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Several scholarly publications have noted and drawn attention to the
presence of a remarkably large number of Jewish traditions in Syriac
Christianity, especially during the first four centuries. It is for example gen-
erally agreed upon that the Peshitta contains several elements that must
have been drawn from targumic or midrashic traditions.' Apart from the
Syriac translation of the Old Testament, (traces of ) Jewish traditions are
also to be found in other areas of Syriac ecclesiastical life, such as bibli-
cal exegesis?, theology® and asceticism.*

The presence of these Jewish elements deserves particular attention for
at least two reasons. First, the history of the first centuries of Christianity
can to a certain extent be accounted for as a breakaway movement inside
the multiform and variegated world of contemporary Judaism. Seen from
this point of view, the fact that in one particular geographical area this
process took place in a different way and apparently at a comparatively
slower pace than elsewhere cannot but provoke the curiosity of every his-
torian interested in the origins of Christianity particularly in relation to its
Jewish roots. However, the fact that a strikingly large number of Jewish
traditions have been preserved in early Syriac Christianity, is of interest
for still another reason. For nearly a century a debate has been going on
about the origins of early Syriac Christianity. Generally speaking, two opin-
jons have been defended in this discussion that until now has not yet led
to a general agreement. At least since the appearance of F. Burkitt’s “Early
Fastern Christianity” (London 1904) a considerable number of scholars
have upheld the view that Jews must have played a substantial role in the
Christianization of a city like Edessa and more generally in the areas east
of Antioch where Syriac was spoken, beside Greek or otherwise. A major-
ity of them even goes so far as to ascribe the foundation of the earliest
Christian centres in the Syriac-speaking area to a Jewish Christian mission,
directly from Jerusalem or Palestine.® On the other hand, there are scholars
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who sketch a totally different picture of the origins and the earliest history
of Syriac-speaking Christianity. They assume that the Christian belief
reached Mesopotamia and neighbouring areas inside and outside the Roman
Empire alongside the main trade routes to the east which passed by the
Syrian metropolis Antioch. More or less in conformity with this view they
consider the earliest Syriac churches to be deeply influenced by the strongly
hellenized Church of Antioch.® Now it appears evident that for the out-
come of this debate the degree in which early Syriac Christianity has pre-
served Jewish traditions, is of particular interest. If indeed the number of
those traditions—or traces of them—would turn out to be comparatively
high, this would provide a strong argument in favour of the theory that
Jews played a substantial role in the Christianization of the Syriac area.
Moreover, this hypothesis would further gain in probability if those tradi-
tions would prove to be old and widespread, in particular if they would
appear to date back to the beginnings of Syriac Christianity. Conversely,
if the evidence would be otherwise and the number of Jewish traditions
would turn out not to be essentially higher than elsewhere, there would
be every reason to be sceptical about Burkitt’s theory and a more Gentile
Christian (Antiochene?) origin of Syriac Christianity would be probable.
This would also be the case if the number of Jewish traditions would prove
to be relatively high, nevertheless giving the impression to be introduced
at a later period or being confined to a limited geographical area.

Among the various types of traditions that are of interest in this con-
nection, those that belong to the area of the lfurgy merit particular notice,
and for the following two reasons. First, without denying the importance
of some stimulating and original studies about this issue, it has to be admit-
ted that in comparison with for example the exegesis of the Old Testament
in the quest for the origins of Syriac Christianity the liturgy has received
relatively little attention. A second reason is that the liturgy is of particu-
lar importance because of its communal character. Liturgical rituals are
performed, not by individuals but by communities, by groups of believers,
even when one must allow for the fact that not all of them participate in
a ritual with the same degree of involvement. Moreover, rituals are char-
acterized by a certain stability; usually they are not invented all of a sud-
den and at least their basic structures are not so easily changed. Therefore
liturgical rituals have quite a high representative value. In this respect they
differ from ideas and opinions found in the writings of individual authors,
such as theologians and exegetes.

Starting from these considerations I want to focus the attention in this
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a longer time—than other Greek or Latin speaking Christian communi-
fies. Further, until now I have used quite naively the designation “(early)
Syriac Christianity.” This designation, however, is quite problematic in so
far as it is very difficult to demarcate the borders of the Syriac-speaking
region because there were large areas, especially more to the West around
Antioch, that were neither purely Syriac nor completely Greek, but bilin-
gual. This has implications for the method we will have to follow and par-
ticularly for the selection of the sources. We cannot confine ourselves exclu-
sively to documents written in Syriac. Time and again we will have to
take into consideration and make use of texts that have been written in
Greek but originate from the bilingual region and betray a clear affinity
with Syriac sources.

Traces of Jewish Liturgical Traditions
1. Church Architecture

For nearly a century archeologist and historians of liturgy have noted
a number of peculiarities in the construction and particularly the ground-
plan of a number of ancient churches—the oldest ones dating from the
fourth century—in Mesopotamia, as well as in North Syria.” To begin
with, the apses of these buildings do not, as usual, contain seats for the
clergy. Instead they are filled by the altar that in most other churches of
Fast and West is located further in (the direction of) the nave. Moreover,
in the middle of the nave—and this is certainly the most distinctive feature—
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