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Christ as Light in Mary and in the Jordan

This poem was extracted from Sebastian P. Brock & George A. Kiraz book of Select Poems of Ephrem the Syrian. The original text
was scripted in Syriac with English translation; this version is in Aramaic with slight modification to the interpretation of English
translation
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Light an eye becomes pure, When it is associated with [a source of
light]
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it gleams with its brightness, It shmes with [the light that] provisions

it,
adorned by its beauty It becomes glorious with its splendor,
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Refrain: Blessed is the Creator' of light!
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the Light settled in [Mary]; As thought on an eye
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clarified her thought It polished” her min,
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causing her virginity to shine. and made pure'her understanding,
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conceived Him again symbolically; The river in which He was baptized
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conceived Him in purity, the moist womb” of the water
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made Him ascend in g‘lory. bore Him in chastlty,
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you should recognize the Daughter of man In the pure 'womb of the river
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who gave birth without 1ntercourse
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the Lord of that gift.
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the Bright One in His tomb
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and gave brightness too in the womb;

gave illumination at His ascension”’
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was wrapped on him from without, [Exod
34:2911.]
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put on Light from within,
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was made gleaming from within.
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Moses with the [divine] g‘lory
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the splendor®, how much more should
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and the river wh{ch He was b:aptized?
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put on in the wilderness [Exod 4:10]
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to darken the inside of his dwelling,
GaiAd A o

served as a sun’ that went before his fee,
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who conceived without any man,
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Who brought up, through a gift,*
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A‘s the Daystar ih His river, [Luke 1:78]
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He shone forth en the mountain top’
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He dazzled® as He went up [from the
river],
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The brightness which Moses put on
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the river in wh‘ich [Christ] was baptized
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[Mary’s] bedy, in which He resided,
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Just gleamed
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because he saw briefly,
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the body w‘hetein [Christ] resided
gleam,
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The brightness that the stammering
Moses
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did not allow the darkness
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for the light from his face
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whose eyes need no
z:mcu .\om\:l::
since their pupils
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and they are clothed in rays of glory
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without using light,

for the sun needs
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seeing it is the source of [its own] rays -
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the righteous are light,
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their garments bri ghtness
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light through the [source of] light.
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when the w1cked put on
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cloak of all [their] marks [of sin]|
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darkness and torment,
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the body [in times] of sickness
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suffering, and fever,
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and a rod to chastise it.
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the sun by day
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L1ke the supernal beings
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other light,
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flow with light,
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For if the sun‘
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chases out darkness -
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no luminary for light,
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So too at the Resurrection
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for ﬁleir clothing'I ssplendor,
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they become their own
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Save me, [Lord], on that day
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the garment of full stains,
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where springs up fro them
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just as from
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there spring up bitter pain,’
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as fetter for its wrongdoing
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O Good One, who has prepared for us
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with the candelai)ra of stars,
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[may] Your glorious comfort reach me.
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of light because in it is depicted
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and by night the moon

through Your grace,
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Give thanks to the Creator
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give praise to the Maker The heavenly Light;
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of the light of our Savior! of ligﬂt because it is a symbol
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1. Creator: The manuscript has 234 but for metrical reasons this needs to be corrected to ewois
Polished: aiso The verb is often used in connection with the polishing of mirrors (which were of
metal in antiquity and so needed to be kept in a high state of polish in order to be effective).

3. Womb: Elsewhere Ephrem speaks of the three wombs that Christ entered: Mary'’s, that of the
Jordan, and that of Sheol. This imagery is preserved in several of the Syriac baptismal services
where the font is described as a womb that gives birth to spiritual children.

4.  gift: Probably Ephrem has in mind the figt of milk flowing in the breasts of Mary, a virgin. The
wording is reminiscent of Odes of Solomon 35:5-6. “Like a child carried by its mother, He gave
me milk, the dew of the Lord, and I was brought up by His gift, and found rest in His perfection.’
1t seems unlikely, however, that Ephrem knew the Odes of Solomon.

5. Mountain top: It is (perhaps deliberately) unclear whether this referes to the Tranfiguration or to
the Ascension.

6. dazzled: Ephrem probably has in mind the early tradition that at Christ’s baptism there appeared

above or in the Jordan either light (so some Old Latin manuscripts of the Gospels) or fire (so first

in Justin Martyr). In Syriac tradition it is fire that is more commonly referred to, and thisis
depicted visually in the famous illuminated Rabbula Gospels, dated 586 CE. For a discussion of

this tradition going back to th eDiatessaron, see Petersen 1994, 14-20.

ascension: this could, alternatively, be taken as referring to Christ’s

splendor: Lit. “exaltation”.

9. served as a sun xui The double translation is intended to bring out the double entendre (to hear —
what was not intended to hear).

10. bitter pain saesiv This form is not attested in the dictionaries; probably the text should be corrected
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Note: Fetter — a chain or shackle placed on the feet.
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