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Homily on Our Lord, sec. 51 L & 2.
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" Hymns on the Nativity 21.10

& Hymns on Faith 15 discusses this theme, which is quite prominent in Ephrem.

® translation McVey 175, Syriac at 107

% Hymns on the Nativity 18.12, 161 in McVey, 93 in CSCO 186. Also, Hymns on the Nativity 4.149, 153, 184, 185,
McVey pp 100 + 102, CSCO 186, 39 + 42.

' Carmina Nisibena 4.4, translation by Rev. J.T. Sarsfield Stopford, B.A. at 172 in NPNF (sec. ser.) Vol. 13 Grand
Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans Publishing Company 1989 (reprint). Syriac text, at 14 in Des Heiligen Ephraem des
Syrers Carmina Nisibena, herausgegeben von Edmund Beck Louvain: CSCO 218 1961

2 Hymns on Faith 32.14. Syriac text page 109 in Des Heiligen Ephraem des Syrers Hymnen de Fide, herausgegeben
von Edmund Beck Louvain: CSCO 154 1955. Translation in Paul S. Russell, Eighty Hymns on Faith of St. Ephraem
the Syrian forthcoming from Peeters Press: Louvain.

3 Hymns on the Nativity 4.197, McVey 103, CSCO 186, 43, and Hymns on Virginity 32.4, 404 in McVey, 118 in CSCO
223
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Some argued against the Council of Nicea by holding that the Son must be less than equal in Divinity to the
Father because no fully Divine being could enter the created world. Defenders of Nicea sometimes chose to counter
this by striving to protect the Divine Son while incarnate by limiting the degree to which He was said to be affected by
contact with the world [“he was in the crucified flesh impassibly making his own the sufferings of his own flesh”, as
Cyril of Alexandria asserts in his Third Letter to Nestorius (Translation found at 351 in Hardy, Christology) or, more
crudely, in Athanasius’ extended treatment of the Incarnation and the scriptural passages illuminating it in his Third
Oration against the Arians, sec. 31, where he notoriously used the metaphor of a worker and his tool to describe the
relation of God the Son to His human nature: “...afterwards, for our sakes He became man, and ‘bodily’, as the Apostle
says, the Godhead dwelt in the flesh; as much as to say, ‘Being God, He had His own body, and using this as an
instrument, He became man for our sakes.”” (trans. at 410 in NPNF IV, sec.ser.). Nicenes might also choose to stress
the uniqueness among human beings of the relationship of the physical self (the humanity) of the Son to His spiritual
self (the Divinity), as Athanasius does in his On the Incarnation: “For being himself mighty, and artificer of everything,
he prepares the body in the virgin as a temple unto himself, and makes it his very own as an instrument, in it manifested,
and in it dwelling.” (Sec. 8, translation at 62-63 in Hardy, Christology)]. While none of these ideas necessarily
diminishes what its author allows as far as the fullness of the Incarnation is concerned, | think that they are instructive
as indicators of philosophical, theological and, possibly, devotional qualms about speaking of the Divine as taking Its
place in the created realm. Against this backdrop of what seems, to me, to be quite general reluctance to place the
incarnate Christ in the midst of ordinary human life, Ephrem’s willingness to speak cheerfully of the ordinariness of the
incarnate Christ’s infancy makes me think that his acceptance of the idea of Incarnation has seeped very far down into
his mind. This openness to intimacy between the Divine and the created world seems, to me, to argue for a level of
comfort with incarnation that was quite unusual among early Christian authors whose works survive. (I would also
place alongside this reluctance Arius’ desire to protect the inviolability of the fully Divine Father and Nestorius’ desire
to keep ontological distance between the Divine Son and the human experiences of Jesus—though that is material for
two monographs in itself and cannot be pursued here.)
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