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OVERVIEW
ACTIVE FORCE OF THE WORD - IN AND OF ITSELF, AND ESPECIALLY IN ITS WRITTEN FORM, 


AND ITS CONNECTION WITH THE HOLY LIVES OF MONKS AND SAINTS-IS THE CHIEF OBJECT



OF OUR ATTENTION


Thematically, C/R addresses this issue in six (6) sections: 




(i)
Holy Scripture as Divine Presence



(ii)
Connection with Relics




(iii)
Holy Men and Holy Books



(iv)
Pious Hand



(v)
Miraculous Hand





(vi)
Hagiography as Miraculous Text


At outset, C/R reminds us that exposure to individual verses of scripture often triggered life-

changing events: “IF YOU WISH TO BE PERFECT, GO SELL EVERYTHING YOU POSSESS AND GIVE IT 

TO THE POOR, AND COME, FOLLOW ME, AND YOU WILL HAVE A TREASURE IN HEAVEN…” 


(Matthew 19:21)


As if the passage were read on his account, Antony – <O Ágios Antónios o Mégas> - 


relieved himself of all his possessions and worldly obligations and entered the Egyptian 


desert (Cf. Athanasius: “Vita Antonii;” The Life of Antony, written in epistolary form:


“Letter of Athanasius, Archbishop of Alexandria to Monks Abroad about the Life of Blessed



Antony the Great.” (Cf. Relatively brief work of 94 paragraphs; artfully simple portrait.



possessing two important elements of any good tale, and particularly, classical romance: 


(i) Larger than life central character; and (ii) Strange/exotic setting for Antony’s exploits) 



THIS IS A REFERENCE TO COMMON PRACTICE OF APERTIO LIBRAE, SORTES BIBLICAE  (I.E., 


DIRECT APPLICATION OF INDIVIDUAL VERSES OR SENTENCES OF 
SCRIPTURE, ENCOUNTERED 


BY OPENING A BOOK AT RANDOM, TO CURRENT PREDICAMENTS OF SEARCHING INDIVIDUAL 


(Cf. “SORTE BIBLICAE” v. “SORTES SANCTORUM”;  See Klingshirn, “Defining the Sortes


Sanctorum: Gibbon, DuCange, and Early Christian Lot Divination,” JECS 10 (2002): 77-130)


(Cf.  XPn lot divination as<Rapsothomatéias>: Rhapsodomancy is an ancient form of 


divination performed by choosing, through some method, a specific passage or poem from 


which to obtain information. Methods for such practice included following:




 (i) Individuals sometimes wrote several verses or sentences from a poem on 



     multiple pieces of wood, paper, or the like, shook them together in an urn, and 



     drew one out; 



(ii) sometimes, dice were cast on a table that was covered with verses; the one on 



      which the die landed was said to contain the prediction; and,  



(iii) opening a book at random, and choosing some verse, at first sight (cf. "Apertio 


      librae"). Ultimately, the latter practice was named according to the text 



      employed, e.g., sortes Biblicae, sortes Sanctorum, sortes Homericae, etc.
INTRODUCTION
Athanasius’ Vita Antonii played similar role in Augustine’s narration of process of his own 


conversion.  


Story refracted through narration by third person:  Augustine’s friend Ponticianus who 


reminisces about his friends and their conversion to ascetic life immediately after they 


came across a copy of Vita Antonii.


In this instance, it is hagiographic text that provides specific guidance to a searching and 


questioning soul; C/R maintains examples of Antony and Augustine illustrate what might be 

called a “…chain of imitatio,” scriptural and personal, that is essential part of hagiographic 


discourse


[IN BACKGROUND IS QUESTION OF WHETHER HAGIOGRAPHY CAN OPERATE AS “SCRIPTURE 
ONCE REMOVED”]
· IN ENGLISH, C/R PROFFERS THAT ONE MIGHT SPEAK OF “MATERIALITY OF THE HOLY TEXT,” WHETHER SCRIPTURAL OR HAGIOGRAPHIC;

· IN FRENCH,  “UTILISATIONS MARGINALES DE L’ECRITE”; AND
· IN GERMAN, “SCHRIFTLICHKEIT ,” EMPLOYED FOR VARIOUS FACETS OF THE POWER OF THE WRITTEN WORD THAT RESIDES PRECISELY IN FACT THAT IT IS WRITTEN

· C/R  DESCRIBES HER  CHAPTER THUSLY,  “…AN INVESTIGATION OF THE SUPERNATURAL CONNOTATIONS THAT ARE TIED TO THE MATERIALITY OF TEXT, ARISING FROM HOLINESS OF TEXT OR THE HOLINESS OF SCRIBE, OR FROM A COMBINATION OF BOTH “ 
· SUGGESTS A “DOUBLE MOVEMENT,” AN UNFOLDING DRAMA, A LITERARY DIPTYCH REGARDING INTERRELATIONSHIP  BTW  TEXT AND AUDIENCE, WORD AND SCRIBE, MANUSCRIPT AND REDACTOR, STORY AND NARRATOR,  …BOOK AND READER (…AND HEARER))
HOLY SCRIPTURE To what degree divine presence - fused into Gospel - was understood to be real, or 
AS

symbolic often difficult to determine; that Gospel book could stand in for real or
DIVINE PRESENCE intended presence of XP, is a theme elaborated previously re:



(i)
Law (Cf. Caroline Humfress)



(ii)
Church Councils/Canon/Liturgy



(iii)
Gospel Codex (CITE: Epiphanius quote)



“Iconic” function of Gospel Codex confirmed at Second Council of Nicaea (787) specifying 


that it was to receive “veneration and honor <tiḿitiki kai proskynisis>” analogous to icons 


and the Holy Cross, with incense and lights



Additional forms of veneration observed in monastic devotion to Gospel Codex as 



evidenced in following passage by 5th century Syriac author PHILOXENUS OF MABBUG:



“Salute the cross, and take the Gospel in your hands.  Place it on your eyes and on your 


heart. Stand on your feet in front of the cross, without sitting down, and after every chapter 


you have read, place the Gospel on the cushion and prostrate yourself before it up to ten 


times…. Thanks to this external adoration which you give to God, you will conceive in your 


heart the internal adoration and the effect of divine grace which a human tongue cannot 


describe.”  (P. Graffin, “La letter de Philoxène de Mabboug à un supériuer de monastère sur 


la vie monastique,”  L’Orient syrien 6: 463-464 (1961)).


That Gospel codex embodied actual presence of incarnate XP as Word of God exploited to 


dramatic effect; evokes associations of popular belief with magical practices (of course, not 


condoned by the church)


It was common belief that Gospel Codex could act as “miracle-working object” with apotropaic

(<apotrépo>: literally, “turning away,” having power to avert evil) and protective powers.  


According to John Chrysostom, presence of the Gospels would keep devil out (although 


additionally remarked that custom of keeping a Gospel Codex near the bed is useless if it is 


not accompanied by deeds of charity)



Holiness of divine Logos not only encapsulated in scriptural codex in its entirety; also present 

in actual script, the letters that convey the Word of God.  Sentiment behind Canon 68 of 


Quinisext Council <”Concilium Quinisextum,” ”Penthekte Synodos”> of 692: Threatens 


excommunication for up to one year for anyone who knowingly colludes in the destruction of 

books, either by cutting them up or by giving them to booksellers (or perfume makers (?)). 


Similar concerns for preservation of holy word in its physical, written form may also have 


inspired reuse as palimpsests of folia carrying a Gospel text; in order to avoid profanation of 

written name of God, some late antique Christians continued Jewish practice of burying 


religious books.

CONNECTION
Concerns about preservation of holiness that resides in object in its entirety as well as in WITH RELICS
constitutive parts suggest connection to use and interpretation of relics.


Put forward in seminal study of Armando Petrucci:  Identifies significant shift in artistic 


representations in Latin West after 6th century from predominance of open book to a 


preference for closed, while in Byzantine East representations of the closed and of the open 


book remain equally common



In Western art, closed book acquires “…the image of the closed reliquary, glowing with 


gems, rigidly presented for the veneration but not the comprehension of the faithful.”



Was the Word of God in its written form subject to same kind of fragmentation and 


multiplication of holiness as the bodies of martyrs or saints, which – even when dissected 


into smaller particles – carried the protective and miraculous power of the whole?


C/R cites any number of warnings against deceptive sense of accomplished piety that can 


result from the possession of relics or of fragments of scripture:



“They carry amulets, believing them to be something holy. But it is better to imitate the 


examples of the saints in one’s heart than to carry their bones in little bags.  And it is better 

to hold the written teachings of the Gospels in one’s mind, than to carry them, written on 


strips of parchment, around one’s neck…”



(i)
Examples of Epiphanius and Apa Abbi cited above have illustrated how the closed 



or partially open Gospel book could serve as a reminder of the entire XPn message;



(ii)
Also seen how full-size gospel books could serve as protective and apotropaic 



devices


(iii)
Both mnemonic and miraculous aspects are especially invoked in use of small 



books that contain only selections of text, or in the use of individual written verses 


of scripture


(iv) 
Small codices with religious content were often carried around neck by laypeople 



in L/A; Fathers like Jerome and Jn/Chrys decried this use of codices not as 



depositories of text but merely as reservoirs of divine power:  Frequently warned 



audiences against use of phylacteries, as this entailed danger of mistaking object 



of codex for the message it contained



(v)
Jerome compares such XPn phylacteries to Jewish tefillin, which contains only a few 


verses from the Torah


References in our sources to miraculous use of “the Gospel” do no always refer to the entire 


combination of the four Gospels, but to individual Gospels, or even parts thereof.



(i)
Especially valuable in providing concrete physical benefits was Gospel of John; 



Augustine acknowledged its power to reduce fever when placed under the head of 



a sick person



(ii)
In other instances, pieces of writing containing only the first few verses of John 



proved beneficial


SEE USE OF EXTRACTS FROM SCRIPTURE IN EFFORT TO EVOKE POWER OF THE ENTIRE 


WORD OF GOD IN WRITING OF PSALM VERSES ON STORAGE JARS TO PREVENT WINE FROM 


TURNING SOUR, AND IN BIBLE VERSES WRITTEN ON WALLS OF MONKS’ CELLS IN EGYPT IN 


ORDER TO PRESERVE HOLINESS OF THE SPACE AND ITS INHABITANT


Holiness of Bible codex could be underscored through its combination with appropriate 


relics placed on its cover


(i)
Early example of this practice is codex of Gospel of John owned by Peter the 



Iberian, 5th century Monophysite bishop of Maiouma in Palestine; whose cover 



included a relic of the True Cross that miraculously oozed oil



(ii)
Combination of wood from True Cross and gospel codex seems to have been 



common (cf. Jerome’s complaint that it was a custom among “superstitious 



womenfolk” to carry both these items on their bodies



(iii)
Despite criticisms, remained popular even among clergy:  In 6th century, Gregory 



the Great congratulated Lombard Queen Theodelinda on birth of her son:  Sent gift 


consisting of “a cross with holy wood from the cross of the Lord, and a reading 



from the holy Gospel, in a Persian box.”  (NB: Possible that wood and extract from 



scripture were combined into one object)
HOLY MEN
In L/A, esp hermits, monks, and holy men – themselves embodiment of XPn ideal -

AND 

had intimate connection with physical objects that contained Word of God
HOLY BOOKS


As discussed previously, from earliest days of organized coenobitism, existence of monastic 

libraries well established, beginning with central book depository mentioned in Rule of 


Pachomius


In addition, abundant evidence that individual monks possessed gospel books of their own: 


Considered essential equipment – perhaps, status marker – of monks, along with distinctive 


dress, tunic.



Per EVAGRIUS PONTICUS (d. 399)  – great theoretician of monastic spirituality, speaking to 


us from the Egyptian Desert and the world of the Desert Fathers – monk’s ultimate goal 


should be continuous memory of God and freedom from passions, “…so that you possess 


nothing except the cell, the cloak, and tunic, and the Gospel.” 


NB: Devoutly Origenist; thought (and person) condemned at 5th EC: Less mystical theology



than mystical philosophy.  Writings survive principally in Syriac, others in Greek (in great 


part due to assumption that such works written by other author(s). Palladius principal



historical source. Important relationship with Cappadocians (ordained by Basil).


Small codices containing Gospels or Psalms frequently mentioned as essential kit of 


traveling monks or clergy, and sometimes also of pious laymen; 


REGULA MAGISTRI requests that monks who travel long distances from monastery carry “…a 

modest-sized little codex with some readings.” (C/R offers interesting secular parallel: 


small codex of Thucydides, noted by Libanius in late 4th century as his prize possession:   


“Its writing was fine and small, and the whole work was so easy to carry that I used to do so 


myself, while my slave followed behind: the burden was my pleasure.”



(i)
Maximus, disciple of Martin of Tours, carried around his neck a gospel





Codex along with a small paten and chalice;




(ii)
Abbot Equitius in rural Italy so poor that he had to ride on a donkey 




without a proper saddle, yet he always carried sacri codices in leather bag





on missionary journeys;




(iii)
Traveling monk in Egypt converted prostitute by reading to her from 




gospel codex he carried in little wallet; and




(iv)
Future hermit Amoun spent his wedding night reading to his bride from





Bible codex that he carried around his neck, in order to persuade her to 




agree to a chaste marriage



Number of small-size codices survives from Egyptian and Irish XP’ty (Cf. “Irish Pocket 


Gospel Book”)



(i)
Folia of twelve Coptic and Greek fragments from Egypt – mostly on 




parchment – now preserved in Freer Collection (DATES);



(ii)
Measure between 5.6 x 8.4 cm and 9.0 x 10.0 cm;



(iii)
Folia of Irish origin are slightly larger, varying in size from 12.5 x 11.2 cm




to 17.5 x 14.2 cm (DATES);




Folia arranged in quires, but none from either region shows any traces of 





binding, perhaps because quires were intended to be carried in small 




wooden boxes or leather satchels.


C/R reinforces earlier observation that literate monks copied their own codex with 



texts from scripture


Jerome’s LIFE OF HILARION tells such a story:  In order to pay for his passage on a 



ship to Sicily, Hilarion intended “…to pay the fare by selling a codex of a Gospel 



which he had written in his youth with his own hand.”  (NB:  This codex, and his 



monastic garb, was all he possessed). 



In author’s view, now possible to adduce further evidence for this:




(i)
Gregory of Tours reports that his friend, Leobardus, when a 





young boy, escaped his wealthy family and his bride, took up 





residence in a cell, and prepared parchment w his own hands;




(ii)
Then wrote out for himself certain books of scriptures, including 




Psalms, in order to retain them in memory




(iii)
Once completed, he devoted himself to daily routine that 





included fasting, praying, chanting, reading, and writing




(iv) 
Engaged in preparation of codex of holy scriptures for his own 





private use as one of the first significant steps in his monastic 





life



C/R points out that copying of scripture was not just mechanical activity, but carried 


significant spiritual significance for copyist


According to ancient custom, reading or writing of any text was accompanied by 



speaking or murmuring words as the eye or the hand moved over the page.  



Physical act of writing out a text also aids in memorization.


Cites CRIBIORE (’96) showing Bible provided “textbook” for school exercises in writing 


that survive from L/A Egypt, presumably with aim of imparting scriptural literacy to 


pupils along with scribal skills


In monastic context, act of copying simultaneously served purpose of learning 



scriptures by memory and engaging in lectio divinia, having word of God 




perpetually on one’s lips


Practice of acquiring books of one’s trade by gradually copying them out in the course of 


one’s studies common in law schools of L/A;



Also, as we know from Augustine, practice of young Manichean devotees



Cite: Admonition of Abbot Isidore of Scetis to novice monks: “…IF YOU MAKE YOURSELF A



BOOK, DO NOT TAKE ABOUT ITS DECORATION, FOR THIS WILL BE YOU A PASSION…”


As we learned from Kotsifou, it is conceivable that organized monastic communities 


institutionalized practice for literate novices



(i)
For example, statutes of monastic school at Nisibis in northern Syria





stipulated a three-year curriculum for novice monks, during which they 




had to copy parts of OT and then NT in given order;



(ii)
Similar regulations made in Rules of the Monastery of Gabriel; this Syrian





Monastery, also known as the “Upper Monastery,” was famous for its 




library and its role in the formation of future clergy; and



(iii)
Curriculum programmed from NT to OT, then to Psalms and Prophets; 






Too, autograph copy of a holy man, sometimes together with his tunic, often passed on to a 

favorite disciple to designate him as successor; too, 



(i)
Hilarion bequeathed his Gospel book and monastic outfit to Hesychius





who later transported the saint’s body from Cyprus to his original 




monastery in Palestine;



(ii)
Similarly, when tomb of apostle Barnabus in Cyprus was discovered and 




opened in 488, it was found to have been buried with Gospel of Mark on 




his chest;



(iii)
Later Western example is Stonyhurst Gospel, dated paleographically to





late 7th century; found lying next to body of Cuthbert during his translatio




to Durham Cathedral in 1104; and




(iv)
Most intimate connection between act of copying and appointment of 




successor established in the Life of Columba:




“…here, at the end of the page, I must stop. Let  Baithene write what 




follows…”



C/R MAINTAINS SCRIBAL ACTIVITY OF HOLY MAN HERE SERVES DUAL FUNCTIONS OF 


UNDERSCORING HIS ENDURING STRENGTH AND PIETY TO LAST MOMENTS OF HIS LIFE AND 


OF FORGING LINK 
TO GENERATION THAT FOLLOWS, “…AFTER THE PAGE HAS BEEN TURNED” 


BUT WITHOUT ANY VISIBLE DISRUPTION OF ESTABLISHED PATTERN.
THE PIOUS HAND
Copying of XPn texts as lectio divina regarded as particularly pious pursuit, whether 


practiced by monk or layperson



XPn writers often mentioned copying of script
ure and other texts to illustrate piety of 


certain individuals



(i)
Ambrose praised by his hagiographer, Paulinus: “…His constancy in 




prayer also was great, day and night; he did not shun working of writing 




books with his own hand, unless when his body was hindered by some 




infirmity”;



(ii)
Holy Virgin Lidia left her native Thessalonike to visit Abba Marcarius in





Egypt in order to receive spiritual comfort from him.  She was “…a scribe 




writing books and living in great asceticism in the manner of men”;



(iii)
To illustrate well-known piety of Theodosius II, authors assumed that he 




engaged not only in memorizing but also in copying scriptures;




(iv) 
In Byzantium, pious copying favored esp during Lent (Cf. Methodius, 




Euthymius);


C/R PROPOSES THAT ACT OF PIOUS COPYING AUGMENTED SPIRITUAL STATE OF COPYIST



Doctrina Addai, composed in Edessa at start of 5th century, and which relates the legend of 


the conversion of Edessa, beginning with the story of the letter of King Abgar to XP and the 


reply of the latter, employs act of writing as evocative metaphor:  It calls all XPns to follow 


“divine script” throughout their lives and, thereby, to inscribe it into their resurrection 


bodies:



“FOR THE WHOLE OF THAT FOR WHICH OUR LORD CAME INTO THE WORLD WAS THAT HE 


MIGHT TEACH AND SHOW US THAT AT THE CONSUMMATION OF CREATED THINGS THERE 


WILL BE RESURRECTION FOR ALL PEOPLE.  AT THAT TIME THEIR MANNER OF LIFE WILL BE 


REPRESENTED IN THEIR OWN PERSONS AND THEIR BODIES WILL BECOME PARCHMENT SKINS 


<SOMÁTIA>FOR THE BOOKS OF JUSTICE….”  


Similar thought expressed in anonymous Homily on Virginity, which contains promise that 


male and female virgins in heaven will be “…holding in their hands the Psalter that is 


engraved in their hearts.”



(i)
Here, body transformed through ascetic living, becomes mirror of holy 




scriptures, which are inscribed on it;




(ii)
Long reinforcing equation of life and book has roots in classical antiquity




(iii)
Per dream interpretation put forth by Artemidorus in second century, 





“…. A BOOK SIGNIFIES THE LIFE OF THE PERSON WHO SEES IT… AND THE 




REMEMBRANCE OF OLD DEEDS, FOR OLD DEEDS ARE WRITTEN DOWN IN 




BOOKS.”  SCRIBAL ACTIVITY, REAL OR METAPHORICAL, THUS SHAPES AND 



DEFINES THE SELF…


 THIS IS PROFOUNDLY ASCETICAL IN NATURE; CAPTURING/REINFORCING ORIGINAL       


PERSPECTIVE ON ANTHOLOGY:  “TRANSPORTATION IN TIME; TRANFORMATION OF SELF”




C/R provides other examples to show further aspect of pious scribal activity that goes 


beyond the spiritual benefit acquired for one’s own soul through practice of lectio divina 


with the pen:




(i)
Promotus (5th century Ephesus) – teacher of Markellos the Akoimetos – 




and accomplished calligrapher, refused to copy anything but holy 




scriptures; he did so, “…not as an empty activity, but by paying attention 




to what he writes”;  



(ii)
Work enjoyed great popularity:  Piety of scribe considered to contribute 




to value of work




(iii)
P. Ko̎ln inv. 1473 (5th century papyrus) shows great esteem in which 




venerable monastic scribe held by customer:



“TO THE BELOVED ABBA HONORIUS FROM DIONYSIUS.  I HAVE HEARD THAT YOUR PIETY HAS



BROUGHT PARCHMENTS.  DEEM US WORTHY, I BEG, IF IT IS POSSIBLE, TO TROUBLE 
YOURSELF

TO VISIT US, SO THAT I MAY SPEAK WITH YOU, SO THAT YOU – WHEN YOU HAVE THE TIME – 



MAY BEGIN TO COPY FOR US A BOOK ON PARCHMENT, WITHOUT DISADVANTAGE TO YOURSELF.  

FOR THIS [PURPOSE], DEEM US WORTHY OF A RESPONSE OR OF A VISIT, SO THAT I MAY BE 


WITHOUT WORRIES AND SO THAT I MAY LEARN WHEN YOU WILL BEGIN TO WRITE FOR ME, SINCE I 

HAVE THE ORIGINAL [TO BE COPIED].  IF YOU HAVE NEED FOR ANYTHING, GIVE THE ORDER.  WE 

WILL GLADLY BE OF SERVICE. PRAY FOR US, I PRAY THAT YOU MAY BE WELL.”


Since Honorius (and others) are not copying for their own use, but for that of others, piety



adds special quality to their work that is valued by owners and readers of their codices.



Special appreciation of pious scribal activity reiterated by CASSIODORUS in 6th century; 


declared to monks in his southern Italian monastery of Vivarium that act of copying allows 


scribe not only to immerse himself in scriptures, but also to disseminate them to larger 


public through work of his hands:


“BY READING THE DIVINE SCRIPTURES HE [THE SCRIBE] WHOLESOMELY INSTRUCTS HIS OWN 


MIND AND BY COPYING THE PRECEPTS OF THE LORD HE SPREADS THEM FAR AND WIDE.  


HAPPY HIS DESIGN, PRAISEWORTHY HIS ZEAL, TO PREACH TO MEN WITH THE HAND ALONE, 


TO UNLEASH TONGUES WITH THE FINGERS, TO GIVE SALVATION SILENTLY TO MORTALS, 


AND TO FIGHT AGAINST THE ILLICIT TEMPTATIONS OF THE DEVIL WITH PEN AND INK.  


EVERY WORD OF THE LORD WRITTEN BY THE SCRIBE IS A WOUND INFLICTED ON SATAN.”


Authorship is hagiographic work often conceptualized in similar way.  Hagiographer 


compensates for his inability to be a living imitator of the saint in his own life by composing 

his work, thereby presenting an example of imitatio to others through his writing.


“FOR EVEN IF WE OURSELVES HAVE NOT LIVED IN SUCH A WAY AS TO BE AN EXAMPLE TO 


OTHERS, WE HAVE AT LEAST MADE AN EFFORT TO PREVENT A MAN WHO DESERVES TO BE 


IMITATED FROM REMAINING UNKNOWN.”  (Sulpicius Severus; Cf. Life of St Martin)
THE MIRACULOUS
Pious scribal activity has two-fold spiritual benefit for the scribe:
HAND


(i)
Lectio Divina; and



(ii)
Evidence of dissemination of XP’s message



Production of copies of scripture or other texts of spiritual value, that quality might also be 


rooted in nature of text



TO UNDERSTAND RELATIONSHIP BTW HOLINESS OF TEXT AND HOLINESS OF SCRIBE, C/R 


ELECTS TO EXAMINE VALUE ATTRIBUTED TO HANDWRITING OF HOLY MAN, IN GENERAL




(i)
Letters written by holy man in his own hand that carried miraculous





powers similar to those of contact relic




(ii)
Followers of holy men often asked them for letters; their receipt would




and signal a special relationship of spirituality familiarity



In case of miracle-working letter, important to identify medium that produced miracle, 


whether message itself, the hand in which it was written, or both



Long tradition in G/R antiquity of letters containing command of holy man that brought



immediate miraculous results; indeed, pagan holy men often addressed demonic powers



in written words, close in form and function to magic spells




(i)
Apollonios of Tyana, most famous pagan wonder-worked, composed





threatening letter to a ghost in order to prevent it from harming a boy




(ii)
Similarly, XPns attempted to demonstrate their power over demons of





old world order




(iii)
Gregory of Nyssa tells of Gregory Thaumaturgus, Bishop of Neocaesarea 




in Pontus (3rd century) stunned pagan temple keeper by commanding




demons – who had vacated premises while Gregory spent night there –





to re-enter their dwelling place in altar




(iv)
He did so by simply writing on a scrap of “paper”:  “Gregory to Satan: 





Enter!”



Interesting question is whether association of holy men, monks, and clergy with holy 


scriptures and with writing in general gave special ability to write out miracle-working 


commands




(i)
Monks of L/A Egypt considered “public ritual experts”; often asked to





copy out magic spells




(ii)
In other regions of Empire, clerics known to produce phylacteries,





protective devices invoking power of XP’ty




(iii)
Council of Laodiceia (4th century) attempted to prohibit production of





such objects




(iv)
In early 5th century, follower of Daniel the Stylite, who lived atop a column





outside Constantinople, requested by letter a written prayer from Daniel





every time a member of his household was ill, then placed the response





on the sufferer and obtained healing




(v)
“…as if the miracle had been from the hand of XP itself…”


CLEARLY, COMBINATION OF HOLY MAN’S PRAYER AND HIS HANDWRITING THAT WROUGHT



HEALING




PROMINENT EXAMPLE IS XP’S LETTER TO KING ABGAR:  Per Eusebius, King Abgar invited XP



by letter to visit his city (Edessa)




(i)
XP responded by forwarding his regrets, along with blessing that would





render Edessa impregnable to all future enemies




(ii)
By 4th century, letter was affixed to city walls of Edessa




(iii)
Protective and apotropaic power of Abgar’s Letter to XP and XP’s Letter to





King Abgar believed to be transferable to other instances (CITE: SINAI)




(iv)
In 5th/6th centuries, texts of both letters found inscribed around 





doorframes and lintels in Ephesus




(v) 
Similarly recognized in Egypt, written on walls of cell of hermit 





Theophilus in Coptic translation




(vi)
5th century Coptic papyrus contains text with addition of magical signs,





prayers and the name of sufferer perform a miracle, but text of 





secondary nature 
HAGIOGRAPHY
FINAL QUESTION:
COULD MIRACULOUS POWERS INHERE IN NON-SCRIPTURAL WRITING, AND AS 



ESPECIALLY HAGIOGRAPHY?

MIRACULOUS 
TEXT

Many hagiographical tales affirm that saint was present at the recital of his/her vita in the 


same fashion as he/she was present in relics


Evidence for miracle-working hagiographical texts enshrined in written form – without 


reading or recital – appears to be limited to L/A Gaul (cf. Gregory of Tours: Four Books on 


the Virtues of Saint Martin; Life of the Fathers)


IMPLICIT IN THESE STORIES IS HIERARCHICAL CLASSIFICATION OF MIRACULOUS AGENTS:



FOR THOSE ABLE TO VISIT TOMB THAT ENCLOSES SAINT’S BODY, TOUCHING CLOTH THAT 



COVERS IT IS MORE EFFICACIOUS THAT COLLECTING DUST OR HERBS THAT GROW AROUND



IT



EQUALLY EFFICACIOUS IS PHYSICAL CONTACT WITH CODEX THAT ENSHRINES MIRACLES



WRITTEN FORM:  INDEED, SETTING ONE’S EYE ON WRITING OF PAGE WOULD STRENGTHEN



THE BELIEF THAT UNTIL THEN HAD BEEN BASED ONLY ON “WHAT YOUR EARS HAVE HEARD”



BEFORE FULL CONVERSION TO POWER OF SAINT THROUGH ACT OF READING COULD OCCUR,



MIRACLE THAT IS STILL CLOSED HAD ALREADY TAKEN PLACE THROUGH CODEX 


THUS, READING HAGIOGRAPHIC TEXT IS REPRESENTED HERE AS “…PHYSICAL PROCESS 


EQUAL TO A PILRIMAGE IN INTENTION AND EFFECT”


HAGIOGRAPHICAL TEXT CONTAINS TRANSFORMATIVE POWER NOT ONLY AS STORY, BUT 


ALSO IN ITS PHYSICAL MANIFESTATION IN BOOK FORM; CONTACT WITH SAINTS IN THESE 


STORIES WRITTEN ABOUT THEM AND BOOKS THAT CONTAIN THESE STORIES COULD 


PRODUCE MIRACLES: 



IN THIS SENSE, HAGIOGRAPHY MAY WELL BE SEEN AS SCRIPTURE WRIT SMALL

SUMMARY
HOLY BOOK AND HOLY MAN ARE MOST POWERFUL ICONS FOR OUR 




INTERPRETATION OF CULTURE AND MENTALITY OF LATE ANTIQUITY.  


FINDINGS SUGGEST “DOUBLE MOVEMENT” , A “LITERARY DIPTYCH”, CONNECTING TWO: 


PIOUS SCRIBE  ACQUIRES HOLINESS FROM COPY SACRED TEXT;



AT SAME TIME, HOLY MAN – WHETHER SCRIBE OR SUBJECT OF HAGIOGRAPHY –



ALSO ABLE TO IMPART HOLINESS TO WRITTEN TEXT


TEXT AND AUDIENCE, WORD AND SCRIBE, MANUSCRIPT AND REDACTOR, STORY 


AND NARRATOR, BOOK AND READER, AND HEARER (!)
CHALLENGE
HAGIOGRAPHY IS SCRIPTURE ONCE REMOVED, SCRIPTURE WRIT SMALL
POSED
GLOSSARY

Ecumenical 
The Ecumenical Councils became instruments for formulating the dogmatic teachings of the Councils

Church, for confronting heresies and schisms, and promoting the common and unifying 


Tradition¹ of the Church.  A summary of the Councils follows: 
	NUMBER
	YEAR
	CITY
	EMPEROR
	BISHOPS
	ISSUE

	1
	325
	Nicea
	Constantine the Great
	318
	Arianism

	2
	381
	Constantinople
	Theodosius the Great
	150
	Apollonarianism/Macedonianism

	3
	431
	Ephesus
	Theodosius II
	200
	Nestoriansim

	4
	451
	Chalcedon
	Marcion
	630
	Monophysitism (Eutychianism)

	5
	553
	Constantinople
	Justinian the Great
	165
	Origen & Others

	6
	680
	Constantinople
	Constantine IV
	170
	Monothelitism

	5-6²
	692
	Constantinople
	Justinian II Rhinotmetus
	
	Legislative: Approval of 85 Canons

	7
	787
	Nicea
	Empress (Regent) Irene
	367
	Iconoclasm


¹”Tradition,” (Gk.: <paradosis>; Ln: <traditio>), means giving, offering, delivering, performing charity.  In theological terms, it means any teaching or practice which has been transmitted from generation to generation throughout the

life of the Church. (Cf. Ephes. 2:13-14 regarding essence of Christian tradition).

²”Concilium Quinisextum, “Pénthekte Synodos,” (Council in Trullo); sanctioned the “Eighty-Five Apostolic Canons”; also,
approved disciplinary decisions (Councils) of certain regional councils.  Established foundation for Orthodox Canon Law.

Arianism

Arianism was a heresy arising out of Alexandria and condemned by the First 



Ecumenical Council of Nicea in 325.  The Arians denied the divinity of XP: If XP was 


born, there was time when He did not exist.  If He became God, then there was a 



time when He was not. Thus, the “being” who took on human flesh was not 



consubstantial with the Father, and hence Arianism denied the Incarnation by 



denying that it was God who became man. The First Ecumenical Council declared 



Arius’ teaching unacceptable to the Church and decreed that XP is God, of the 



same essence - <homoousios> - with God the Father.

Apollonarianism
Apollonarianism, which takes it name from Apollonaris (d. 392), Bishop of 



Laodicea, taught that XP had no human soul (or the highest part of the human 



soul), but that in the Incarnation the eternal Word took the place of a human soul.  



This teaching was deemed heretical by the Ecumenical Council of Constantinople 



in 381.

Iconoclasm
The heresy condemned by the Ecumenical Council of Nicea (787) was Iconoclasm.  



Bishops 
of the “Iconoclast Synod” (754), under the direct authority of the Iconoclastic 


Emperor 
Constantine determined incorrectly that images of XP either show only His 


human nature (per Nestorians), or falsely attempt to represent His Divine nature (as 


Monophysites held). Theodore of Studium (759-826) argued against the Iconoclasts.  


Theodore maintained that “…Iconoclasts (were) Christological heretics, since they 



(denied) as essential element of XP’s human nature, namely, that it can be represented 


graphically.  This (amounted) to a denial of its reality and material quality, whereby 


Iconoclasts (revived) the old Monophysite heresy.”

Macedonianism
A heresy advanced by Macedonius (d. 364), Bishop of Constantinople and condemned 


by the Ecumenical Council in Constantinople of 381.  Also referred to as 




“Pneumatomachianism,” like Arianism, it denied the Incarnation by denying that it was 


God who became man.  The Pneumatomachi claimed to accept the deity of XP, but 



denied the deity of the Holy Spirit.  Athanasius recognized that there was nevertheless 


a denial of the deity of XP since they – the Pneumatomachi - believed the Holy Spirit to 


be the essence of XP.

Monophysitism
Monophysitism (also known as “Eutychianism”) arose out of Constantinople and 



was condemned by the Ecumenical Council of Chalcedon in 451.  Monophysitism 



maintained the belief that the humanity of XP was absorbed into the Divine such 



that He (XP) no longer possessed a human nature, only a Divine one. Like 




Nestorianism, Monophysitism was considered heretical because it denied that God 



became man.

Monothelitism
Meaning “one will,” Monothelitism arose out of the Monophysite resistance, and 



was condemned by the Ecumenical Council at Constantinople of 680.  Monothelitism 


suggested that XP did not have a human will, and possessed only a Divine will.  Like 


Apollonarianism, Monothelitism was deemed heretical because it denied that God became 


fully human.

Nestorianism
Nestorianism arose out of Constantinople and was condemned by the Ecumenical 



Council of Ephesus of 431 and, in a more specific manner, by the Ecumenical 



Council of Constantinople in 553.  Nestorius (d. 451) denied that Mary was the 



Theotokos (i.e. the “God-Bearer”).  By doing so, Nestorius implied that the person 



of XP and the person of the Son were two different persons, united by some sort of 


relationship.  Nestorianism denies the God became man.  The Son having 




relationship with a human person is not the same as the Son becoming a human.
Rhapsodomancy

From <Rapsothomateias>; An ancient form of divination performed by choosing, 




through some method, a specific passage or poem from which to obtain information. 



Methods for such practice included following: (i) Individuals sometimes wrote several 



verses or sentences from a poem on multiple pieces of 
wood, paper of the like, shook them 



together 
in an urn, and drew one out; (ii) sometimes, dice were cast on a table that was 



covered with verses; the one on which the die landed was said to contain the prediction; 



and, lastly (iii) opening a book at random, and choosing some verse, at first sight (cf. 



"Apertio librae"). Ultimately, the latter practice was named according to the text employed, 



e.g., sortes Biblicae, sortes Sanctorum, sortes Homericae, etc.






See:  Klingshirn, W. "Defining the Sortes Sanctorum: Gibbon, DuCange, and Early Christian 



Lot Divination," JECS 10 (2002): 77-130. 
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