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The Baptist’s diet in Syriac Sources

by

Sebastian Brock

Behind such plant names as ‘St John’s Bread’, for the carob, lies a long
and curious line of exegesis, whose aim was to explain away, by one means
or another, the dipiSes, locusts, of the Gospel narratives of Matthew and
Mark, and so make John the Baptist into a vegetarian. Although this
particular identification of the dkpiSes with the carob (St John’s Bread;
Greek repdriov)t does not appear to go back beyond the middle ages,
it is typical of many others which can be traced back very much earlier.

The Greek and Latin patristic sources on the subject were collected long
ago by Samuel Bochart in his fascinating, and extremely learned, compila-
tion entitled Hierozoicon, siwe de animalibus sanctae scripturae®. Bochart
poured scorn on the various fanciful attempts at explaining away the locusts,
and he sanely concluded that the dxpides of Matthew and Mark were real
locusts. But the urge to get rid of the offending locusts dies hard, and even
this century there have still been sporadic serious attempts at making a
vegetarian of the Baptist?.

In Greek sources the oldest reinterpretation of the drpides is to be found in
the Ebionite Gospel, as quoted by Epiphaniusé. According to it John lived
off, not dxpides, but éyxpiSes, little cakes made with oil and honey —anin-
terpretation that was self-confessedly based on the Septuagint description
of Manna in Exodus xvi 31 : 70 8¢ yedpa adrod ws éykpls év péliris.

* Paper read at the Fourth International Congress on New Testament Studies (Oxford,
September 1969). Some of the material has already been presented, in more popular form, in
Ararat (New York) 7 (1966) 42-4, »Locusts and Camelst.

1 Cp. Fr. Cramer, Der HI. Johannes im Spiegel der franzdsischen Pflanzen- und Tier-
bezeichnungen, Giessen 1932, p. 44. For its use by (Jewish) ascetics, see I. Low, Die Flora der
Juden, 11, p. 405.

2 T use Rosenmiiller’s edition of 1796 (Vol. III, pp. 326-33). The entry s.v. dpis in
Suicerus’ Thesaurus is almost entirely based on Bochart.

3 Most notably by R. Eisler in his section »Die Speise und die Kleidung des Taufers, in
*Ingods Bagueds od Baouledoas, Heidelberg 1929/30, I, p. 251t

4 Epiphanius, Panarion XXX.13 xai 70 Bpdpa adroi ¢not péde dypiov of 7 yedous 1 Tod
pdwa, ds éypls & é\alw, on which Epiphanius comments a 84fev peraorpéfwar Tov Tis
dMnlelas Adyov els Yietdos kal dvri dxpidwy monjowar éyxpida év pédvre.

5 The only reflection of this in Syriae tradition is to be found in the first of three explanations
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It was not, however, until the fourth and fifth centuries, with the rise of
monasticism, that the vogue for this kind of interpretation really set in.
Of the many possibilities put forward, two in particular came to be wide-
spreadly held. In an exegetical fragment attributed to Athanasius it is
claimed that the axpis is here a plant®, and not an insect; but at the same
time it is affirmed that the péAc dypiov is genuine honey, and not a plant
(i.e. peXedypiov?), but honey that was wild and bitter, and so more suitable
as food for an ascetic. This line of thought was further developed in the
early fifth century by Isidore of Pelusium : in two separate letterss Isidore
explains that the dkpides are tips of plants or trees, drpeudves Boravdv
7 ¢vrdv. This particular explanation clearly enjoyed great popularity,
as can be seen from the fact that a ninth century anchorite copied down the
passage on the wall of his cave near Miletus®.

The second, rather similar, explanation that gained wide currency was
that the axpies were in fact axpddpval®, wild fruits, and it is this inter-
pretation that probably underlies the passage in the old Russian Josephus
on the Baptist’s diet’*. This interpretation significantly conforms the
Baptist’s diet both to that commonly attributed to primeval man?2, and
to that fashionable among contemporary ascetics, whether pagani® or
Christiant4,

given in Solomon of Bosra’s Book of the Bee (ed. Budge), pp. 101-2 (ET p. 91)
<"\;“’ mimo Lim. a3\ ehlaads oo ,;mo Fusm cloma oim ha
ol Eoam o3 Eram Keodl o)) o o= ~auaies o v
iays eimlem o hie avo hiawaal
Some have said that it (sc. John’s diet) was manna, and this was the food for the children
of Israel, and Enoch and Elijah eat of it in Paradise; because its taste resembles honey ;
Moses, however, likens it to coriander seed. Hermits too live off it in the mountains.

6 PG XXVIL1565. A deduction based on the parallellism of dwpis to dudydadov in the
exceedingly obscure verse Eccles. xii 5.

7 These were a stock food for ascetics; see the references collected by H. Usener, Die
Legenden der hl. Theodosios, p. 133. The passage he comments on (p. 1925-6), however, mentions
two other sources of food for ascetics, both of which later came to be attributed to the Baptist,
dolnkes (for which see the Martyrdom of the Baptist in Vasiliev, Anecdota Graeco-Byzantina,
L, p. 2 vobiev 8¢ dupidas Toir éorw dolmras, and A. Berendts, Studien iiber Zacharias-Apo-
kryphen und Z.-legenden, Leipzig 1895, p. 79) and £vdoxépara (carobs).

8 Book I, Epp. 5 and 132 (PG LXXVIII.181/4 and 269).

9 On this see H. Gregoire, »Les sauterelles de St Jean Baptiste¢, Byzantion 5 (1929/30)
pp. 109-28.

10 First in Theophylact, PG CXXIX.173f, but the explanation is probably much older.

11 ¢f. F.I. Anderson, »The Diet of John the Baptist«, Abr-Nahrain 3 (1961/2) pp. 66-8.

12 See J. Haussleiter, Der Vegetarismus in der Antike, Berlin 1935, p. 67.

13 E.g. Lucian, Menippos (Teubner edn.I, 195) kai ourle pév fuiv 7@ dxpddpva, morov
8¢ ydda kal peXikparov ral 76 Tof yodomov U8wp; Porphyry, De Abstinentia §48 (on Epi-
cureans); cp also Haussleiter, op. cit., p. 323.

14 According to Clement of Alexandria St Matthew lived off them (Paedag. IL.1).
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Given the fashion for this sort of exegesis, it is hardly surprising that
Syriac writers should have tried their hand at it; one late commentator
indeed, Dionysios bar Salibi (f 1171), gives as many as eleven different
explanations of the four words of the Gospels, dxpiSes xai uéAe dypiov.
But rather than give a mere catalogue of these curiosities I shall classify
them, and on the basis of this classification try to discover what sort of
motives and interests lie behind the explanations.

The various explanations of the diet to be found in Syriac sources fall
into four fairly clearly defined categories:

(i) what can best be termed as ‘mythical’,

(ii) vegetarian,

(i11) literal,

(iv) allegorical.

To take these in turn:
(i) The single ‘mythological’ interpretation happens to be the earliest.

According to the unanimous testimony of the later's Syriac commen-
tators, Isho‘dad of Merv, Dionysios bar Salibi, and Barhebraeus, the Dia-
tessaron read here either ‘milk and wild honey’, or ‘honey and milk of the
mountain’ (with the inner Syriac variant ‘gazelles’ for ‘mountain’)ts. It is
an interesting reflection on the way in which the Diatessaron was trans-
mitted that none of the daughter versions, Eastern or Western, retain the
slightest hint of the milk, although the Persian Diatessaron!? and the
Georgian Opiza Gospels'® (at Mk i6) retain the reversed order, with the
honey first.

15 The Armenian version (all that is extant here) of E phrem’s Commentary on the Diatessaron
disappointingly passes over any mention of the diet.

16 The precise wording is uncertain, and is variously given: Isho®dad of Merv, Commentary
on Matthew (ed. M.D. Gibson, Horae Semiticae, Vol. VI, p. lvl = ET, Vol.V, p.23)
(ms S rﬁ.':_ﬁq:\) n"icﬁv:‘ alwo ro31 1\ mhlaad=; Dionysios bar Salibi,
Commentary on Matthew (ed. I. Sedlatek, CSCO, Ser. Syri 11.98, p. 144 (text) = p. 108
(translation)) "io3 ~Zesia <als oh\aaw=; Barhebraeus, Scholie on Maithew
(ed. I. Spanuth, p.8) =10 <=l The form in Isho‘dad is probably that of the
original Diatessaron (on honey listed first see below, notes 17 and 18), while in Dionysios
it has been assimilated in part to the Peshitta, and in Barhebraeus abbreviated. The
variant rﬁ._-ﬁo1 is found in the quotation of the verse in an anonymous Nestorian theological
compendium, Berlin syr. 85, f. 412 (quoted in Sachau, Verzeichnis der syr. HSS ..., p. 316),
and in an anonymous Nestorian Commentary (in fact here reproducing Ishodad), Oxford,
Bodley Or. 626, f. 16%; of. Kmosko, 0C2 (1902) 37-8.

17 G. Messina, Diafessaron Persiano (Biblica et orientalia 14, Rome 1951), pp. 32/33 :
e il suo nutrimentio miele del deserto e locusta (2, QMSYS, see below note 34), e un alimento
che chiamano gardd (= locusts, Arabic).

18 See J. Molitor, »Das Adysh-Tetraevangelium¢, OC 41 (1957) 2 (mel et locustam cam-
pestren).
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It is significant that the two earliest reinterpretations of the dxpides
in Greek and Syriac should both be Encratite in origin, and probably roughly
contemporary in date : both make the diet a vegetarian one, but at the same
time they make an important further step and give it mythical overtones,
the Ebionite Gospel linking John’s food with Manna, while Tatian makes
it into another form of heavenly sustenance, milk and honey?. It is ironic
— although not surprising — that the Ebionite Gospel, written in Greek,
as the interpretation shows, should use a Semitic concept, while Tatian’s
harmony, compiled in Syriac, should employ terms which were more current
in the Graeco-Roman, than in the Semitic, world. In connection with Ta-
tian’s interpretation it is worth recalling the use made of milk and honey
in the early church : the newly baptized, who through baptism had become
children of heaven, were appropriately given the heavenly sustenance
consisting of milk and honey?°.

Later Syriac tradition, puzzled by the milk?, embellished the picture.
One simple solution was the substitution, easy enough in the Syriac script,
of ‘gazelles’ for ‘mountains’. Others, however, linked the diet with the
early period of John’s life, spent in hiding with his mother in the desert
after his father Zacharias — identified with Zacharias son of Barachias
of Mt xxiii 35 — had been murdered in the temple. Thus the anonymous
chronicle ad annum 1234 states that John was brought up on his mother’s
milk up to the age of 15(!), when his preaching began22,

(ii) The second type of explanation, which sought to make John’s diet both
vegetarian and one that conformed with contemporary ascetic ideals, was
by far the most common, and it gave rise to a large number of ingenious

1% Cp Isaiah vii 15, and especially the Graeco-Roman sources collected by H. Usener,
in his »Milch und Honig¢, Rheinisches Museum NF 57 (1902), p. 177 ff; compare also the quota-
tion from Lucian in note 13, above.

20 The main texts are conveniently collected by Usener, art. cit., p. 183f.

21 Possibly a hint of the same difficulty being felt is to be found in Adamnanus’ De locis
sanctis (ed. Meehan, p.92-3) I1.23 (Arculf saw in Palestine locusts being cooked in oil): in
eodem deserto quasdam videram (= Arculf) arbores quarum folia lata et rotunda sunt lactei
coloris et saporis mellei; quorum utique foliorum natura fragilis valde est, et qui in escam
sumere cupiunt primum manibus confricant deinde comedunt et hoc est silvestre mel in silvis
sic repertum. (The same material is reproduced in Bede's de locis sanctis (ed. Tobler and
Molinier) § XIV).

22 Chron. anon. ad annum 1234 (ed. Chabot) I, p. 118:

ol iy KinEs o hom Wi aho ioaml haasa ¢inl eohlar
Qidoo.aie mal =i anly o Fom oidhm geio .awihh=a b com
hotodiao i
She took her son and went out into the desert, and there begged from the tents of the
Ma‘daye who were there, and (thus) she lived; and John was brought up on her milk

up till his 15th year; and afterwards he began preaching.



The Baptist’s diet in Syriac Sources 117

interpretations. Behind these it seems possible to-discern three rather
different starting points: the diet can be imposed by circumstances, or it
can be voluntary, and if the latter, it may either simply conform with
ascetic ideals of the day, or it may attempt to reproduce the diet of primitive
man in his ‘natural state’. Often enough, of course, various combinations
of these three aspects will be found all at once in a writer’s mind.

Those who saw the diet as imposed by outward circumstances naturally
took these circumstances to be the flight of John and his mother from
Herod2s, while the vegetarian character of the diet is very probably inspired
by the description in IT Maccabees v 27 of the fugitive life of Judas Macca-
baeus and his companions in the mountains : avaywprioas eis v Epnuov
Onpiwv Tpomov €v Tols opeowy Suélm odv Tols p.e'r’ adrod, kal TNV
xopTddn Tpodny oiroduevor Sierélovv. In a homily on the Baptist Jacob
of Serugh describes John and his mother’s fugitive life in the Judaean desert
in very similar terms :24

~adm mo aisas ma < ias ¢ma
<hdan ~i00Ll oioms Kom e

‘And he lived off herbs and plants and flowers in the desert of Judah,
just like the wild animals’.

That such a life could be understood as voluntarily undertaken and not
imposed by circumstances is readily made clear when one finds almost
identical phraseology used to describe the life of famous ascetics, such as
the Armenian Gind in Faustus of Byzantium?s, or James of Nisibis as
described by Theodoret?s. Accordingly the majority of Syriac discussions
of the diet are simply concerned with enhancing John’s ascetic prowess.

Interest was naturally primarily concentrated on the dxpides, objected
to on the grounds that an ascetie like John could hardly be expected to have

23 Possibly the desire to explain the milk of the Diatessaron helped to create this parallel
to the Flight into Egypt.

24 Fd. Bedjan, I, p. 1571 The flight into the wilderness with his mother is also mentioned
in connection with the diet in the extract attributed to Epiphanius quoted below, p. 6; compare
also the Coptic panegyric on the Baptist attributed to Theodosios of Alexandria (ed. K.H.
Kuhn) CSCO Ser. Copt. 33, p. 38 (text) and 34, p. 32 (translation): »and Elizabeth gathered
the flowers of the herbs which are in the desert and dipped them in wild honey and put them
in her son’s mouthe; his later diet as an ascetic is interestingly given differently in the two
different recensions, the one leaving the locusts (»eating locusts and wild honey«), but the other
making him into a vegetarian (veating herbs instead of food¢), op. cit., p. 55 (text), 47 (transla-
tion). i

25 V116 = trans. V. Langlois, Collection des historiens de I’ Arménie, Paris 1881, I, p. 310.

26 PG LXXXII col. 1293 rpogaw 8¢ elyer, od Ty perd mévov amepopévny kal duopévmy, ala Tiv
abropdrws PAaordvovaav. Tév yap dyplwv Sédpwy Tols adToduels culéywy Kkapmods kal Tév Boravdy

Tas €3wdipovs kal Aayavdies...
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eaten meat, whatever its form ; but the wild honey also sounded suspiciously
like a delicacy, and we shall find several reassuring remarks made on its
bitter character. Isidore, as it has already been seen, interpreted the dxpides
as ‘the tips of plants’, and Isidore is actually quoted by name in Dionysios
bar Salibi??, although in a rather altered form:

o A\ ain cam "lj"m al | Kriva Hionm.< sSaokh
A1 ojan o .Xoaa Lmaa =moeiy o Lpam isasa
.m’!n_"-w'_s..m ~haow

‘Isidore the presbyter : not the ordinary locusts, but the inside of some
plant, or the seeds of the cotton plant, or the tips of the branch(es)
of plants’.

Here only the last phrase corresponds to anything in the Greek and the
source of the mention of the cotton plant is completely unknown to me.
The first element of the explanation, however, which goes against the whole
spirit of Isidore’s pseudo-etymology of axpis as ‘tip’, turns up again several
times in Syriac texts, most notably in an unpublished extract attributed
— almost certainly wrongly?® — to Epiphanius. This reads as follows :2¢

i ho=l Wrolo Fotio | amn - @asesard 391 ook
~om imuhe=y | adm Liam r—(S‘Em AL s awcs Wom

~woia v..lcr:; _____c‘\.\n’r\?an @ s dwas o=
ol e’ Pty lasy n’c\.\rdr(.o'i:mo ILA -.o\?r( ~s1imoa
e 0> hom K hem e ax | cam .r\’).n::j.\.'i Al 01
i io3 am ook ol .intal @aiois =R T OO ENE N
i o> s 0 bim 2 Kina Huiasa | aEsa om oo
~om Kaskhm [ omol T.lm ~hieh ) laas o A
héum lo uadoo asam las adah R rﬁ:o)v
o7 Josa r\’k\:)j.lz ymaaily Rom i 1n .l Khariowm=asa
SExis a1
Now from St Epiphanius: what are the locusts and honey which John

the Baptist lived on?

The locusts which John the Baptist lived aff are not the flying and
fleshy kind of locusts as some have imagined, but the inside part of

27 Ed. Sedlaéek, loc. cit. (See note 16).

28 The attribution is most unlikely in view of Epiphanius’ disapproval of the Ebionite attempt
to make John a vegetarian.

29 The text is to be found in Mingana syr. 3, f. 792, I take the opportunity to thank the
curator of the Mingana Collection (Selly Oak Colleges Library, Birmingham), the Reverend
Professor W.D. McHardy, for permission to publish the extract.
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certain roots (or plants), or the tips from the branches of a plant. These
his mother also lived on when she fled from Herod to the desert. The
wild honey too is that which wild bees make, which is very bitter,
and which the palate’s taste buds abhor, and its taste is not acceptable.
By these the blessed John is shown to (have lived) in complete humility
and self abasement, and not in pleasures, but in abstinence from living
things, treating his palate to bitterness with plants (consisting) of
bitter (and) base roots (or herbg)3o.

The ‘locusts’ again seem to be taken as meaning ‘roots’ in three other
of Dionysios’s list3! of interpretations, one of which specifically compares
them with the carrot:

davo oo l:\\o ~om ol [ oondur Kiana i

Others (say) that they are roots (or plants), which he ground and mixed
with honey and ates2.

(2) (This is also found in Isho‘dad (= Ish.) and Solomon of Bosra33)
@1 (om Ish) auaio i | card ias w\ M Shan aie
RN I W) (@\o Ish) =\a (r("n.Q o+ Ish.) ‘J.erdvmr(.&
el s @umma ol eio (e Ish) @3 en (@ Ish)
(N> dhrwia am=o Ish) g
Others : the locusts, they say, are soft and tender roots, like a carrot

(oradvlivos) and not very sweet. Some people call them QMSYSs4,
while others QMSYN (= locusts)?.

30 There is clearly some literary connection with Isidore, especially with his Syriac form,
but the exact nature of this connection is not clear. The matter is further complicated by the
fact that both Isho‘dad and Dionysios (for references see note 16) quote another, anonymous,
explanation which is very probably derived from Ps. Epiphanius: Isho'dad ~Zoicua =aise’
Rein\@ Fhis Kl pimd als am ol o eaal aa S an | aad

~ioa huiooy | dasa. Dionysios _ cum r(h&_:'j..\n e ojarr s
ioa eiasi | foad i o;m eoda a0
(Dionysios takes over all five of the explanations provided by Isho‘dad, adding to them a
further six (nos 1-3, 9-11 of his list) from another source).
31 For reference see note 16.
32 Cp Arculf (note 21).

8 Loc. cit. (note 5): o cum t;\a\vmrf_'.\ =1 y;maded iosd ais i

huian wer Zals malja (vl o) camme wia hma L iad
34 Solomon’s QMWS also occurs in the Cave of Treasures (ed. Bezold), p. 251 0. ko=
<ioa feod ,mak\..ren_s.m ~adm io k=i o 0 <om

He lived off a plant (or root) called QMWS, which is (!) wild honey.
QMSYS is otherwise unknown ; one manuseript of Isho‘dad reads QMSYS, the word used in the
Persian Diatessaron (see note 17) and translated by Messina as 'locusts’ (presumably taking it
as equivalent to Ar. gamas: the form QMSYS, however, is unknown to both Arabic and Persian).
The source of these variant plant names remains obscure, although possibly they were specially
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(3) (This too is to be found in Isho‘dad)

@R P =maenol Kudo elodmi | Hasa aieed

a1 verd el @1 (sl Tsh) o) s omal

Others (say) that they are roots (or plants) called QWH’ which in shape
resemble locusts, but in taste are sweet like honeyss.

The introduction of ‘roots’ into the discussion will be a purely inner Syriac
development, due to the ambiguity of ~"3as., which can mean either
‘plant’ or ‘root’: it is in fact the word used to translate yopr@dns in II Mac.
v 27. How the confusion arose can perhaps be seen in two almost identical
interpretations which certainly derive from the Greek. In the life of Peter
the Iberian it is related that the famous Abba Isaiah asked John the Baptist
in a vision what the axpides he lived off were, and the reply was??.

~iod ias i aam [ oosder VA""‘

They were the tops of wild plants/roots.

No doubt ‘plants’ is what stood in the original Greek, but the rendering
~ ias. was easily capable of being taken as ‘roots’ by Syriac readers, and
it appears to have been taken as such by the lexicographer Bar Bahlul,
who quotes the passage in a slightly different form, with has\ ‘hearts’
instead of ,xs1 ‘tops’®t. The second identification of the daxpides as ‘tops
of plants’ is to be found in the last of five short extracts attributed to Xystus
of Rome:3?

aam ____g_m..k\..n’ ~ ios ,¥.i s Qo <am AET! r-(_S.:'Eu:
Q0Mm @is 10003 A irdon

The locusts which John the Baptist ate were the tops of plants/roots
which grew in the land of Judaea.

The interpretation figuring third in Dionysios’ long list is particularly
intriguing, and reads :

invented so as to provide a plant name resembling gamse ‘locusts’, on the analogy of Greek
dkpls supposedly meaning a plant, alongside drpfs ‘locust’.

35 Tsho‘dad -+ »Persian MNGq, i.e. mang, a plant given a very wide range of identifications
in the standard dictionaries.

36 Cp also Barhebraeus, loc. cit. (note 16): s s uéoa ¢ ins\a el anr
dj:m: ~io rsda normally means ‘stalks’, but compare the entries in the native lexica (see
PayneSmith s.2.).

37 Petrus der Iberer (ed. Raabe), p. 1265 By his question Abba Isaiah wished to settle the
dispute between the Boorol (vegetarians) and drxpidogdyor. The whole passage is indicative
of how seriously the Gospel words were taken.

38 Quoted in Payne-Smith, sv. :

39 Preserved in Mingana syr. 4, f. 617,
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imao ils ias <o At auha Ruaas x) s 2
11 il & uiom) Rua o i am .oiass Kom
<ind roia oudurd < Sha ohlaad=y o e hias)

In the Greek copy it is written ‘he ate sweet herbs and lived in the
wilderness’, but the person who translated from Greek into Syriac
thought that his food was ‘locusts and wild honey’, due to the similarity
of the words.

The whole entry in Dionysios is in fact already found, in rather fuller form,
in an unpublished commentary on Mark, perhaps to be attributed to
Lazarus of Beth Qandasa (8th century). The passage reads (f. 1799)

it aes o deos Ko, i0s e ils iasa o1 S
nl\ hls o ioa yoia r(_S::u: s iams (sic) i (Am
~<ohal moral om o K s G hinsl Zosaa N
SQdeos Wam  ims s ._____c_\.-.\éeor( i Koan asid
imao ian wom lamt .<aam hlma dlas el smodard
~oians
Some say that John lived off sweet herbs and grass#! of the countryside
— which in the Syriac (sc. Bible) is called @M’ (locusts) — and wild
honey. For, as a result of the similarity of the words, the person who
translated the book into Aramaic thought that the Gospel said that
John lived off locusts. But the meaning is (really) as follows: ‘he ate
herbs and lived in the wilderness’.

The originator of this statement — who incidentally proves a remarkable
forerunner of R. Eisler — thought that the ‘locusts’ of the Syriac New
Testament were due to a confusion on the part of the translator between
dkpides (supposedly) meaning ‘plants’ of some sort, and the common
axpides meaning ‘locusts’ (cp. the opinion of (Ps.?) Athanasius quoted
above, p. 2).

A number of the explanations listed by Dionysios appear to take the
‘wild honey’, not as a separate item, but as descriptive of the first item.
This confusion is certainly old, and is already found in the Cave of T'reasures
(quoted above, note 34). A similar situation can also be found in Greek
sources??,

Syriac tradition has no trace of the identification of the wéAe dypiov
as the plant ueledypiov; the chief concern, rather, was to emphasize that

40 Preserved in a tenth century manuseript, BM Add. 14682.

41 For the grass compare the Carshuni Life of the Baptist, ed. A. Mingana, Woodbrooke
Studies I, p. 270 (text), p. 242 (translation).

42 See Gregoire, art. cif. (note 9), p. 122.



122 Brock

the honey was not a delicacy. The fullest text on the subject is to be found
in the extract attributed to Epiphanius, quoted above, pp.6-7. In this
extract, which clearly has some connection with Isidore’s remarks?, we
are fortunate in that the motivation behind the explanation is made expli-
citly clear.

(iii) The third category, consisting of literal interpretations, is represented
in the lists of both Isho‘dad and Dionysios. In the former the literal inter-
pretation is attributed to ‘The Interpreter’, i.e. Theodore of Mopsuestia,
but in the latter — not unnaturally in a Jacobite writer — to ‘Others’
The entry reads (Isho‘dad)

hawsr 1 aus yoia .woia aam rejs“m .~anyas ~
.‘:73}:\ @BInY. Al ED i ha1=a=a ~ine
According to the interpreter: The locusts were the winged (insects),

and the honey (was) natural (honey) which were always to be found
there owing to the warmth and temperateness of the climate4s.

What is interesting is that the statement is put in polemical form, and
implies knowledge of interpretations that did away with the locusts and
honey4s.

(iv) The final category consists of allegorical interpretations. Two different
ones are to be found in the sources known to me. The first occurs in the
anonymous commentary on Mark and, in slightly different form, in Diony-
sios’s list, while the second is found only in Dionysios.

43 Cp note 30.
44 The explanation seems to be vaguely related, in part, with the first of Dionysios’ list :
canr aany Minami ;o .(u.\m{:\ ~Zron1 am) ;msarss dsz‘g'mn el g
.-—_
Some say that he names ‘locusts’ the honey that we eat, because the wilderness of Ziph

rnl . iosd huiasoaa n’_g.m.n Murdumed o eomo

is hot, and there are always locusts and bees there which make honey.
This item has probably been abbreviated since its present form does not make much sense.
Note that, according to Job of Edessa (Book of Treasures, ed. Mingana, p.372 (text),
p. 126 (translation)) honey, when heated, becomes bitter.
45 The third and last of Solomon of Bosra’s list is also a literal interpretation (p. 102) :
o1 roal Kiuiana .xmlion o >0 com KSha iems 0im aisra
Wihedo iowo Fias) ada sahemo .r{_\n.\k\:m heiasy hsiaoa ‘Am

And others have said that the locusts were really some of those which (exist) in the world,
and the honey-comb was one of those that are constructed by little bees, and is found
(in the form of) small white cakes in desert regions.
Cp also Aphraates Dem. VI.13 (PS I, col. 289):
~om lare wsian t{_s.‘JlD deaso
And John used to eat locusts which flew.
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The explanation in the anonymous commentary on Mark appears in the
following somewhat obscure form :

~“hawas hali.~aidoma ~r.ial tu.\aén.m:a r(_s.:nn'\ ol e =
LA RLN, 4! ~lo hiaw axh - m o N R i salon rssia
am £l r(j.:m A V\.r\’ ___3013 alurs r-(j.:m.\ ‘e o

i) @iz Wo=o VY!’( ____c‘\m..mlv.u.\ nl\v:ano oo
0 Limy iod huiaoa [ aasa ol win in1 @i ~ron
“aald Zlo Lol com e o0 _____c_uml:\ ol o i
_____c}crA ahasn als roan Laissn v‘-“‘-‘iv:‘ RN TAV <~ asl
haey <adls s ams e O0MmD A ~icnla

By the word ‘locusts’ we understand the Pharisees and Sadducees who
had descended to the wickedness of reptiles full of venom — whom he
also called ‘snakes’ and ‘generation of vipers’. He changes them to
locust(s) in that a locust too is clean according to the Law, and because
he rids (them) of their sins as a locust sloughs off its wings. He calls
‘wild honey’ that made by wild bees, which he says is bitter and repul-
sive, and he signifies that those from the nations who are outside
(i.e. pagans?), and who do not fulfil the Law and the Prophets, he makes
into carriers and fountains of sweet honey. And this the teachers of
the church have demonstrated by facts.

This very remarkable piece appears in Dionysios as follows :
uYr« Rris . aondul as adona nial el waine
mhatoia | haluri him i rsio <l <l

a0 @ismy ez e ezl _ alsdun | aa hasso

‘—‘—_
o yoin Koamus @Al rejsan u\.m’ ~ai1 [ car haasa

o @i faiss aam e OTndur | cd;m lar ~Samaa)
maoaia | nalura .hawmsa <homle =\ i

isanl hadsa iz @iimy Kauiss | cad hassa

Others (say) that by ‘locusts’ he designated the Pharisees and Sadducees
who are evil, being ‘offspring of vipers’ and ‘poison-bearing reptiles’,
(but) whom his preaching changed, causing them to be raised to heaven
— just as the locust sloughs off and rids itself (of its skin) — and making
them clean, just as locusts are clean in the Law. By ‘honey’ he included
the gentiles, who were (once) springs which flowed with the bitterness
of godlessness and wickedness, but whom his preaching altered, making
them into springs flowing with truth and sweetness of way of life.

46 — 73y &w. The whole piece has the air of being a translation from Greek.
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The second allegorical interpretation is found only in Dionysios, where
it preceeds the first. It reads as follows:

eiaml mome KShao Wi ohooeial ohlaadsa e
ot o sl ook roio sy sn ela=a _____c‘ud'.\l oy

ol iaz v m .haalmo hasuh oo viama
sl al Qa1 ,m VYK.MC\J& i h\aard s

Others (say) that by ‘his food” he means ‘his preaching’, and he called
1t ‘locusts’ because it causes those who confess Christ to fly to heaven.
And the honey which was sweet was the object of his preaching, re-
pentance and the kingdom. For scripture is in the habit of calling
teaching ‘food’, as for example in the quotation (Amos viii 11) ‘He
hungered, but not for food’.

One would like to know in what circles these two interpretations origin-
ated: although examples of allegorical interpretations are to be found in
both Greek and Latin sources*?, there is nothing exactly parallel to either
of these Syriac pieces.

Further variations on these four main types of exegesis of Matthew iii 4 =
Mark i 6 could probably be found elsewhere in Syriac literature ; the examples
given above, however, will no doubt prove amply representative.

47 E.g.apud J.A. Cramer, Catenae, Oxford 1840, T, p. 269 (on Mk i 6); cp also the Catena
aurea ad Mt iii 4 and Mk i 6.



