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INTRODUCTION

In this homily, a Syriac bishop of the sixth century pleads with his congregation not to slip out the
church door once the unbaptized have been dismissed and the Eucharist begins. Jacob of Serugh casts
the sanctuary as a wedding feast, the soul as a bride awaiting her Bridegroom, and the departing wor-
shiper as onewho abandonsthe tablejust asthe King arrives. Beneath the ornateimagery isastartlingly
practical pastoral concern, restlessness, distraction, theitch to get back to business- met with an equally
practical remedy: stay, confess, receive. Translated in 1908 by the Benedictine scholar Hugh Connolly,
it rewards a slow, attentive reading.

Come, ye discerning, let us delight today in the teaching the taste whereof is sweeter than honey and
the honeycomb.

The Church in the world is a great harbour, full of peace; whoso toileth, let him come in and rest at
her table, Her doors are open, and her eyeis good, and her heart iswide. Her tableisfull, and sweet is
her mingled (cup) to them that are worthy. Ye lovers of the world, come in from wandering in the evil
world, and rest in theinn that is full of comfort to him that entersit. Thou weary labourer, that strivest
to enrich thyself by vexatious toilings, why runnest thou after riches that cannot be held fast. O thou
rich, that goest astray with thy riches, possess God, and hate the wealth that after alittle while shall not
be thine. O thou unquiet soul, that cleavest after gold, woe to thee for that which spendeth thee with
thy toiling after it! O thou that art greedy of mammon, incline thine ear hither, and cast from thee that
grievous load which profiteth thee not.

Come to prayer, and bring with thee thy whole self. Let not thy mind remain in the market about thy
business. If thou art here, let also thine inner man be here within the doors of the crowned (bride). Why
is thy thought gone forth and distracted after affairs, so that when thou art here thou art not here, but
there? Without amid the marketsthy mind iswandering, (taken up) with reckonings and profits; fetchit,
that it may comein and ask for its Life. Stand not with one half of thee within and one half without, lest
when thou art divided thy prayer loseitself betwixt the two parts. Stand at prayer aunited and complete
and true man, and all whatsoever thou askest thou canst obtain from God. Why art thou impatient to be
off when He has not given to thee? Stay long and knock at the Physician, and beseech Him, and bring
the tears of repentance and besprinkle His doorstep; entreat much; and if for love He give not to thee,



yet to importunity He will not be able to deny all her requests. Be insistent at the Physician's door, and
give not over; for if thou be backward He will not bind thee up. Why standest thou still? Importunity
knows how to obtain mercy of Him; and unless He give to her she will not suffer Him to depart.

O thou penitent, be insistent; and whatever thou dost ask, thou shalt receive it from the Giver of all
things good. Why art thou impatient to be gone about thy business? Why art thou disquieted to depart
and go about thine affairs? Why runnest thou after the world which may not be kept fast? Why hast thou
spent thy days in vanity? Why are the hours of the Church esteemed by thee as idleness? Why is not
the service accounted by thee as a banquet? Why art thou diligent when thou doest thine own work, but
here remiss and cold and slack in asking? Mercy hath brought thee in to this house that isfull of profit;
think it not loss if thou remain long herein. Be patient and listen to the sound of the Psalms which the
finger of prophecy played (lit., "smote") to the words of David. Hearken to the Hymns sung by chaste
women with voices of praise, which the wisdom of the Highest has given to the congregations. Hear
the Prophets who, as it were through pipes of choice gold, pour forth from their mouths life into the
ears of men. Hearken to the Apostles who, like the channels of rivers, arc opened and water the King's
garden with lofty streams.3 Bend thine ear to the pulpit of the Godhead, and receive from it precious
pearls. Learn and give assent to the (two) Testaments, rivers both which hold for thee life unending.
Hear the New, and hearken to the Old; and see that in both one truth is spoken unto thee. Lo, thou
hearest from the Old of the four rivers which flowed from the blessed source of Eden; and again in the
New (thou hast) the Apostles like four rivers, who went forth into the four corners (of the world) and
watered them.

Lifeflowsfrom the service of the house of God; yeloversof life, refuse not the profit that comesthereof.
The soul of man is receptive of impressions (lit., "operations"), and in whatsoever she meditates, she
is dyed withal and becomes (the colour) of the same. When she hears the dirges of the wailing women,
she overflows with grief and pours out tears over the departed; and when again she hears the songs
and jests of the actors she waxes wanton, that with aloud voice she may pour forth laughter. When she
hears evil reports, dread comes upon her; but if she hears good tidings, she is glad. And every wind
that blows towards her moves her; and in whatsoever direction it be, each time she turns. When, then,
she hears the sound of the service of God's house, spiritually she is moved with love towards God;
and as it were she despises the evil world and its affairs, and comes in and mingles with these godly
meditations; and she cleaves to and loves that spiritual conversation. She condemns the world and its
affairsand its doings; and sheis steeped in these voices of holiness, and al carnal thoughts depart from
her. And the soul condemns the love of the world and its pleasures, and thoughts of wantonness and
remissness. And when she hears these voices that are sung to her, she is chaste and lowly and full of
hope and moderation. Wherefore it is right that he who enters in to give himself to prayer should be
long in God's house.

The Churchintheworld islike a scribe to men; and she teaches and makes them wise, and binds up the
sores of al who come to her. And from her teaching the soul draws light, that she may overcome the
darkness of death when it meets her. Come, enter, ye foolish, that were stained with lusts, and furnish
your lives with the doctrine of the daughter of lights. Be not impatient to be gone from the supper
which the bride of the whole world has made, that we should delight therein. Go not forth as soon as



the consecration is (begun) in the sanctuary; for thou art a son of the household, not a stranger, that
thou shouldst depart. When thou hearest: "Whoso has not received the sign, let him depart”; do not
thou depart, who art signed, yea, and brought near. Be thou one of the household at the hour of these
Mysteries; do not thou get up and go forth and become as one of the externs. Thou art signed with the
sign, thou art stamped with the stamp, among the brethren thou art written: why shouldst thou go forth
with the unsigned, as one that cometh short? "Him who is not baptised " the priest drives out when
he is about to consecrate, not thee does he drive out, who art one baptized in the Divinity. Baptism,
daughter of lights, isthe King's sign, and thou hast put on the great sign: why shouldst thou go forth?
With the oil they have signed thee, with the cross of light thy face is signed: it isto "him that is not
signed " asthou art signed that they say, "Let him go forth." The sign of life has made thee a brother of
the Only-begotten and a son of His Father; and thou art in the household: thou shouldst not go forth.
Remain within the door, and cry, "Abba, our Father"; for thou, being a son, it is permitted to thee to
cry, "Our Father." "Whoso is not baptized" for this reason do they drive him out when the consecration
is (begun), that it is not permitted to him to call the Heavenly One "Our Father." And " whoso is not
baptized," his number is not set among the sons; and if he should call the Father " our Father " it is
alie. And for this cause they say, " Whoso has not received the sign, let him depart,” that a lie may
not be uttered among them that are true. Forth they drive him if he is not born with the second birth,
lest he should dare to cry, "Our Father,” with the many, and make use of a word that is full of lying
in the pure congregation, which daily sings those things that are true. Wherefore, when they drive out
that unbaptized one, do thou enter in, for it iseasy for theeto cry, "Our Father." Thou art born with the
second, the spiritual birth: it isfitting for thee to cry, "Our Father": stay and cry it.

The Bridegroom is coming down to see the bride betrothed to Him; abide, O soul, in the midst of the
bride-chamber, that He may see thee here. Go not forth from the chamber of the Bridegroom, the King,
who is coming down to see thee, bearing riches from the house of His Father. The priest, whom thou
hast sent, has called Him: wait for Him; for if He come and see thee not, He will be angry. Together
with the priest the whole people beseeches the Father that He will send His Son, that he may come
down (and dwell upon the oblation. And the Holy Spirit, His Power, lights down in the bread and wine,
and sanctifies (or "consecrates') it, yea, makesit the Body and the Blood. And every onewho isin the
house bestirs himself, that he may cry,"Our Father"; and the new sons sanctify and bless Him. And by
His brooding He mingles them holily, and they become one with Him, as it is written, mystically. But
he who goes forth with the hearers, what will he do when they petition Him in the house, and he is not
(there) to cry, "Our Father." He has cut Himself off; none (else) has cut him off from the brooding. What
then has he found in the market-places whither he is roaming? Despise business, and despise profits
which cannot be held fast, and at the hour of the Mysteries abide in the house of God. Your enemy is
watching, and isathirst for your blood, and so far asheisable hewill cut you off from things profitable.
When these Mysteries full of life are administered, he fabricates apprehensions of all sorts of losses,
and with all manner of devices he, by his subtlety, drives thee forth, that thou mayest be removed from
that congregation which is crying "Holy."

Satan is distressed by these voices of holiness; and if he could he would drive the whole world forth..
There would not remain one man in the holy placeto cry, "Our Father." ... In that hour when the bride



cries out, "Forgive me my debts" he knows that the Bridegroom, the King, is full of mercy, and that
He hears her (the bride), and He forgives her who died for her. Wherefore Satan is concerned and
uses much pains to drive men out of the holy place at the time of the Mysteries, lest when the whole
congregation cries out, "Forgive me my debts," the sinner also present himself and be justified. For
when the Gift comes forth from God, He gives it to him who is worthy and to him who is unworthy.
His grace (or "favour"), when He pours it forth, is like to the sun and the rain, and He has mercy for
sinners and for the righteous. And when the congregation asks mercy of God the sinners also who are
therein are enriched from His Gift. When the whole congregation asks grace of God, He withholds it
not even from the bad who are found therein. But the Evil One strives to steal away men at the time
of the Mysteries, that he may cut them off from the Gift of God's house; and he darkens the soul with
restless and cowardly thoughts, and with worldly notions he chokes the mind. It may be he reminds
thee of some business thou hadst forgotten, and chokes the soul with anxiety concerning that matter,
and with some weak thought stirs thee up to depart from the holy place about the unprofitable business.
And that thought from Satan drags thee and pulls thee and brings thee forth and makes thee void of
profit.



But (perchance) thou sayest: "1 will go and be about business until the consecration (is begun), and in
the hour when they open the doors | will go in and receive." O thou who art wise, drive away and put
forth these notions from thee, and suffer thy soul to have a care for her wounds and bind them up. Say
to thy soul: "O thou soul, full of sores, now is the time for thee to receive a medicine for thy wounds.
Now is the time for thee to pour out tears before Him who binds up, and He will apply mercy to thy
disease which vexesthee. Now is the time when the door of the Great Physician is opened, and He will
bind up for naught; bring in thy sore that He may find aremedy for it. Now is the hour for thee to lift
up thy voice in supplication; for now the gates on high are opened to prayers. Now is the hour when
thou mayest entreat thy Creditor to come forth and cancel the note of hand that is terrifying thee. Now
is the hour when the Son of God is sacrificed and set forth upon the table for sinners, to pardon them.
Now is the hour when the doors and curtains give way, that the sacrifice may come in and mercy go
forth for sinners. Whither, whither wouldst thou go forth, O soul, in this hour when every man enters
to gather mercy from the Merciful. O thou soul, the ewe that fell among robbers, be quiet in the fold,
full of healing for the broken. Without the door the wolf is hiding and waiting for thee; anoint thy
lips with the Blood of the Shepherd, and then go forth and despise him. For the Bridegroom has come
down and given thee His Body and sealed thee with His Blood: never shouldst thou go forth from the
bride-chamber to them that are without. The way of the world isfull of snares and obstacles; the devils
are standing on guard at the cross-roads (or "fords") of the earth; and they threaten the soul with rage
to destroy it, and they thirst for her blood because of the virtues which are held within her. And with all
manner of pretexts and devicesthey lay snaresfor her to corrupt her from that virtue which belongs to
her. But thou, O soul, hast an armour and awall, yea, and a Saviour who will not fail thee in the contest.
He keeps thee from the pitfalls of the enemy; and he will shew thee away of life to walk therein. He
bringstheein before His Father, that thou mayest see His place; and He shewstheethat Heisasacrifice
on behalf of sinners. Make thy petition in the name of the Son: offer it to His Father; and He will receive
it for the sake of the sign of His Only-begotten.

"When the Body of the Son of God is set upon Histable, bring in before Him all thy petitions earnestly.
Reveal thy plagues, O thou sick soul, and show thy diseases, and pour out tears before the table of the
Godhead. In that hour when the priest sacrifices the Son before His Father, gird thyself, enter, O soul,
and ask for pardon with aloud voice. Say to the Father, "Behold Thy Son, asacrifice to reconcile Thee:
pardon mein Him who died for me and was buried. Behold Thine Oblation: accept from my handsHim
who isfrom Thee." With these affections stand, O sinner, at the time of the Mysteries; and beg mercy
and receive forgiveness, and then go forth. At the hour of the sacrifice, when it is being offered for
thee, do not leave him who is offering and depart. When they drive out "him who has not received the
sign,” do thou enter; keep thyself within and hearken to the whisperings of the priest, and hear how he
begs mercy for sinners and pardons them; and if thou art in need of pardon, why then dost thou go out?
Another bows down and asks mercy for thee; why art thou in haste to wander anong the marketsin that
hour? When those who have not received the sign of the Bridegroom enter her, the Church drives them
out and shuts the doors until He comes. Shefearslest He should find in her astranger when He appears
in her, and she removes and expels all externs. The bride shuts the doors and eats the Bridegroom who
has espoused her; and no stranger may taste of Him, for (this) she does not permit to him.



Who ever saw a bridegroom sacrificed at the marriage supper, or brides eating their betrothed? The Son
of God has done anew thing in the world, which no man ever did but He alone. His Body and His Blood
He has set forth at the feast before them that sit at table, that they may eat of Him, and live with Him
without end. Meat and drink is our Lord at His marriage supper: blessed is He who has given us His
Body and Blood, that in Him we may delight.

Source: Translated by Dom Hugh Connolly, O.S.B., in The Downside Review 27 (1908), pp. 278-287.
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