moving down closer to the city only as an old man. Peter the Galatian (304/306-403/405), lived in a 
tomb on the mountain from mid-century25. By the 360s, they seem to have become more 
numerous. Theodoret notes the arrival of Aphraates, a Persian, in 360-361, a visit by the famed 
Edessene hermit Julian Saba in 365 to combat Arianism, and other later figures associated with 
Sylpios26. By November 363, Libanius is referring to «the crowd of jackdaws» who would have 
marred Julian’s triumphant return to Antioch had he survived the Persian wars. His further 
comment that «though they have no ability in speaking, they try to attack others in return for their 
own stupidity», may allude to both their lack of a rhetorical education and the fact that Syriac was 
their preferred – or only – language27. It was during the following decade that Chrysostom 
undertook his own experiment on Sylpios (a period which coincided with the exile of his mentor, 
the Nicene bishop Meletius), spending four years as disciple to a «Syrian» monk and two years as a 
hermit until poor health drove him back to the city28.  
By the time of Valens’ residence in the 370s, the ascetics living above Antioch had obviously 
become quite numerous. After Chrysostom returned to the city around 380 to begin his 
ecclesiastical and literary career, he would invoke them as the anti-type of the distracted and 
dissipated urbanites to whom he preached29 and famously urged parents to send their sons to 
spend some years with the monks to be inoculated against the vices of the city (in the treatise 

, from the mid-380s). In common with Chrysostom, 
Libanius typified the monks as extra-urban dwellers who claimed to «converse (ὁμιλεῖν) in the 
mountains with the Maker of the universe»30. By the 380s, he had settled on some standard 

                                                             
24  4.29(28).3, as in , ed. L. PARMENTIER – G.C. HANSEN (SC 
530), Paris 2009, 308-309. See P. CANIVET,  (ThH 42), Paris 
1977, 157-163. 
25 Macedonius:  13.2, , ed. P. CANIVET – A. LEROY-MOLINGHEN (SC 
234), Paris 1977, 476-477; Peter:  9.3 (SC 234, 410-413). 
26 Aphraates: 8 (SC 234, 372-405); Julian Saba’s visit:  2.16-20 (SC 234, 230-241). 
27  1220.5, ed. FOERSTER, vol. 11, 301; the latter phrase as translated by A.F. NORMAN in 

Volume II, 51 193 (LCL 479), Cambridge, MA 1992, 227. The 
comment about black garb – and the sentiment behind it – parallels Eunapius’ description of monastic 
despoilers of temples in Egypt (  6.11.6-11, as in , ed. G. GIANGRANDE, 
Rome 1956, 39-40). 
28 The principal source is Palladius’ , ch. 5 ( , 
A.M. MALINGREY [SC 341], Paris 1988, 108-111); Chrysostom refers to the experience in  1.6 
(PG 47, 403-404). W. MAYER is cautious about the details of Palladius’ account: 

, in 14
2003 (StPat 41), Leuven 2006, 451-455. 

29 See . 55.5-6, 68.3-5, 69.3-4, 70.5, 72.3-4 (PG 58, 545-550, 643-648, 651-654, 660-662, 670-
674),  14.3-6 (PG 62, 574-580),  13.3 (PG 62, 97-98). All of these were 
translated by FESTUGIÈRE, , cit., 330-344. 
30  30.48, ed. FOERSTER, vol. 3, 114. Cf. Chrysostom’s praise of the monks as «meditating on the things 
of the Kingdom, conversing (ὁμιλοῦντες) with the valleys, mountains, and springs» ( .  68.3 
[PG 58, 643]), and of a monk who «philosophizes about God, the universe, things visible and invisible, 
things perceptible to the senses and to the mind» ( .  68.4 [PG 58, 646]). He uses a similar 
phrase, «conversing with mountains and valleys» also in  17.2 (PG 49, 174). 
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tropes to characterize those he regarded as pale, black-garbed poseurs, living in tombs and caves, 
showing off with their hymn singing while giving themselves over to gluttony31.  
The growing prominence of the monks in the urban imagination was matched by an 
involvement in secular affairs. Both Chrysostom and Theodoret recount the most dramatic 
instance, which followed the so-called ‘Riot of the Statues’ in 38732. In Chrysostom’s version, the 
descent of the monks into the city to intercede with the imperial magistrates was a dramatic 
inversion of the normal city – mountain polarity33. As he tells it, a flood of monks coming down 
from their «tents and caves» made a brief but decisive intervention – «our city suddenly became a 
monastery» – and returned home the same day. Even as the monks were pouring into the city, 
the philosophers were fleeing it, to seek refuge in the very caves and tombs that were normally 
the abode of the monks. Chrysostom’s mockery of the cowardly philosophers parallels that of 
Libanius toward the monks, ridiculing their clothing (worn-out cloaks and staffs), appearance 
(in this case, long beards rather than pale faces), obsession with their stomachs, and now their 
cave-dwelling. Using the classic trope used against the Cynics, Chrysostom contrasts the dog-like 
cowering of the philosophers with the monks who roam the heights like lions.  
Theodoret’s much later re-telling of the story, based on Chrysostom’s account, focuses its 
attention on Macedonios. It is to him that Theodoret attributes the key statement cited by 
Chrysostom (though without attribution) that the Emperor should spare the city’s living images 
of God, its populace, now that the statues had been restored. Theodoret emphasizes the fact that 
Macedonios spoke to the magistrate in Syriac. Whereas Chrysostom stresses the compelling 
magnitude of the monastic intervention, Theodoret claims that it was the personal charisma of 
Macedonios, heightened by his rusticity and utter lack of culture (παιδεία), which achieved the 
pardon of the city and its inhabitants34.  
Despite Chrysostom’s rhetorical claim for the extreme rarity of a monastic involvement in civic 
affairs such as occurred in 387, and the notional distance he posits between mountain and city, 
both Theodoret and Libanius offer other examples of monastic intervention alleged to have 
occurred before 387. According to Theodoret, Julian Saba was brought from the environs of 
Edessa to Antioch in 365 to refute rumors that he had subscribed to Arian beliefs35. In 
Theodoret’s portrait of the Persian monk Aphraates, he describes Aphraates’ confrontation of 
Valens in 377, during a period of great unease in the city36. Theodoret also says that Aphraates’ 
dwelling was «before the town» (πρὸ τοῦ ἄστεως)37, where a regular flow of visitors were received 

                                                             
31 Thus  2.32 (ed. FOERSTER, vol. 1, 249): caves, drunkenness, clothing;  62.10 (ed. FOERSTER, vol. 4, 
351): pallor, living in tombs;  30.8 (ed. FOERSTER, vol. 3, 91): dress, gluttony and drunkenness, hymn 
singing, pallor;  30.46 and 48 (ed. FOERSTER, vol. 3, 113-114): clothing, living in the mountains;  
45.26 (ed. FOERSTER, vol. 3, 371-372): hymn-singing, caves.  
32 The best summary of the events on the decisive day is in F. VAN DE PAVERD, 

 (OCA 239), Rome 1991, 64-76; see also D.R. FRENCH, 
387 , Hist. 47 (1998) 468–484. 

33 The monastic role is described in Chrysostom’s 17 , commonly known as 
17  (PG 49, 171-180).

34  13.7-8 (SC 234:486-491). Cf. the briefer account in  5.20 in 
, ed. L. PARMENTIER – G.C. HANSEN (SC 530), Paris 2009, 416-423. On Theodoret’s rewriting 

of Chrysostom’s account to highlight Macedonios, see VAN DE PAVERD, , cit., 69-72. 
35  2.15-20 (SC 234, 226-241).  
36  8.5-10 (SC 234, 382-397), and the version in  4.26 (SC 530, 300-305). 
37 Canivet interprets this to mean outside the northeast gate of the city (

, cit., 158-159). 
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in the monk’s courtyard, including Theodoret and his mother. Libanius, writing shortly before 
the Riot of the Statues, describes the anxiety of the incompetent Christian governor Tisamenus, 
who «heard the chanting of hymns from the cave-dwellers, who had then come to the town, 

. Up he jumped from his seat and made off hot-foot, giving out that it 
was improper to observe any of the proprieties of the law, once they had put in an appearance»38. 
In his famous lament , Libanius complains that these same «wearers of black» and 
singers of hymns are leading the attack on the temples, «even in the cities»39.  
Clearly neither Theodoret nor Libanius held the rigorous understanding of monastic segregation 
posited by Chrysostom. For Theodoret they were wonder-workers, for Libanius they were 
uncouth fanatics, but in both cases they are clearly the same group as Chrysostom’s other-wordly 
monks. Although Chrysostom needs to emphasize the conceptual, if not actual, separation 
between the monks on the mountain and the city dwellers, the monks are clearly part of the 
urban ecosystem. Even in the homily about monastic intervention after the Riot of the Statues, 
though the monks «dwell on the heights of the mountains» (col. 172) and «inhabit the desert» 
(179), Chrysostom boasts that «these monks inhabit the city of the Antiochenes» (175). In later 
homilies he urged the residents of the city to visit the monks, so as to breathe the purer air of an 
earthly paradise. Should a husband visit the monks rather than the theater, Chrysostom writes, 
he will return home to his wife meek and gentle, purified of all unseemly vice, far easier to live 
with40. «Go to the huts of the saints! To seek refuge in the hermitage (μοναστήριον) of a holy 
man is to pass from earth to heaven»41. This is what Theodoret did as a youth, following his 
mother’s example. When childless, she had sought the prayers of Macedonios in order to 
conceive, and was saved from miscarriage by the monk’s visit to her bedside. As a child, 
Theodoret would see him frequently (  13.16-18). His mother had also been a devotée of 
Peter the Galatian, who had cured her of an eye ailment. Though the mountain may have been 
the city’s 42  that polarity had become an essential element of Christian Antioch.  

4

Perhaps the most intriguing and least anticipated ascetics in Antioch are the «men from the 
country» whom Chrysostom mentions in two sermons preached in April 38743 and April 39144. It 
seems that an annual commemoration of martyrs45 was the occasion for a pilgrimage by Syriac-

                                                             
38  45.26 (FOERSTER, vol. 3, 371-372), trans. A.F. NORMAN,  (LCL 452), 
Cambridge/MA 1977, 185. 
39  30.8-9 (FOERSTER, vol. 3, 91-92). 
40  68 (PG 58, 645).  
41  14.3-6 (PG 62, 575). 
42 FESTUGIÈRE, , cit., 330. 
43 19  (= 19 ), also known as  from the opening 
words of the Latin translation, «Epulis sanctorum martyrum», PG 49,187-198. VAN DE PAVERD confirms 
the homily’s place among those on the Statues and dates it persuasively to 12 April 387, Monday of the last 
week of Lent ( , cit., 233-255). Hereafter . 19. 
44  8, in , ed. A. WENGER (SC 50), Paris 1970 (2nd 
ed.), 248-260. VAN DE PAVERD dates this one to 12 April 391, based on the parallels with the earlier homily 
( , cit., 255-260). Hereafter . 8. 
45 Possibly the Persian martyrs killed on Good Friday 341, as proposed by WENGER ( , 46) and 
further discussed by VAN DE PAVERD ( , cit., 291-292)  
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speaking farmer-ascetics, whom Chrysostom singles out for extravagant praise that echoes the 
tropes applied to the monks of Sylpios. Their presenting quality is that they are «simple and 
rustic» (ἰδιώτης καὶ ἄγροικος), both in appearance and speech ( 8.6, p. 249). Their 
language is «quite different (ἐνηλλαγμένος) from ours» ( 19.1, col. 188), not just in 
sophistication but because it is non-Greek (βάρβαρος, 8.2, p. 248). They are «true 
philosophers», unlike the so-called philosophers of the city who rely on tattered cloaks, beards, 
and staffs for their credibility (  19.1, cols. 189-190; 8.6, pp. 250-251). Their 
wisdom consists not only of words, but also of deeds. That they are ascetics is beyond question, 
as they have renounced all the pleasures of the city, including loose women, and manifest purity 
of both body and soul ( 19.1, cols. 188 and 190). They take only the food they need to 
survive, and devote themselves to hymns and unceasing prayers, like the angels ( 8.4, 
p. 249). As van de Paverd observes, «there can be no doubt that they lived as monks … 
Chrysostom names all of the  which are found in his texts on monastic life»46. 
Unlike the inhabitants of the mountain, however, Chrysostom never calls them μοναχοί. 
Furthermore, rather than dwell on their contemplation, he praises them as outstanding examples of 
hard physical work, like Adam ( 19.1, col. 189), fulfilling the apostolic precept to support 
themselves by manual labor ( 8.2, p. 248-249). Furthermore, they have an official 
ministerial responsibility that includes reading the scriptures and preaching in a liturgical setting: 
they «stand upon the sacred and read the divine laws, teaching those who are subject to 
them» ( 8.3, p. 249). Chrysostom emphasizes this combination of farming and spiritual 
instruction: now you see them plowing, another time you see them upon the  cultivating 
souls, now they are digging out thorns from the earth, another time they are removing sins from 
souls with a word ( 19.1, col. 189). They press the plow into the earth in order to sow their 
crops, and use the plow of teaching to lodge the seeds of divine instructions deep in the souls of 
their disciples ( 8.3, p. 249). He never refers to them as priests or deacons, but every 
indication is that they must have been ordained to assume such a leadership role47.  
That ascetics, even ‘monks’, could be ordained for pastoral service was by no means unknown, 
especially in rural areas. As we shall see, Rabbula lays out guidelines for such monastic pastoral 
service in the environs of Edessa. Whether these men were plucked from monastic communities 
or found their way into service by some other means remains frustratingly unknown. Though 
Chrysostom never calls them μοναχοί, it is entirely possible that they were ordained from 
monastic life. As van de Paverd summarizes the situation, «“the men from the country” were 
monks who had received the laying on of hands and continued to live an ascetic life»48. Whether 
one would choose to continue calling them monks or not becomes a technical point, though 
Chrysostom himself did not.  

                                                             
46 , 262. This raises the question of whether they are to be identified with the monks 
cited by Libanius in 386 as leading the destruction of the temples in the countryside (  30.8-9, 46- 48; 
FOERSTER vol. 3, 91-92 and 113-114). Given his comments that those monks were «runaways» from work on 
the farms who now lived on the «mountain», it is more likely that he was pointing to the monks of Sylpios.  
47 For a thorough review of all of the possibilities, see VAN DE PAVERD, , cit., 262-288; 
he concludes that they were «at least presbyters» (p. 263). 
48 VAN DE PAVERD, , cit., 287. 
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Edessa, known in Syriac as Urhay, seems to have been unusually diverse in its religious 
composition, with native cults, a Jewish population, and numerous Christian sects49. In addition 
to its religious pluralism, Edessa as a center of Syriac Christianity was also notable for the 
markedly ascetic character of its various Christian groups50. Even so, tracing the lineaments of 
ascetic practice in Edessa is difficult, and the evidence is linguistically bifurcated. The Syriac side 
offers the enthusiastically ascetic but frustratingly imprecise writings of Ephrem on the life of the 
ḥ , the «single ones». Ephrem refers to the , the vowed «covenant» of ascetics more 

amply described by the Persian writer Aphrahat in the late 330s, but Ephrem does not speak 
specifically of the «Sons and Daughters ( ) of the Covenant» or of their pattern of life. 
In fact, his references to the  may be about ascetic women only. Ephrem’s praise of Julian 
Saba, whom he learned about only after his own arrival in Edessa after 363, late in both their 
lives (Julian died in 367, Ephrem in 373), highlights Julian’s innovative decision to live as an 
ascetic in solitude and isolation about 20 km from Edessa on the road to Amida. In that respect 
he was a pioneer, but Ephrem describes him in terms familiar from the older Syriac ascetic 
tradition, such as ḥ  («single one»),  («virgin»),  («holy one»),  («mourner»)51. 
For Ephrem, Julian was a great Edessene ascetic, part of a familiar tradition. Other hymns about 
Julian written perhaps only slightly later than Ephrem’s, and included under Ephrem’s name in 
the same collection, employ the vocabulary of the ‘new’ asceticism, referring to  (lit., 
«those belonging to a fold», a conventional term for monks) and  («monasteries»), as if 
Julian had started a formal monastic movement52. As Griffith notes, the monasteries «are almost 
as much the subject of these compositions as Julian himself»53. Only in later texts from Edessa, 
particularly in the ascetic regulations of Rabbula, bishop of Edessa from 412 to 435, does one see 
a more sharply-delineated typology that encompasses clergy, male and female ascetics, and 
«monks» ( ), with the last group defined by their physical location outside of towns and 
villages. Despite a wealth of fascinating detail, Rabbula’s prescriptions present problems of 
situation and interpretation. Nonetheless, they provide a unique window into the forms of 
asceticism practiced in Edessa in the early fifth century.  
The Greek literature on asceticism in Edessa, apart from the heresiological condemnations of 
figures and movements associated with Edessa such as Tatian and the Encratites, is dominated 
by Theodoret’s life of Julian Saba, which features as the second chapter of the . 

                                                             
49 See H.J.W. DRIJVERS,  (EPRO 82), Leiden 1980; C. RAMMELT, 

, Berlin- New York 2008, 23-
34; ̈ ̈

14 17 2005, ed. L. GREISIGER et al. (Beiruter 
Texte und Studien 116), Beirut/Wu ̈rzburg 2009. 
50 The literature is vast; for helpful overviews, see R. MURRAY, 

, in , ed. N.G. GARSOÏAN –
 TH.F. MATHEWS – R.W. THOMSON, Washington 1982; S.H. GRIFFITH, 

, in , ed. V.L. WIMBUSH and R. VALANTASIS, New 
York 1995, 220-245; S. ASHBROOK HARVEY, 

, Hugoye: Journal of Syriac Studies 8 (2005) 125-149.  
51 See S.H. GRIFFITH, , Tr. 45 (1989-1990) 7-33, at 
31-33, and , Journal of Early Christian Studies 2 (1994) 185-216. 
Here I follow Griffith’s view that the first four hymns on Julian are by Ephrem. 
 52 GRIFFITH, , cit., 203-209. 
53 , 206. 
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Theodoret, writing some eighty years after Ephrem, saw Julian restrospectively as founder of a 
monastic network that reached westward almost to Antioch and nurtured many future bishops. 
Theodoret was too young to have known Julian personally, and relied on oral reports from 
elderly ascetic bishops, particularly the centenarian Acacius (ca. 322-436), bishop of Beroea. 
Acacius had received his monastic training at Gindaros, a monastery 50 km northeast of Antioch 
founded by Julian’s disciple Asterios ca. 335-340. Acacius had gone to Osrhoene with Asterios in 
the mid-360s to persuade Julian to make the journey to Antioch mentioned above54. According 
to Theodoret’s construction of the tradition, Julian was the second stage in the development of 
monasticism understood as , a story that began with Jacob of Nisibis (subject of 
Theodoret’s first portrait). The contrast with Ephrem is striking with respect to both Jacob and 
Julian. Ephrem’s Jacob was a holy bishop, ascetic in lifestyle but no desert monk, and his Julian 
was living a familiar kind of ascetic life in an unusual place. For Theodoret the desert monastic 
background attributed to both was central to their identity, establishing the pattern for ascetic 
bishops that by his time was the norm55. 
Rabbula stands between Ephrem and Theodoret both chronologically and culturally. He was 
bilingual, and his Syriac regulations for clergy, ascetics, and monks were widely copied. His 
Greek writings – letters and a homily – survived in Syriac versions seemingly made by the author 
of the Syriac panegyric entitled  (hereafter cited as the )56. 
His move to Edessa in 412 as successor to the recently deceased bishop Diogenes remains 
something of a mystery. Most likely he was sent there by his episcopal patrons among the 
bishops of northern Syria as a reformer. The accounts in the  of his repression of heresy and 
supposed mass conversion of the Jews of Edessa are chilling even by the standards of the day. 
The  emphasizes his efforts to reshape the church of Edessa, particularly its clergy, by 
imposing an ascetic version of Christianity on the church as a whole. This is perhaps 
unsurprising for someone who had spent his Christian life thus far as a monk in the desert. 
Rabbula’s own monastic identity, and its symbolic representation by the rough garb that some 
regarded as «despicable», was an essential tool in his program of reform. 
The  refers to his «excellent precepts for the clergy of the villages, the monks, and the 

»57. Topics prominent in those precepts are echoed in the , as will be noted in what 
follows. We have two collections of typically one-sentence prescriptions: 
1) A set of 59 

 (hereafter )58. The  refer to chorbishops59, priests, deacons, 
deaconesses, . They are addressed those «in the villages», i.e., living outside of 
Edessa itself. Throughout the  there are references both to the «villages» ( , plural, P 

                                                             
54 2.16-18 (SC 234, 230-40). 
55 See D. BUNDY, , Muséon 104 (1991) 235-249, at 243-245. 
56 For the Syriac, see , ed. 
J. OVERBECK, Oxford 1865, 159-209; ET in R. DORAN, 

 (CistSS 208), Kalamazoo 2006, 65-105. A new English translation is 
forthcoming by C. HORN and R. PHENIX. References are to page and line of OVERBECK’s edition. 
57 , 178. 
58 Syriac text from  14652 in , ed. OVERBECK, 215-221; edition using additional 
manuscripts and ET in , ed. 
A. VÖÖBUS (PETSE 11), Stockholm 1960, 34-50. References are indicated by P and the number as in 
Vööbus’ edition. 
59 Syr.: ṭ , from the Greek περιοδευτής, «circuit riders». 
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12, 19, 34; singular in P 7) and to the «city», to be understood as Edessa ( , always in the 
singular, P6, 22, 28, 36).60 
2) A set of 26 ( ; hereafter )61. The  are 
exclusively male, and reside outside of the city and villages. 
Though precise dating is difficult, the  and  probably date from the early 
period of Rabbula’s episcopate. Whatever their precise chronological situation, they provide a 
sustained view into the church of Edessa at a period possibly as early as 40-50 years after 
Ephrem’s death, and proved to be foundational for later ecclesiastical and monastic legislation. 
In contrast to the limited circulation of the , Rabbula’s regulations for clergy,  and 
monks proved to be very popular in the Syriac Orthodox tradition, becoming part of standard 
compilations of ecclesiastical law and regularly copied even into the 20th century62. They are 
significant in two ways: they show the outlines of the ‘new’ asceticism of the monastic life lived 
away from town and village, and they show it alongside and still secondary to the older form, the 

. 
In the oldest extant manuscript ( 14652; 6th century), the  for clergy and  
are first, followed by the  for monks. This manuscript uniquely presents the  
and as part of a complete Rabbula corpus, copied along with the  and Rabbula’s 
sermon against Nestorianism preached in Constantinople sometime before 431. All known 
subsequent manuscripts – and all modern editions and translations – place the regulations for 
monks first63. They also refer to both the  and  as «canons» ( ), even if 
sometimes preserving traces of the original names64. In these later manuscripts, all of which are 
anthologies of ecclesiastical decrees and laws, Rabbula’s regulations are handled like other 
examples of the canonical genre65. Only the sixth-century British Library manuscript seems to 
preserve the original form of the texts. 

                                                             
60Although found in the oldest manuscripts, the specification «in the villages» is omitted by both 
OVERBECK and VÖÖBUS in their editions, obscuring the fact that Rabbula is legislating for those beyond 
his immediate reach, and also drawing an implicit contrast with the monks, who are in village or city. 
F.C. BURKITT’s partial ET in London 1904, 143, correctly contains the phrase, 
though translating it as «in the country» (in the New Testament,  sometimes translates ἀγρός or 
χώρα), as does Wright in his , vol. 2, 651. The title on fol. 125r is very 
difficult to read, as the red ink has faded beyond the point of being visible without the use of ultraviolet 
light. Perhaps it was more legible in WRIGHT’s day, though OVERBECK seems to have missed it, relying 
instead on the concluding title at fol. 131r, which lacks «in the villages». 
61 , ed. OVERBECK, 212-214; , ed. VÖÖBUS, 24-33. References 
are indicated by A and the number as in VÖÖBUS’ edition. 
62 See A. VÖÖBUS, , vol. 1.128-37 (CSCO.Sub 35) and vol. 2, 307-315 
(CSCO.Sub 38), Louvain 1970, and 

, vol. 3 (CSCO.Sub 81), Louvain 1988, 68-77. P. BRUNS provides a German 
translation with helpful references to Aphrahat and canonical decrees in 435

, in 
70 , ed. H.J.F. REINHARDT, Essen 1995, 471-480. 

63 The editions of OVERBECK and VÖÖBUS follow the order of the later manuscripts, as do the German 
translations of G. BICKELL (1874) and P. BRUNS. Burkitt translated only the . 
64 At least for the  for clergy and , as in 309 and 62. 
65 As in 14526 (post-641 AD), which includes among conciliar and episcopal decrees a selection of 
seven regulations for monks plus two from those for clergy/ (A 1, 7-8, 15-16, 19, 25; P 17, 48), entitled 

. See VÖÖBUS, , cit., vol. 2, 440-442.  
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The original arrangement reflects Rabbula’s primary concern as bishop of Edessa for his clergy 
and for the ascetics who lived and worked alongside them in the towns and villages under his 
direct authority. It also accurately depicts the historical evolution of Syriac asceticism. The 

 was a long established phenomenon. Regulations for the newer, comparatively less 
developed, form of life lived at a distance from town and village, are an appendix to the 
fundamental decrees for clergy and . The monks were also, of course, less immediately 
subject to Rabbula’s authority than clergy and  since he did not ordain or finance them. A 
century later, the era of the next-oldest surviving manuscripts of the  and , 
now dubbed «canons», monasticism had become the dominant ascetic paradigm, a status 
reflected in the rearranged order found in the later manuscripts.  

1 Bnay/Bnāt Qyāmā 

According to the , Rabbula’s episcopal ministry began with special attention to the clergy’s 
performance of the liturgy, their simplicity of life, and the obligation of celibacy. This latter 
point is a reminder of the historic asceticism of the Edessene church, even if Rabbula’s 
regulations on the matter suggest that the ideal was not always the reality, and that he was 
reimposing a lapsed discipline. Because Rabbula insisted upon a celibate clergy leading an ascetic 
lifestyle66, many of his expectations for clergy were naturally transferable to members of the 

. The clergy and  are not to live with unrelated women, nor set up separate 
households for them and visit them there (P 2, cf. 173-174). They are to insure that  and 

do not live with «worldly people», but rather stay with relatives or with each other 
(segregated, of course, by sex; P 10, 18; cf.  176-177). The  are encouraged to live 
in the church, like the priests and the deacons (P 42).  
In addition to sexual renunciation, both clergy and the members of the  were to follow 
basic principles of ascetic living, beginning with abstention from meat and wine unless ill (P 23; 
cf. 174 and 176, though wine is not mentioned there). The clergy were banned from taverns 
or inns (P 22-23), and the  were not to drink wine after funerals (P 46). The 

 were not to attend public events unless accompanied by priests, or the  
without chaperoning deaconesses (P 37). The  refers to Rabbula’s ban on bathing and 
insistence on simplicity of dress for both clergy and . The  were to trim their 
hair lest they appear foppish, and the  were to cover their faces in the streets or 
marketplace with the «veil of chastity» (  173-74, 176-77)67. The «sons of the church» (inclusive 
of the ) are to fast, pray, and care for the poor (P 11; cf.  174, 176). All, priests, deacons, 

                                                             
66 See  174: «I exhort you above all else to withdraw from the company of women» and to let 
«continence» (ḥ , lit., “freedom,” i.e., from marriage) be held in honor by «the brothers in our 
sacrament ( ḥ )». BLUM understands this last phrase to refer to the , but the section 
in question is devoted to clergy, with a parallel discussion of the  following on p. 176. 
67 VÖÖBUS refers to the Acts of the martyrs of Karkā d-Ledān (Bedjan, , Lipsiae 
1890-1897, vol. 2, 245), where there is mention of the «garment» ( ) and «clothing» ( ) of the 

, and of a black cloth used to cover the head. Here  may be gender inclusive or 
intentionally ambiguous, as the story is about a eunuch who disguises himself to mingle among those 
destined for martyrdom. Vööbus understands it to be a reference to female clothing ( , 
vol. 1, 206). Aphrahat’s condemnation of veils in  6 applies to a particular kind of sheer veil ( , 
PO 1, col. 273.14); Rabbula uses ḥ , «covering», suggesting a less ornamental, more functional piece of 
clothing (  177.8). 
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and , are to be assiduous about the liturgy and the appointed times of psalmody 
both day and night (P 27). 
In addition to outlining the disciplines shared by clergy and , Rabbula is determined to 
protect and maintain the integrity of the  as a distinct order in the church. Thus, in 
addition to his anxieties about sexual relations between clergy and the , Rabbula also 
warns the priests and deacons not to expect the  to weave their garments or wait on 
them (P 3-4, cf. V 174)68. His ban on the levying of financial assessments on the laity includes the 

 as well (P 6). Indeed, the clergy are expected to provide financial support to the , or 
to refer their needs to Rabbula himself lest either  or be compelled to take up 
inappropriate work (P 12, 19; cf. 15). For the  , as for clergy, forbidden tasks include 
being hired by lay people as watchmen for granaries or vineyards, serving as their legal 
representatives, or becoming enmeshed in court proceedings (P 25-26). 
Rabbula lays down disciplinary measures for violations of celibacy. Any layman who forcibly 
marries a  is to be taken to Edessa for judgment, along with the woman if she had 
consented (P 28)69.  who «fall from their state» ( ) are to be sent to monasteries, 
and  are to remain with their families, and must not be received by the church (P 29). 
Within parish life, the  seem to have played something of a leadership role, as 
suggested by a regulation specifying that laymen may serve as church stewards ( ) only 
when  are not available for the job (P 45). � distinction between clergy and the 

 is marked spatially in churches, for  are forbidden to enter the area around the 
altar (P 58). There is a hint at a special liturgical role of the  in the prescription that 
while both they and the  are to learn the Psalms, the women are to learn , 
liturgical hymns, as well (P 20)70. 

2 Dayrāyē 

As Arthur Vööbus has pointed out, Rabbula’s  are the oldest such 
surviving texts, bringing us into the early stages of cenobitic monastic development in 
Osrhoene71. Even so, the  are not a developed monastic ‘rule’ but a series of topical 
prescriptions governing the same topics covered in the : interactions with women and 
seculars, ascetic practices, work and business affairs, careful regulation of contacts between 
monastery and villages. Rabbula is clearly intent on linking the  closely to the church of 
Edessa. As former monk and now bishop, he takes a close interest in their life, and expects his 
clergy to do the same. They are to «take on the burden» of caring for the  in their regions, 
regarding them as part of themselves (the Syriac uses the word , «members», in the sense 
of «limbs»). They also exhort lay people to help with the physical sustenance of the , even 
as they are to ensure that women did not pass through the gates of the monastery (P 15).  
Rabbula’s terminology for distinct forms of life within the monastery is more precise than the 
generic Greek . The Syriac word  typically refers to one who lives in a «fold» 

                                                             
68 «Above all, do not disgrace your position of honor with handmaids or secular slaves» ( 174).  
69 Cf. Basil’s letters to Amphilochius of Iconium on the canons, Ep. 188.6 (PG 32, 673B) and 217.60 (PG 32, 
797C-800A), both ca. 374-375 CE. 
70 See HARVEY, , cit. 
71 , cit., vol. 2, 313 and , cit., vol. 3, 70. 



ADAMANTIUS 19 (2013) 

 220  

( , i.e., in a community with others72. Their life allows for recluses (ḥ ), within the 
monastery (A 5), and for those who wish to live in isolation ( ḥ ), presumably meaning at 
some distance from the monastery, after having proven themselves in the community (A 18). 
Rabbula mentions two offices, that of the head of the community ( , A 12-13, 21, 26) and 
the steward ( , A 2-3, 6).  
The  depict a communal form of monasticism lived in seclusion, with regular but 
carefully managed contact with the rest of society. The keynote is separation from the world. 
There is no evidence in the  for monasticism lived in Edessa; the  advise that 
a cleric traveling to the «city» – presumably meaning Edessa – should stay in a church guesthouse 
or in a monastery «outside» (A 22). This also suggests that the monasteries were not so far from 
the city that they could not serve as reasonably convenient lodging. 
The financial economy of monastic life is similarly hedged about with restrictions on interaction 
with seculars. Monks are not to get into the business of hawking blessed oil, especially to 
women; if someone undeniably has the «grace» to bless healing oil, he is to send it to women 
only through their husbands (A 7). The monks are not to invite seculars to their festivals or 
funerals (A 8, 24). They are not to keep relics of the martyrs in the monastery (presumably lest it 
become a destination for pilgrims), but to give the relics to Rabbula for deposit in the «house of 
the martyrs» in Edessa73 or decent burial in the cemetery (A 22). Their own dead are to be buried 
discreetly, again probably to forestall pilgrims; thus sarcophagi are to be well-buried and hidden 
from view (A 23).  are not to provide «answers from the Book», i.e., biblical instruction, 
«to anyone» (A 19). 
In contrast to Theodoret’s portrayal of Syrian monasticism, it is notable that Rabbula is 
concerned that his monks not exhibit their extreme asceticism. He forbids long hair or the 
public wearing of heavy irons, though he makes an exception for recluses who are never seen by 
others (A 5). When the  or other brothers go out on business, they are not to wear hair 
garments, lest they be mocked by those «who despise the honor of the habit ( )» (A 6).  
Unsurprisingly, there is much less emphasis in the  on pastoral practice or purely 
ecclesiastical matters than in the . Rabbula allows qualified monk-priests and monk-
deacons to be appointed by the to serve in village churches, after having shown their 
ability to guide their brothers in the monastery (A 21). This blurring of boundaries between 
monastery and village, between  and clergy, shows the rising profile of monasticism and 
indicates part of the reason that monastic asceticism supplanted the : the monks had 
the possibility of adding ordination to their ascetic way of life. This made them able to play a 
role in the ministerial hierarchy – remember Chrysostom’s «men from the country» – as well as 
preparing them for succession to the episcopate. 
There is no evidence in the , , or the  of Rabbula for female asceticism 
other than that of the , i.e., no sign of ascetic women living in communities outside 
of the villages or towns, or following form of life distinguished from that of the   

This brief survey captures a phase in the evolution of Christian asceticism when both pre-
monastic and monastic forms of ascetic life are still evident. In Antioch, the momentum towards 
                                                             
72 The term  is used in the  to refer to both Rabbula himself (p. 184) and to other monks (pp. 206-
207) who seem to be more anchoritic than cenobitic in their pattern of life. 
73 Presumably the famous martyrion of Guria, Shamona, and Habib, built sometime after 345 by Bp. 
Abraham; cf. , sec. 18, on its construction, ed. I. GUIDI (CSCO 1), 14.16-17.  
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monasticism, at least for men, is plain in the life and writings of John Chrysostom, and fully 
realized in Theodoret’s work. In Edessa, as elsewhere in the Syriac world, the evolution seems to 
have been later and more complex. The firmly established model of the and  
eventually yielded to the new paradigm of monasticism for both men and women, even if some 
of the earlier nomenclature survived, though in a changed context. With Rabbula’s regulations 
we have a good view of the background for that transition, though to trace it will be another 
project. 
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The paper offers a taxonomy of asceticism in the cities of Antioch and Edessa during the crucial formative 
stage  of the monastic movement and across the crises of the fourth and fifth centuries. In Antioch, this was 
the era of Libanius and John Chrysostom, a time of civic and religious tumult. In Edessa, the 360s and 370s 
saw the arrival of Ephrem from Nisibis, the death of Julian Saba (the city’s first ‘monastic’ saint), and the 
death of Ephrem himself. Then, in the early 5th century, with the advent of Rabbula as bishop in 412, 
Edessa offers a unique moment to see the full array of traditional and new forms of asceticism. Rabbula’s 
regulations for ascetics – clergy, , and monks ( ) – provide the most clearly 
delineated and detailed ascetic taxonomy in Syriac literature. 
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