Richard A. Layton








University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign

Didymus the Blind and the Philistores: 

A Contest over Historia in Early Christian Exegetical Argument 

Didymus the Blind was a celebrated Christian instructor in the second half of the fourth century.
  He was, according to Evagrius of Pontus, the “great and gnostic teacher.”  Out of respect for the blind exegete’s interior vision, Jerome dubbed Didymus as “my seer” and traveled to the teacher’s home city of Alexandria to consult him about doubtful passages of the Scriptures.  Rufinus, perhaps his most devoted student, judged that “something divine and above human speech” sounded in the words of his teacher.
  These admirers and others regarded Didymus as the foremost exponent of his era of the figurative modes of interpretation that characterized the Alexandrian exegetical tradition. At the same time, however, his commentaries barely touched, in Jerome’s judgment, the “historical sense.”
 
Jerome’s assessment might have been shared, and even intensified, by some critics of Didymus, whom the blind exegete identified as philistores. This label probably refers to “devotees of history,” which perhaps signifies that this group—however loosely formed—regarded itself as a guardian of the historical foundations of biblical narrative against allegorizing approaches to Scripture. 
 Didymus refers to these opponents by this term in only two instances in the extant commentaries.
  The first is the outburst of Job, in which the patient sufferer curses the day of his birth (Job 3:3-5).  The second is the enigmatic act in Genesis, in which God clothes the first pair with “skin tunics” (Gen 3:21) before casting them from the Garden. 
  The appellation philistores as a faction appears nowhere else in fourth-century Christian literature.  It is, consequently, difficult to determine what group Didymus might have had in view, or how accurately he represented their position, or even whether these opponents possessed identity as a fixed faction,.  In his valuable study of Didymus’s exegetical techniques, Wolfgang Bienert judged that Didymus did not engage with an actual faction, but only addressed generally those who interpreted Scripture in an overly literal manner.  In my own previous discussion of the issue, I also suggested that it was best to regard these shadowy opponents as a “general hermeneutical stance rather than a specific faction.” 
  
I would like to revisit the argument with the philistores.   Even if these opponents cannot be given specific identity, the philistores, as encountered in the Tura commentaries, represent a well-defined and coherent understanding of Scripture that challenged the legitimacy of the exegetical practice of Didymus’s school.  Didymus responded, I hope to show, with a challenge to what constituted meaningful “literal” interpretation and refused to concede to his opponents the authority of the “historical” sense.  In this light, the argument with the philistores goes beyond a simple assertion of figural modes of interpretation against naïve literalism.  It brings into view competing conceptions of the nature of biblical language and of the substance of the narrative composed from that language.
The dispute of Didymus with the  philistores overlaps with conflict over the theological legacy of Origen. Controversy over Origen, which had simmered in Alexandria throughout Didymus’ lifetime, occasioned open ecclesiastical battle in the last quarter of the fourth century.
  Factions, rooted in monastic communities, divided over Origen’s vision of the believer’s spiritual progress as participating in an epic drama of cosmic fall and restoration.  In the scheme widely attributed to Origen, a pre-historic fall had alienated rational beings from their original contemplation of God’s being, and propelled them to a situation in which they labored in the material world to return to direct participation in God’s fullness.
  The material creation represented a school for salvation, in which all rational beings were educated through a divine pedagogy to progress—albeit slowly in some cases—to recover their created condition in the contemplation of God.  The controversy peaked in Alexandria shortly after Didymus’s death (ca. 398), when the bishop Theophilus convened a synod to condemn Origenist teaching and subsequently evicted recalcitrant monks from the dioceses under his jurisdiction.
  A second round of controversy in the sixth century led to an edict issued against Origen by the emperor Justinian in 543.
  Ten years later the fifth ecumenical council of Constantinople condemned Origen as a heretic and anathematized the teachings of Didymus and Evagrius relating to the controversial doctrines of the pre-existence of souls and a universal eschatological restoration.

The doctrine of pre-existence, the theory that rational souls existed independently of and prior to embodiment, was the platform from which critics launched attacks against both Origen’s theological system and his exegetical method.  In promoting this doctrine, it was alleged, Origen had attributed the cause of embodiment to sin, and consequently, human corporeality was a sinful state in and of itself. 
  Such criticism led directly to attacks on Origenian exegesis because pre-existence organized the trajectory of human experience into a narrative that seemed to tear asunder the fabric of events carefully knitted together in the Scriptures.  Such distortion of the individual events constituted “myth” in opposition to the authentic biblical history, and pre-existence was highlighted as the foundation to this mythology.  Theophilus, for example, held pre-existence to be the “starting point” from which “this most impious man invents myths (muthologei) and wishes to do combat with the truth.”
 
The critique of Origen necessarily integrated a hermeneutical, as well as a doctrinal, dimension.  Opposition to Origenian “myth” may also have supported a simultaneous effort to develop a more precise theory of biblical “history.” The foremost representative of a historical exegesis in the middle of the fourth century was an opponent of Origen, Diodore of Tarsus, the teacher of John Chrysostom and a contemporary of Didymus.
  Historia, in Diodore’s concise definition, was the “clear narrative of an event that had occurred.”
  The inspired writers, he insisted, always grounded their communication in a historical reality (pragma), even when they employed literary figures such as allegory.   The historia of Scripture might contain an intention (theoria) to foreshadow subsequent events or it might cloak “hidden meaning” (ainigmata) in a narrative.  In discussing this possibility, Diodore cites the attribution of speech to the serpent in Gen 3.  While holding that this remarkable deviation from the natural order was an actual occurrence (pragma), Diodore also contends that Scripture intended a disguised reference (ainittetai) to the agency of the devil through this vessel. 
 In contrast to the allegorists, a responsible exegete unfolded to historikon, that is, the genuine reality (alêtheia) of the historical events (pragmata) to which biblical narratives, oracles and poetry referred.  Critique of pre-existence led naturally to criticism of Origen’s exegesis because, in part, this “myth” seemed to expose the failure of Origenian exegesis to maintain the crucial link between narrative and historia.
  The theory of pre-existence features prominently in both of the extant passages in which Didymus inveighs against the philistores.  Didymus, unfortunately, does not explain the basis for this opposing position. It may be possible, however, to see by his self-defense an attempt to fashion a conception of historia that provides a credible alternative to the theory of biblical history articulated by Diodore.    
Job’s Curse and Consistency of Character

In his Commentary on Job,
 Didymus presents the protagonist as a hero of perfect virtue.  The predominant virtue Job displays is courage, which Didymus defines along Stoic lines as “fortitude” (karteria), the knowledge of what to endure or not to endure.
  Moreover, Job exercises courage with a “constancy of tone” (eutonia) which indicates that the saint makes a persistent and uninterrupted display of his virtue.
  Will and reason are inextricably joined in Job’s devotion; his courage is not simply instinctual resistence, but an enactment of a self’s innermost values and priorities.
   For Didymus, consequently, it would be a breach of character for Job to experience even a momentary lapse from perfect equanimity even in the midst of his suffering.  

This perfectionist reading receives a strenuous test at the outset of the lengthy dialogue between Job and his friends.  The friends have come to console Job after he has endured two rounds of testing at the hands of the Satan.  Their mutual grief is marked by the observation of  a weeklong silent vigil.  At the conclusion of this period, Job delivers a searing speech, opening with the famous curse of the day of his birth: “Let the day perish in which I was born, and that night in which they said “behold, a male child.”  That night! Let it be darkness and may the Lord not seek it again, nor may daylight come to it.” (Job 3:3-5, LXX)  Ancient exegetes struggled to accommodate this tirade with Job’s reputation for virtue.  John Chrysostom excused the curse on the grounds that Job spoke while discouraged and confused, by which Scripture demonstrated that even the most heroic of saints shared a common humanity.  An earlier Antiochene exete, the “Arian” Julian  made the intriguing suggestion that these outbursts could be taken as purposeful efforts at self-consolation.
 Didymus, however, had foreclosed an appeal to the frailty of human nature in his assertion that Job’s fortitude remained unshaken by any blows and that his breathtaking endurance perfectly embodied the saint’s rational and unequivocal trust in God’s providence.   Didymus consequently insists that these words—far from requiring excuse—exemplify the insight of the saint.


To pursue this exegetical strategy, Didymus blends close philological analysis with an appeal to the canons for depicting character in prose and poetry.  He begins by emphasizing that the verses take the form of a petition.  Interpreted with respect to natural phenomena, he observes, Job’s wish is counterfactual and therefore impossible to fulfill.  Could a sage truly petition God to grant something that defies the basic physics of time? How can darkness actually seize a day that has already passed?
  This preliminary move invokes the practice of ethopoeia, the conventions that governed the construction of character.  In his Poetics, Aristotle asserted generally that characters should speak and act suitably to their social station, maintain consistency, and display a clear resemblance to previous representations of the character.  Aristotle faulted depictions of characters that either attributed actions unsuitable to a character’s dignity (such as imagining Odysseus engaging in lament) or expressed jarring discontinuities in conduct (he faulted here a depction of Iphigneia which departed from her initial supplications).  Horace subsequently developed these conventions in his advice to poets.  If a poet were called upon to depict Achilles, it was necessary to adhere to tradition and make the hero “indefatigable, wrathful, inexorable, courageous.”  Should a poet venture to construct a new character, “let it be preserved to the last such as it is set out at the beginning, and be consistent with itself.”  By the end of the fourth century, analysis of character was integral to both grammatical and rhetorical education.  Libanius’ progymnasmata include numerous exercises on ethopoeia, requiring students to fashion appropriate speeches for epic and dramatic heros: what would Achilles say at the funeral of Patroclus or Medea before the slaughter of her children?  In his commentary on the comedies of Terence, the grammarian Donatus made ethopoeia the central stylistic criterion.  Diodore and his successors of the Antiochene school also employed the criterion of believable and consistent representation of character as part of their critical investigation of biblical history.

In several instances in the Job commentary, Didymus points to the propriety of Job’s speech and behavior.
  The ground, consequently, is well prepared for him to invoke this criterion as the foundation for his criticism of the philistores:  

But should the philistores cling to the literal meaning, by supposing [Job] to be subject to such faint-heartedness they would undo the courage of the saint, which the devil was unable to loosen.  Nor would the devil be brought to shame by encountering his courage, nor would the Lord say to him: “do you think I would have treated you for any other reason than that your righteousness might be manifest?” (Job 40:8, LXX) Since the literal meaning does not yield a sense that is rational and suitable to the holy man, it is necessary to interpret according to the rules of allegory.

In the “literal meaning,” as promoted by the philistores, Job’s curse is directed against natrual phenomena.  Didymus would acknowledge that this reading would constitute the plain meaning of the words Job utters, but he argues that literality must be subordinated to a higher requirement, that of maintaining consistency of character.  As Job has previously demonstrated his complete sanctity, so also these words demand a reading which would be “rational and suitable” to his holiness.  The citation to Job 40:8 is more than a prooftext; the words of God in praise of Job direct the reader’s interpretive activity. God’s unqualified approval of Job reinforces the reliability of the narrative prologue as a full, exhaustive depiction of Job’s character.    

The theory of pre-existence lurks in the background of this apology for allegory.  Via the “rules of allegory,” Didymus argues, Job’s speech alludes to the pre-cosmic drama through which embodied existence came to be.  The saint does not, he asserts, petition the divine to prevent his own individual birth.  Rather, he speaks on behalf of the entire human race, regarding as a “painful day and worthy of a curse” the fall by which rational souls became knit together with the body.  Job petitions God to block the path to the entrance to corporeal life with a “thick darkness” that would hinder the “impulse to the inferior life.”
 In opposition to the philistores, Didymus presents the ancient hero as a sponsor for the Origenist theory of pre-existence.  It is equally the case, however, that Didymus invokes pre-existence to substantiate his allegorical reading of Job’s curse.  As a sage who has perfectly disciplined his emotions, Job is capable of perceiving the hidden reality of nature and pierces the visible phenomena to understand the invisible reality of the soul.  Didymus leverages the apparent scandal of Job’s curse to deepen the portrait of the saint.  Job not only braves the assaults of Satan—though that alone would be commendable—he also obtains the mystic insight of the contemplative.  
Didymus embeds the appeal to the “rules of allegory” in a contention about nature of Scriptural language.  Job’s imprecations, as readers both inside and outside of Didymus’s circle reacognized, are perfectly understandable as corresponding to physical phenomena.
 Didymus, by contrast, requires the reader to determine the meaning of ordinary terms such as “day” and “night’ by their function in a wider network of referentiality.  That network itself is established by a historia of Job which goes beyond the recounting of the remarkable feats of bravery by a past saint.  This history aims more profoundly to provide a model of contemplative perfection for the ascetic believer to imitate.
  An allegorical reading of Job’s curse does not remove the reader from the text, but rather prods the reader to assimilate a new language capable of depicting this contemplative reality. By insisting on applying Scriptural terms simply to external referents, the philistores undermine this historia.  Didymus’s explication, which initially appears to be simply a defense of allegory against literalism, brings to light contested ground over the character of biblical history which could not be resolved by direct appeals to exegetical method.  As we turn to the second passage, the heavily disputed identification of the “skin tunics,” the disparity between these two views of the idiom of biblical language and its fashioning of a narrative becomes even more sharply pronounced.
Skin Tunics were not Skin Tunics: Meaning and Reference in Biblical Terminology
In Gen 3, after God issues judgment against the transgressors (vv. 14-19), Adam names the woman “Eve” (v. 20), and God makes skin tunics (dermatinous chitonous) for the couple before casting them from the Garden (vv. 21-24).  The manufacture of the garments for the protoplasts raised a variety of questions for ancient readers.  The simple, ubiquitous garment of the tunic was typically a cotton or linen cloth, so what significance is to be discerned from this anomalous reference to a garment from animal hides?  How did God obtain the hides without destroying an entire species of animals?  Didymus, as will be discussed, solves these problems by seeing this action as a reference to the formation of the present human body.  As has been richly documented, especially by Pier Franco Beatrice, this exegesis had a long and contested history by the time Didymus engaged in his debate with the philistores.
  To situate the dispute in Didymus’s commentary, it will be useful to survey that history with focus on the underappreciated literary dimension of the exegetical debate.  Readers confronted the problem—as they did in explaining Job’s speech—of how this action by God cohered with proper characterization of the divine.  Philo, as is so often the case, was the first to investigate this question.

In his Questions and Answers on Genesis, Philo approached the tunics as an example of a problem of ethopoeia: why does Scripture attribute actions to God that are not “suitable” to the divine majesty?  Just as the incongruity of Job’s speech posed a difficulty of characterization for Didymus, so also Philo found the menial nature of the actions attributed to God to require explanation. He addressed this perceived incongruity at two levels, one ethical and one anthropological. With respect to the former, Philo discerned a moral lesson in God’s action.  As God dignified this ordinary garment with such honor, so too the wise would forego the pursuit of luxury fabrics and dyes in favor of the unadorned utilitarian virtues of the tunic.  Philo regarded this as the “literal” interpretation, inasmuch as the force of the ethical injunction depended upon the reader identifying the tunics with the simple attire worn by ordinary people.  At the second level, Philo suggested that the tunic referred symbolically to the “natural skin of the body.”  Here as well, he identified an inherent propriety to the action.  “It was proper,” Philo asserted, “that the mind and sense should be clothed in the body as in a tunic of skin, in order that [God’s] handiwork might first appear worthy of the divine power.  And could the apparel of the human body be better or more fittingly made by any other power than God?”
  Concern with to prepon—what is proper--directed Philo’s response to the quaestio at both the literal and allegorical levels.  With respect to the latter, he justified God’s action by appeal to the magnificence of the human body.  The investiture with the skin tunics was not a punishment of the first pair, but an attestation to God’s incomparable “handiwork.” 
Philo’s solution to Gen 3:21 cast a long shadow over subsequent Christian interpretation, both in establishing the possible equation of the tunics with the body and also in identifying the fundamental exegetical question in terms of the appropriateness of God’s action.  While Valentinian exegetes followed Philo in regarding the skin tunics as the final layer that completed the embodied human self, an alternative strand of exegesis developed in the second century that linked the tunics to the narrative of transgression.
  Irenaeus construed the tunics as an act of compassion by God, who provided them as a substitute for the penitential girdle of fig leaves (Gen 3:7) the couple had imposed upon themselves.  Tertullian, by contrast, regarded the tunics as a symbol of God’s judgment, the propriety of which he defended against Marcion.  This judgment, Tertullian held, perfectly balanced the previous blessings of the creator.  The earth, which had been blessed, now fell under a curse.  The man, who had been erected from the earth, now was “bent down toward the earth,” and the one who had been naked and unashamed now was covered in “leathern garments” (scorteis vestibus). The Eden narrative thus demonstrated, Tertullian concluded, that “the goodness of God came first, as his nature is: his sternnness came afterwards, as there was reason for it.” 
 As had Philo, both Tertullian and Irenaeus explicated the tunics in keeping with conventions of ethopoeia.  Tertuallian harmonized the tunics with the prerogatives of divine sovereigny, while Irenaeus introduced the tunics as an evidence of God’s compassion.  
Philo’s approach to the tunics focused on literary conventions of characterization.  Irenaeus and Tertullian brought into consideration the necessity of causal relationships between elements in a well-formed plot.  Origen united these two exegetical strands, joining the anthropological focus of the Alexandrian tradition with the insistence on narrative causality advocated by Irenaeus and Tertullian.
  He began by taking up the quaestio raised by Philo concerning “unsuitable” (aprepês) actions attributed to God.  It was “unworthy,” Origen contended, to imagine God acting as a “leatherworker” and fashioning crude coverings from animal hides.  One way to bring Gen. 3:21 in line with the criterion of suitability was to construe the tunics as “nothing other than [a quality] of the body.”
 If adopted, this solution to the quaestio would introduce a distinction between a pre-lapsarian state of human existence which was corporeal, but not “fleshly,” and the post-paradisac condition in which human bodies were subjected to a heavy and corruptible quality designated as “flesh.”
  Where Philo could perceive the tunics to divulge the full beauty of God’s handiwork, for Origen the tunics defaced and covered the unsullied luster of God’s image in humanity within the casing of the post-lapsarian body.  In keeping, however, with his exegetical rigor, Origen proposed alternative means to resolve the quaestio.  He recognized that whoever adopted the tunics-as-flesh interpretation, would also need successfully to resolve a difficult problem, as in Gen 2:23 Adam declares when the woman is presented to him: “this now is bone of my bone and flesh of my flesh” (Gen. 2:23).
   To circumvent these difficulties, Origen acknowledged that some have understood the tunics as the quality of mortality that characterizes the post-lapsarian body.
  One might, however, lodge an objection from perspective of ethopoeia to this interpretation as well.  How is it said, for example, that God and not sin imposed the tunics on the transgressors?  How can this action be reconciled with the quality of God’s compassion for humanity?
  

In the extant fragment Origen did not definitively state a preference for one solution to the quaestio.  His critics, however, had no doubt that he intended to promote the equation of the tunics with the post-lapsarian fleshly body.
  Before Origen, the tunics-as-bodies interpretation did not provoke strong opposition.
  By the middle of the fourth century this exegesis occasioned a storm of protest.  Origen’s analysis had altered the situation by bringing the historical dimension into relief.  By incorporating Philo’s allegory of the tunics into a narrative of the Fall, Origen treated the clothing of the humans as enacting the sentence of mortality.  Consequently, the tunics did more than symbolize the human condition in all its frailty, the vestiture with the skin caused a deep rift between the present human experience and its created glory “according to the image” (Gen. 1:26).  For critics of Origen, this reading of Gen 3:21 was another point at which the Alexandrian exegete had dangerously detached biblical language from its authentic historia.  Epiphanius complained that Origen introduced a “mythical theory” (muthôdê theôrian) that “the skin tunics which the divine Scripture said God made to be clothing for Adam were not skin tunics.”
  Didymus approaches his commentary on Genesis well aware of the allegation of mythology that accompanied critiques of Origenist doctrine.    
Before arriving at Gen 3:21, Didymus broaches this issue in commenting on the description of the fashioning by Adam and Eve of girdles from fig leaves (Gen 3:7).  He challenges those “who cleave to a historical interpretation” (tous tê historia hepomenous) to explain precisely how the first couple accomplished the actions attributed to them: how they stitched together aprons from the leaves of the fig, and how those who had done things unworthy of it heard the sound of the Lord walking about, why the Lord walks about in the late afternoon, and how they hid themselves under the tree.  Didymus is doubtful that any explanation from such quarters could “conserve the coherence of the history (ton heirmon tês historias) in a manner worthy of the narrative which comes from the Holy Spirit.”
  

He offers that the couple’s actions are better understood as the attempt to fashion a “plausible excuse” (rather than actual leafy coverings) for their action. To buttress this exegesis, Didymus undertakes a more general consideration of the nature of Scriptural language.  Scripture mentions “fig leaves” he says because it is consistent with the form of the narrative (akoulouthos to schêmati tês historias), in which previously both a “garden” and “nakedness” have been introduced. Therefore, he continues: 

The text says, using the vocabulary suitable to the narrative (oikeiô tês diêgêseôs) and consistent with the custom of the inspired Scripture, that the covering was made from leaves.  For the soul often is called in the divine instruction as sometimes a “vine,” sometimes a “sheep,” sometimes a “bride,” and the Word consistently adds the fitting complement to each.  When it hints that the soul is a vine, saying, “a luxurious vine is Israel” (Hos 10:1), then it calls the teachers “cultivators” and the enemies “foxes,” as in “oppress for our sake the small foxes who have ravaged the vines” (Cant 2:15).  When Scripture names the soul as a “sheep,” teachers are said to be “shepherds” and those who pervert are “wolves” and “lions,” as it is said, “an errant sheep is Israel, lions have chased him out” (Jer 27:17).  When it calls the soul a “bride,” it names the one who leads to the truth the “bridegroom,” and the one who does harm an “adulterer.”  All of these things, even if the names are different, receive a meaning that is appropriate and suitable to the divine Spirit (oikeian kai prepousan tô theiô Pneumati) when applied to the soul, not that the soul is either a sheep or a bride or a vine.

Didymus grounds his explanation of the fig leaves on a conception of what constitutes appropriate (prepon) diction for Scripture and how that diction configures a narrative (historia).
  As he does in his treatment of Job’s curse, Didymus denies that Scriptural language can be applied univocally to external referents.  In the Eden narrative, Scripture represents the reality of the soul via a network of symbols and employs expressions consistent with that network.  The meaning of “fig leaves,” consequently, should be determined with respect to other terms in that particular scheme of the narrative (to schêma tês historias).  This historia is not an assemblage of diverse external realities underlying the text, but is constituted by the coherent interrelationship of the elements of that text (ho heirmos tês historias).  All of these elements combine to depict a single pragma—the soul—by use of various images.  The practice of the prophets to refer to the entity of Israel under several figures provides the platform on which Didymus proposes to construct the Eden narrative as a historia of the soul.   
This theoretical digression in the exegesis of the fig leaves underlies Didymus’s interpretation of the skin tunics.  As the comment is quite lengthy, I will restrict the discussion to the portion that deals most directly with rebutting his opponents.  To facilitate discussion, I divide the comment into three sections:

[A] It is quite appropriate that the future mother of all (cf. Gen. 3:20) should be joined with the man when the skin tunics are made, which someone might say is nothing other than [a quality] of the bodies.  
[B] For if the philistores will judge that God made garments from skins, why is it also added “he clothed them,” since they had the ability to do this themselves?  They, who stitched together girdles for themselves from leaves, were not ignorant of coverings.  

[C] But it is evident that the body is called “skin” in many places of the divine instructions.  [C1] For the blessed Job says, “I know that everlasting is the one who will release me, to resurrect my skin upon earth that has endured these things” (Job 19:25-26).  It is clear to everyone that Job speaks about his own body.  [C2] And again the same person says similar things concerning himself: “You have clothed me in skin and flesh, with bones and nerves you have strung me together” (Job 10:11).  This is clear and perfectly manifest proof that the body is the skin tunics, because Job also makes mention of the “clothing,” which is also said with respect to the first-molded humans.
 

In this excerpt, Didymus sustains a tightly connected argument to secure the tunics-as-bodies interpretation.  At the outset, he concisely establishes the logic for the alteration in the human condition occurring at this point in the Genesis narrative [A].  He next anticipates the primary objection, both identifying the position assumed by the philistores and stating his initial rebuttal to their criticism [B].  In [C] Didymus marshals supporting evidence for his contention by reference to analogous terminology used elsewhere in Scripture.  At the heart of this compact argument is the contention that identifying the tunics with the present body is the only means to maintain a coherent narrative that would be worthy—as he previously argued—of the Holy Spirit.  
In his introductory sentence [A], Didymus connects the tunics to Adam’s naming of the woman in 3:20.  In explicating that verse, Didymus asserts that “a prophetic understanding” illuminated Adam in naming the woman “Life,” because he recognized that they would soon be cast out of the garden.
  Didymus now calls attention to the “appropriateness” (katallêlôs) of this sequence.  The fashioning of the tunics which follows upon Adam’s declaration of Eve’s significance is a necessary precondition of her future role as “mother of all living.”  By making this brief recollection at the outset of the comment to 3:21, Didymus links the two verses in terms of prophecy and fulfillment. The single sentence of [A] establishes the primary assertion and its justification in terms of plot coherence and ethopoeia.  God’s action fulfills Adam’s visionary statement, as the tunics bestow upon the protoplasts the sexual functionality necessary for procreation.  It simultaneously answers the implicit quaestio that had persisted since Philo: how is this action appropriate to God? The comment also quite obviously provides an aetiology for human sexuality, but Didymus defers elaborating on this aspect in order to clear away anticipated objections to his exegesis.


He begins this task in [B] with a compact two-sentence critique that both attacks his opponents and defends the tunics as bodies.  Didymus telescopes the spectrum of variant interpretations, ignoring both Irenaeus’s suggestion of the tunics as signs of penance and Origen’s alternative reading of the tunics as mortality.   Didymus holds that the philistores fail to account for a critical detail, namely that the narrative attributes to God the actual act of clothing.  He recasts Philo’s quaestio of the suitability of attributing such a menial action to the character of God.
  Where his predecessor invoked the conventions of ethopoeia as an exegetical problem to be investigated, Didymus raises the same issue as a fatal defect in his opponents’ position.  As noted above, Origen had raised the impropriety of God’s action as a constructor of tunics as the primary exegetical difficulty that prevented the application of the verse to actual physical garments.  Antiochene interpreters subsequently developed a counterargument to defuse Origen’s objection to the depiction of God as a “leatherworker.”  In his homilies on Genesis, John Chrysostom informs his listeners: “As I have often said, now I say again, let us understand everything in a manner which befits God (theoprepôs).  Let us understand ‘God made’ to mean ‘God ordered.’ God commanded them to be clothed with skin tunics as a constant reminder of the transgression.”  Chrysostom does not identify how this command was carried out, but a comment by a contemporary Latin heresiologist, Filastrius of Brescia, may reflect how the Antiochene commentators explained the implementation of this order.  Scripture does not, Filastrius asserts, delcare that God fashioned the tunics.  Instead, God granted them the wisdom “so that they might make for themselves clothing for the bodies, as it is written, ‘Who gave to women wisdom to fabricate tunics’” (cf. Job 38:36 LXX).  Filastrius, probably in dependence on a Greek source, correlates Genesis with Job to argue for a naturalistic reading of the narrative that would obviate the necessity for God’s direct action. 

In singling out the moment when God bestows the garments on the couple, Didymus might anticipate this rebuttal to Origen.  The additional phrase that “God clothed them” should alert the reader to the unique nature of the garments which the humans would be physically incapable of donning themselves.  Moreover, Didymus adds, “they, who stitched together girdles for themselves from leaves, were not ignorant of coverings.”  That is, if God supplied such “wisdom” as critics like Filastrius contended, the previous narrative has already demonstrated that such instruction was superfluous. In [B], Didymus does not simply restate Origen’s exegetical investigation, but adds precision to sharpen the original critique of a naturalistic reading of the verse. 

 In the next section [C], Didymus anticipates and defuses a further objection from the philistores.  The argument is that Scripture in qualifying the tunics as dermatinous could not be referring to the body itself, as the skin represents only the outermost layer of the body.
  In reply Didymus references two verses from Job to argue that Scripture employs the term “skin” (derma) as a synekdoche for “body.” The second verse [C2] is particularly important for Didymus.  The saint, addressing God, holds that “you have clothed me in skin and flesh” (Job 10:11), and Didymus emphasizes that the same verb (enduô) is used in both Job and Genesis.
   In Job, God is said to “clothe” the human by fashioning his body, in a context that cannot be reasonably taken to refer to garments.  
Awareness of the accusation of fabricating myths permeates this compact response to the philistores.  First, Didymus links the tunics directly to the preceding action of Adam, establishing a thread that binds his interpretation to the entire Eden narrative[A] .  Second, the rebuttal to the adversaries identifies perceived shortcomings in the conventional appropriation of that narrative [B].  Finally, Didymus attempts to demonstrate that the narrative as a whole is shaped by the idiomatic diction of the biblical writers [C].  At each of these points, Didymus strives not only to defend his particular exegesis of the tunics, but also to claim for an Origenist reader the authority of historia.  It is especially telling that Didymus avoids framing the exegesis of Gen. 3:21 as an alternative between literal and allegorical interpretations.  He advances a more radical proposition, namely that the soul is the proper pragma referred to in the Eden historia.   The contrast with Philo in this respect is striking.  In his dual exegesis of the tunics, Philo construed Scripture as conveying a moral lesson through the guise of the humble tunic.  His allegory was premised on the view that by “skin tunics” Scripture intended the reader to visualize the familiar garment.  Allegorical interpretation supplemented the “literal” meaning by supplying a motivation for the apparently anomalous action of God.  Didymus, by contrast, holds that the intent of the text is to convey with its own idiomatic vocabulary the investiture of humans with their contemporary bodies.  If this is an “allegorical” reading, Didymus refuses to reduce it to the function of supplementing the literal.  Didymus is not content to allow the opposition—the philistores—to determine the “literal” meaning of the text.  In his comments on Gen 3:21, Didymus does not simply defend his exegesis, he also contests the concept of what constitutes the “literal” meaning of the text.  

Conclusion

I have argued that Didymus’ critique of the philistores is best understood against the advocacy for the primacy of historia as it emerged in anti-Origenist exegesis of commenters such as Diodore of Tarsus.  While it is not possible to define this group with precision, they did influence how Didymus defended the Origenian theological and exegetical legacy.  In these two skirmishes with the philistores, Didymus contests the nature of biblical language and the grammar that controls its expression. Didymus responds vigorously to his critics, mounting a defense that aims to expose his rivals as pursuing a false literalism that does violence to the coherence of Scripture.  For the philistores—at least insofar as they are represented by Didymus—biblical lanugage approximates everyday speech. The position of the philistores is more than simple advocacy of the “literal” meaning; it also relates to the nature of biblical language and the prerequisite knowledge required by the reader.  Their reading of Job’s curse and the skin tunics is premised on the conviction that the intent of Scripture is to depict the usual things that are referred to with such terms.  To the extent that accurate exegesis conveys the intent of the divine author, it is necessary to remain true to these terms.
Didymus, by contrast, forcefully argues for accepting Scriptural language as defined by its own idiom.  He aims in part to demonstrate the inadequacy of seeing a simple correspondence between Scriptural language and everyday speech.  Didymus shifts the exegetical process from the explanation of the referentiality of words to the explanation of the interconnection of narrative elements.  Nevertheless, Didymus does not simply champion narrative over words, the whole over the part.  A coherent reading of Job could be sustained on the basis that the hero curses the actual of his physical birth.  A coherent reading of Genesis likewise could be sustained on the basis of assigning to the protoplasts actual leathern garments.  Critical to his conception is that the narrative is to be “worthy of the Holy Spirit.”  The formal principle of narrative coherence requires the material substance of the Spirit’s infusion into the structure of that narrative.  This pneumatological principle governs what is “suitable:” it is suitable if it cultivates the virtues of the believers and imbues them with the spiritual gifts that enable their maturation in the church.  Consequently, a historia authored by the Holy Spirit has as its object the unfolding of the hidden history of the soul.
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