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Saint Nerses of Lambron on Psalm 118





	My title may promise more than this presentation will deliver.  The subject is indeed based on the Commentary on the Psalms by Nerses of Lambron.  But this is an unpublished text, of enormous length, and my sampling of the commentary may well be untypical of the work as a whole.  Psalm 118 is chosen for the simple reason that when on a visit to the Matenadaran many years ago I obtained a microfilm of this particular section.  Other distractions then led me to put the microfilm aside, but recently I picked it up again, and my initial work on it is presented here.


	Nerses of Lambron is perhaps the best known Armenian commentator on the bible.  His Commentary on the Psalms is an early work, and it would of course be valuable to know to what extent it set the tone for his later commentaries.  Armenian exegetical literature, however, is such an undeveloped area of study, that for the time being I shall have little to say about the later works of Nerses in general or the influence of this book on later Armenian commentaries on the psalms, such as that of Vardan Arewelc’i.  In my brief allotted time I shall look at some of the interpretations of certain verses offered by Nerses and compare them with the interpretations in a few earlier commentators.


	In view of the fact that so much remains unpublished -- and for this paper I did not have recourse to works still in manuscript form -- the texts to be compared with Nerses will be Greek and Syriac ones of authors known in Armenia.  There is a fair amount of such material for comparison.  In Syriac there is the extensive commentary by Daniel of Salah written in the 540s.  The Armenian rendering was commissioned by Gregory II Vkayaser at the end of the eleventh century, and would thus have been available in the time of Nerses.  K’erope C’rak’ean has studied the characteristics of the Armenian rendering, but the text itself remains unpublished.�  From Greek we have amongst a mass of patristic material numerous commentaries on the psalms (or some of them) by, or attributed to, Athanasius, Basil, Gregory of Nyssa, John Chrysostom, Cyril of Alexandria, and Theodoret.  These authors are but a few of all those patristic writers who composed commentaries on the Psalter.�  But I have chosen them as being authors whose names, and whose works (or at least, some of them), were known in Armenia.  We shall have to examine these in greater detail below -- but first some background to Nerses’s own commentary.


	Happily, we possess many colophons for the writings of Nerses of Lambron.  For the following details I rely, however, on a brief “History of the Life of Nerses,” written by Samuel of Skewra and included with the Psalm Commentary in Matenadaran 1526, itself copied in 1294 at the monastery of Skewra.�  Nerses had been dedicated as an infant at that monastery in the vicinity of Lambron.  Samuel describes the numerous travels of Nerses and his perpetual concern for biblical study.  From the age of twelve [i.e. 1165 AD] Nerses had been instructed there.  In 1173 he went to study with the new Catholicos, Gregory IV Tlay, his maternal uncle.  But a few years later he was at the hermitage of Salir, in the region of Tarsus, studying under the vardapet Yovhannes.  


	Samuel of Skewra describes his life:  “[Nerses] spent much time in his own room, in reading, writing and in prayer. ... His spiritual father and tutor Yovhannes, would sometimes sit beside him and query the meaning of the Psalms.  And as he [Nerses] elucidated it, [Yovhannes] begged him to write this down and leave it for the assistance of future generations.  Then, in accordance with the will of God and in obedience to his advisor, he began to write down an investigation [k’nnut’iwn] of the songs of the Psalter, at the time of his life of 26 years, in the year 627 [= 1178].  And he finished it in his 29th year.”  


	Samuel later adds that when Nerses went to meet Frederick Barbarossa in 1190, his own copy of his Commentary on the Liturgy was stolen by brigands.  Being worried about the possible loss of the Commentary on the Psalms, he had a new copy written by a certain George, which was finished by Samuel that same year.  Such losses of manuscripts were all too common.  In the next century Vardan was robbed of his Chronicle by brigands;  a relative saw it for sale in a market a couple of years later and recovered it for Vardan, who then added an update covering the past two years.�


	The Commentary on the Psalms enjoyed great popularity.  There are 33 copies among the manuscript collection at the Matenadaran, and numerous others elsewhere.  The oldest dated one is Matenadaran 1526.  I quoted earlier from the Life of Nerses by Samuel, which follows the text of the commentary in this manuscript.  The manuscript itself is quite large, being 50 by 34 cm;  the commentary covers the first 852 folios, written in elegant bologir in two columns.  No doubt any potential editor has been put off by the length rather than the difficulty of reading the text.  I must remind you that for what follows I am reliant solely on the long section, 60 folios, dealing with Psalm 118 [f. 548b to 608a], so conclusions about the general approach of Nerses to his interpretation of the psalms remain tentative and provisional.


	Nerses begins by noting that in this psalm the investigation of them all is subsumed.  Although not first in order, let no one suppose that it is not the first in importance [zawrut’iwn].  This psalm, which begins “Blessed are the undefiled in the way, who walk in the law of the Lord [v.1],” is concerned with the definition of virtue, says Nerses.  The race of mankind has gone astray, and is lethargic with regard to true blessedness and ignorant of the sweetness of spiritual virtue.  Nerses emphasizes that the truly blessed man is not the one who is pure, but the man who after being stigmatized with the stain of sin turns from passion, and stops walking in the counsels of the impious and on the paths of sinners.  Once they have heeded this message, men can progress in virtue;  and virtue leads to blessedness.  In human terms blessedness can be variously defined;  the king, the rich man, and so on, may be said to be blessed, just as one uses the same term “light” for the glory of the sun, of the moon, or of the stars, though the forms of light are different.  True blessedness, however, pertains to the spiritual world and is measured by the purity of one’s love for God.


	The second verse runs:  “Blessed are they that keep his testimonies, and that seek him with the whole heart.”  What are these testimonies, or witnesses?  Although God established witnesses to his existence in the features of the natural world, yet men did not recognise him.  So he confirmed his divinity in the dramatic events of the Old Testament, the signs in Egypt or the appearances, as on Mount Sinai.  Even so, men disclaimed these and worshipped idols.  Here Nerses emphasizes the Incarnation, the purpose of which was to enable the thick and solid mind of man to rise to knowledge of God through relationship with the incarnate body of Christ.  Thus the most significant witness is that of Christ to his Father.  As for man seeking God with his whole heart, that means with his mind and free will.  


	This leads to the third verse:  “Those who walk in his ways will work no iniquity [anawrenut’iwn, which could also mean “impiety”].”  Nerses stresses that there are two ways, that of good and that of evil, and man has freewill to choose between them.  How then does one stick to the path of the law, since our nature is unstable?  The vital distinction here is between the impious, anawren, and the transgressor, yanc’awor.  Although we are weak, we can repent despite our transgressions and be purified from sin by the blood of Jesus.  God commanded what he knew I could perform.  Although my will is weak, hiwandot, and my impious limbs take me captive, yet by my pre-disposed will I can follow the commandments.  Hence Nerses prays for strength to carry out in the body what he wills in the mind.


	We cannot here go through all 176 verses.  But already several themes have emerged which play a role in what follows.  Before turning to comparative interpretations in other writers, let us expand a little from succeeding verses.  Prayer for spiritual enlightenment is a constant refrain.  In v. 18, “Open my eyes,” refers to the eyes of the soul, which Nerses associates with the warnings of the Lord that we should remain awake.  This means the avoidance of wordly concerns that bring us to death.  For those weighed down by carousing, drunkenness and suchlike cannot look up and contemplate God’s promises.  God arouses us through contrition of the mind on experiencing the trials and bodily troubles which toss us about.  This leads on to v. 19, “I am a stranger [panduxt] in the earth.”  Nerses here reflects on those exiled because of enemies or threats from a king.  Although exiles are in a foreign land, their thoughts remain in the homeland.  Such is human nature in this world.


	The emphasis in Nerses on reading and studying the scriptures is due to the fact that the sayings testify to the divinity and humanity of Christ [v. 24].  From such testimonies one can recognise the glory and love of God and be stimulated to fulfil the righteousness of his commandments.  David sometimes uses bodily expressions to express spiritual realities.  In the phrase “With my lips I shall declare all the judgements of your mouth [v. 13],” “lips” means intellectual investigation.  As lips give form to a word, so the spiritual activity of the soul takes into itself the words of God’s law.  Nerses compares psalm 33. 21:  “He keeps all their bones,” or Song 1.1. “Your breasts are better than wine,” both of which refer to the powers of the Spirit.


	There are three parts to the human soul [v. 20].  Just as anger is the fruit of the passionate aspect, while reflection is that of the rational part, so yearning is the characteristic of the concupiscent aspect.  This yearning of the blessed man is not for evil but for God’s judgements.  In the first place a man has love for that naturally, then he come to desire what is loved in order to complete it in himself.  The Lord came in order to kindle this flame in our hearts, as he said:  “I am come to send fire on the earth [Lk. 12. 49].”  This leads to the imitation of Christ, since God was revealed in the flesh.  The testimonies of v. 31 are the knowledge that Christ died on the cross and rose from the tomb.  “Put me not to shame” in the second part of the verse refers to the contrast between Christ’s crucifixion and our living luxuriously;  while Christ is dead to the world, we live only for it -- as if a king went on foot and a servant on horseback.  For such conduct the angels despise us.


	Nerses frequently returns to the contrast between the paths of good and evil, of sin and of the commandments.  He notes that David makes the psalm reflect the movement of the soul.  Man is not always bold or always sluggish;  but these alternate, leading now to weakness and now to love of God.  Just as the sun is sweet after clouds, even more sweet for the ascetic is the power of prayer after indolence [v. 8].  Our path follows the course of this life;  we go from one city to the other, that is from the womb to the tomb [yarganden ... i gerezmann], avoiding dangers from left and right as we pass over crags and precipices [v. 9].  In v. 29 Nerses draws a parallel between the visitor to a city who is unfamiliar with it and asks someone for directions, and those running towards the heavenly city to whom Christ has shown the narrow road.  That narrow road is humility and the denial of wordly glory.  Just as one cannot read a book without applying all the powers of sight of one’s eyes, so we cannot keep to the path of God’s law if we do not put aside all thoughts of the outside world.  “Where your treasure is, there will your heart be also [Mt. 6.21, etc.] [v. 34].


	Nerses explains the meaning of heart in v. 10:  “With my whole heart have I sought you.”  This is the will of the mind.  Here Nerses introduces another parallel, that of separation across the breadth of the sea.  One desires to see one’s friend, but has no boat or knowledge of navigation.  This life is the sea, and the only way to cross it and reach harbour is on the ship of God’s commandments;  for there is no other way of coming to God save by fulfilling his commandments.


	In the preceding I have elaborated from other verses in psalm 118 the main themes introduced by Nerses at the beginning.  Let us next look at some earlier commentators whose works would have been available to him, to see whether he is close to their interpretations.  The number of patristic commentaries on the Psalms is rather large, though many are no longer extant in toto but are known from quotations in catenae.�  Nor were all these commentaries available in Armenian -- though of course Nerses was well acquainted with Greek and could have read them in the original.  Here I return to the authors mentioned at the beginning.


	Athanasius.  The text of his Expositions on the Psalms in the Patrologia Graeca edition has been expanded with non-Athanasian material, but the original text is found in catenae.�  In the section on Psalm 118, not every verse is treated.  But where Athanasius discusses the same text as Nerses, he approaches it differently.  And even in the extracts from Athanasius included in the Palestinian Catena on Psalm 118, where the text is longer than in the Migne edition, there is no close parallel at all.


	Basil.  Basil of Caesarea wrote homilies on selected psalms only, and these do not include no. 118.  Whether Nerses was indebted to Basil for certain general ideas is a different matter.  I shall come back to broader themes of patristic exegesis at the end.  But for Psalm 118, it is clear that any direct dependence on Basil can also be ruled out.


	Gregory of Nyssa.  Gregory wrote a commentary on the Titles of the Psalms.  This deals with the psalter and its characteristics, but is not a running commentary on the text of the psalms.  This was not a direct source for Nerses.


	John Chrysostom.  What survives of John’s Expositions, which is an authentic work as opposed to the Spuria in Psalmos printed in Migne directly after it, does not include Psalm 118.�  A close comparison is therefore not possible.  But even the later, inauthentic text has no comparable material.  The fragments surviving in Armenian, discussed by Akinean, are not adequate for any comparison with the interpretation of Psalm 118.�


	Cyril of Alexandria.  The published commentary is a later mixture of original material plus excerpts from many other authors.�  Cyril’s treatment of the psalms is selective, not every verse of each psalm being expounded.  After psalm 50 the commentary becomes progressively sketchy, and for psalm 118 only six verses [11, 40, 67, 96, 109, 120] are mentioned.  However, no direct parallel with Nerses emerges.


	Theodoret.  A very popular commentary was that by Theodoret.�  His fortunes in Armenia, however, were overshadowed by his later reputation in anti-Antiochene circles.  Although some of his works circulated in the early years of Armenian literary activity, even by the time Koriwn wrote his biography of Mastoc’ Theodoret was under a cloud.  His Commentary on the Psalms was known, at least in extracts, but it passed under the name of Epiphanius of Cyprus.  These have been studied by Bernard Outtier.�  I do not know whether there exist in Armenian extracts from his text on Psalm 118.  But a comparison with the surviving Greek text does reveal at least one interesting parallel.


	Theodoret, like Nerses, begins by explaining that this psalm urges us on to virtue.  The “way” of verse 1 is the course of this life;  we must not stray to right or left in our passage from womb to tomb.  Even if a commonplace, this phrase, applied by Nerses to v. 9, is not echoed by the other commentators.  In v. 9  itself Theodoret refers to the instability of youth that needs a bridle and tamer, while Nerses merely emphasizes the dangers of the narrow path.  However, no other such clear parallel between the two authors is found in the succeeding verses.  Theodoret may emphasize the brevity of life, but he does not take up the theme of the “stranger, panduxt,” elaborated by Nerses in v. 19.


	My last author is the Syrian Daniel of Salah, whose enormous commentary, written in the 540s, was rendered into Armenian in the time of Gregory Vkayaser.  The Armenian text, alas, has not been published.  We do have the study of K’erope C’rak’ean, who indicates that Nerses did use it.  But unlike the approach of Nerses, C’rak’ean notes that Daniel often diverges from the text of the psalter to introduce a wide range of extraneous material, historical and allegorical.�  The original Syriac is now being edited by David Taylor of Birmingham.  So it should be possible in the near future to compare more precisely the interpretations of Daniel and Nerses.  In response to my personal queries, Dr Taylor informs me that the exegesis of Nerses for the first verses of psalm 118, at least, does not reflect the approach of Daniel.  C’rak’ean, on the other hand, does suggest that Nerses knew Daniel’s commentary.  The subject needs further investigation.


	Although some parallels may be discerned between Nerses, the Greek author Theodoret, and perhaps the Syrian Daniel, it seems to me reasonably clear that Nerses did not copy these closely, or compose his own commentary by drawing solely from previous authors.  He was certainly familiar with a wide range of patristic exegesis.  It would therefore not be surprising to find themes from early writers echoed in his twelfth century works.  But they are likely to have been themes in Nerses’ memory from his extensive reading, such as the image of being a “stranger, panduxt,” in this earthly life, rather than ideas copied directly from a written source as he composed his own commentary.  


	When composing this commentary Nerses was concerned with the spiritual value of the psalter.  As Prince Max noted of the later Commentary on Proverbs, Nerses is often seriously concerned to find the literal meaning of the text.�  He concentrates on moral issues and the role of the Spirit.  An investigation of the text thus confirms what Samuel of Skewra had said about its original composition.  Nerses was asked by his spiritual father Yovhannes to elucidate the meaning of the Psalms, and he began an investigation, k’nnut’iwn, which took three years to complete.  This was an accompaniment to prayer and meditation, not a work of dogmatic theology or of polemical purpose.  If Nerses had a model, it seems to me that the extended reflection on the psalter in Gregory of Narek’s Matean Olbergut’ean, especially the elegies 60 and 61, evinces a similar spiritual quest.  Typological exegesis, namely the interpretation of the psalms in terms of allegorical parallels referring to Christ and the church, was not his aim.


	As the final question we may ask:  To what extent was Nerses following earlier Armenian exegetical traditions?  The earliest Armenian theologian to whom biblical commentaries are attributed is the eighth century Step’annos of Siwnik’.  According to the later Step’annos Orbelean, metropolitan of Siwnik’, whose History gives a detailed (if somewhat legendary) account of his predecessor’s life, the earlier Step’annos wrote commentaries on Genesis, Job, Ezechiel, and many other topics.  But of a commentary on the Psalms I find no evidence.�  In the ninth century, however, Hamam is credited with many commentaries, including ones on the last section of the psalter and on Psalm 118 itself.  This last, alas, has not seen the light of day in any publication, though his Commentary on Proverbs has recently been printed.�  


	Hamam’s interpretations are often allegorical, referring to Christ and the church.  A good example would be the interpretation of ch. IX, v. 1:  “Wisdom built itself a house and set up seven pillars.”  In his commentary to this Nerses offers a long discourse on the Incarnation and body of Christ as a temple;  while the “seven” refers to the gifts of the Spirit.  On the other hand, Hamam interprets this verse as a reference to heaven, the seven ages of the world, and the seven immoveable stations of the heavenly spheres.  Their approaches are quite different, and the emphasis in Nerses on spiritual values is apparent


	As for the use of the Psalter, in works that are not commentaries, by the many Armenian writers and theologians who preceded Nerses of Lambron, we have little time left to pursue that further here.  Some years ago I presented a few comments on the subject in the Festschrift for Nina Garsoïan.�  But there my concern was with rhetorical parallels in narrative historians, or the typology of early texts such as the Teaching of Saint Gregory, themes not so relevant to the study of Nerses and his commentaries.  Here my purpose has simply been to draw attention to a significant, unpublished work by Nerses of Lambron which influenced later commentators such as Vardan Arewelc’i, and which is a notable example of Armenian spiritual writing.  


�   Peter Cowe has written on the general characteristics of this commentary, using the Armenian text in Bzommar, no. 120, as a basis for Daniel’s approach;  see his “Daniel of Salah as Commentator on the Psalter,” Studia Patristica 20 [1989], 152-159.  The Armenian version has been studied in a series of articles by K’erope C’rak’ean in Bazmavep 1966-1969.


�   See the general study of M.-J. Rondeau, Les commentaires patristiques du Psautier [Orientalia Christiana Analecta 219-220], Rome 1982, 1985.


�   For the colophons, which include those concerning this text, see A.S. Mat’evosyan, Hayeren Jeragreri Hisatakaranner E-ZB dd., Matenadaran, Erevan 1988.  The Life from which I take the following details is on p. 255-261.


�   See Vardan Arewelc’i, Hawak’umn Patmut’ean, Venice 1862, p. 161;  English translation in R.W. Thomson, “The Historical Compilation of Vardan Arewelc’i,” DOP 43 [1989], 125-226.


�   Full details in Rondeau;  see n. 2 above.


�   P.G. vol. 27.  For catenae see the bibliography in the fourth volume of M. Geerard, Clavis Patrum Graecorum, 5 vols., Turnhout 1974-87.  Of particular relevance to Psalm 118 is the Palestinian catena, edited by M. Harl and E. Dorival, La chaîne palestinienne sur le psaume 118 [Sources chrétiennes 189-190], Paris 1972.  Cf. also G. Dorival, Le chaînes exégetiques grecques sur les Psaumes, 4 vols., Louvain 1986-.


�   P.G. 55.


�   N. Akinean, “Yovhannu Oskerabani Salmosac’ meknut’ean noragiwt hayeren t’argmanut’iwne,” Handes Amsorya 31/32 [1917/18], 1-33, publishes fragments of Ps. 117-145 from a palimpsest under a Syriac Psalter in private hands.  Idem, “Erku noragoyn hatakotorner Yovhannes Oskerabani Salmosac’ meknut’ean hayeren t’argmanut’enen,” Handes Amsorya 36 [1922], 321-32, publishes fragments of a commentary to Ps. 40-42 from the guard leaves of a 1669 Armenian gospel, attributed by Akinean to Chrysostom on grounds of style.


�   See P.G. 69.


�   I have used the text in P.G. 80.


�   B. Outtier, “La version arménienne du commentaire des psaumes de Théodoret.  Premier bilan,” REArm 12 [1977], 169-180;  and “La version arménienne du commentaire des Psaumes de Théodoret.  Nouveaux témoins de la tradition directe,” REArm 17 [1983], 241-248.  See also B. Outtier, “Une page des relations byzantino-arméniennes:  la réception des oeuvres de Théodoret de Cyr en Arménie,” L’Arménie et Byzance [Byzantina Sorbonensia 12], Paris 1996, 181-186.


�   See Bazmavep 1968, p. 18.


�   Prince Maz, Herzog von Saschsen, Nerses von Lampron, Erzbischof von Tarsus:  Erklärung der Sprichwörter Salomos, 3 vols., Leipzig 1919-1926.  Vol. I, p. vii:  “Er lässt sich vielfach durch das von den Kirchenvätern ererbte Allegorisierungstreben leiten.  Aber nich immer.  Manchmal ist auch eine recht ernsthafte Bemühung, den Wortsinn aufzufinden and zu erklären, bemerkbar.”


�   J.-P. Mahé, however, attributes a Psalm commentary to this Step’annos.  See his “L’Arménie et les Pères de l’église,” La documentation patristique:  bilan et prospective, ed. J.-C. Fredouille and R.M. Roberge, Laval/Paris, 157-79, esp. p. 175 (without adducing explicit eidence).


�   Hamam Arewelc’i, Meknut’iwn Arakac’, ed. M. Saribekyan, Erevan 1994.


�   R.W. Thomson, “Uses of the Psalms in Some Early Armenian Authors,” From Byzantium to Iran:  Armenian Studies in Honour of Nina G. Garsoïan, ed. J.-P. Mahé and R.W. Thomson, Atlanta, GA, 1997,  281-300.
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