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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai

Craig E. Morrison

Narsai’s biblical homilies on David and Saul (Memra 74), the Prophet Jonah
(Memra 14), the Prodigal Son (Mémra 33), and the Bronze Serpent (Memra 55)
probe questions of human sin and wickedness, personal freedom, and the human
faculty to choose between right and wrong. At the core of Narsai’s investigation
is the human ability to discern, parosuta (isaxess). Narsai rereads particular bib-
lical characters to illustrate how, due to a failure in their discernment, they turned
to sin and then lived disordered lives. But through pdarosuta, discernment, they
were able to set their lives back on the right course, because, as Narsai writes, the
person is a treasury of discernment.! In these mémre, particular biblical accounts
become stories of discernment lost and regained.

Parosuta in the Bible and Early Jewish and Christian Literature

Discernment is a central feature of the spiritual, mystical, and ascetical life across
religious writings.? In their conversation about discernment, Syriac authors con-
sidered how and when the human person received this unique faculty. Did Eve
have this faculty when she encountered the talking serpent? Could she have
resisted the serpent’s suggestion (Genesis 3) before she ate from the fruit of the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil? Could she discern the serpent’s deceit?
These questions are as old as the Bible itself. The seventeenth-century author
Edward Cooke’s Bartas Junior (1631) argued that Adam and Eve knew good
and evil before the fall. But after eating the forbidden fruit, they acquired the
knowledge of the guilt of evil by the loss of good.* More recently, Bernard Levin-
son notes that when Eve responds to the serpent, “she has already begun to reflect

! Mémra 24 ‘On Lent IV’ (ed. Mingana 1.195.13-14): 1aaxoada w1 13, Asem ixaly ixds,

% Lienhard rightly notes that the term discernment is “a biblical term and has a long and
somewhat complex history” (J. Lienhard, “On ‘Discernment of Spirits’ in the Early Church,” TS
41[1980]: 505). See also B. McGinn, The Presence of God: A History of Western Mysticism, vol. 1.
The Foundations of Mysticism (New York: Crossroad, 1991), 137 and W. Spohn, “The Reasoning
Heart: An American Approach to Christian Discernment,” TS 44 (1983): 30-52.

* P. Almond, Adam and Eve in Seventeenth-Century Thought (Cambridge: Cambridge Uni-
versity Press, 1999), 194.
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162 Craig E. Morrison

upon the conditions of her life, her relation to God, her relation to Adam, and
her freedom of choice.” Then he asks the question that lingers in the biblical
text: “How could Adam properly understand the instruction in any meaningful
way as a command if he had no knowledge, the very thing from which he is to
abstain? Absent the forbidden fruit of knowledge, Adam could not distinguish
between the instruction as a command requiring his obedience and the in-
struction as merely describing an inevitable law of nature.” These questions
were on the minds of ancient Jewish writers as well. Targum Neofiti expands
on Gn 3:5 so that the reader learns that the faculty of discernment comes from
eating of the tree:

Masoretic Text 3:5
Y71 200 T YR DO

You will become like gods, knowing good and evil

Targum Neofiti 3:5
Wah 20 Pa Awnand PYT ™ 0P 1R AR5AD I

You will become like angels before the Lord, knowing how to discern between good and
evil.

The Targum adds the key word nwnanb, “to discern,” here and again in Gn 3:22
so that the reader of the Palestinian Targums learns that from Adam will come
forth one nation endowed with discernment:®

Targum Neofiti Gn 3:22
Wb 20 Pa Awnand AT KT [A]MK Dpn 1

... from him will arise one nation that will know how to discern between good and bad.

Targum Pseudo-Jonathan Gn 3:22
Wb 20 pa jwaanb YT rn o P

... from him are destined to arise those who will know how to discern between good and
bad.

These minor expansions in the Targum illustrate the importance of the question
of the emergence of human discernment for early Jewish writers. The person not
only “knows” good and bad but, the Targum insists, can also “discern” (Xw1an)
between the two.

But if Adam and Eve acquired discernment only after eating from the tree,
how could they have recognized the wily machinations of the serpent? How can

4 B.M. Levinson, Right Chorale: Studies in Biblical Law and Interpretation (Winona Lake:
Eisenbrauns, 2011), 43.

> Levinson, Right Chorale, 44.

¢ Targum Onkelos does not add the word “discernment” in Gn 3:22: DTR 871 D798 " NN
W1 20 prnk Ann 8npa v mia “The Lord God said, ‘See, Adam has become unique in the
world, knowing by himself good and bad”
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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai 163

they be held responsible for eating from the tree? Aphrahat sees the problem
and therefore argues that God created the human person with the faculty of dis-
cernment. In Demonstration 17, “On Christ, who is the Son of God,” Aphrahat
rewrites Gn 2:7:

Peshitta

121} 23 <ama | <aiy AT ;mAAKs 2210 AT = ian pidd ol i la\ e
s

The Lord God formed Adam, dust from the ground, and he breathed into his nostrils the
breath of life and Adam became a living person.

Aphrahat (Dem. 17, §7)

~dhar Sma0 | muay P @D wala m .m&ares Sus o )md ~ml Yarey o ena
s e A\ roitay <ariaax

After God generated Adam among his thought, he fashioned him and he breathed into
him from his spirit and he gave (him) the knowledge of discernment so that he might dis-
cern between good and evil.’

In Aphrahat’s imagination Adam and Eve were able to resist the serpent’s
temptation because they were created with the faculty of discernment. There-
fore they are responsible for succumbing to the serpent’s suggestion. Ephrem, in
his Commentary on Genesis (Section II § 20), imagines how Eve should have re-
sponded to the serpent and suggests that she too had the faculty of discernment
before she ate from the tree, but she abandoned this faculty as she listened to the
serpent’s manipulations.

~saw \shs e:é\&m dnax el <as

But Eve declined to discern the words of the serpent.

Ephrem sees the question of Eve’s ability to discern before the fall and imagines
Eve’s thought process as she engages the serpent:

O ria Kas o0 1o o Al ot valsl e s A oxaal B)) dus (e

If between good and evil I do not know, your advice, whether good or evil, how can I dis-
cern?

Then Eve decides that the very presence of the serpent indicates that she can
discern:
&c\l durn ‘.\laﬂ (.mﬂ ~aimo ¢d1 V\&\.p&\l'b)

Your arrival to us is a witness that we have these things.

7Ed. J. Parisot, Aphraatis Sapientis Persae Demonstrationes (PS 1.1; Paris: Firmin-Didot,
1894), 799-800.
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164 Craig E. Morrison

A< <o wal=l Ldal dus whrisa wha)) (riaasa O ~alos B\ om Ko

For in the sight that I possess and in the discernment of good and evil that I have, I am
examining your counsel.?

But because Eve did not engage her faculty of discernment, she gazed on the tree
and succumbed.” Ephrem’s discussion reveals that the question of the person’s
ability to discern before the fall was under examination.

In Narsai’s mind, Adam did not acquire the faculty of discernment until he
ate from the tree of the knowledge of good and evil. This was the first time that
human discernment was put into effect:!°

(God) made us rational beings (:\:\s) and discerners (ixoss).

He filled and imbued us with his wisdom.

He wanted to bring to revelation our faculty of discernment (. aaxess) through trial.

Adam was formed and adorned with body and soul in equal measure.

But his faculty of discernment (einaxass) was hidden until the transgression of the
commandment.

The commandment was like a crucible and it brought Adam to the trial.

His faculty of discernment (esaxeas) was revealed not to be absent in his nature.!

Thus, by eating the fruit Adam and Eve became discerners:

The faculty of discernment (enaxo3s) had been hidden in their simple minds.
After they ate from the tree they became discerners of what is proper (16N ixiq).2

Narsai’s description of the emergence of the faculty of discernment becomes
a leitmotif in his writings. Just as Adam came to discern through a trial, so the
biblical characters that Narsai reimagines also learned how to discern properly
by entering into the crucible of a trial, failing at that trial, suffering the con-
sequences, and then reemerging with a renewed capacity for discernment. A sub-
theme is that parosuta is unique to humans and when persons fail to exercise this
faculty, they revert to being like animals.

David and Saul (Memra 74)

Narsai’s homily on David and Saul is not focused on theological or Chris-
tological questions, and it contains no misogynistic language since, like the bib-

8 R.M. Tonneau, Sancti Ephraem Syri in Genesim et in Exodum commentarii (CSCO 152-
153; Louvain: L. Durbecg, 1955), vol. 2, § 20.

® L. Van Rompay writes that “Ephrem goes to great lengths to argue that Eve performed very
poorly in that conversation: she was not only naive, but also stupid in considering the serious-
ness of the snake’s proposal” (“Humanity’s Sin in Paradise: Ephrem, Jacob of Sarug, and Narsai
in Conversation,” in G.A. Kiraz [ed.], Jacob of Serugh and His Times: Studies in Sixth-Century
Syriac Christianity [GECS 8; Piscataway: Gorgias Press, 2010], 203).

10Van Rompay, “Humanity’s Sin in Paradise,” 210.

' Mémra 49 ‘On Creation IV, 59-67 (ed. Gignoux 197).

12 Mémra 49 ‘On Creation IV, 164-165 (ed. Gignoux 203).
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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai 165

lical narrator, Narsai casts no guilt on Bathsheba for David’s crimes. One finds
no anti-Jewish remarks, which supports Frishman’s argument that Narsai’s anti-
Judaism is milder than that of Ephrem, Jacob of Serugh, and Chrysostom.” It
contains relatively few allusions to the New Testament, and there are very few
typological allusions between David and Jesus (perhaps because Narsai focuses
on David’s crimes). This last aspect is surprising since I approached this homily
with my own preconceived notion about Narsai, supported by Frishman’s general
observation, that in Narsai’s reading of the Bible “the Old Testament is truly in
service of the New.”* But in this mémra, Narsai reads the David and Uriah story
with little reference to the New Testament.

As the homily opens David is victorious in all that he does. But when the
devil comes on stage, David is unable to think correctly; he fails to discern.
Narsai probes deeply into the machinations of David’s mind that result in Uriah’s
murder. He observes closely how the devil disturbed (aes) David’s discernment.
David’s writing became so disordered that he began to write backwards, from
Taw to Aleph instead of from Aleph to Taw. This metaphor of reversed writing
would be a grave ill for a rational creature (:\\s) — the very reversal of the
creation of the person. Narsai interrogates David for his self-deception:

Why did you hide your own crime from the One who knows all;

you did not remember what you yourself composed, “He scrutinizes the heart”?
Was it not you who said, “He is in all things - in the heights and in the depths”?
No one can hide® the deed of his hands from the Maker.!®

Finally, David acknowledges that God has scrutinized his heart:

He saw that the trickery that he had concocted in his thoughts was exposed.”

But Narsai reserves the term parosuta until his homily on David and Saul comes
to a climax, just after he retells the prophet Nathan’s biblical parable to David.
He expands on Nathan’s demand that David pronounce a royal decision on
the stolen ewe lamb - the phony legal case that Nathan has invented. Nathan
demands that David employ his faculty of discernment:

faaxodda Biuad gl Alila (63
Judge justly, according to the investigation of your discernment.®

David’s lack of self-knowledge and his failure to discern, which has resulted in
his crimes, now reaches a critical point:

13 ]. Frishman, “Narsai’s Homily for the Palm Festival — Against the Jews: For the Palm Fes-
tival or against the Jews?,” in SymSyr IV, 228.

4 Frishman, “Narsai’s Homily for the Palm Festival,” 182.

15 Reading ixy, from ms. Vat. Syr. 594. The Patriarchal Press Edition reads y=«.

16 Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 383-386 (ed. Patriarchal Press 789.4-7).

7 Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 407 (ed. Patriarchal Press 790.4).

18 Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 351 (ed. Patriarchal Press 787.20).
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166 Craig E. Morrison

S B aa oxds A\ a3\ s

130 am\ oot lAate Slwd Lidse aewd

He unknowingly brought the just judgment down upon himself:
“As the Lord lives the one who did this is guilty of death.”

Later in the homily, Narsai argues that it was “iniquity” that blinded David from
proper discernment:

lhaxoiady fuag o widah Pas
92y Somwsr 32 233 aa Awmmal PNa

Iniquity blinded me from discerning judgment;
I did not reflect as I walked a fraudulent path.2

But once David has been forgiven for his crimes against Bathsheba and Uriah,
his faculty of discernment returns:

e R e
1aAAN Mmaam M od\zon lade

The creator realized that (David’s) inclination wanted to preach through him,
so he gave him back the power to penetrate into future events.?

Discernment, which involves self-awareness, self-possession, and self-
consciousness, is lost through a surrender to iniquity and is then reacquired
when the protagonist enters into a trial, fails at that trial, confesses his sin,
endures a period of suffering, and then reacquires his faculty of discernment.

The Prodigal Son (Mémra 33)

The parable of the prodigal son is an obvious choice for Narsai to develop his
theme of lost and reacquired parosuta, since parosuta is an essential theme in the
parable itself. The turning point comes when the son “comes to himself” (Luke
15:17: €ig éautov 8¢ EAOWV; mxas hal ) and reacquires his faculty of discern-
ment. Once that has happened, the biblical parable describes at length the impact
that reacquired discernment has on the son. From a narratological perspective,
the brief remark from the narrator, “he came to himself;” is a supplementary
detail that reveals the central meaning of the parable. Thus, it comes as no sur-
prise that of the one hundred times that Narsai employs the term parosuta in his
homilies, six of them appear in the homily on the Prodigal Son.

Narsai dedicates some twenty-five lines to the meaning of the three Syriac
words from the parable, “he came to himself” (mxas &al &), before he allows

19 Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 359-360 (ed. Patriarchal Press 788.4-5).
20 Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 419-420 (ed. Patriarchal Press 790.16-17).
2L Mémra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 500-501 (ed. Patriarchal Press 794.2-3).
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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai 167

the prodigal son to speak.”? This moment of self-reflection in the parable becomes
a thorn pricking the prodigal son’s parosuta:

wieale A3 Lo lmlax wadxle S,

csas Mo maxa ta wwisy ek

cidaxeiS\ fua oluTa leadal Aasaas

Dol Loy csoald o LAX o Mo

He (the prodigal son) was immersed and left mute in the harsh pain that remained with him,
until nature called to him in silence and spoke with him.

Like a prod, nature pricked his discernment.

He was startled from deep sleep and he saw himself detested in iniquity.?®

The awakening of his faculty of discernment is the beginning of his transfor-
mation. Narsai imagines the prodigal son’s internal self-examination:

1xo3d uma lige Al 1Aula A%l e acla
lhaxodds lAsaan g whase Aal laul

He said to himself, “Where are you, O inclination, that is the discerner within me.”
“Where are you, my mind that possesses the wisdom of discernment.”*

As Narsai imagines the prodigal son’s internal dialogue, he employs the key
terms in his anthropology: “Where are you, O my conscience (reyan[y])...?
Where are you, O mind (hawna)...? Where are you, O soul (napsa)...?” Whereas
Narsai argues that iniquity blocked David’s discernment, in this parable, it was
“ignorance” (la ida‘ta; lines 177-84 and 255) that perverted the prodigal son’s
discernment:

1S D 42 aml wadal laae Wle
I am here wasting away from hunger for ignorance®

At the end of the parable, Narsai teaches his audience that through parosuta the
prodigal son came to recognize his sin.

1542 S oixds M) oad% vt
AMeaa lx o o1 a3 ot thaxaad

By convincing words he numbered himself among the hired hands.
It is discernment that judges itself for the sins it commits.?

In this meémra Narsai also appeals briefly to a theme that will appear in the
mémré on Jonah and on the Bronze Serpent: As the younger son squanders his
inheritance, the son’s discernment is likened to that of animals:

22 Meémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’,156-180 (ed. Siman 29-30).

% Meémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 149-152 (ed. Siman 27.23-27).
24 Mémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 156-157 (ed. Siman 29.4-5).
2> Mémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 184 (ed. Siman 30.6).

26 Meémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 315-316 (ed. Siman 35.7-8).
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168 Craig E. Morrison

ciadla Ao widen waxl ldal. AN
lAaxodda cd Al LLAX AN

The hateful one who hired him made his life equivalent to that of animals
and bound the manner of his discernment to mute animals.?”

In both the David and Saul homily and the Prodigal Son homily, the term
parosuta appears at the turning point in Narsai’s recasting of these stories. Like
David, the prodigal son fails to discern, suffers the consequences, and then re-
discovers his faculty of discernment and recognizes his folly.

Jonah (Mémra 14)

The prophet Jonah, who also loses and regains his faculty of discernment, was
another obvious choice for Narsai to illustrate his anthropology. For the first 200
lines of this mémra, Narsai remains close to the biblical story.?® But when the
fish appears, Narsai introduces the contrast between the mute one, the fish, and
Jonah who is endowed with speech:

DA wioaada s luds lmead N
cihaxedd\ loAxa Lxi. aac =3 22

The fugitive fell into the watery snares and the waves bound him,
while mute creatures were silently adjudicating his discernment.?

Narsai employs sharp irony to explore lost and regained parosuta: the mute
(harsa) fish judges the rational (mlila) Jonah’s discernment.

When Jonah accepts the divine commandment, his faculty of discernment
returns:

e 1 23 Bkl Lol N AN ae
Basi\ i e laor waga A\ e\ acla
Weaal aa (Aaxoeid) fuax o

Teaml Aama 1Aanan Basad\ lama

He (God) taught him the way of the nations though he did not want (to learn it).
He taught him that it was fitting for him to love the nations.

The Son of Abraham acquired the understanding of discernment,

for he called to the nations in the nature of the house of Abraham.>

Then, as the homily draws to a close, the Ninevites too, like the prodigal son,
come to discern their sin:

%7 Meémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 57-58 (ed. Siman 25.9-10).
28 Mémra 14 ‘On Jonah’,1-200 (ed. Mingana 1.134-140).

2 Mémra 14 ‘On Jonah’, 209-210 (ed. Mingana 1.140).

30 Mémra 14 ‘On Jonah’, 345-348 (ed. Mingana 1.144.18-20).
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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai 169

eI 2 23 Nal aamay el aal
X9 Aada rAaxeidd\ iasani woila

He (God) made them hate iniquity, though they were not willing.
He requited them with his mercy for the discernment of the soul’s remorse.’!

The Bronze Serpent (Memra 55)

The Prodigal Son, when he lacks discernment, is likened to a mute animal,
and Jonah learns discernment from a fish. Narsai develops this theme when he
refashions the account of the Israelite complaint against God in Numbers 21:4-9
into a story about discernment.* The serpents sent by God to torment the Is-
raelites are undiscerning ones or mute ones, who are not endowed with speech.
The mute creatures punish the persons who failed to discern God’s design for the
Israelites. Narsai imagines the serpent addressing the Israelites:

wadaxoid\ {aly o wada wama N
cadba DN piAla waix euaxid BNao

The power that created me hindered me from harming your discernment.
Because you did not discern him (God), he set me loose so that I might straighten out
your ignorance.®

Narsai repeatedly draws out the irony of the mute, undiscerning one, the bronze
serpent, teaching the rational person discernment.

DG o ax adan Dada aas
Lodx A\a 19308 M aal Ao

xoid 1M\ (axl AN Lodx act

1xoid Mo ciSwd LAAN atamitsaN

o it ixeid 1\ coc axid wim
aocuxiad gul 1AM win il N\ g

The mute ones exacted the satisfaction for the iniquity from those who are endowed with
speech.

They silenced them from blaspheming against the creator.

The creator taught the undiscerning (serpents)

to exact the vengeance of his dishonor from the discerning ones.

The undiscerning ones were discerning intensely in order to discern carefully.

Perhaps those possessing language were not discerning as they should.*

31 Mémra 14 ‘On Jonah’, 401-402 (ed. Mingana 1.146.8-9).

32 Mémra 33 ‘On the Prodigal Son’, 156-180 (ed. Siman 29-30).
33 Mémra 55 ‘On the Bronze Serpent’, 71-72 (ed. Frishman 105).
3% Mémra 55 ‘On the Bronze Serpent’, 79-84 (ed. Frishman 105).
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The root prs appears seven times in these six lines. People are rational and
able to discern because they are endowed with language. Narsai’s anthropology
echoes the Targumic interpretation of Gn 2.7.

Masoretic Text Gn 2:7
TN WYy DTN VI D0 DY) TaRa nan

He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life and the man became a living being.
Targum Onkelos Gn 2:7
®5HnN MY DTRI MM PNT KNDWI "R Nan

He breathed into his nostrils the breath of life and it became in the man a spirit capable
of speech.

Onkelos, normally faithful to its Hebrew Vorlage, makes a small addition that ex-
plains what makes the human person distinct from the other beings that God has
created: The person is endowed with speech. Narsai reflects this anthropology
when he describes the creation of Adam:

DN100 e 0RIN Ll fuod 63wl

He breathed into him the spirit of life, he made him alive and endowed with speech.>

The gift of speech reveals that the person is rational and capable of discernment.
Narsai draws out the contrast between the person and the bronze serpent in a
lengthy, ironic praise of this inanimate, lifeless object, incapable of discernment,
that gives life to persons bitten by the serpents. He addresses the bronze serpent
directly:

o Q\sonsen 1Aamd M xad N\ a2
x339 1\ 1Adawd lAdsa @Al

O undiscerning thing, through which great power was spoken,
who counteracted the poison of the undiscerning serpents.*”

When persons fail to exercise their God-given faculty of discernment, inanimate
objects become their teachers.

35 Targum Neofiti Gn 2:7: 85511 717 waih o8 mm *nT [8]AW: 7nia nan “He breathed
into his nostrils the breath of life and the man became a living being capable of speech.” Targum
Pseudo-Jonathan Gn 2:7: PATIR MINRAD P NnaRd 85500 mnb 0IRT Ko knnwa nin “(He
breathed into his nostrils the breath of life) and the breath in the body of Adam became a spirit
capable of speech to brighten the eyes and give hearing to the ears”

3 Meémra 49 ‘On Creation IV, 10 (ed. Gignoux 192).

37 Mémra 55 ‘On the Bronze Serpent’, 157-158 (ed. Frishman 108).
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The Faculty of Discernment in Narsai 171
Discernment in Other Homilies

What Narsai’s biblical homilies illustrate through story, the theological homilies
teach explicitly. Because humanity gained the faculty of discernment from
the tree of knowledge, in the final judgement, humanity will be judged by the
glorified Christ on how they used this faculty:

10aM N0 1Aax0ad\ Aud cuaz
WAy k030 e 288 LA 2ausao

In his judgment he (Christ) scrutinizes (the person’s) rational faculty of discernment
and he brings into the open deeds, words and the wink of an eye.?

Narsai’s eschatology in these lines is concretely illustrated in the lives of David,
Jonah, and the Prodigal Son. The person is saved by discernment:

o\a Lseean 1xiaw lam xds Aedla
xodd gl waamd Sla Mead tysaa
The person acquires the freedom of the soul through his likeness (to an angel).

The person is able to sin but also can be justified as a discerner.*

The ability to discern preserves the person from wickedness as Jonah, the Prod-
igal Son, and David illustrate for Narsai’s audience.

Everyone Should Be a “Discerner”

The purpose of Narsai’s argument is to sharpen his listeners’ capacity to discern.
At the beginning of the homily on David and Saul, Narsai calls his audience “dis-
cerners’:

10ad N0\ o\ laot S\ iAx o

IAmamxA adcle Ixaw MA0da xoid odamd

From things that are mute he (David) taught eloquence:

“Gaze O discerning ones into the silent course and give praise!™?

So it is the task of the discerning person to give voice to the silent movements of
creation. Then, at the end of this homily, he invites his listeners to become “dis-
cerners’:

“ONDL0 Amd lafu Opu X339 A
Come O discerning ones! See the voyeur who fixed his gaze and became blind.*!
38 Mémra 45 ‘Homily on the Ascension’, 215-216 (ed. McLeod 174).
3 Mémra 65 ‘On Creation VI, 247-248 (ed. Gignoux 268).

40 Memra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 87-88 (ed. Patriarchal Press 776.20-21).
41 Memra 74 ‘On David and Saul’, 538 (ed. Patriarchal Press 795.14).
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Also in the homily on Jonah, Narsai invites his audience to discern carefully the
meaning of the Jonah story:

Lued widdiy Aulxedd Nadmla wim
Basi\ waafim 952 asadwa Aal A\l o

Read and consider discerningly the spiritual books.
See, you will learn that the mysteries are fulfilled in the hopes of the peoples.*?

At the beginning of Mémra 17 ‘For Any Saint’s Day’, he addresses his audience
as “discerners™:

Q=uase N2 Ba\\ et Aula ixoid aSsax
oot m\xa mya BaA\ e\ wiad xe

Hear, O discerning ones, that there is a world without corruption.
Reject this temporal world whose course comes to an end.*?

At the end of Mémra 36 ‘On the Passion’, again he calls his audience discerners:
My o lAxad dawTs xaeid Q"' -sl o\
Come, my brothers, let us scrutinize, like discerners, truth from deceit.*

In Narsai’s world, everyone is exhorted to become discerners.

Conclusion

This brief article cannot do justice to the depth of meaning that the word parosuta
has for Narsai’s understanding of the person. My hope is that this study will alert
readers to its importance when they encounter it in Narsai’s meémre. Human his-
tory reveals the impact of that legendary day when Adam and Eve ate from the
tree of the knowledge of good and evil, a transgression that, according to Narsai,
set in motion humanity’s faculty of discernment. Narsai exploits various biblical
stories as vehicles for understanding the role of human discernment. Through
their parosuta, King David, the prodigal son, the prophet Jonah, and the ancient
Israelites bitten by serpents came to know themselves and God better. Their
failure to discern resulted in their own suffering and the suffering of others. But
later they reacquired their ability to discern God’s divine design in human his-
tory and in their own lives. Narsai wants his audience to do the same. His lis-
teners should employ their faculty of discernment that distinguishes them from
all other created things because when people fail to discern, they act like mute
animals or worse, like inanimate objects.

42 Memra 14 ‘On Jonah’, 273-274 (ed. Patriarchal Press 142.12-13).
4 Memra 17 ‘For Any Saint’s Day’ (ms. Vat. Syr. 588, f. 61r.5).
44 Méemra 36 ‘On the Passion’, 774 (ed. McLeod 132).
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The writings of twentieth-century mystics, such as Hannah Arendt and Primo
Levi,® remind us that parosuta is a critical human capacity and when humanity
fails to discern, millions of people suffer and die unjustly - modern day “Uriahs.”
Arendt in her major opus, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil
describes her pre-World-War-II German society of eighty million people “that
had been shielded against reality and factuality by ... the same self-deception,
lies, and stupidity that had now become ingrained in Eichmann’s mentality ...
But the practice of self-deception had become so common, almost a moral pre-
requisite for survival.™® On a much smaller scale, David, Jonah, and the prodigal
son practiced similar self-deception before recovering their parosuta. Hannah
Arendt’s insights translate into our own day the exhortation of the poet Narsai,
who centuries ago challenged his audience to live discerning lives.

45 Primo Levi, Se questo é un uomo (Turin: Giulio Einaudi editore S.p.A., 1958).
46 H. Arendt, Eichmann in Jerusalem: A Report on the Banality of Evil (New York: Penguin,
2006), 52.
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