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INTRODUCTION

Early Christian writers had a problem while confronting Greek philoso-
phy: how far is it acceptable? In other words, how to reconcile the Gospel
message with the Hellenistic background? There were two radically different
approaches. Justin the martyr stood for making Greek philosophy to serve
Christian propaganda, at the same time admitting the positive worth of Hel-
lenistic wisdom. But his disciple Tatian the Syrian had a different view. Un-
like his master, Tatian took a confrontational attitude towards Greek wis-
dom, though the Greek philosophical influence on his thought cannot be
overlooked. These authors were only two second century representatives of a
trend that was gradually emerging. Two later contemporaries followed suit:
Clement of Alexandria in his fight against Gnosticism stood as the champion
of Christian Hellenistic synthesis, while Tertullian of Carthage openly hated
Greek philosophy though the Stoic colour of his mind remained. Justin and
Tatian came from the Semitic Orient influenced by Hellenism and both were
well-educated in Greek thought. Clement was born and brought up in the
cradle of Greek philosophy. But how did Tertullian the Latin scholar and
lawver. come to hate Greek wisdom after his conversion to Christianity?
Lik; Tatian the Syrian he too was following an apologetic tactic Whll@
adopting such a view. Whenever Greejk .phllosoph}‘/ happened to support
their theological views these early Chn'stlan apologists had no scruples in
making ample use of what they openly discarded. -
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at all ignorant of Greek philosophical ideas

an apparently anti-philosophical attitude against heretics who were well-
versed in Hellenistic philosophy:; but this was only an apologetic tool against
his theological adversaries whom he wanted to defeat by all means. Many
scholars have pointed out the problem of Greek philosophical concepts in
Ephrem’s theology' though it is not a finished chapter. Here what we at-
tempt to do is slightly different, that is to say, to point out Ephrem as a reli-
gious philosopher in his own right. His philosophy of theological language is
our concern. Ephrem’s theological polemics with the Neo-Arian issue bring
out some of his views in this respect.

EPHREM’S PROBLEM WITH METHODOLOGY

According to Ephrem the Arians went wrong in their doctrines because
they were applying a wrong methodology - ‘ugqaba and bsata - in their the-
ologizing: ‘ageb means to take by the heel, to hold back, to follow closely,
to trace or seek out;” it is to track down the prey like a hunter. Bsa is to
search into or out, trace out, inquire into, investigate’. B‘G is another term
explaining more or less the same idea’. What Ephrem cr%t1c1zes. is not any
balanced or reasonable search into theological issues. In his terminology the
Arians are basoyé (scrutinizers), darosé (disputers), sapré (scholars) and
saklé (fools) who go astray through .th.eir wrong and presymptuous appro.ac%
of tracking down, prying into the divine real,ltles, fczrgettlng the ontologlc?-
chasm’. Ephrem sees them as ‘learned fools’ (sapre sakle)’. But the parose
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Thus, in | Ephrem set forth a
contrasting it with that of the Arians.

EPHREM’S THEOLOGICAL EPISTEMOLOGY ey

It is rather surprising that Dom Edmund Beck, one of the greétesg“" T
thorities on Ephrem qualified him as an “agnostic™’. Bundy has repeated th .
view about Ephrem®. Whether an agnostic will ever recognize Ephrem as
such is an interesting question. Perhaps Beck’s opinion need not be taken lit-
erally? No doubt that it is Ephrem’s emphasis on the ontological chasm that
earned him this modern title. A God who is beyond human language, but re-
veals himself in human language and symbols, is the problem before
Ephrem the poet-theologian. Created sign-posts (nisé) are established
throughout our Nature’. They are meant for rational human beings endowed
with the faculty of speech and language. The Creator dwelt in the vast
wombs of all creation'’. Rationality, language and freedom prompt humanity
to read the language of revelation in the created universe. Through these
nearby indications we can safely search and reach That Far Away One (haw
rahiga). A far-away God comes near and still after coming near He remains
far away! Nearness and far-away-ness both apply to Him! It is a unique di-
lemma that constantly haunted and fascinated the mind of Ephrem the poet-
A nearness that is far-away-ness and a far-away-ness that is
nearness! Such paradoxical language is natural to. his system qf thought
which defies systematization. The Book of Nature is pregnant with rev;ll?-
tory symbols proclaiming the incarr.latlon. of God in human lsang'u:l;gre. ﬁei
same process of divine revelation is intensified in t-he Book of : cripture u?a 2
the climax of incarnation takes place in Jesus Christ. The tension precipl

theologian.
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