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At the outset of this writing, and so to say, to set the tone, it should be 
noted that in general Syriac studies are still a newly developing area. 
For example, we may note that in the introduction to his brilliant and 
seminal book, Symbols of Church and Kingdom, Robert Murray claims:

It is hardly an exaggeration to say that theological study of the early Syriac Fathers 

is still in its infancy. The scholars who at any time have been capable of such work 

have naturally been largely occupied in the preliminary work of producing satis-

factory editions, and many of them have, in any case, been philologists rather than 

theologians. Critical editions of many authors have appeared only comparatively 

recently; most of the authentic works of St. Ephrem, for example, have become 

available in reliable editions only since about 1950, thanks especially to the work 

of Dom Edmund Beck and Dom Louis Leloir. These two scholars have also given us 

more than half of the essays in theological interpretation of Ephrem which can be 

judged models for the future [Murray, 1].

At this point, and before this discussion can proceed further, ano-
ther important point must be made. It has to do directly with the 
notion posited in the title of this article in the term, “Re-imagining”. 
As I reflected on this possibility of reimagining adult catechesis as I 
thought of the well-known the French term ressourcement, namely, a 
“return to the authoritative sources” of Christian faith, for the purpose 
of rediscovering their truth and meaning in order to meet the critical 
challenges of our day.

Return to the sources was one of the principles of the work of the 
Second Vatican Council, which played a decisive role not only in adult 
faith formation of the Maronite Catholic Church, which will be dis-
cussed later, but which represented a defining moment in my own for-
mation and Church life, both as priest, as a Catholic, as an Eastern-rite 
Catholic, and specifically as a Syriac-Maronite Eastern Catholic.

The Syriac Foundation of the Maronite Tradition

The foundation of the Maronite Catholic Church is the Syriac Tra-
dition 1, a Tradition which liturgically stems from the great Syrian 
theological and biblical center of Antioch, with its emphasis on the 
historical-grammatical reading of the Bible, and an emphasis on the 

1. For the history of the Maronites and the Maronite 
Church, see: [Naaman]. In Russian, see: [Rodionov, 
Sarabyev, 67–200]. — Editor’s note.



fr. anthony salim • re-imagining  adult faith formation 

in the syriac-maronite catholic church

135

s f i  j o u r n a l .  2 0 2 2 .  i s s u e  4 1

humanity of Christ. At the same time, this biblical interpretation is ful-
ly formed by the legacy of the Syriac Fathers, particularly St. Ephrem, 
with their love of typology, and emphasis on creation and the Incarna-
tion. We shall see below how this is so. 

The impact of the reform of the Maronite Tradition

Every liturgical tradition has its own proper characteristics, which 
distinguish it from other Traditions and at the same time identifies 
areas that it shares in common with them. Outstanding in the reform 
encouraged by Vatican II, four areas influencing Syriac adult faith 
formation include: 1. The increased awareness of the Ḥoosoyo in litur-
gical texts; 2. The reform of the Lectionary and its role in preaching 
in and according to the Tradition; 3. The revival of the use of Syri-
ac- Maronite icons, and 4. the revival of chant in Maronite liturgical 
tradition.

The Ḥoosoyo

Recent studies in the Syriac Tradition 2 have helped all to see the im-
portance of the Ḥoosaya (East Syriac term in phonetic)/Ḥoosoyo (West 
Syriac) 3, a unique prayer form in the liturgical tradition. However, 
apart from this technical point, what is really important about this 
central prayer is its role in Bible interpretation (especially by means of 
typology), and its catechetical aspect 4.

What is the Ḥoosoyo? In his introduction to the Lectionary of the Sy-
ri ac Maronite Church, Fr. Joseph Amar describes the Ḥoosoyo  thusly:

The Ḥoosoyo is a form of prayer proper to the Syriac Church of Antioch, and, 

apart from the (Scripture) Readings, it constitutes the largest single element of 

the pre-anaphoral liturgy. A simple Ḥoosoyo is comprised of a Proemion and a Se-
dro. The Proemion is a stylized introductory formula which extols the attributes of 

God, particularly those which relate to the specific celebration being observed. It 

is a prayer in praise of God for His goodness toward His people. <…> The Sedro 

petitions God to act again on behalf of the specific needs of His Church [Amar 
1976, V].

2. See introductions in: [Beggiani 2014; Murray].
3. In addition, various writers may use differing 

phonetic spellings in English. Despite this, the idea is 
generally recognizable. I tend to use either form.

4. See my article: [Salim 2008].
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Besides, the Ḥoosoyo can include these elements:1) a Qolo, or “mel-
ody” usually made up of four short strophes chanted antiphonally; 
2) an ‘Etro, or “prayer of incense” in prose; 3) a Ḥootomo, or “conclud-
ing formula in prose. The term Ḥoosoyo is used in the Peshitto (Peshit-
ta) Old Testament to translate the Hebrew kapporet — the solid gold 
lid which covered the Ark of the Covenant.

The cherubim that surmounted the Ark were constructed in such a way so that 

their wings would overshadow this “Mercy Seat” or Ḥoosoyo. When light was 

admitted to the chamber which housed the Ark, the Ḥoosoyo was framed by the 

shadow of the outstretched wings. The Ḥoosoyo was the meeting place of God 

and man, “For it is there that I shall come to meet you from above the Ḥoosoyo” 

(Ex 25:22) [Amar 1976, V].

As Amar demonstrates here, the Ḥoosoyo performs several impor-
tant functions. However, he focuses on the liturgical (and historical). 
In reflecting upon the liturgical tradition, especially the Ḥoosoyo, 
in the years after the reform was initiated, other equally important 
functions of the Ḥoosoyo emerged from the reflection. Indeed, as 
with the entire liturgical tradition as recovered (and still being re-
covered), the Ḥoosoyo itself began to appear as a treasure chest of 
spiritual riches. These other functions include catechesis, biblical 
interpretation, and spirituality, especially liturgical and personal 
prayer 5. Let us look briefly the catechetical aspect, the specific con-
cern of this paper. 

As we have seen above, Eastern Tradition in general acknowledg-
es that liturgy and catechesis are closely entwined. Knowledge of 
the Mysteries of God and of the Church is to be found in the wisdom 
and insight of prayer, especially liturgical prayer. Therefore, it should 
come as no surprise that the catechesis of the faithful springs out of 
a profound understanding of the way one worships. Long before cat-
echisms were conceived, the truths of the faith were experienced in 
the chanting of the Divine Mysteries. In addition, icons — or prayers 
in color and form — followed the rhythms of the liturgical year as un-
derstood by each Tradition of the Church and the Particular Churches 
that emanated from those Traditions.

5. For more on prayer in the Syriac spiritual tradi-
tion, see: [Brock 1987].
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6. When one sees the fuller discussion of Scriptural 
interpretation, the classical “rivalry” between the 
traditional positions of the Antiochene Tradition (with 
its tendency to emphasize the humanity of Christ) 
and the Alexandrian Tradition (with its tendency to 
emphasize the divinity of Christ) is often cited; but it 

is likely not as clear cut, as the positions were often 
shared by proponents of each. For example, please see 
[O’Keefe]. Yet, the two differing emphases is more than 
merely academic, as the history of the debates of the 
early Church councils demonstrates.

The Lectionary

Beginning in the mid-1970s catechetical leaders in the Maronite 
Church of the United States began to see the need for a systematic way 
to introduce the faithful to the understanding of the Catholic Faith in 
an authentic way. It was seen clearly that it was inappropriate to con-
tinue to use texts produced by the Latin Church, for these could not 
represent the vision of the Syriac-Maronite Church emerging from the 
renewal. Experts turned to the most appropriate source they knew: 
the Holy Qoorbono, or Divine Liturgy, as well as the 1976 version of 
the Lectionary produced by Fr. Joseph Amar. It should be noted that 
this was an early stage of development of the Qoorbono in English, and 
indeed for the eventual reform of the liturgical tradition in the whole 
Patriarchate. From this realization came the possibility of building a 
catechetical program. The issue became, ironically and in the spirit 
of ressourcement, revolutionary and at the same time fully traditional. 

One of the keys characteristics of the Ḥoosoyo is the frequent use of 
typology 6. Typology, as is well known, is a biblical approach to inter-
preting the texts of the Old Testament seen as “types” which are ful-
filled in the life and teachings of Jesus in the New Testament. A com-
mon and well-known example is the crossing of the Red Sea which 
becomes fulfilled in Baptism in the New Testament. In the Syriac tra-
dition, Jacob of Serug writes of Jonah emerging from the body of the 
“big fish” to the shore of Nineveh. Similarly, after spending time in the 
grave after his ignominious death, Jesus emerges on the third day into 
the glory of the Resurrection. Traditional texts of the Ḥoosoyo abound, 
even delight in teaching God’s saving truths by means of the typolo-
gy which the Syriac Fathers, particularly St. Ephrem, relished such by 
means of poetic teaching. 

Typology is a prime way that the Syriac Fathers understood the 
Scriptures and how they did catechesis as they preached. In the words 
of Sebastian Brock:

The type of spiritual interpretation which is employed most frequently by the Syriac 

Fathers can best be described as typological or symbolic interpretation. …Though 
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the Greek word for type, “typos”, does sometimes occur in Syriac, the normal term 

used for type or symbol is “raza”, which properly means “mystery”, but which is 

usually best translated in this context as “symbol,” though it should be stressed that 

“symbol” has a much stronger meaning than the one current in modern English, 

where a symbol is usually sharply distinguished from the thing it symbolizes. For 

the Syriac Fathers the link between symbol and the reality symbolized is intimate, 

for in the symbol there resides the “hidden power” of the reality [Brock 2006, 67].

This next step occurred with work of Father Joseph Amar, who, af-
ter much serious research and hard work was able to publish in 1976 
the first authentic Maronite Lectionary in the United States 7 with the 
updated Liturgical Year Calendar in English 8. This, coupled with the 
reform of the text of the Qoorbono in 2012 9, solidified a real liturgical 
reform that is current (and ongoing) in our Church today.

Syriac-Maronite icons

Icons serve the same catechetical function in Maronite Tradition as in 
other Eastern Church Traditions 10. For many centuries in the history 
of Christianity, the average Christian was not literate. Faith formation 

7. Amar tells us: “The term ‘Lectionary’ or ‘book of 
readings’ as it is used in the Maronite Church has a 
far broader and more inclusive meaning than it has 
when it is used by the Western Church. Traditionally, 
the readings of the Maronite liturgy existed in various 
separate books, both published and in manuscript 
form. The gospel texts comprised the Ewengelion or 
Gospel Book. The epistles were found in the Shliho or 
‘Readings from Paul’. The Teshmeshto or ‘Service Book’ 
contained epistles, psalm responses, and proper di-
aconal acclamations for use during the anaphora. The 
Fenquitho or ‘Collection’ contained readings and prop-
ers for seasons and feasts outside of ordinary time. In 
effect then, the scripture readings were never isolated 
from the proper prayers and responses which accom-
panied them. These various books of readings (from 
both testaments) contained proper and changeable 
responses, recited and sung anthems, and the psalms 
which accompanied the readings” [Amar 1976, III].

8. In the Lectionary arranged by Amar, the texts of 
the pre-anaphoral Liturgy (or “Service of the Word”) 
included the Scripture Readings for all Sunday cele-
brations, many Feast days, and many weekday celebra-
tions. There were Old Testament selections. However, 
the Revised Book of Readings (Lectionary) of 1992 did 
not have Old Testament Readings. Currently, the Ma-
ronite Synod is in the process of reviewing a selection 

of Old Testament which, if approved, will be added 
to the current Lectionary. By way of comparison, one 
may find in the current Book of Readings of the Syriac 
Orthodox Church, and not surprisingly, either, a very 
similar Liturgical Year to the Maronite Church’s Litur-
gical Year. See: [Scripture Readings].

9. In 1972, the Vatican Congregation for the Eastern 
Churches authorized a draft of the Qoorbono which 
would reveal the non-latinized form that has remained 
the typical form used today. It was used ad experimen-
tum until 1994. In 1994, the then undivided Eparchy 
published the next interim ordo by its publishing 
house, St. Maron’s Publications. This was an amplified 
form of the Divine Eucharist, which was accepted 
gratefully and with excitement. This ordo was used 
until 2012. The current text for the Divine Eucharist 
is officially entitled Book of Offering. Because it was 
authorized by the office of the Maronite Patriarch, it is 
to be used in all eparchies of the Patriarchate. 

10. See: [Zibawi]. In this wide-ranging selection, 
the author examines the icon traditions of those other 
than the well-known Byzantine Tradition. Finally, it is 
fortunate for us that covers of a number of catechetical 
texts published in the United States in recent years 
have been adorned by the by Eastern icons, albeit 
largely of the Byzantine Tradition, and mostly (and 
appropriately) the icon of Christ the Teacher. 
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was done in other ways, and not exclusively by preaching. One of the 
prime ways was the creation and use of icons. As is true today, in their 
own attractive and inspiring manners, icons revealed divine truths to 
Believers as they gazed upon the beauty of icons, whether at public 
worship or private prayer. 

We begin our look to the sources for today’s attempt at the revival 
Syriac-Maronite icon tradition to its ancient roots in the Syriac Tra-
dition. Although few, some Syriac examples do exist. Ignatio Peña 
tells us:

In general, all the interiors of Syrian churches had painted decoration. A church 

from the second half of the 4th century onwards was not really complete with-

out plastering and painted mural decoration. The decoration depicted stories and 

geometrical patterns in the apse and also in the naves 11. Imagination is needed 

now to envisage the figurative and decorative work of the Syrians because so little 

remains; the materials that were used last for a shorter length of time than stone, 

and they were exposed to the atmosphere for centuries. Remnants of plaster or 

painted mortar from the period are rare. Samples may be found in the church-

es of Kharab Shams (South Church), Qalb Loze and Radwe (South Church). In 

the South-east church of Burj Heidar, in one corner protected from the elements, 

there are, however, still traces of a geometrical painting [Peña, 82].

In looking back to authentic sources for the inspiration for revival 
and renewal for icons in the Maronite Tradition, there is a wonderfully 
preserved and illustrated Gospel manuscript written in Syriac known 
as the “Rabbula Gospels” (586 г.) 12. Another prime exemplar of Syri-
ac-Maronite iconography may be deemed the icon of Our Lady of Elige 
(or Our Lady of the Maronites, 10th cent., Lebanon) 13. This icon  depicts 

11. Such painting and murals still exist today in 
ancient Maronite Churches in Lebanon, Syria, and 
elsewhere, including the well-known mural of the 
Coronation of the Virgin at the Maronite summer 
patriarchal residence in Dimaan, Lebanon, as well as 
the beautiful ceiling mural in the main church. In the 
artwork of the patriarchal residence and elsewhere, 
due credit must be given to the famous Maronite artist, 
Saliba Douaihy (1915–1994), whose church art went 
beyond the bounds of Lebanon. I was fortunate to 
observe many of these ancient paintings and murals 
courtesy of Fr. Abdo Badwi, during my trip to Lebanon 
and Syria in 1992. Interestingly (and sadly), in several 
places in the churches of Lebanon and Syria, damage 
had been done to the images. As Abdo explained to 
me: Eyes and mouths had been gouged out by those 

antithetical to the theological or spiritual meaning, or 
the authority of those places. Again, a testimony to the 
power of the images to move people positively or (in 
this case) negatively.

12. The text is the Peshitta version of the Syriac 
translation of the Gospels, established at Monastery 
of St. John of Zagba near Apamea in modern Syria. 
In the late 15th or early 16th century, the manuscript 
was taken by the Maronite Patriarch to the Lauren-
tian Library in Florence, where it is today. For more 
information, the reader is also encouraged to review: 
[Cechelli et al.].

13. Elige Monastery is one of the ancient sites of 
the Maronite Patriarchal See, located in the Lebanese 
town of Maifouq. 
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the Virgin Mother supporting on her lap, the Child of her womb, Jesus 
Christ (a favorite theme of St. Ephrem). Until its restoration in the last 
decade, when one gazed upon the painting, one could not tell it was 
an Eastern icon at all. During many centuries, the overpainting de-
picted a typical medieval Italianate Madonna and Child, surrounded 
by diminutive naked cherubs. It became recognized that this West-
ern-Latin “updating” actually mirrored the growing latinization of the 
Maronite Church over several centuries. However, after uncovering 
several diverse pictorial layers, more with an Italian style with each 
later layer, this icon has been revealed with each successive layer re-
moval to its original writing. It marks an historic event in the history 
of Syro-Maronite iconography, as it represents the oldest known au-
thentic Maronite icon. This painting continues the Syriac tradition ini-
tiated by the Rabbula manuscript of the 6th cent. The supervisor of this 
restoration Fr. Abdo Badwi points out that as a Syriac icon, this icon 
does not share common characteristics of Byzantine icons — such as 
crosses on the haloes of the Virgin or of the Child or identifying words 
in the background. However, her pose is the common depiction as that 
of the Hodegitria, or “The Virgin Showing the Way”, with her fingers 
pointing to her son as Redeemer and center of our lives.

The Maronite Patriarchal Synod urges its adherents to return to the 
liturgical use of icons and to exhibit them “in an orderly fashion and 
in accordance with Maronite Church spirituality, in a special place in 
the church”. The Synod issued a resolution in which it notes the great 
value and spiritual significance of icons and recommends returning 
to the ancient iconographic heritage, “eliminating from our Maronite 
Tradition all the influences which are foreign to it” 14.

Hymnody

As we have seen above with the discussion about iconography, a simi-
lar thing can be said about the renewal of Syriac liturgical chant, with, 
as we will see below, the happy discussion of the catechetical work and 
legacy of St. Ephrem. Not for nothing is he known as the “Harp of the 
Holy Spirit” [Bardenhewer, 342].

However, before we get to Ephrem, it must be recalled that by hym-
nody — we may also use the term “chant” — we sing our faith. Of course, 

14. See: Tawjeeh li-Tatbeeq al-Mabadi’ al-Liturjia 
al-Warida fi Majmoo’at Qawaneen al-Kana’is ash-
Sharqia (Directive for the Implementation of Liturgical 

Principles of the Code of Canons of the Eastern 
Churches), Publications of the Episcopal Commission 
for the Media, Jal ed-Deeb, Lebanon, 1996, No. 109.
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this not untrue of the Latin liturgical tradition; but hymnody is per-
formed differently in the Eastern Traditions. Fred Saato, himself a Mel-
kite Greek-Catholic, expresses what is true for all Eastern Christians:

In the East the liturgical assembly became the place to experience the teachings 

of the Fathers. Often liturgical poetry composed by hymnographers like Saint 

Ephrem the Syrian and Saint Romanus the Melodist 15 has been incorporated into 

the Church’s worship. Doctrinal or spiritual texts by Fathers like Saint Gregory the 

Theologian were later recast by poets in the form of hymns [Saato, 57].

The Liturgical heritage of St. Ephrem the Syrian and his influence 
on the Catechetical tradition

Let us look more deeply into the work of St. Ephrem (306–373 C. E.), 
Creator of Hymns, Master Catechist, and Defender of the Faith. 
Ephrem lived in a Middle Eastern, Mesopotamian world, politically 
rocked by huge political forces, not unlike our day. Although part of 
the Eastern Roman Empire, dominated by the New Rome, Constan-
tinople, Ephrem’s Syrian homeland and hometown of Nisibis were 
always in danger of being gobbled up by the formidable forces of Per-
sia, Rome’s enemy 16. And as if that weren’t bad enough, the area was 
prone to earthquakes, that destroyed homes and left people victims of 
natural destruction. Thus, it is known that aside from his catechetical 
ministry, helping the poor as an ordained deacon played a large part 
of Ephrem’s Christian calling. In fact, after this region was conquered 
by Persia, he and many of his neighbors moved westward to Edessa 17, 
under the protection of Constantinople.

It is important to note that St. Ephrem was a champion of the 
teachings of the Council of Nikaia (Nicaea). It is universally ac-
claimed, at least by the Catholic Church, that Ephrem not only nev-
er fell into heresy, but rather was a defender of orthodox teaching, 
even being considered as a Doctor of the Church. I mention this to 
introduce Ephrem’s nemesis, Bardaisan (154–222 C. E.) and the lat-
ter’s followers, known as Bardaisanites. Bardaisan’s heretical teach-
ings influenced the people of Ephrem’s time, and Ephrem saw as part 

15. Studies have long traced the trajectory of Church 
hymnody from St. Ephrem, who influenced St. Ro-
manus, which trajectory passed on to Pope Gregory I, 
who developed the eponymous form of chanting in the 
Latin Tradition known as “Gregorian Chant”. 

16. For further information, consult: [Hage W.].

17. Edessa, in Mesopotamia, was in the third century 
one of the leading cities in Roman Syria. During the 
Late Antiquity, it became a prominent center of Chris-
tian learning and seat of the Catechetical School of 
Edessa founded by St. Ephrem. The classic treatment 
of Edessa, is by: [Segal].
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of his mission to  counteract them. This was done in an interesting and 
effective way. Bardaisan used popular, native Syriac chant (described 
by Brock below) to promote orthodox teachings. Ephrem used this 
same technique to counteract the harm to orthodox teaching by bet-
tering Bardaisan’s strategy, and he was effective. Thus, we see that 
from earliest times in Syria, adult education — hence formation — 
was practiced in this effective way. 

In the context of his mission of defending the Faith, Ephrem estab-
lished what we recognize today as schools of catechesis and biblical 
interpretation. These we know as the School of Nisibis and the School 
of Edessa. The first one served the Syriac Church in Ephrem’s home of 
Nisibis. From it we see many fine Syriac writings such as the “Hymns 
of Nisibis”, or “Nisibine Hymns” 18. As has been previously pointed out, 
the explosion of Syriac studies in recent decades has produced a num-
ber of experts writing today 19. The School of Edessa was a continua-
tion of that of Nisibis, after the conquering of Ephrem’s home city and 
his departure to Edessa, the city in which he died. We shall see below 
that the hallmark of the teaching method of St. Ephrem and other Sy-
riac Church Fathers is based on an effective use of typological biblical 
interpretation and a theology that especially in Ephrem valued the 
miracle of the Incarnation — shown clearly in his “Hymns on the Na-
tivity” — as well as creation as God’s word. All of this is conveyed in the 
poetry that is the prime way that Ephrem taught. Many full examples 
of these themes can be put forward, and readers can read and reflect 
on them in the sources given, but perhaps one small couplet might 
suffice, in a pithy but revealing way from the “Hymns on Virginity”:

  Wherever you turn your eyes, there is God’s symbol.

  Whatever you read, you will find his types *1.

One can hardly find a more qualified scholar to tell us about the 
work and legacy of St. Ephrem than the great Syriac scholar, Sebastian 
Brock 20. He explains:

*1 St. Ephrem. 
Hymns on Virgi-
nity. 20. 12

18. It is possible that some hymns from the “on Nisi-
bis” series belong to different periods of time, since in 
addition to the material indicating Nisibin, they con-
tain information about bishop Vitus of Harran (near 
Edessa) [Brock 2008, 103]. —  Editor’s note.

19. In addition to the preeminent work of Sebastian 
Brock [Brock 1983; Brock 1985; Brock 1987; Brock 
2006 и др.], we note that of Kathleen E. McVey, Sidney 
Griffith, Joseph Amar, Edward Matthews, Susan 

Ashbrook Harvey, Robert Murray, and Seely Beg-
giani, just to name a few. A number of their works are 
listed in the Bibliography: [Amar 1976; Amar 2020; 
Beggiani 1991; Beggiani 1998; Beggiani 2014; Griffith; 
Harvey; Matthews at al.; McVey 1989; McVey 1994; 
Murray].

20. A good summary of Ephrem’s life may be found 
in: [Brock 1983, 6–8]. See also: [Beggiani 1991, 
13–28].
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Ephrem wrote in both prose and poetry, although it is on the latter that his fame 

hangs — and justly so. The surviving prose works consist of refutations of various 

heresies, several interesting commentaries on books of the Bible (some of these 

are extant only in an Armenian translation), a fine homily on Christ written in an 

artistic prose style, and a few other texts.

 Ephrem’s poetry falls into two clearly defined categories; hymns (madrashe 21) 

written in stanzas and intended for singi ng; and verse homilies (memre), which 

were probably recited. The hymns come down to us in several collections of va-

rying size: thus, there are collections of hymns “on Faith” (87 madrashe), “on Vir-

ginity” (52), “on the Church” (52), “against Heresies” (56) “on Paradise” (15), and 

so on. The titles of the collections (which go back at least to the 5th century) some-

times refer to the subject of only a group of hymns within the collection, and so 

often bear little or no relationship to the subject matter of the other hymns within 

that collection; thus, only the first half of the collection known as the “Hymns 

of Nisibis” deals directly with that town. Likewise, the “metres” used often vary 

greatly within a single collection, although there are a few collections, such as 

the “Hymns on Paradise” 22, where the same “metre” is employed throughout. The 

verse homilies, or memre, are less numerous (at least as far as those definitely 

genuine are concerned), and they too are occasionally grouped into much smaller 

collections, such as the four memre “on Faith”, but this is rather the exception.

 A word or two should be said about the nature of Syriac poetry, since it dif-

fers radically from the quantitative poetry of the Classical world. Syriac poetry is 

based on a regular syllable count, and in this it resembles some Byzantine poetry 

(which, indeed, it may have influenced). It may be either stanzaic or non-stanza-

ic, the former having the generic title of madrasha (usually translated ‘hymn’), 

the latter memra, or verse homily. In the madrasha the stanzas all have a regular 

syllabic pattern (often quite elaborate), and Ephrem uses well over fifty of these 

patterns, which, for convenience, can be called ‘metres’. In contrast, Ephrem’s 

memre… always employ couplets of 7 + 7 syllables (a few other patterns are to 

be found in other writers). The hymns were certainly sung by choirs, and they are 

usually accompanied by a refrain; the music, alas, does not survive in its original 

form, although the names of the melodies do. The verse homilies, on the other 

hand, were probably recited [Brock 1990, 8–9].

Sidney Griffith notes that for St. Ephrem, metrical homilies and 
teaching hymns were the “the principal vehicles” of his scriptural 

21. Please note that the terms madrashe and memra 
and their plurals are given in their East Syriac forms. 
They are usually seen this way in Syriac studies. The 
Maronite Church, as well as the other West Antiochene 
Church Traditions use the West Syriac forms proper 

to them. For example, madrasha appears as madrosho 
and memra as memro. The same holds when speaking 
of the important term for “mystery”, especially a sacra-
mental “mystery”, raza/rozo.

22. See: [Brock 1990].
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 commentary [Griffith, 29]. This is especially evident in the “Hymns 
on  Paradise”:

In the teaching songs, De Paradiso, St. Ephrem wrote more about the exegetical 

method he employed than he did in almost any other work. Method in itself, of 

course, would not have been a topic that would have attracted his attention, for in 

this matter he simply followed the lead of the New Testament writers, especially 

the author of the Epistle to the Hebrews. For St. Ephrem, to search out the cryptic 

images and types in the Torah and the Prophets, which he believed encoded fore-

knowledge of what God would openly accomplish in Christ His Son’s economy of 

salvation, was simply the Christian way of reading the Bible, accepting the testi-

mony of the prophets and the apostles as he often expressed it. What controlled 

the reading for him, the “key”, as he called it, which would unlock the truth hid-

den in the book of Genesis, for example, was adherence to the Gospel truth as 

expressed in an orthodox, Nicene confession of faith. St. Ephrem called it “the 

doctrine”, which he regularly contrasted with “the erroneous doctrines”, or simply 

“the doctrines”, in the plural, of the schismatics and heretics, or the “insider” and 

“outsider” adversaries, as he styled them [Griffith, 46].

Thus, spending some time with Ephrem’s work serves our purpose 
regarding adult faith formation in two critical areas: 1. Preserving 
orthodox teaching and Bible interpretation especially in Ephrem’s 
founding of the “Schools” of Nisibis and Edessa; and 2. Evangelical 
promoting of the faith by means of the women’s choirs he is known to 
have organized and fostered. 

In fact, I hope to show that what St. Ephrem has accomplished 
might, with the liturgical prayers based on his work, be considered the 
heart of and the source for the renewal of Syriac adult formation in 
our own day. In other words, I think we may validly ask: Can Ephrem’s 
legacy impact us as we do our work today on adult faith formation?

Mentioning Ephrem’s women’s choirs is not merely related to an 
appropriate observation of the important women’s movement(s) of 
our own day. These women singers in Ephrem’s choirs were powerful 
and effective adult “formators” in catechesis. Said in a different way, 
as women became leaders in communicating the Faith under the guid-
ance of the Master Catechist Ephrem, so we are all called to follow in 
their footsteps. 

In an incisive article entitled, Performance as Exegesis: Women’s Li-
turgical Choirs in Syriac Tradition, Susan Ashbrook Harvey has written 
about Ephrem’s women’s choirs in a convincing way. She introduces 
her topic in this way:
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Among the most notable aspects of Syriac liturgical tradition is the striking pro-

mi nence of women’s choirs. These choirs first appear in historical sources in the 

fourth century, in the hymnography of St. Ephrem the Syrian (died 373), where 

choirs of consecrated virgins are sometimes mentioned and even addressed direct-

ly as they lead the congregation in song. Fittingly, sixth-century sources attribute 

the establishment of Syriac women’s choirs to St. Ephrem himself, claiming that 

he founded them in Edessa for the purpose of singing madrashe, doctrinal hymns, 

to counteract the seductive singing of heretics (specifically, the hymns of Bardai-

san). An energetic champion of Nicene Orthodoxy, Ephrem did in fact write his 

hymns in the context of heated polemics, both in Nisibis and in Edessa, as the 

church struggled to gain stability and doctrinal unity in the post-Constantinian 

era [Harvey, 1].

One can see immediately in Harvey’s observation that a prime mo-
tive for organizing such choirs was catechetical, hence a function of 
adult faith formation — although certainly congregants of all other 
ages would have been present, and all hearing these voices would per-
haps likely have been attracted to joining in the chanting, thus enri-
ching their beliefs. 

Renewal of Maronite Liturgical Music

After centuries of latinization 23, Maronite liturgical chant — like ico-
nography — is undergoing a renewal in our day in light of Vatican II. 
The Maronite Patriarchal Synod clearly encourages this:

The music in the church is an ancient heritage and a most precious treasure. Its 

first source is the Holy Bible and the ecclesiastic and popular traditions. The sin-

ging of hymns is in fact the blessed prayer of the church that cannot be separated 

from liturgical celebration. For this reason, the Church recommends that the holy 

singing be executed to perfection, expressing through the meaning and the music 

the steadfast faith of the Church in a prayer sung with a beautiful tune that raises 

in harmony of heart and voice the praises to the Father with majesty and reve-

rence [Maronite Patriarchal Synod, text 12, n. 62].

The Synod goes on to say:

23. Although a simplified view here, the process of 
latinization began in the Maronite Church with the 
advent of the Crusaders in the 11th century and was 
not virtually reversed until Vatican II and the “Decree 
on the Eastern Catholic Churches” and is still at this 

writing being overcome. However, renewal comes with 
great effort, and recent years have seen a fair amount 
of success. For a good discussion of the issue, see: 
[Vellian].
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We bring attention here to the fact that Patriarch Estafan Ad-Douaihy is the one 

who arranged the Syriac Maronite tunes of those days, and based on that, musical 

and scientific studies were carried out in this domain, and of the most important 

of those who delved into them were: Fathers Paul Ashkar, Youssef El-Khoury and 

Louis El-Hage [Maronite Patriarchal Synod, text 12, n. 62].

Of those mentioned drivers of this renewal, foremost was the bril-
liant musicologist and monk, Father Louis Hage, OLM 24. Perhaps his 
greatest legacy is doubtless yet to be fully assessed. Of prime impor-
tance is his categorizing the authentic tunes which characterize Syriac 
chant. His work has touched all aspects of Church music in all parts of 
the Maronite Patriarchate. Contemporary chant studies are based on 
the work of Hage and his colleagues.

A word must be added here about chant in the monastic setting. 
Although there has been the need for authentic chants to filter into the 
life of parishes, authentic chant has been preserved in the monasteries. 

As a result of the work of Hage and others, Maronite parish musi-
cal liturgical life is being renewed. We shall see some efforts below. 
Maronite liturgy, as all Eastern liturgy, is authentically meant to be 
chanted from the opening doxology to the final dismissal 25. Contem-
porary work enables parishioners more easily to chant a more signifi-
cant portion of services, particularly the Qoorbono 26 (Qoorbana in the 
East Syrian Churches), or Divine Liturgy. And while the Latin Church 
has gone on a different hymnodic path since the decreased use of Gre-
gorian chant, the Eastern Churches are trying to remain loyal to their 
authentic performance style 27.

Other acknowledged experts have made their mark on the renewal 
of Maronite liturgical music. Of note here is Father Joseph Amar in the 

24. The late Father Louis Hage was a native of Leba-
non, and his renown in the field has become world-
wide. See: [Hage L.].

25. Accommodation has been made in the perfor-
mance of liturgical services after Vatican II by the 
reciting of certain prayers of any liturgy. This is often 
done at the pastoral discretion of the Celebrant-Pre-
sider. Nevertheless, the authentic tradition of chanting 
is still the goal and norm.

26. The transliteration of this Syriac term into Eng-
lish is also seen as “Qurbono/Qurbana”.

27. New compositions are being studied in fact in 
other Eastern liturgical Traditions. The “Decree on 
the Eastern Churches” allows for such development 
but is encourages that this develop arise “organically” 
out of the particular Tradition, rather than coming 

from outside the Tradition. See par. 6 of the Decree: 
“All members of the Eastern Rite should know and be 
convinced that they can and should always preserve 
their legitimate liturgical rite and their established 
way of life, and that these may not be altered except to 
obtain for themselves an organic improvement (empha-
sis mine. — A. S.). All these, then, must be observed by 
the members of the Eastern rites themselves. Besides, 
they should attain to an ever-greater knowledge and 
a more exact use of them, and, if in their regard they 
have fallen short owing to contingencies of times 
and persons, they should take steps to return to their 
ancestral traditions” [Orientalium Ecclesiarum, 57]. As 
if to drive home the point, we have seen in Pope John 
Paul II a clear advocate for the Eastern Churches. See: 
[John Paul II].
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United States (and a classmate), who has provided English versions 
of authentic chants. In addition, revised liturgical music has recently 
been introduced into the recent English edition of the Maronite Qoor-
bono (2012) by the United States Inter-eparchial Music Commission 
[Book of Offering]. New and easily singable authentic chants have 
been composed for weekly and weekday Eucharistic Liturgies, for the 
several anaphorae currently in use; in the Divine Office (Divine Prai-
ses) and for use in the Sacramental Mysteries 28; and for many of the 
special rituals and blessings for feast days.

The catechetical foci of Maronite adult faith formation

As we near the end of this exploration. I think that it is appropriate 
that we look at the things that have helped and do still help us to dis-
cern the task at hand — that is, what things help the Syriac-Maronite 
Catholic Church focus on the crucial mission of adult faith formation. 
The list is not exhaustive, for the task is ongoing. In fact, we have seen 
the idea of “lifelong formation”. Yet, as we look at the list, I think that 
we can see that much has already been accomplished.

My book, Captivated by Your Teachings, was to my knowledge the 
first one-volume text of its kind for Maronite adults. It helped to fill 
a clear gap in this area of catechesis, and we as a Community have 
grown in many ways to understand where we have been and where we 
want to go. The journey we have been on has not been a solitary effort. 
Rather, it has been made possible by the work of so many scholars and 
catechetically-minded people who love promoting the Faith to eager 
listeners, and to listeners who want to become engaged in learning the 
Faith in a specific Syriac Tradition.

The real recommendations of the Maronite Patriarchal Synod have 
laid the groundwork for the deepening of the catechetical enterprise 
throughout the Patriarchate. The Synod has also recognized the good 
work that our two eparchies in the “Expansion” have accomplished. 
As with Vatican II in the whole Catholic Communion of Churches, the 
work of the Synod, as well as future synods, remains to be realized in 
our own Church Community.

Our seminary, the Seminary of Our Lady of Lebanon, in Washing ton, 
DC, has been, since its founding in 1961, a place of growth in  learning. 

28. The revision of the text of the Divine Office, as 
well as texts of the sacramental Mysteries, are in the 
process of revision. It is hoped that the same kind of 
organic reform will be applied in it as well.
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Future clergy will have to deepen their knowledge and love of God’s 
word in the Scriptures and of our unique Syriac heritage. In recent 
years, the Seminary began a program of clergy enrichment days that 
have been well attended. Also, in this year, 2021, in the 1500th year 
after the death of Jacob (James) of Serug, famous bishop of Batnan, 
and an important Syriac Church Father, the Seminary has also held 
a monthly Zoom meeting, in which important scholars of the Sy riac 
Tradition enlighten the participants about Jacob’s work.

For over 50 years, an inter-eparchial body known as the Natio nal 
Apostolate of Maronites (N. A. M.) has gathered clergy and laity in an-
nual conferences. These have been not only a means of bringing to-
gether Maronite people from all over this very large country, but also 
an especially good place for adult faith formation, as workshops given 
at them further the mission.

The inter-eparchial news magazine, the Maronite Voice, has been 
and continues to be a vehicle for presenting articles for adult faith for-
mation. Articles in the Voice aim at catechesis on a popular level, are 
appreciated by readers, and whet their appetites for more scholarly 
endeavors, many of which have been reported in this paper.

In recent years, largely emanating out of both eparchial Cateche-
tical Offices and the experiences of these young people at the annual 
conferences of the National Apostolate of Maronites, both eparchies 
have gathered young adults (ages 18–30) in parallel and sometimes 
common learning and social groups known as Maronite Young Adults 
(M. Y. A.). 

As it is said here, “last, but not least”, there is the catechetical work 
(on all age levels) in the parishes. Many parishes are increasingly 
building into their catechetical programs, presentations for adults. 
Highly popular for adults ranging from M. Y. A. ages to older adults are 
Zoom sessions on many topics about the Faith 29. 

Conclusion

As I conclude this paper, I ask what is necessary not only to move in-
dividual Believers to a mature faith but also what tasks need to be 
achieved to encourage Maronite adult faith formation to move out of 
its infancy.

29. Due to the limitations of the coronavirus, 
this may end up being a normal, alternative way of 
teaching and presenting. Nevertheless, for the value 
of personal interaction, it is hoped that as the world 

makes progress in defeating the coronavirus(-es), we 
will again see more familiar in-person gatherings for 
adult faith formation.
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I think that the first conclusion to be drawn is that as far as adult 
faith formation is concerned, the Maronite Community must realize 
even more widely that our own journey has indeed begun in earnest 
with the revival of Syriac studies; and that this fact is fundamental to 
our seeing our Church as truly a part of the Syriac Tradition. In ad-
dition, we need to recognize more fully that good efforts have been 
made to this end in the United States Maronite Community.

The reform of the liturgy, which includes iconography and hymno-
dy, long neglected on the parish level, now officially receives encoura-
ge ment on the highest levels of our Church, including the Patriarch 
himself; and that catechesis, particularly for adults, is developing in a 
healthy way. 

All this being so, as adult faith formation in the Syriac-Maronite 
Church makes progress, may it yet be possible to sing the Faith with 
St. Ephrem and his competent women’s choirs with full hearts and 
voices.
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