The Sixth Sibylline Oracle
as a Literary Hymn

M. D. Usher

poem that comprises Book 6 of the Oracula Sibyllina is “not

so much a prophecy as a hymn, and, apart from the meter,
nearly a lyric.”2 Subsequent commentators have used the term
“hymn” to characterize Book 6, but no one has provided a
formal literary analysis of the book as such, or tried to classify it
within a larger hymnic tradition. The following study is offered
toward that end.

IN 1856 C. ALEXANDRE! remarked that the twenty-eight-line

! The following abbreviations will be used: Excursus=C. Alexandre, Excur-
sus ad Sibylla (Paris 1856); OracAp=H. W. Parke, The Oracles of Apollo in
Asia Minor (London 1985); OS<=]. Geffcken, Oracula Sibyllina (Leipzig 1902);
SibProph=H. W. Parke, Sibyls and Sibylline Prophecy in Classical Antiquity
(London 1988); SW=A. Kurfess, Sibyllinische Weissagungen (Berlin 1951);
TU=]. Geffcken, “Komposition and Entstehungszeit der Oracula Sibyllina,”
Texte und Untersuchungen 23 (Leipzig 1902); VisDor=A. H. M. Kessels and
P. W. van der Horst, “The Vision of Dorotheus (Pap. Bodmer 29),” VigChr 41
(1987) 313-59.

The following will be referred to by authors’ names alone: J. J. CoLLins,
“The Sibylline Oracles,” in J. Charlesworth, ed., Old Testament Psend-
epigrapha I (New York 1983) 317—472; E. HerrscH, Die griechische Dichter-
fragmente der rémischen Kaiserzeit (Géttingen 1961); R. Janko, “The
Structure of the Homeric Hymns: A Study in Genre,” Hermes 109 (1981)
9-24; L. KArpEL, Patan: Studien zur Geschichte einer Gattung (Berlin 1992); K.
KEyssNER, Gottesvorstellung und Lebensauffassung in griechischen Hymnus
(Stuttgart 1932); W. H. Racg, “Aspects of Rhetoric and Form in Greek
Hymns,” GRBS 23 (1982) 5-14; D. F. Sutton, “P. Ross. Georg. I.11,” in
Papyrological Studies in Dionysiac Literature (Oak Park, Il. 1987); J. J.
TuErRrY, Christ in Early Christian Greek Poetry (Leiden 1972).

2 Excursus 615: "non vaticino, non historiae sed potius hymno similis ...
paene lyricus.”

"3 Collins (406) does not address the poem’s hymnic or poetic qualities.
Thierry but not Heitsch includes it in his collection. M. Lattke, Hymnus:
Materialien zu einer Geschichte der antiken Hymnologie (Gottingen 1991) 25,
has an up-to-date bibliography but no new contribution.
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The poem is best described as an “oracular hymn” that
celebrates, as a vaticinium ex eventn, the career and apotheosis
of Jesus of Nazareth. An unusually large number of bucolic
diaereses and a relatively high poetic quality set Book 6 apart,
statistically and stylistically, from the rest of the Sibylline
corpus.* The poem’s chief importance, however, derives from
its status as our first extant piece of Christian hexametrical
poetry. Lactantius’ citation (Div. Inst. 14.15-22, published ca
311) provides the decisive terminus ante quem and makes Book
6 at least as early as P.Bodm. 29 (“The Vision of Dorotheus”),
hailed by Kessels and van der Horst as “the earliest known
specimen of Christian hexametric poetry.” Their dating of the
Dorotheus poem to the late third century, however, is nearly a
century too early and has been convincingly refuted by J. N.
Bremmer.> Book 6, then, written at least a generation before
Lactantius and—as I shall argue—in Syria-Palestine by a Chris-
tian Middle Platonist during the Severan period (193-235), is the
real beginning of Christian poetry.

Part I of this study presents a text, translation, and line-by-line
commentary on the poem with a new interpretation of some
troublesome lines and stylistic and semantic parallels from
hymns, oracles, and other relevant literature. Part II addresses
the problem of the poem’s mixed genre and its literary and
historical contexts. This two-part format best facilitates
discussion of this little known work within the larger context of
Greek hymns. Impatient readers are invited to read the hymn
and proceed directly to Part I

* A 71% incidence (20/28 lines) as compared with 44% for the Orac. Sib. as
a whole. I base these numbers on the text I produce below. In his study of the
Sibylline hexameter based on Geffcken’s edition, ]J.-M. Nieto Ibafiez, El
Hexdmetro de los Ordculos sibilinos (Amsterdam 1992) 156-60, reckons
64.2% for Book 6 (18/28), as compared with 60% for Theocritus, 58% for
Nonnus, and 56% for Homer.

5In J. den Boeft and A. Hilhorst, edd., Dei Laudes: Essays on Early Chris-
tian Poetry (Leiden 1993) 253-62. Bremmer also shows that the icf;ntity of
Dorotheus as the son of Quintus Smyrnaeus is unfounded. The other Dor-
otheus poem from the Bodmer collection, an acrostic about Abraham and
Isaac, is dated by E.. Livrea, “Un poema ineditio di Dorotheus: Ad Abramo,”
ZPE 100 (1994) 175, to the late fourth century.
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I

Book 6 owes its current place in printed editions of the Oracula
Sibyllina to Alexandre, the first to separate it from Book 7. Most
Mss. of the major ® and ¥ families include Book 6 with the sub-
scriptions Adyog #xtog, otiyol kné In establishing a text, given
the complicated textual history of the Orac. Sib., I agree with
Geffcken (and reproduce here with abbreviated apparatus) the
Mischtext he concedes is inevitable. Where I have differed
from him I have done so, following his own advice and prece-
dent,” using parallels drawn from hymns and related literature.

aBavdrtov péyav vidv doidipov éx Ppevog addd,
® Opdvov Vyiotog Yevétng mapéduke AaBécBar
odnw yevvnOévtr- énel xatd odpxa 10 Sioadv
fiyépOn, mpoyooic dmolovoduevog motopoio

5 ’lopdavov, 6¢ épetat YAavkd modl kdpato cbpwv.
gx mupOg éxgedEog npdtog Oedv Syetat 7160
nvedU’ émywvdpevov, Aevkaic nTepUyecoL nEAEING.
dvOfoel 8’ &vBoc xaBapdv, Bpicovot 8¢ mnyadl.
deifel &’ dvOpdnoioy 6600¢, deiler ¢ keAevOoVE

10 ovpaviog: ndviog 88 cogoic udboiot d184Eet.
aEer 8’ £¢ 1e dixmv kol weloer Aadv drerdiy
aivetdov adyfoog ratpog Yévog obpavidao-
xopoto neledoer, vdoov dvBpdnwv drolioet,
otfioel 1e0vndrag, drndoetar GAyea moAAS

15 éx 8¢ pifi¢ mApng Gptov kdpog Eooetor Gvdpdv,

3 10 Sicodv @ y / Sobeloav Q 6-7 éx ¥ @ / &g Q Beod Syerar 1oL
nvedp’ émyvépevov Fabricius / 0edv dyeron 1dbv mvedpott yevvnOév-
o R / 0edg 8¢ te kai ALV nvedpat yvépevov @ / Bedg Ste nddv
nvedpovtt yivépevov ¥ 12 Bpocovot codd. aut Bpdoveor / BpiBovot
Lact.4.13 (Migne) 11 a&er @ ¥ / 1ier Q aneBfi Alexandre / anexi
codd. 13-15 secundum Lact. 4.15, 25 15 mfipn cf. Lact. 4.15 16 / oneipng
Q/plnc® ¥

¢ Unobserved by Parke, SibProph 168, 171 n.5, who believed that “*Book 6,
the most explicitly Christian of the Oracula Sibyllina ... as transmitted ... is
very short and probably defective.”

7 0OS xxvi: “Es bleibt aber immerhin von Wert, einmal einen Blick auf die

Parallelliteratur zu werfen.” A full discussion and complete apparatus at OS
ix-lii, 130ff.
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THE SIXTH SIBYLLINE ORACLE

oﬁcog Otav Aavid (p\'m (pmév v xspt & av1od
Kocuog 6Aog xai yaio xod oupavog 18¢ OdAooaoa.
aotpa\va 8’ éxi yijv, oldv mote TpdTa pavévia
eldov &’ dAARAWY mAevpdv SVo yevvnOévec.
£ocetat, fivixa yolo yapfhoetot éAnide nondoc.

ool O¢ poévn, Zodopitt yain, kKokd wlpote Keitol:
avth Yop dbogpwv OV ooV Bedv ok évdnooag
naifovta Bvnrolol vofipoaowv: &AL’ &n’ dxdvOng
ifotswag G‘CS(pé.V(o, (poBephv ot xo)»hv £xépoooog
eig Bpwcw Kol Tduo- 16 oot Km«x nmNpato TedEet.

@ Eddov & uoucapunov ¢9’ ob Gsog eéstowucen,
oux eF,et ot xemv GAN’ oupavou oikov eoowm,
fivik’ dnactpdyeie 10 6bv, Oede, Eunvpov Spua.

19 yevvnOévieg Alex. / yevwnOévie Hase / yevvnBévio codd. 23
nailovra Bvntolot vofipaow Lact. 4.18, 20; ¢f. August. De civ. D. 18.23:
ipsa enim insipiens tuum Deum non intellexisti, ludentem mor-

“ talium mentibus, sed et spinis coronasti et horridum fel miscuisti 25
eig Ppdowv xai ndpa - 16 oo Kurfess / eig BPpiv xol ndpa - 16 oot
Alex. / eig UPpv kol mdpa 11 col (Avedpatds oot aut ol) codd. 27
ovpoavod Kurfess / obpavdv codd. 28 dotpoyeye) Geffcken / &’
aoTpdyeL aut dotpdyels aut aotpdyn codd.

Translation

5

10

15

A great son, the subject of song, I sing from the heart
immortal, '

To whom a begetter most high gave a throne to possess

Before he was born. After he, in the flesh, has been a second
time

Raised, having bathed in the streams of the river

Jordan, which moves with bright foot sweeping the waves,

And having fled fire, he shall be the first to see God,

A sweet spirit, alighting on the white wings of a dove.

And a pure flower will blossom, and springs will surge.

He will show people the ways and the paths,

Heavenly ones, and will teach all with words of wisdom;

And to justice will bring, and persuade, unpersuadable
folk,

Boasting praiseworthy descent from his father, son of
Ouranos.

He shall tread the waves, and cure human disease;

He shall raise those who have died and banish much grief.

And from one purse shall be surfeit of bread for mankind,
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When David’s house shoots forth a sprout. In his hand
The whole world rests, earth and heaven and sea.
He will hurl lightning to earth—just as once at his first
manifestation
They saw him, those two born from each other’s sides.-
20 There will be a time when the earth shall rejoice in the hope
of a child.
For you alone, land of Sodom, is destined calamity.
For you were malicious, and did not recognize your own
God
When he was here playing with mortal perceptions. Wlth
acanthus
You crowned him, and terrible gall you mixed
25 Into his food and his drink. That will cause you calamity.
O wood, happy wood, upon which God was
stretched,
Earth shall not hold you, but you shall see a home in
heaven
When your fiery eye, O God, flashes forth like lightning.

Commentary

1. @Bavatov ... éx @pevdg: dBdvatog is possibly an adjective used
absolutely as a noun (sc. Oeod) as Collins and Kurfess translate, but
this leaves an awkward repetition of Jesus’ father in the genitive then
in the nominative (yevétng). It is better taken as an adjective with
opevdc. Medea prophesies from an aBavérov otépatog at Pind. Pyth.
4.11 and in a Hellenistic epigram Apollo, the Sibyl’s patron deity,
possesses a poviiv 6Ba[véa]tmv (H. Lloyd-Jones, “The Seal of Posidip-
pus,” JHS 83 [1963] 89). Because the Sibyl’s own ‘immortality’ lacked
agelessness (¢f. Ov. Mer. 14.130), she was imagined as a perennially
aged woman if not, with the conflation of yet another myth, a shriv-
elled-up cicada wishing very much to die (Hellanicus, FGrHist 4F140;
Petron. Sat. 15.48; SibProph 57f), a motif first attested in the Hymn.
Hom. Ven. in the myth of Eos and Tithonus.

éx @pevég: The phrase amplifies the emotion with which the hym-
nist sings, i.e., “from the heart” as at Aesch. Cho. 107, Sept. 919; f. 1L
9.343, é&x Bnpou ¢ileov. For the resultant hyperbaton with aBavarov
cf. [Longmus] who says that this figure is “the truest mark of
strenuous emotion” (Sxbl. 22.3f). Here the emotional intensity
inherent in the idiom éx @pevog is heightened by the hyperbaton.
Note also the prophetic ¢pfiv, which “sees something more than is
apparent” that Prometheus offers as proof for the veracity of his
prophecies to Io: onpeild ool 148’ éoti tHig Epfig epevig G Sépxerar
nAéov 11 100 mepaopuévov (PV 842f; for this usage ¢f. Nonnus Par. Jo.
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1.53). The Sibyl is, in these opening lines, laboring under the weight
of time and inspiration.

doidipov: “a subject of song.” This, the only epithet of the anony-
mous son in this hymn, occurs only twice in the Orac. Sib., here and
at 14.310 (a late 7th c. Jewish oracle) of an unnamed diabolical prince.
Other than'at Hymn. Orph. 72.5, where Tyche is hailed as aoidwpog, I
find no example of it predicated of a Greek divinity. In Greek litera-
ture this somewhat rare word is variously used to describe prophets,
poets, heroes, emperors, and villains. Predicated of Helen and Hector
in Homer (/l. 6.358), it means “notorious,” a passage imitated/
parodied by Callimachus (Ap. 121), who uses the word of the pavrig
Teiresias. Homer’s doidiog in bucolic diaeresis was the model for its
use in later prosody, though it has a more positive meaning at
Hymn. Hom . Ap. 299, where it refers to the god’s oracular sanctuary
(vaov; ¢f. Pind. Pyth. 8.59).

With the meaning “famous for song” Pindar refers to himself as an
coidipov [Tepidwv npoedrav (Paean 6.1-6), as does the Christian Do-
rotheus (VisDor 272). We also find the adjective in a Delphic oracle
(ca 3 c. B.C) predicated of the poet Archilochus (see further W. Peek,
“Neues von Archilochus,” Philologus 99 [1955] 4-50):

’ 7 ’ ~ CO Y4 5 ’
&0évardg oot malg xai doidwog o Tedeoivierc.
#oton év avBpdnotow, 8¢ & mpdtdg oe mpoceinel
vnodg dnobpdiokovia eiknv eig natpida yoiav.

Note the syntactical parallels here with the hymn: aBd&vatég and
aoidipog occupy the same position in the line; both texts use the fu-
ture tense and preserve the anonymity of the son in question. The
occurrence of this Archilochus oracle at Anth. Pal. 14.113.1 suggests
that it once circulated in a florilegium. The author probably modeled
his first line on oracles available to him via such a source—perhaps
this one. Eusebius (Praep. Evang. 5.32-33.1) quotes these lines (as far
as avOponoiciv) and knows that the unnamed naig of the oracle is
Archilochus. From this he concludes that Apollo is a false prophet
because the god sanctions so shameful a poet, the likes o? wﬁich
“even the noble Plato banished from his Republic.” This vehement
disavowal suggests that someone (Christians?) used the oracle,
divorced from its original context, as a prophetic proof-text.
Herodotus’ use of the adjective (2.79) to describe the mytho-his-
torical figure Linus is also apt: “called by various names,” this Linus
was aoidipog throughout the Near East, the only-begotten son
(naida povvoyevéa) of Egypt’s first king, who died young and is
since honored by laments. This same “Linus,” the legendary tutor of
Orpheus (Diod. 3.67; D.L. proem. 3), later becomes a pseudonymous
authority for Greek hexameters composed by Jews and remained
current in Christian circles as well (Aristobulus ap#d Eus. Praep.
Evang. 13.12.13, 13.34; see further H. Attridge in Charlesworth 823f).
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IV Maccabees, a Hellenistic Jewish encomium, speaks of a martyr’s
life (10.15) and death (10.1) as doidwog and is largely responsible for
the meaning “of famous memory” or “renowned” in Christian
hagiographies and sermons, where the martyr is e.g. ed86xipog pév
nopd Ded, Goiduyog 8¢ mopd dvOpdmorg (Basil Caes. PG XXXII 1272).
Eulogy and encomium combine in two epigrams from the Anth. Pal.:
in a sepulchral epitaph the poem itself is a pvfjpa ... coidipov (669.1); in
another, “Lord Christ gives the nod of assent” (Evevoev ... dvag
Xpiotég) to a Nicomedes who has entered into a Biov ... doiSipov
(8.141.1). In both poems &oidwpov is in the first line and in the same
sedes as our hymn. From these uses of doidwpog it is clear that Jesus is
being analogized to a Greek hero, martyred in his prime.

abd®: This denominative verb from the substantive abén (which
can mean “song” or “ode,” e.g. Pind. Nem. 9.10f) is related to aeido,
“to sing,” the verb par excellence for hymnic preludes (Janko 9f; Race
5ff) and is used in this way by e.g. Pindar (Ol 1.7). In the hymnic
prologue to the Orphic Hymns a038® at line-end is the single verb
used to invoke a pantheon of twenty-five deities and daimones (line
39). In oracles Apollo uses it, also at line-end (tig cogig mpdTog
névtov, 1001e Tpinod’ avdd, Diod. 9.3.2=L. Andersen, Studies in
Oracular Verses: Concordance to Delphic Responses in Hexameter
[=Historisk-filosfiske Meddelelser 53 (Copenhagen 1987)] no. 72).
avdd sets this first line, indeed the whole poem, squarely in both the
hymnic and oracular traditions.

2. &: The relative pronoun (or adverb) whose antecedent is the god in
the accusative case is a well-known hymnic feature (Janko 9f); of.
Hymn. Hom. Cer. 1.f, Merc. 1ff, Bacch. 7.11.

Opdvov: Cf. Orac. Sib. 7.32: 16 vép t adrdg Edwxe Bedg Opdvov.... The
throne or “seat” occupied by a divinity is a topos in Greek literature:
generally, of. IL 5.360; specifically, Bp6vog is used of Apollo’s oracular
seat at Delphi (Eur. IT 1254, 1282). Theocritus’ encomium to
Ptolemy uses language similar to that here: tfjvov xai pokdpeoor
mathp dpdtipov EBnkev/ aBavdrorg, kol ot gpdocog Bpdvog év Ardg oike
8éduntar (Id. 17.16f). The NT concern with Jesus’ accession to- the
royal “Throne of David” (Lk 1:32, Heb 12:2, etc.), however, is
paramount. In Peter’s speech at Pentecost (Acts 2:30f) the possession
of Christ’s Opbvog is said to have been “foreseen” (npordav) by King
David, a prophetic singer of alopata (viz. Pss 132:11, 89:4, 16:10),
and his foresight is interpreted as referring to the resurrection (dvé.-
otacig; ¢f. Nyepbn below) of Christ. Here the Sibyl foresees Christ’s
kingship from the pagan quarter—teste David cum Sibylla, as it were.

Yyiotog yevértng: The word Syiotog, theological Gemeingut in the
Greco-Roman world, is very common in the Orac. Sib. In VisDor it
is the favorite appellation for God (lines 100, 134, 231). In the “Mag-
nificat” the Holy Spirit is the dOvapig byictov descending upon Mary
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(a NT prose hymn at Lk 1:35); in the “Benedictus” John the Baptist
is lauded as the npogiitng byiotov (Lk 1:76; ¢f. Pind. Nem. 1.90-93 of
Teiresias; also Nem. 11.2; Aesch. Eum. 28). In Aristonous, Apollo,
the son of Zeus, is praised as céuvov &yohpa ... byictov (Kippel 385
no. 42 line 7). The noun yevétng (“father”) is largely post-classical
and relatively rare: only here and at Orac. Sib. fr. 5.3. Nonnus (Dion.
7.80) uses yevétng to express the father-son relationship between
Zeus and Dionysus (7.80) in an oracle about his son, not yet born,
that Zeus utters in/to primordial time (Aion), wherein he prophesies
Dionysus’ future exploits, beginning at his nativity. Zeus’ promise
to his son—Znvi cuvvaoctpdntovia S6edé€etar aiorog aibfp (99)—
recalls the closing scene of our hymn (see ad line 28).

3. obnew yevvnOévri: A fine paradox/oxymoron with yevétng prob-
ably referring to the pre-existence of Christ, a theology best known
from the prologue to the Gospel of John. Nonnus® paraphrase of
John’s first verse is a poetic elaboration that also picks up the pre-
existence, sonship, and enthronement of Christ in one stroke: the
Logos is yevetfipog dpniAkog b1dg apftap and atéppovi obvBpovog Edpy.

énel xotd odpka ... ktA.: Beginning with érei and continuing
to line 7 these lines describing the baptism of Jesus (Mk 1:9-11 pars.)
present problems of interpretation on a number of levels. The
language shows considerable (perhaps considered) ambiguity, and the
text may be corrupt. An “embodiment” of Christ’s pre-existent
spirit at baptism seems to be envisioned. drolovodpevog and éx-
¢ev€og continue the temporal clause introduced by émei, which
answers to dyeton in line 6. The aorist after énel, however, is unusual
with a main clause in the future. 'lop&avov in line 5 may have been
originally a marginal gloss on motapoio later filled out into a hex-
ameter line (without caesura), and the éx of Mss. ¥ and @ corrupted
to Q’s g to accommodate it. For a similar explanatory interpolation
involving a river note Il 21.157f: £ "A&wod evpb péovrog/ "A&od, Og
kGAMotov Vnwp éni yolav Tnow. €yelpw (in the passive) is the pre-
ferred NT verb for Christ’s resurrection (e.g. Mt 28:6; Mk 16:6; 1
Cor. 15:12f), but is not used of his birth as it seems to be used here.
xatd odpka is a NT idiom used by Paul (in a neutral sense) for
Christ’s human lineage (e.g. Rom. 1:3; 4:1; 9:3, 5). The first begetting
that this second one (10 616066v) presupposes must be the heavenly,
non-corporeal one implied at lines 2f.

4-5. mpoyoaig ... copwv: The personification of the Jordan River, in
fact the hyperbole of the whole description, is strangely but pleas-
antly pastoral. The reading yAavxonidr xbpot of Q is possibly cor-
rect (¢f. Hes. Th. 587). yhowxk®d modi is a bold metaphor making the
Jordan a divinity (¢f. pede, Verg. Aen. 9.125, of the Tiber). Although
(as the text now stands) the first reference in this relative clause is to
the river Jordan, the context and vocabulary here suggest that the
foot in question may also be Christ’s. A god’s gait is especially
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important in epiphanies. At the epiphany of Apollo in Callimachus
the god “raps upon the doors with beautiful foot”: t&@ 0dpetpa
koAd nodi ... apacoel (Ap. 3), xadd modi occupying the same sedes as
Yhawk® 7odi in bucolic diaresis. Plutarch preserves an anapestic hymn
to Dionysus in which the god is invoked to come Boépe modi (see W.
R. Halliday, The Greek Questions of Plutarch [Oxford 1928] 128).
Nonnus (Dion. 1.104f) also puts nodi in the same sedes but as here
with the aquatic metaphor: the goddess Demeter bypondpe &&
yAovkd Swxoyiler Boée modi vdrta Baddoong. Note Nonnus’ con-
flation of two images in our hymn: the personified water, here with
“sea-green back” (¢f. the Homeric evpea vata Oordcong), and a
divinity (Demeter) “who parts the waves with cow foot leaving a
watery trail.” With reference to Jesus xkaA® nodi is brilliant hypallage
for the color of the water and a superb word play on yAowxdg, which
can also mean “bright” or “gleaming” (for the ordinary meaning of
“sea-green” cf. Nonnus Dion. 20.353; 2.14). For cbpwv used personally
¢f. Limenius’ Paean to Apollo, where it describes that god’s “tracing”
or “spreading” the foundations of his oracular shrine “with immortal
hand” (én[Aétovg Bepeliovg '] apPpdre xepi odpawv, Kippel 390 no.
46 line 24). Note also a hymn from Epidaurus in which the Mother
of the Gods moves cdpovoa pvta[v] xopav (M. L. West, “The Epi-
daurian Hymn to the Mother of the Gods,” CQ Ns. 20 [1970] 212f).
If, in similar fashion, cOpwv describes the motion (or its effect) of
Jesus stepping into or out of the river, it may be meant to suggest
his walking on water (Mk 6:45-52 pars.)—an intimation at baptism
of that mark of his divine character described in line 13.

6-7. ex mopdg éxeedlog ... meAeing: Note the similarities in
Orac. Sib. 7.66f: obx Eyvog 1dv ooV Bedv, dv mot’ Ehovgev’ "16pdavog év
npoyofict kai éntato nvedua melein (see further Part II infra). nd0 is
rinted by Kurfess and Alexandre, but it should be noted that this
ﬁne has many variants in the Mss., most of them attempts to make
the 18b masculine or put the Spirit in the dative. If 718V is correct,
then it modifies nvedpa; the phrase nvedpo ... émyvépevov is in
apposition to Oedv: thus “God, a sweet spirit alighting,” etc.

Aevxailc mtepvyesor meleing: The color of the baptismal dove is
not specified in the Gospels. It is probable that Lactantius (Div. Inst.
4.15) gets the color white from Orac Sib. 6.7, for three other quota-
tions of Book 6 (not this verse) occur in his same chapter.

melein: At Orac Sib. 1.247 nédeww is used of Noah’s dove, but
otherwise only here and at 7.67. The NT uses nepiotepa at the bap-
tism, the same for Noah’s dove in the LXX (Gen. 8:8). neAein may
be simply metri gratia, for nepiotepd is not well suited to the hex-
ameter (though metrical correption is frequent in this poem).
Mérerar at Paus. 7.21.2, 10.12.10 are the doves or dove-priestesses of
the oracular shrine of Zeus at Dodona. Pausanias’ excursus on Sibyls
and Sibylline prophecy highlights these Peleiai (also “Peleiades”®) who
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“though not called Sibyls by men give prophecies from God.” To
them, Pausanias reports, is ascribed the venerable oracle Zebg fiv, Zebg
¢otlv, Zebg Eooetars @ peydhe Zed—a theology consonant with
Christian beliefs about deity (cf. Rev. 1:4, 8: &6 dv xai 6 fiv xoi &
£pydpevog). The appearance of an oracular bird adds a nice touch to the
poem.

8. avifoer &' avlog xabapdv, Ppicovor 8¢ mnyal: Cf. line 20:
yaia yapicetar éAnid nouddg and also 8.475 (of Christ’s nativity).
Such sympathy of nature with the events recounted in the narrative,
what Keyssner calls “the hyperbolic style,” abounds in Greek hymns,
and often accompanies the epiphany of the god (Keyssner 30-34), as
at Apollo’s nativity in the Hymn. Hom. Ap.—peidnoe 8¢ yoi’ vné-
vepOev (116f; cf. also 135, 139)—or Limenius’ paean (Kippel 390 no.
46 lines 7-10), where at the same event Ma[¢ 8& yléyuBe méhog
ovpdviog. For the collocation odpavog-yaia-0dracoa ¢f. Hom.
Hymn. Cer. 13f. Bpbdw, “a word belonging to the language of poetry
and religion ... [for] ritual cries or the natural expression of religious
exaltation” (Dodds ad Eur. Bacch. 107), occurs frequently in com-
ﬁound epithets in the Hymn. Orph. As an expression of hope and

appiness, or of a return of a Golden Age—primal restoration is
hinted at in lines 18f (Adam and Eve’s glimpse of Christ in the
Garden of Paradise)—the sentiment is not unlike the cosmic
sympathy attending the birth of the child in Vergil’s fourth Eclogue,
(esp. lines 191, 23; ¢f. E. Norden, Die Geburt des Kindes [Leipzig
1924]) 46-50, 58).

avBog¢: Cf. ¢Otov below (16). In the Hymn. Hom. Merc. Apollo is
described as having &vBog ... grhokvdéog 1ipng and in paeans Apollo is
often an €pvog (e.g. Macedonius [Kippel 383 no. 41 line 4). In Hymn.
Orph. 50.6 to Lysios/Lenaeus (=Dionysus) the god is praised as iepov
avgov (i.e., wine). For Lactantius the floral imagery of the hymn
stemmed from Isaiah 11:1, which he quotes in Latin: Exiet virga de
radice Jesse et flos de radice ascendit (where flos=LXX &vBog).
Lactantius explains that Jesse autem fuit pater David ex cuius radice
accensurum esse florem praelocutus est, and quotes line 8 of Book 6
as Sibylline support for his interpretation (Div. Inst. 4.13= Migne,
PL XXXVII 485f, with the variant Bpifovor 8¢ névto unreported by
Geffcken and Thierry. For Bpifw in an epiphanic context ¢f. Hom.
Hymn. Cer. 473). Isaiah was probably f%remost in the hymnist’s
mind as well.

9-14, deiler &' avOpdrnowowv 630d¢g ... dAyea ®oAA&: These
lines are the hymnist’s efficient epitome of Jesus’ ministry. The
whole section is akin to an aretalogy, and the healing mentioned at
13f is the stuff for a paean to Asclepius—like Isyllus’ where the god
is tov véowv madotopa, Swtipa vyeiag (Kippel 382 no. 40E lines
56f). In the same author’s hexametrical aretalogy the Spartans abdno-
avtog &xovoav, cdTeElpav @Npav, "ACKAQTIE, KOl CQPE CAOOCOG
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(Kippel 383 no. 40F lines 79f; for abdqoavrog ¢f. line 1 above). Lactan-
tius cites lines 13ff as caelestis indicia virtutis. Interestingly L. but-
resses his argument with an oracle from “Milesian Apollo,” which
Parke regarded “as an authentic attempt of the prophets of Apollo to
define their position with regard to the claims of Christianity”
(OracAp 104). Apollo too acknowledges Jesus’ miracles and cruci-
fixion, going so far as to use the Christian phrase xatd ocapxa (see
line 3) in his exposition (PL XXXVII 484):

Ovnog Env xatd cdpxa, copdg, Tepatddesiv Epyorg
GAL’ bRd yordainv kprtdv émloig suvaAmBeig
YOpQoIg KOl GKOAOTECTL MIKPHY AVETANGE TEAEVTAV.

10. 8eiker ... odpaviag: Note the anaphoric repetition of deifer and
the assonance 813¢&e1/dEer. odpaviog here in enjambement emphasizes
the quality of Christ’s teaching. For “heavenly paths® ¢f. Clement’s
Paedagogus hymn: iyvia Xpiotod/ 680g ovpavia [sc. £otiv] (Thierry 10
no. 7.34f). Cf. also Christ’s words in the Gnostic (anapestic) “Psalm
of the Naasenes”: popodg 8¢ Oedv nideifo 1o xekpoppéva tig dylog
0800 (Thierry 13 no.8.21f).

cogoig pvBoig: Keyssner 55 notes “Auch die cogio des Gottes be-
greift gelegentlich seine Macht und seine Fihigkeiten in sich® and cites
Macedonius’ paean (Kippel 384 no. 41 line 17; ¢f. the self-proclaimed
oracular wisdom of Apollo cited above ad line 1).

11. xeioer Aadv dxelOf ... xtA.: Presumably the Jews are the
“unpersuadable” or “disobedient people” (same collocation, same
sedes at Orac. Sib. 1.204, 3.668; cf. Is. 30:9). Andg is the usual, positive
term for “Israelites” in LXX as opposed to £0vn who are “Gentiles.”

12. aletdv ... odpavidao: Christ here boasts of his “praiseworthy
descent from his father, son of Ouranos.” The rare patronymic odpa-
vidng is very peculiar. It occurs only here in Orac. Sib. and in Greek
epic only once in the singular in Hesiod (never in Homer or
Nonnus) of Cronos (7h. 486; imitated by Oppian, Cyneg. 3.12). The
word belongs to the language of theogonic myth—an idea very
popular in the Orac. Sib. (Collins 334; Kurfess, “Homer and Hesiod
in 1. Buch der Oracula Sibyllina,” Philologus 100 [1956] 147-53). In a
related passage, Orac. Sib. 7.691f (see Part II infra), “Ouranos has built
three towers” for Christ who, as Logos, “donned flesh and swiftly
flew to his father’s home” (odpka te dvodpevog Taxde rToto matpdg
&g oikovg 1pelg 8 adtd mdpyovg péyoag Ovpavodg éotipiEev). Ouranos-
Hyperion is a mythological figure known from the Gnosticism of
Valentinus whom Epiphanius accuses of plagiarizing the theogonies
of Hesiod and Stesichorus, “changing only the names” 1in his
elaborate system of thirty aeons and spiritual pleroma (Adv. Haer.
31.2.4, 3.2). Thus, perhaps, ovpavidng=Helios, the son of Hyperion
(Th. 374, 1011; Hom. Hymn. 31.4f)=Yahweh. This would explain the
sun imagery at lines 26{f (g.v.). Though the language of Hesiod is
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evident, identifying a Gnostic source for obpavidng is impossible.
Unfortunately nothing in the only Valentinian hymn extant
(Heitsch 155 no. 43) helps here.

Alternatively yévog may=Christians, a “praised race [belongmg to]
the father, son of Ouranos” of whom, out of the larger stock of
Aool dmetesig who reject him, Christ has “boasted.” This use of yévog
originates in 1 Peter 2:9, where the author accommodates the phrase
vévog Ehextév from Is 43:20 (of Israel). Thus, in apologetic literature
Christians call themselves a tpiltov yévog, a third people alongside
both Jews and pagans (Keryg. Petr. 2) or elsewhere a xowvov ... yévog
(Ep. Diog. 1).

15. éx 8¢ pifig mApng ... xTA.: This must be an allusion to the
feeding miracles of Jesus (e.g. Mk 6:35-44 pars.), for which Lactantius
reports “the disciples said they had five loaves and two fishes in pera”
(Div. Inst. 4.15.16). The nfipo was a characteristic feature of Cynic
costume (D.L. 6.22, 33). Thus the “one wallet” from which will come
“surfeit of bread for men” (¢f. Orac. Sib. 1.357) also evokes the
disciples’ vagabond lifestyle during Jesus’ three-year ministry, for
which period they are said to have shared a common purse (Jo.12:6,
13:29; ¢f also Acts 4:34f).

17. xéopog 6A0g ... xTA.: A characteristic example of the hyperbolic
style (see above line 8). For the sentiment ¢f. Hymn. Orph. 34.14-17
to Apollo.

18f. aotpdyet....: “He will hurl lightning to earth.” For the image
note esp. Lk 17:24: Wonep ydp N dotpant dotpantovon ék Tiig vno
TOv ovpavov elg thy LI’ odpavov Adymer, ovtwg Eotan 0 vidg avBpdrov
év Tfi npépg adtod. In this hymn the verb is used absolutely and
personally. 1 find no OT or NT precedent for such vividness. Even
Satan gets a smile when he “falls like lightning from the sky” (Lk
10:18). The lightning image is often associated with Yahweh, e.g. the
theophany at Sinai (Ex 19:16), in a military prayer (Ps 143:6 LXX),
an apocalyptic vision (Ezk 1:13; ¢f. Ap 4:5) and, of course, with
Zeus, too: Orph. Hymn. 20, a hymn specifically to Astrapaios Zeus.
Lightning is associated with Dionysus in P. Ross. Georg. 16ff
(Sutton), a hymn about king Lycurgus’ reluctant recognition of that
god and his subsequent punishment. Thunder and lightning are signs
attending him, given by his father Zeus because Zeus “honors him
greatly”:

&yyVg 1dav [sc. Lycurgus] EA]B6vta per’ doteponaig Abvucov

ol muxval oleddyfov vnd Blpov]rfior Bapeiong

vidog Epy’ 4i]dnho Awdg péya xudaivovroc.
So too with Jesus’ lightning (see line 28 below). Nonnus uses
aotpanto in his paraphrase of that definitive NT indictment of dis-
belief, Jo. 3:19 (=par. Jo. 3:97-103). “The judgment upon an irre-
ligious world is this: From heaven came the light (¢éyyog) to earth,
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but the race of unstable men, though the light it up the sky (péyyeog
dotpdntovtog), loved more gloom.”

olov mote =mphta gavévia ... ax’ &AAfAov wAevpdv Svo
yevvnOévteg: “The two born from each other’s sides” is an unparal-
leled circumlocution for Adam and Eve, who, the text implies, saw
Christ in the Garden of Eden. The Christian apologist Justin Martyr
. explains the anthropomorphism of the Jewish God in the OT, in-
cluding the one in Eden (Dial. 131), as Christophanies, ie., appear-
ances of a philosophic Logos personified. Though not called “Logos”
in this poem, we find that term predicated of him in the related
. passage in at 7.83 (Part II, infra). In powerful hexameters Gregory
Nazianzus hymns “the celebrated spark and aerial torch of the Logos
(omivBnp 8¢ Adyov kai mupodg aepbeig ... aoidruog [¢f. line 1 above]),
which pervaded the whole world” at Adam’s fall from paradise (PG
XXXVII 1231). The words €unvpov and aractpdnte juxtaposed have
an astrological significance in a fantastic passage from Orac. Chald. (fr.
146.7 Des Places).

21, ooi && pdévp, Zodopirt yain ... xtA.: A city may be
“spiritually” (nvevpoatikdg) stylized a “Sodom” (Rev 11:8). The
reference here as in Rev 11:8 is Judaea or Jerusalem. The Hebrew
prophets speak of Judah in its worst days as Sodom (e.g. Is 1:9f; ¢f.
Ezk 16:46, 55). For mipara keiton ¢f. an oracle from Hdt. 1.67: =fjp’
éni mApaTy Keltan (same sedes).

22. dbogppav ... tdOv odov Oedv ovx événoag: A heavily spondaic
line for emphasis. Recognition of Christ is also important in the
hymn-like piece to the Daughter of Sion (Orac Sib. 8.335), recog-
nition that the song fosters. At 7.53 the inhabitants of Ilias Oedbv ovx
évémoav (same sedes, as also at VisDor 74).

23. nailovta Ovnroior vofuaoctv: This is the oldest reading ap.
" Lactantius, probably followed by Augustine. Of all editors only
Thierry prints it. Geffcken rejected the reading on no certain grounds
(OS xxviii n.1), though he accepted Lactantius’ afpng in line 15 over
oneipngin Q and pi{ng in ® and ¥ (OS xxix). The vividness of the
image is the stuff we have come to expect of this poet. Thierry
adroitly compares Ps. 2:4: 0 xatowdv gv obpavoig gxyeAdoreTan
avtodg kol 6 kbplog ExpvkINpLel avtovg—that in response to the
previous verse where “kings and rulers have allied themselves against
the Lord and His Annointed (ypiot6g).” Christ’s “playing with
mortal perceptions” is also much in the Dionysiac tradition, e.g., the
hallucinations of Pentheus and Agave in Eur. Bacch. At P. Ross.
Georg. (lines 29f) the god “pours an illusion” (ivSaApov £xevv) over
Lycurgus such that he, mistaking his children’s consoling arms for
snakes, slaughters them. For the “playing” ¢f. Hymn. Hom. Bacch.
7.14f, where bonds fall miraculously from Dionysus’ hands and the
god “smiles” (petdraw). There, unlike here, a lone helmsman “recog-
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nized” or “understood” (vonoag, 15) Dionysus’ godhead. At Bacch.
497-518 Dionysus faces danger with sweet abandon. Christ displays
the same attitude in the Acts of John 94ff, where, before going off to
die, he sings a lengthy hymn and dances with his disciples. A
Dionysiac recognition motif is crucial for the Acts of Jobhn hymn: cf.
esp. 67-70: 0 xopevwv VéeL 6 TPpAocw, dTL 6év Eotiv 10010 10 AvBpdnov
naBog & péAdw naoyew (Thierry 36).

23ff. ax’ axdvOng ... oTe@dve ... xoARv ... xTA.: A drastic
change of mood from “playing” to the vile elements and mockery of
the Passion. Is it in the vein of mock-pastoral that we are to read the
odd use of the singular dxdvOn (Vergil’s acantho? Ecl. 4.20)? The NT
and early Christian fathers use the plural for the crown of thorns.
The detail of the poison/gall, found also at Orac. Sib. 8.303, 1.367;
Mk 15:18, 23 (pars.), is ultimately dependent on LXX Ps. 69:21 (as in
Kurfess’ emendation Bpdowv for HPpiv): Edaxav eig 10 Bpdud pov
oAV xai eig thv Slyav pov érdticdav pe 6&og. For the Synoptic
writers the sop given Jesus on the Cross was the fulfillment of
prophecy; here it is that, but it also fills out the pathos of the scene.
For Lactantius, line 24 (which he cites) brought Jer. 11:19 to mind,
where that prophet describes himself as “slaughtered like a lamb with-
out blemish” whose enemies propose to put “wood in his bread”
(lignum [=EbAov LXX] in panem [=Gprov LXX] eius) and “eradicate”
him from the earth. Lactantius’ allegorization of the Jeremiah passage
is indicative of the metaphorical potential of bread (15) and Cross
(26) in our hymn: Lignum autem crucem significat, et panis corpus
eius [sc. Jesusl, quia ipse est cibus, et vita omnium qui credunt in
carnem quam portavit, et in crucem qua pependit (Div. Inst. 4.18.28).

26. & Edbhov, & poaxapiotév ... xtA.: The word EdAov (“Cross®)
is a favorite in kerygmatic passages in Acts (5:30, 10:39, 13:29).
According to the apostle Paul (Gal. 3:13, quoting LXX Dt. 21:33)
Christ’s “hanging on the Cross” made him a “curse,” but a beneficial
one, for the Cross was believed to release Gentiles and Jews from the
commands of Mosaic law, making them fellow sons of God, and
“setting them free” to “serve each other in love.” Some such para-
doxical view of the Crucifixion informs our author’s qualification
paxopiotov of what otherwise was an instrument of torture and not
an object of Christian veneration until the early Byzantine period (G.
Snyder, Ante Pacem: Archaeological Evidence of Church Life before
Constantine [Macon (Ga.) 1985] 27). The &blov is apostrophized here
metonymically for Christ. Most commentators have taken the
hymnist to mean that the Cross literally will ascend to heaven. This
literalist reading is based largely on a later vague tradition to this
effect: examples in A. Rzach, “Sibyllinische Orakel,” RE 2a.2 (1923)
2141. The legend, however, does not seem to antedate our hymn and
was demonstrably influenced by it. Sozomen certainly was (HE 1.1.6,
2.1.10). We do best not to foist their literalism upon the hymnist.
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Ebdov is perfectly understandable by metonymy as Christ—a view
supported by the vast majority of Mss., in which at 8.31 10 &bAov as

Christ in the famous Sibylline acrostic takes a masculine participle

(ewtilwv). In the Wisdom of Solomon (14.7) EbAov rounds off a bril-
liant literary conceit in a sententia where, initially used for a pagan’s

“crooked” idol (EbAov oxoAwdv, 13.13), it becomes, by catachresis,

metonymy, and synecdoche, the saving agent of Noah’s ark: ebA6-

o yap EdAov 81’ ob yiveton Sikatoovvn. Similarly, an interpolation

at Orac. Sib. 5.261 plays on EbAov used in a periphasis for Jesus’

profession as a carpenter, but certainly also used ironically for “cruci-

fixion” (see line 26 below; cf. also Orac. Sib. 1.291, 7.49). The hymnist,

under the spell of theological paradox and poetic conceit, has

abruptly reversed the lurid details of the Passion with this unex-

pected benediction to the device of death.

28. araotphyere ... Eunvpov oppa: anactpinto=“flash like light-
ning forth” (¢f. line 18). Although at Rev. 1:14 the heavenly Christ

has fiery eyes (¢f..19:12) and could be represented as a Helios figure
with horse and chariot, as he was in a mausoleum under St Peter’s
(Snyder 62 pl. 31), “God the Father” seems to be the recipient of this

second apostrophe. Cf. Synes. Hymn. 1.368: oov 8’ Supa, ndtep. Oedg
here is nominative for vocative as often. The indefinite temporal
clause states when the action of the main verb (£écoyer) will be ful-

filled: Jesus (=E0Aov) will see his “home in heaven® (objective or

. appositive genitive; Smyth §1322, 1332-33) when God, as it were,
gives the signal. For lightning as a divine sign ¢f. Il 9.237f: Zevg ...

ofpota gaiov dotpdnter. Cf. the prophecy in Nonnus Dion. 7.99

(cited ad line 2), where father Zeus and son Dionysus are to be

reunited in heaven amidst flashes of lightning. At par. Jo. 3:69f the

Son of Man inhabits a “starry home (aotepoevtt peraBpw) in the

ethereal land of his Father (ndtpiov obdag ... aifépa). Justin Martyr

describes Christ’s relation to the Father as that of light emanating

from the sun (Dial. 128), a metaphor that finds its muse in Synesius
(Hymn 5; Thierry 23 no. 13): abtdg ¢d¢g el moyoiov cvAhdpyog
axtic mopi,

As for Sppa, Helios is noapgats aiBépog Sppa in an Orphic-style
hymn embedded at Nonnus Dion. 40.379 (see F. Braun, Hymnen bei
Nonnos von Panopolis [Konigsberg 1915] 8f). In hymns from the
Magical Papyri, Helios is in fact identified with “lao” (i.e., Yahweh;
Heitsch 183 no. 5=PGM III 198-228 line 14). The Orphic Hymns
laud the Sppo Aixkng (62.1, 69.15; cf. Procl. Hymn 1.38) and the Auog
oppo téAewv (59.13). An oracle at Macrob. Saz. 1.20.13 calls Serapis
Sppo temAovyég Aapnpdv edog NeAwow, and Apollo Didymus extols
his “swift eye” (OracAp 78). Gregory Nazianzus, in hymning
Christ’s cosmic rule, describes the sun as the x0xAov ... #unvpov and
the moon as the Supo 10 vuktds. Perhaps due to the solar religion of
the Severans and, later, the emperor Julian, Sppo was a popular word
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in late antique oracles. The Christian editor of the Tibingen Theos-
ophy shows a special interest in oracles mentioning the dppo of Zeus,
notably Znvog mavdepkéog debitov Sppo (Wolff no. 7 239; see also
Orac.Ap 207). These astrological, apocalyptic, and majestic connota-
tions of the author’s choice of words in this last verse create a grand
pyrotechnic finale.

II

The hymnic structure of Book 6 may be outlined as follows:8

I. Invocation in the er-Stil (1)
I1. Pars Epica/Narrative and argument (2-20)
A. Heavenly preparations for Christ’s birth and kingship
(2-33) |
B. Epiphany at baptism (3b-7)
C. Career of Jesus (8-17)
D. Christophany in Eden and Christ’s advent compared
(18£f) :
ITII. Apostrophe I: Rejection/failed recognition of Christ by
mortals (21-25)
IV. Apostrophe II: Makarismos on the Cross and Ascension
(26ft)

As outlined, this formal structure, unique among pre-Constan-
tinian Christian hymns, doxologies, and prayers,® resembles the
~ shorter Homeric Hymns. Some peculiar features, however, not-
ably the double apostrophe—one of admonition (21-25), one of
blessing (26ff)—bring the hymn to a close. A similar juxtapo-
sitioning of admonition and blessing (in that order) occurs at
Hom. Hymn. Cer. 480ff, referring to initiation into the mys-
teries at Eleusis. The first apostrophe of our hymn entails the
condemnation of a city. Although this is not characteristic of
the hymn, the condemnation of cities is very Sibylline and gives
the hymn its distinctively oracular quality. The second apos-
trophe, the macarism of lines 26ff, is a common feature, usually

8 “Er-Stil” is E. Norden’ term for third-person, as opposed to second-per-
son, invocations: Agnostos Theos (Leipzig 1923) 143-76. For general overviews
of hymnic form and style and further explanation of the terminology used
here, see Janko, Race, and Keyssner and J. Bremmer, “Greek Hymns,” in H.
S. Vernel, ed., Faith, Hope and Worship (Leiden 1981) 193-214.

® The most comprehensive collection of early Christian material is still W.
Christ and M. Paranikas, edd., Anthologia Graeca Carminum Christianorum
(Leipzig 1871); note also C. Del Grande, Liturgiae preces bymni Christi-
anorum e papyris collecti (=Biblioteca Filologica Loffredo 3 [Naples 1934]).
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found near the end of the Greek hymn.1® “O happy the race of
those mortals ... which builds a temple to lord Apollo” sings
Philodamus, for example, in his Paean to Dionysus.!! The final
element in a hymn, however, is most often a request or some
expression of ydpig, addressed to the god directly in the imper-
ative or optative mood. The request i1s based on an argument
consisting in the accumulation of divine attributes and epithets
(e.g. in the Orphic Hymns) or, as in this hymn, implied in the
pars epica (a narrative of the past glories of the deity). In our
hymn the fictive futurity of the events described and the
oracular persona assumed by the hymnist render the argument
a priori: Christ merits praise because the Sibyl has prophetically
intuited his divine paternity, career, death, and ascension.
Accordingly, the notion of xdpic, in addition to coming earlier
than usual in our hymn (before both apostrophes in line 20), is
presented as a fact, not couched as a request. Thus, though
clearly working within the traditions of classical and Hellenistic
hymnody, the author seems to have adapted the genre.

The Hymn as an Oracle—The Sibyl as a Hymnist. Lactantius
cites this poem four times, each as if it were a Sibylline
prophecy. Why was this hymn read in antiquity as a Sibylline
oracle? The intrusion of prayers and hymns into other collec-
tions of ‘popular’ religious literature such as the Greek Magical
Papyri and the Corpus Hermeticum is well known.12 Thus the
early identification of the poem as a Sibylline prophecy and its
inclusion in the collection are most easily explained as accidents
of manuscript transmission or the caprice of ancient editors. As
I have tried to show in the commentary, however, the oracular
quality of Book 6 is also a literary affectation of its author. We

19 E.g. Hom. Hymn. Cer. 486f; Hom. Hymn. nos. 30.7 to Ge, 25.4f to
Apollo and the Muses=Hes. Th. 94-97.

1170 péxap OABia te xeivvav ye[ved] Bpotdv ... & xtiom vad[v] dvax[ti]
®oifw, Kippel no. 39 lines 118-21.

12 For the papyri see E. Heitsch, “Zu den Zauberhymnen,” Philologus 103
(1959) 216-20, 223f; for the Hermetic corpus see G. Fowden, The Egyptian
Hermes (Princeton 1993) 84ff. In the Sibylline corpus the didactic poetry of
[Phocylides] is inserted between 2.55 and 149 (Mss. ¥ only). See further P. W.
van der Horst, The Sentences of Pseudo-Phocylides (= Studia in Veteris Testa-
menti Pseudepigrapha [Leiden 1978]). The longer narrative poems about
Christ at Orac Sib. 1.323-86, 8.251-336, which may also be intrusions, are
closer generically to paraphrases of biblical passages, on which see in general
M. Roberts, Biblical Epic and Rbetorical Paraphrase in Late Antiquity
(Liverpool 1985).
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find precisely this type of affect at Vit. Plot. 128, where Por-
phyry (or his source) passes off a hymn in praise of Plotinus as
an oracle of Apollo. He likens the hymn to the Delphic oracle
about the wisdom of Socrates. As Harder notes, “es ist hier auf
sehr besondere Weise platonischen Philosophie in den Formen
einer zeitgenossischen Kunstepik oder besser Kunsthymnik
(und nicht im iiblichen Orakelstil) ausgesprochen.”!3 Por-
phyry’s ‘oracle’ begins, in true hymnic fashion, with an invoca-
tion of the Muses and ends with the apotheosis of Plotinus. Our
author has done much the same for Jesus with the Sibyl as his
authority. )
The Sibyl did in fact have a reputation for hymnody in
antiquity. Plutarch for example can, without special emphasis,
use the verb buvedw to cite the Sibyl (Mor. 388F). Pausanius,
who prided himself on a firsthand acquaintance with oracular
literature (10.12.11), believed her to be an authoress of hymns as
well (10.12.2; ¢f. SibProph 40; 49 n.31). Pausanias reports that
the Delians in his time claimed that a hymn to Apollo used at
Delos was written: by a Sibyl named Herophilz, whom he
places in the Troad and the local historian Apollodorus of
Erythrae identifies as Erythraean.'* That Herophile’s alleged
hymn is none other than the famous “Homeric® Hymn to
Delian Apollo (SibProph 44) can be seen from what is agreed to
be a genuine fragment of this Erythraean Sibyl, !5 in which she
‘predicts’ the literary career of Homer, alluding to his blindiness
" and calling him the Chian (Orac. Sib. 3.419-22; ¢f. Thuc. 3.104)
—details of Homer’s identity that stem ultimately, perhaps ex-
clusively, from the Hymn to Delian Apollo (172).1¢ The Ery-

13 R. Harder, ed., Plotins Schriften 5c (Hamburg 1958) 116.

14 FGrHist 422; cf. Paus. 10.12.7. Parke, I think confusedly, says Pausanias
co-identifies Herophile of Erythrae with a Delphic Sibyl (SibProph 38). But
Pausanias speaks (10.12.5) only of her occasional (bnéte 8¢ dpixorro) presence
at Delphi in order to chant her oracles from a rock. She is nowhere said to be
resident at Delphi and was apparently itinerant, having spent time in Samos,
Claros, and Delos as well as the Troad (wiz. Marpessus) where, as a temple
attendant (veoxdpog) to Apollo Smintheus, she died.

15 Collins 359, following Geffcken, TU 13; also Parke, SibProph 44. The cor-
respondence of the subject matter in Orac. Sib. 3.401-88, corroborated by a
report from Apollodorus of Erythrae in Varro (ap. Lact. Div. Inst. 1.6=
FGrHist 422), is the basis for identifying this section as ultimately Erythraean.

¢ Semonides of Amorgos (fr. 29 Diehl) places him in Chios without
mentioning his blindness.
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thraean Sibyl’s implicit indictment of Homer for plagiarism?’ is
very telling if she is in fact Pausanias’ Herophile, reputed com-
poser of the Homeric Hymn, which that blind man from Chios
in the poem itself claims as his own.18 It is less pertinent here
whether an historical Sibyl named Herophile actually composed
the Hymn to Delian Apollo, nor even if she ever was in fact
Erythraean. Rather, the allusion of Orac. Sib. 3 to the Delian
hymn she is thought to have composed shows that readers in
Pausanias’ time did not distinguish sharply between authors of
oracles and authors of hymns. After all, ‘Orpheus’ bridged the
two genres. Of course the hexameter and epic diction used in
both oracles and hymns encouraged intertextuality, even
verbatim borrowing.!?

Date and Provenance. The date and provenance of this hymn
depend upon the relationship of Book 6 to Book 7. The close
connection of fire, water, and the dove at Christ’s baptism
(Orac. Sib. 6.3-7) has a puzzling parallel in the ritual prescription
at Orac. Sib. 7.76-86, where a ire is sprinkled with water and a
white dove (nelein) is released to heaven.? The rite, apparently
Christian, seems to involve the commemoration of the partici-
pant’s baptism, a re-enactment of Jesus’ own, and is accom-
panied by a ritual cry (Bofoag):

¢ oe Adyov yévvnoe matfp, dtdp Spviv defixa
6&vv anayyedtiipo Adyov Adyov, B8aciv dyvoig
paivov cov Bantioua, 81’ od nupdg éEepadving?t

It is clear from 7.76-86 that “the begetting of Christ is closely
associated, if not identified, with his baptism” but to interpret 1t

17 Orac. Sib. 3.4231f: énéav yip ipdv pétpov xpatiicer. mpdrtog yop
xepaioiow Epdg Bifrovg dvanidoer

18 As Alexandre (Excursus 12) notes, however, the charge of plagiarism
against Homer was common: ¢f. Diod. 4.66.

¥ E.g. the famous Homeric line (from the description of Achilles’ shield) on
the “tireless sun and the moon waxing into her fullness” (fiehMév téxapovia
oedqviiv 1e nAfBovoav, /1 18.484), which turns up once at Orac. Sib. 3.21 and
in the entirely unrelated Hymn to all the Gods from Epidaurus (line 9).

0 Geffcken emended 7.79 to dypinv ob nékewav on rather questionable
grounds: “die wilde Taube fliegt schneller davon, in alle Welt, man kann sie
nicht verfolgen, gerade so wie der Adyog sich zum Himmel aufschwingt” (TU
34 n.4). Wilamowitz’s &pyfira (“white”) dove is better and reflects the con-
nection of this passage with Bk 6.

21 “Tust as the Father begat the Logos, I have released a bird, the Logos, a
swift messenger of words, sprinkling your baptism with holy waters, through
which you appeared from fire.”
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as a “theophany by fire,”as do Collins and Geffcken, is, strictly
speaking, inaccurate.?? The participant in this ritual is said to
- have “emerged” from fire much as Christ “escaped” in Book 6.
I suggest rather that Christ’s “flight from fire” in Book 6 is best
understood as his descent from the empyrean realm of the
~yevég Yyiotog at.line 2 to become “embodied” at baptism in
accordance with the cosmology of Middle and Neoplatonism, a
cosmology promulgated in the (hexametrical) Chaldaean
Oracles, through which (we might imagine) these ideas reached
our author. In the Neoplatonic universe fire was the dwelling
place of the supreme, transcendent ‘father’?>—an empyrean
region created by a second god, the father’s “intellectual
power”?* who was identified as his son.?5 This cosmology per-
meated popular culture. It underlies a theological oracle of
Clarian Apollo (3% ¢.) in Lact. Div. Inst. 1.71.1, 8 26 and is found
in hymns from the Magical Papyri.?

Proponents of Middle and Neoplationism, the more promin-
ent of whom hailed from Syria-Palestine, made much of the
“rational man passing through the ... sublunary universe (yév-
£o1¢) and returning to his celestial home.” 28 In particular, Nu-

2 Collins 409. Geffcken overemphasized the epiphanic ndture of the fire at
baptism in Book 6 because he saw in it an echo of the (non-extant) Gospel of
the Ebionites, which supposedly began with the baptism and included a
Feuererscheinung: £00b¢ meprédopye tov térov @ig péyo (ap. Epiph. Haer.
30.13.7). J. G. Gager, “Some Attempts to Label the Oracula Sibyllina, Book
7,” HTR 65 (1972) 94, however, has rightly pointed out that light, not fire, is
mentioned and the description in Bk 6 is actually closer to Justin Martyr's
report of the event: ndp dviigBn év 1@ Topdévn (Dial 88.3).

2 Fr. 3: b nothp fipracoev Eovtdv odd’ év £ff Suvdaper voepd whreicag idiov
ndp (E. Des Places, ed., Oracles Chaldaigues: avec un choix de commentaires
anciens [Paris 1971] 13). .

24 Fr. 5.3f: vob yap véog Eotiv 0 xbapov tegvimg nupiov (Des Places 124).

35 A.-]. Festugiére, La révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste (Paris 1949-54) 11 54
n.2.

26 G. Wolff, Porphyrii de philosophia ex oraculis haunrienda Librorum reli-
guiae (Berlin 1856) 234 no. 2: £60° bnép ovpaviov nupdg debitov aiBopévn eAGE; a
shorter version in the Tibingen Theosophy (Wolff no.1 line 15) speaks of
God év nept vaiov. A.S. Hall, ZPE 32 (1978) 263, cited in Parke, OracAp 66,
has shown that yet another version of the Clarian oracle, found inscribed in
the city wall of Oenoanda and datable to the late third century, actually
formed part of a shrine to the “Most High God” (“Yyiotog 0edc).

27 One of four versions of a hymn to the sun from PG M reads: “HAuwe ...
Siénov ghoydg axdpotov nip (Heitsch 181 no. 4 line 2).

28 R, LaMBERTON, Homer the Theologian (Berkeley 1986: hereafter
‘Lamberton’) 53.
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menius of Apamea developed his allegorization of the Odys-
sean Cave of the Nymphs along these lines,?® in which refer-
ence to water and wave in Homer and Plato’s myths were inter-
preted as symbols for the world of yéveoig (¢f Lamberton 71).
Numenius loosely cites “the prophet” of Gen. 1:2 (“the Spirit of
God hovered over the waters”) as additional ancient support
that “souls settle upon God-inspired water.”* The resonances
with our hymn are striking: a pre-existent Christ (as the nvedpa
... émtywdpevov in line 7) descends from the empyrean world of
the Most High God (1-4), is materialized upon the water (5-8)
as the human Jesus, and returns to his fiery home (olxov ...
gunvpov dupa, lines 27f). It is worth noting that when the
author of Orac. Sib. 7 speaks of a “baptism through which you
appeared from fire,” he uses the verb é&e@davOng at line end,
the same metrical position as at Od. 12.441—the book of sea
adventures culminating in that ‘rational man’s’ escape from
Charybdis (i.e., the world of yéveoig).?! Numenius may well
have been familiar with the life of Jesus. Origen reports that he
“published a story about Jesus, not mentioning his name, which
he allegorized” (Fr. 10a Des Places=Orig. c¢. Cels. 4.51). Numen-
ius, if not our anonymous hymnist, is thus the model from
which to sketch a profile: a Syrian religious philosopher conver-
sant in pagan, Jewish, and Christian literatures. Celsus, a percep-
tive critic of early Christianity, actually mentions a Christian
group called the Sibyllistae. But who these Sibyllistae were,
whence they came, and whether Sibyllistae was their own label
or Celsus’ is unclear.

The relationship of the ritual passage in Book 7 to Book 6 is
closer than Geffcken and Collins have allowed. Alexandre and
Kurfess rightly insist that much else in Book 7 stems from
Book 6, especially lines 64-95, which are introduced by a woe
pronounced upon Coele-Syria for “not recognizing your God
when the Jordan washed him in its streams and the Spirit soared
in (the form of) a dove” (00x #yvog tOv cdv Oedv, dv mot’
£hovoev '16pdavog npoxofict koi éntato nvedpa neAein). Book
6 and 7.64-95 also show especially strong (non-formulaic)

2 0Od. 13.110ff; Numenius frr. 30f, 33 Des Places.

30 Fr. 30.3-6 Des Places: xai 1av npoofinv eipnkévor éugépecfon Endve tod
¥8atog Oeod nvedpa.

31 Same position at [/ 4.468, 13.278; Sutton line 4.



46 THE SIXTH SIBYLLINE ORACLE

verbal affinities.3 To the arguments of Kurfess and Alexandre
in favor of the relationship between the two books, I would add
two further observations: (1) the Orac. Sib.’s only two refer-
ences to the Jordan River by name occur in Books 6 and 7, and
(2) the mythological figure Obpavdg at 7.71 parallels the odd use
of the rare patronymic obpavidao at 6.12. In both passages Ou-
ranos is linked contextually to each book’s description of the
baptism of Jesus, which involves the unusual (non-NT) manifes-
tation of fire. Furthermore, in the Q Mss. Books 6 and 7 often
form one continuous book; this suggests that ancient editors,
among whose ranks may well be our hymnist, felt the
similarities. Alexandre thought that the same author did in fact
have a hand in both books; if so, the verses against Tyre, Coele
Syria, and Berytus (7.64ff), coupled with warnings of the time
“when another warlike tribe of Persians will come to rule”
(7.40ff), referring to the establishment of the Sassanid dynasty in
224, point to a Syro-Palestinian provenance* and a date roughly
in the Severan period.?® Alexandre’s suggestion (Excursus 384{f)
of 233-235, compensating for the ex events nature of Sibylline
prophecy, is eminently sound.

In further support of a Syro-Palestinian provenance I offer
the case of the Christian apologist Justin Martyr, a Greek from
Samaria and one of only two other authors to refer to fire at

32 Alexandre persuasively demonstrated this point but subsequent commen-
tators have neglected his discussion: Excursus 382f; cf. esp. Orac. Sib. 6.11 with
7.24ff, 6.16 with 7.31.

33 Cf. Excursus 380: “doctrina, sententiis ipsisque aliquando verbis ita inter
se conveniant ut plane ab eadem manu profecti videantur.” Kurfess, in E.
Hennecke, W. Schneemelcher, M. Wilson, edd., New Testament Apocrypha
(London 1963-65) 1I 708. Gager’s discussion of Book 7 (supra n.22: 91-97)
does not treat evidence from Book 6.

34 Geffcken (TU 31, following Mendelsohn) speculated a Syrian provenance,
seeing an Ebionite influence in the conjunction of fire and baptism. Collins
and Kurfess (§W 313) rightly object that nothing in Bk 6 necessarily indicates
a sectarian much less Ebionite origin. Collins (406), however, who like Geff-
cken minimizes the relationship of Books 6 and 7, dismisses the hypothesis of
a Syrian locale.

3% In 194 Septimius Severus divided Roman Syria into two provinces, “Syria
Coele” stretching north and east of Mount Lebanon, and “Syria Phoenice” to
the south, including Palestine. But, as F. Millar notes (The Roman Near East:
31 BC-AD 337 [Cambridge (Mass.) 1993] 21, 423f), Septimius’ designation of
the northern reaches as “Syria Coele” was “against all previous usage,” for
epigraphic and numismatic cvidence shows that Greek cities of the Decapolis
(trans-Jordan) described themselves as belonging to Coele Syria decades
before and after Septimius officially divided the province.
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Jesus® baptism (Dial. Tryph. 88.3)—a detail for which he is
probably dependent upon local Levantine traditions. The details
of the hymnic argument too are remarkably close to Justin’s,
who in a compressed passage (Apol. 1.30) cites Christ’s ful-
fillment of Old Testament prophecy and his miracles as
evidence for his divinity and the truth of Christian teaching—a
teaching that he believed was also adumbrated by Greek
philosophers and poets including the Sibyl.?¢ With Justin our
author shares an interest in pre-existence, miracles, and
Chrlstophany (see ad 1ff, 131f, 185 With a deft touch, an apolo-
gist’s criteria have been carefully interwoven to form the Fabnc
of our hymn. Justin also anticipates our author’s developed
symbolic, metaphorical interest in the Cross (lines 26ff), seeing
visual reminders of it in the shape of the human body, a ship’s
mast, even the standards of the Roman army (Apol. 1.55).

Two Parallels. Finally and briefly, the relation of this poem to
other ancient literature. We have seen how in Book 6 the
author’s use of prosopopoeza evokes the authenticating power
of the Sibyl for early Christian apologetic: the hymnist sings as a
Sibyl anc{ by so c{omg wields the great authority of pagan
antiquity. This prophetic impersonation has an intriguin
prototype in Lycophron’s Alexandra, which Parke aptly calle

“a Sibylline oracle transmuted into high literature.” The first-
person persona and the predominant use of the future tense for
narrative action in Lycophron’s iambic poem certainly
anticipate the technique employed in our hymn, also charac-
terized by the future tense, which in the pars epica is a feature

* virtually unknown in other hymns.

It will be more readily obscrved that Book 6 shares many sty-
listic and thematic features with Verg. Ecl. 4. Kurfess has dis-
cussed the possible influence of Slbyﬁme oracles on Ecl. 4 and

~ {more persuasively) the influence of Ecl. 4 on the Orac. Sib.
(notably at 7.146-49),3% though he does not mention Book 6 in

3 Apol. 1.30, alluding to Orac. Sib. 3.42f. The Sibyl is proffered as pagan
testimony to a final eschatological conflagration for which Justin also cites the
Stoic doctrine of ekpyrosis.

% Cf. H. Rahner, in J. Campbell ed., Pagan and Christian Mysteries: Papers
- from the Eranos Yearbooks, trr. R. Manheim and R. F. C. Hull (New York
'1963) 186.
3 “Virgil’s vierte Ekloge und die Oracula Sibyllina,” HJ 73 (1954) 120-27;
‘V(;frfgd’s 4. Ekloge und die christlichen Sibyllinen,” Gymnasium 62 (1955)
.11
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either study. Nonetheless, Vergil’s Sibylline posture,® his use of
the future tense to describe narrative action,*® the nativity/
epiphany of an ominous child,* his cosmic destiny*2—all of it
clothed in natural imagery, rooted in agricultural metaphors—is
present in our hymn as well.3 It is unliiely that our author read
Lycophron. As for influence from Vergil, as Norden says of in-
fluence in the opposite direction, this is “schwer zu antwor-
ten.”** Greek translations of Vergil did exist in the second and
third centuries,* and a Greek translation of virtually the entire
Ecl. 4 is cited by the Emperor Constantine in his speech Ad
sanctorum coetum (delivered at Antioch in 325), where he
offers the earliest surviving Messianic interpretation of the
poem and cites the Sibyl to support it.#¢ I leave open whether or
not we have in Book 6 a rare case of Greek dependence on
Latin poetry. If nothing else, clearly the Ecl. 4 illustrates how
hymnic (or encomiastic) and Sibylline elements may co-exist in
the same poem.

Whatever its classical and Hellenistic prototypes, Book 6 is
surely a welcome exception to Norden’s cfaim that “Die
Sibyllistik war kiinstlerisch so wertlos, dass sie kaum Poesie
heissen darf.” This oracular hymn, probably written by a
Christian Middle Platonist in Syria-Palestine in the Severan
period, is also without question the first bloom of a poetic
tradition of late antiquity that will reach full flower in an author
like Nonnus of Panopolis, whose hexameter paraphrase of
John’s Gospel is a bold attempt to lift the Gospel story to the
level of epic drama. In Nonnus, Jesus virtually carries the

¥ Cumaei ... carminis (4); non me carminibus vincet nec Thracius Orpheus
(55).

¥ solvent (14), accipiet ... videbit (15), videbitur (16), reget (17), fundet (20),
etc.

" nova progenies caelo demittitur alto (7); cara deum suboles, magnum Iovis
incrementum (49).

2 pacatumque reget patriis virtutibus orbem (17).

43 For pastoral description in Orac. Sib. 6, cf. lines 5, 8, 16-20, (23f), and
comm. ad. locc.

# Die Geburt des Kindes (Leipzig 1924) 145,

45 B. Baldwin, “Vergilius Graecus,” AJP 97 (1976) 361-68; E. A. Fischer,
“Greek Translations ofg Latin Literature in the Fourth Century a.n,” YCS 27
(1982) 173-215.

% R. Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (New York 1986) 647-52, attributes
the translation and Messianic interpretation to Lactantius—an intriguing
suggestion given Lactantius’ interest in Bk 6; see above comm. ad 9-14, 23ff.



M. D. USHER 49

thyrsus,*” and the depiction of Christ as a Dionysus is no less
bold, or perhaps intentional in our hymn. The apostrophe to
the Cross in particular, found first (so far as I know) in this
hymn, has had a long literary life. Fortunatus develops this
motif into a conceit in his famous hymn Pange lingua (Misc.
2.2), to which Robert Herrick adds an Alexandrian touch,
rounding off his Hesperides with His Anthem, to Christ on
the Crosse, a cross-shaped poem to “the sacred tree.”*®

UNIVERSITY OF CHICAGO
July, 1995

4 E.g. Par. Jo. 7.185=]Jo. 7:49. Conversely in Nonnus’ Dion. a Christic
Dionysus appears now and again, displaying behavior inconceivable without
a literary/theological influence from Christianity. For this view of Nonnus see
G. W. Bowersock, Hellenism in Late Antigutiy (Ann Arbor 1990) 41-54. For
the syncresis of Christ and Dionysus on late antique sarcophagi see E. C.
Olsen, Dionysiac Sarcophagi in Baltimore (Baltimore 1941).

8 T would like to thank C. A. Faraone and Peter White for carefully reading
earlier drafts of this paper and making excellent suggestions for its
improvement.



