Shenoute on Mercy and Justice

Anthony Alcock

The following Sahidic Coptic text was first published as such in E. Chassinat Le quatriéme livre des entretiens et
épitres de Shenouti MIFAO 23 (1911) pp. 84-94" and later by P. du Bourguet 'Entretien de Schenouté sur les
devoirs des juges' Bulletin de I'Institut Frangais Orientale 55 (1955) pp. 87-109. The English translation that

follows it is mine. The numbers in brackets throughout the text are the page numbers of the manuscript.

The entretien in question is a speech in which Shenoute, the 5th abbott of the White Monastery complex of
establishments near Sohag in Upper Egypt, welcomes the governor, the most important government
representative of the region, and takes the opportunity to lecture him about mercy (na) and just law (2arm),
qualities seen as essential to even-handed administration. ?It is not known if Flavian was invited for this 'summit
conference' by Shenoute or whether he himself suggested the meeting and the venue himself, but his attendance
is a clear sign that the governor did not consider his visit to the monastery to be beneath him. Whether
complaints of high-handed treatment of non-monastic residents of the region by the civil authorities or
complaints by some of those residents against the abbott had prompted Shenoute to organize the meeting is not
known. A passage on p. 259 of the text suggests that complaints may have been made against him by some
unidentified person 'belonging to your country' ( equn eNeTNxwpa) ?, apparently involving another 'governor’

(gnremon).

On the historical person of Flavian, who cannot be identified beyond this text, and the value of the works of
Shenoute as a source of administrative history, cf. ]. Hahn 'Hoher Besuch im Weissen Kloster' Zeitschrift fiir

Papyrologie und Epigrafik 87 (1991) pp. 248-252.

The publication of du Bourguet (pp. 101-109) has a useful index of Coptic words and forms arranged
alphabetically, thus the status pronominalis of eipe is located under a (aa=). My translation incorporates the
corrections and suggestions in du Bourguet's 'Commentaire’ without explicit reference to them (pp. 95-100). 1

have not included all the scriptural references identified by du Bourguet.

1 Chassinat's transcription is punctilious to a degree that | have been unable to achieve, cf. the plates of the
splendid manuscript at the end of the book. Parts of a parallel text were published the previous year by E.
Amélineau Les oeuvres de Schenoudi (1910): according to du Bourguet (p.86) these fragments can be found in
Amélineau pp. 410 line 10 to 414 line 4.

2 There are very faint echoes of a Pharaonic text usually known as the Tale of the Eloquent Peasant from the
time of Nebkau (c.2100 BC), which consists of a series of remonstrations by a farmer before a leading official
(who relays his eloquent complaints to the king) about property high-handedly seized from him by a minor
official, cf. W. Simpson Literature of Ancient Egypt (2003) pp. 25ff.

3 An interesting use of the plural where one might expect the singular. Since the remark is addressed to Flavian,
it sems reasonable to conclude that the person referred to was of the same cultural or ethnic background as
Flavian.



[cN] OMOI®WC NNAZPNPAAYIANOC MZHFEM®N [250] Similarly before Flavian the governor when

2MITPEYEI YAPON MNTE(TAZIC he came to us with his retinue.

: 4
AICOTH €TBETEKMNTPH I have heard of your Wisdom,

[cNA] NZHT NO€ €TR(IPOOYW 2ATICOOY TN [251 ], how you care for uprightness, observing

A NAIKA - A . . .
CKZAPEZ ENNOMOC NAIKAION - XYM €KHE just laws and loving true judgements.’ I am
NZ2ATT MME - AIPAQE €EMATE EMATE -

_ extremely glad not only for those to whom you
E€TBENENTAKTMTON NAY AN MMATE - axia

XEKNAEY(PPANE r_‘lnNOYTG NZOY(_) ZNNAI . have giVCn great satisfaction but glad also that

CWXENPWME FAP NTayXITTIe NMMNTOANZTH] you will thereby greatly please God. For if those

MINOYTE - CEPA®E EXNNETEIPE MITAIKAION - . .
Y prd P who have tasted the mercy of God rejoice over

2WCTE NCECMOY EPOOY - €IE€ EPETIXOEIC o
TTEXC iC NACMOY €POOY NOYHP AYW those who do what is just in such a way that they

NGT€eooy NAY - €AKXIGE NOYAPXH EROA are blessed, Christ Jesus will bless them all the

UTHITNOYTE AAK NPMMAO NZHTC 2N2ENZBHYE e and glorify them. Since you have received

E€NANOYOY - OYNGOM AP MMOK €P2ATT NIM ) ) ) )
_ _ _ authority from God, use it to enrich yourself with
NAIKAION - TI2WR €TEOYN2A2 NOYX€E MMO(

€MA20y HMOOY €TBE2OMT - oymie mexpuma  £00d works, for you are able to make all just
€TO NNOG N20YO €TpernpwMe T2Hy judgements, a matter which many reject in favour
NTEG@YXH - NAQ NXPHMA TIETHITQA HMOC - ¢ money. What is of greater value than that a
€WXEOYN POME ETINOYTE TIETO MMNTPE ) )

_ _  man benefits his soul ? Is there anything of
XEENEOYNTAY2ENTRA NXPHMA AYW 2€NA20

NNOYE greater value than the soul ? If there is a man of
whom God bears witness that, if he had copious

wealth and treasures of gold

[252] and silver, he would give them for his soul,

[CNE]| 212AT NE(NATAAY 2ATE(PYXH -
NTNTWPIT A€ ANON NNETENOYN AN NE€ - H
NTNTTI2ATT 2AAWPON - NNAQOTIE NTGAIHY
NOYHP: T®W €TW NNETETEYOYWPYTIE CWOY2
€20YN N2ENXPHMA 21XMITKA2 - MNNETOAHA
E€TPETNNOYTE OYWN ETMZHT NOYON NIM
€TEOYNTAY MMAY NTEI2EATIIC ETPEYQWTIE
Npet ayw NcecwTe NTEYPYXH EN2OCON

4 This is a title cf. du Bourguet p. 95

whereas we seize what does not belong to us or
give judgement for gifts, how damned will we
be !° What a difference there is between those
whose wish it is to gather wealth on earth and
those who pray for God to open the heart of
everyone who has this hope’ that they may

5 The principle expressed here seems to be that 'uprightness' has to be understood in terms of just and true
'laws' (for which Shenoute is able to use the Greek (NnorMoc) and the Coptic (gar) words)
6 Allusion to Matth. 16, 26, which informs the whole of this passage.

7 Of acquiring wordly wealth



€OYNTAY MMAY MITRIOC MITIKOCMOC - (JCH2
FAP XENMCWTE NTEY(PXH MITPOMETIE
TEGMNTPMMAO - AXAA TETOYCWOY2 MMOC
€20YN 2NOYAIKAIOCYNH - AY® TETOYCCWOY?2
MMOC AN €20YN 2NOYANOMIA - NETEOYNTAY
NTEZOYCIA EPTI2ATT AY® ON €OYNTAy €T

MITZHKE - TIWOPTT NATAOONTIE €2APE2 ETI2ATT -

AY®W TIETKOCME] MMO(TTE TINA - TIICNAY Tap
N2WE NKEPAXAION AY® NANATKAION CEO
NKAOM €XNNEYEPHY - TINA AY® TI2ATT -
TIET2APE2 MEN E€TI2ATT - EN(NA

[cNr] A€ AN €OYNTA( - H NTO( €gNa
EN(2APE2 AN ETI2ATT €EOYNTA( MMAY

NTEZOYCIA - €O NOE NOYGANA2 EPETE(YGIX

MEN MMO( - AxAA NCCOYTWON AN - ACPOWR -

E€TETIAINIE XEOYNNOYE OYNZ2AT - OYN2OMT
OYNEZOYCIA - AXAA MNNA N2HT({ - ACPOWR
FAP NOITEJGOM ENA AYW EP2AIT - NO€ Ae
NOYGAMAE ETE(OYEPHTE CNTE -
E€PENE(JOYEPHTE MEN MMO( ENJEWNOOWE
A€ AN - TAITE ©6€ NNETEOYNAY €T - ayw
OYNTAYTEZOYCIA EPTI2ATT - NCENA AN - OYA€
NCEEIPE AN MIT2ATT - NIM MEN TTETEN(ME2
AN MMNT@A(TE MITEMTO EBOA MIINOYTE -
ANPNOEE TAP THPN - AY® TN@AAT MITEOOY -
AAAA KAN MAPNCA2® €EBOA NNINOG NNORE
XEKAC KAN NTNT2HY ETKEKOY1 NATrA©GON
E€TNNAQGMGOM Naa( - EPWANTENPAPH XOOC
XEZAPE2 E€TINA MNTI2ATT - 20TAN NW@WANKATITIE

[CNA] ©00Yy NCWN EPETAl NAQW®TIE NAN -

become givers and save their soul, all the more as
they have the life of this world.® For it is written
that the salvation of the soul of man is his wealth.
But it is the wealth that is gathered justly and not
the wealth that is gathered unjustly that have the
power to dispense judgement and to give to the
poor. The first good is to observe the law, and the
adornment of the law is mercy. The two principal
and essential things crown each other, mercy and

the law. He who observes the law

[253] and has no mercy when it is possible for
him to show it’ or does not observe the law when
it is possible for him to do so is like someone
maimed who has a hand but one that is not
extended. It becomes weak, that is, he has gold,
silver, bronze and power, but no mercy. His
ability to be merciful and just is enfeebled. Just
like a cripple who has two legs but is unable to
walk, so are those who are able to give and those
who are able to dispense justice but have no
mercy, nor do they execute the law. Who is there
who is not full of sins before God ? We have all
sinned and lack glory. Nevertheless, let us reject
these great sins so that we might also perhaps
benefit from this small good that we are able to
do. If the Scripture tells us to be merciful and

just'® whenever we reject

[254] wickedness, this will happen us. For sin

8 Du Bourguet interprets the text: ... they have what makes the life of this world.' (.. . ils possédent ce qui fait

la vie de ce monde. '

9 This is a paraphrase of the much simpler Coptic eoyNTaq:'...though he hasit...’

10 Hosea 12,6



MMON @APETINORE TAKO MIMTETNANOY(
MIMTPOME NMMA( NOE NOY20AE 2NOY20€ITE
AY® OY(NT 2NOYW®E - NETAOKIMAZE TAP
MITOYW® MITNOYTE - CENOEI
XEEYWANTMRKAKETIETNANOY( MITOYAA( -
E€YR® A€ NCWOY MITNA MNTI2ATT CEQAAT
MIMITHPY- EPOWANOYA A€ XxO0O0C x€TMe
MIXOEIC TINOYTE 2MIMEYZHT THP( -
MNTE(PYXH THPC - MNTE(JGOM THPC -
MNNE(JMEEYE THPOY - MIIgMEPETIET2ITOYW(
NTE(2€ - NCENANZ2OYT( AN - AY® KAN

€AY TANZ2OYT( 2ITN2ENPOME - N(NZ2OT AN
€NE2 NNAZPNTENTOAH - AY® TIXOEIC E€T2WN
MMOC - TINA TAP MNIT2ATT €YXI €20YN
ETIET2ITOYON - AY® TIET2APEQ2 E€POOY
OYNGOM MMON €XO0O0C XE(ME
MITET2ITOYW®( - AY® OYNGOM €TANZETTATATTH
€20YN ETNOYTE - EPYANTIPOME (ITTPOOYW
MITNA MNTI2ATT NE(JEIPE

[CN€E| MITE(ITETNANOY( (WHTT - EJUWANORWY(
A€ E€TINA MNIT2ATT €EOYNGOM MMO( €aaY - OY
MONON XENJWHIT AN - AAAA NNE(PEOA
ETIAPIKE NNETMPAPH - MAPE(CWOWTM
ETIETIPOPHTHC €YX® NNAl ETBHHT({ AN -
AAAA €ETBHHTN - XEEINAA2EPAT 2160H MXOEIC
2NOY H NTAQ@QOIT €POI MITNOYTE E€TXOCE - H
EINAQTA20( 2N2ENGAIA H 2N2ENMACE
NOYPOMTIIE - ENETIXOEIC NAWOTIT €PO(
2N@WO NOEINE - H 2NTEBA NZIEIE €YKI®WOY -
NeINATTIE NNAMNTQ@QPTTMMICE
2ATAMNT@A(TE - TIKAPTIOC N2HT 2ATINORE

destroys the goodness of man together with the
man himself, like a moth in a garment or a worm
in wood. For those who test the will of God
understand that if they fail to do good'' and
abandon mercy and justice, they lack everything.
If someone says that he loves the Lord God with
his whole heart and soul and thoughts and does
not love his neighbour like himself, he will not
not be trusted, even if he is trusted by people, he
is never trusted before the commandment and the
Lord who orders it. For mercy and justice are
related to our neighbour. He who observes them
is able to say that he loves his neighbour and to
keep alive the love of God. If man cares for

mercy and justice and does

[255] the good that he can, he is acceptable. But
if he forgets mercy and justice, when he can
perform them, not only is he not acceptable, but
he will not escape the censure of the Scriptures.
Let him hear the prophet'? who says these things
not for his sake but for ours: “With what am I to
stand before the Lord ? Or receive to myself the
High God ? Will I be able to reach him with burnt

offerings or one-year old calves ? If the Lord

NTAQYXH - AYTAMOK TMPOME XEOYTIETNANOY( 06 14 receive me to him with thousands of rams

AY®W XEOYTIETEPETIXOCEIC WINE NCW(
NTOOTK NCATPEKEIPE MIT2ATT MNTAIKAOCYNH -
AY® NIMEPETINA - KNAY XEEWWE NOYHP QATT
AY® TINA - XEKAC EPETIENKETNMETNANOY(
QOTIE EJWHIT NNA2PNITNOY

or tens of thousands of fattened sheep, I would
sell my first-borns for my sins, the fruit of the
breast for the sin of my soul. You have been told,
man, what is good and what the Lord requires of

you, namely that you perform just and righteous

11 A paraphrase. The somewhat obscure passage ey®WANTHKAKETIETNANOY( Mroyaaq might be rendered more
faithfully 'if they do not leave what is good also without having done it .. .' Du Bourguet discusses the passage

on p.97

12 Du Bourguet (p.98) suggests Micah 6, 8 as the source of this extended quotation.



acts and love mercy.” You will see how fitting
justice and mercy are so that our good work too is

acceptable before God.

[CNG] Te - KAN ATIETIPOQHTHC P® CEKM2WB 9567 The prophet also' indeed drew the matter
€XW( MTTIMA AY® AJEl €20YN OYTWN - H

_ _ to himself here. He came among us or rather he
A(TA2g NMMAN 200C €EWXE NTO(ITE ANON

v N v ; became, as it were, one of us'* in what we do,
2MMETNEIPE MMO( - EJOYWW

ETPETIENATAOON €(OPX AYW E€(XHK EEOA wishing our good to be confirmed and perfect and

CqPANAQ HTIXC - AYD ETITTNA HOYOT pleasing to Christ as well as to the same merciful

NWAN2TH( AY® ON NPEqWW®T EBOA o
METWAXE 2NNEMPOPHTHC - AY® 2NNETOYAAR and severe Spirit that speaks through the prophets
THPOY - COTT WAYCEKNENNOEE exwoy 2wc  and all the saints. Sometimes they draw our sins

E€NOYOYNE - COTT €TBETENMNTATCOTHM to themselves as if they were their own and

QAYWOOT E€BOA EYK®W MITENCNO( €2pal ) ) )
Y B _Y B q ezp sometimes, because of our disobedience, they are
€XWN - T2THTN NTOTN ENETPAH AYW

TRNAGIME EMETRNX® FMO( - COM severe, placing our blood upon ourselves. Pay

XENENANOMIA TAP NZHTN AY® ANEIME attention to the Scriptures and you will

ENENNOEE - ANPYA(TE ANXIGOX - ANAO understand what we are saying. Sometimes our

€NOYH2 2ITIA20Y MITENNOYTE - ANXW

_ _ _ _ sins are in us and we know what they are. We
N2ENXINGONC AY®W ANPATCWTH - AYW ON

XEANTIAANH ANQOTIE NO€E FINIAKAOAPTOC TH haVC Sinned and hed and Ceased to be fOllowers
of God. We have uttered iniquities and been

disobedient. We have all been like the unclean.

[cNZz| PN - Nal MNNIKOOYE €YX® MMOOY [257] These and other things are said of us and

E€TEHHTN - AY® E€TEHHTOY AN - 2ENATNORE )
Y_ Y 2_ not of them. For they are sinless and have not
FAPNE - AY® MITOYCA2MWOY €ROA MITNOYTE

€NE2 - €ANON NTO(NE NPEGXINGONT turned away from God. We on the other hand are

NPE(XIGOA - AYW NPE(PNORE MITONHPOC iniquitous and mendacious and wicked sinners

ENKOTE NCATICO00Y €EIPE XINTENMNTROY! - who have been seeking out havoc to wreak since

AY® €TI ON TENOY MITNTIWAG €BOA NZHTOY -

_ childhood. And even now we have not broken
WANTENEIPYAXE ATIEINE EPON - XENETNNORE

A2EPATOY NTETNMHTE MITNOYTE - AYW® away from these things until these words threaten
XEETRENETNNORE A(RWTE MITEq20 €BOX  ys, “For your sins stand between you and God.

MM@OTN €TMNA NHTN - AY® XENETNOIX Ia . .
o B Y N P _ And because of your sins he has turned his face
TOAM NCNO( - NETNTHHRE 2N2ENNORE - Nal

MRNPENKOOYE €YX® FIMOOY €YKw Frencnog 2WaY from you to not be merciful to you. For

AY® TIENKPIMA €2PAl €XWON - €YX® NaN NTMe your hands are polluted with blood and your

13 kan 'even if' makes little sense and is probably to be read as ka1 'and’
14 2wc ewxenNTO(rie aNoN 'as if he were us'



NO€ NGMMO - XENNAXOOC XE2ENXAXE -

OYKETI MNP ETPEYXOOC XEANON AY®

2ENPOME NATCOTM ANON OYA - 2ENMAKAPIOC

N€E NETEpE

[CNH| NIQAXE NAXW®K EBOA EXWOY
XENETNWGAHA AY®W NETNMNTNA AYBWK €2PAl

€OYPITMEEYE NHTN MITEMTO E€EOA MITNOYTE -

2ENTAXATIWPOCNE NETEPENIPAXE NAXW®K
€BOA EXWOY ETBENEYMNTACEEHC - NO€
NTATIXO€EIC XOOC ETRENPWME NCOAOMA -
XETAWGKAK NCOAOMA MNIOMOPPA A(El €2PAl
WAPOI - ETRENETEPENPWME A€ P2WE NAY
NXINXH - XEEICTIREKE NNEPIrATHC NTAYW2C
NNETNCWEE - TIENTATETN20YP@®OY MMO(
(XIWKAK EROA AY(®W NAW®KAK NNENTAYW®W2C
AYBWK €20YN €MMAAXE MIXOEIC CABAWO -
E€TBENET(l AENNETENOYOY AN - XEANAl BWK
€20YN EMMAAXE MIXOEIC CARAWO - AY®
XENEETETNAOYW2 MAYATHYTN 21XMIKA2 - H
MNGEPOME NAP2WE EEIW2E EIMHTI
EPEYTWPTT - EPOANNETPAPH XOOC X€E
ATIXINGONC ME2ITKA2 THP( - AY® X€ada®al
21XM

[cN©e| TIRA2 - NTAgTOY®W AN €2Pal 2MIKA2 -
AAAA ANONE NTANMA2( NXINGONC - 2ITWPTT -
21XWM - 2ICNO( - 2ITTONHPON NIM NO€

€TCH2 - NCABHA TAP XENTETN 2€ENCAREEY -

fingers with sin.” "These and other things are
said when they make us rsponsible for our blood
and judgement and speak the truth to us as
strangers, not to say enemies. For no longer let it
be said that we and other disobedient people are

one. Blessed are those upon whom these

[258] words will be carried out, “for your prayers
and acts of mercy have become your memorial
before God.” ' Wretched are those upon whom
these words will be carried out because of their
acts of impiety, as the Lord said about the people
of Sodom: “The cry of Sodom and Gomorra has

come up to me”"’

and, about the things people
work for no remuneration'®: “As for the wages of
the workers who have harvested in your fields, he
whom you have deprived cries aloud, and the
cries of the those have harvested ascend to the
ears of the Lord Sabaoth.”" And as for those who
take what is not theirs, “will you live alone on
earth” or “there is no-one else to work the field
except for robbers.” If the Scriptures say: “The

entire land has been filled with violence, and it

has increased”

[259] it has not grown from the land but it is we
who have filled the land with iniquity,

rapaciousness, pollution, blood and every evil, as

AY® XETATATIH QACI 2Aa2WB NIM MNW@AXE NIMit is written, unless you are wise and love is at the

ETEPETEPYRP NAXOOY NNE(WREEPE NAME
2MIIXC - EMMON CNAQOIIE NTETNMECTW®I

15 The quotations are from Isaiah 59, 2-3
16 Acts 10,

17 Gen. 18, 20

18 xinxH

19 James 5,4

basis of every deed and every word that friends



€IX®W MMOC NNal - KAl TAP NTEPIXETME say to each other truly in Christ. Indeed it will

N_OY(yBP ejqel DApon equnt eN(j:TwaPA ' happen that you hate me for saying this. For
€IYAXE NMMA( KATATIETEQWE E€IXW® Na(

RINAT MRNNIKOOYE - Oy MONON XEATIQAXE when I said the truth to a fellow citizen, a

QWTIE €Q20PM NA( AY® NJOYA®( AN - axxa countryman of yours came to us and I spoke to
4PTTKECHME €POI MITZHIEM®N KAl TAp him as is fitting, saying these and other things.
MITIXEAAAY MITBX MTTETCH2 2NTETPAPH - . .

_ _ Not only did he find what I said burdensome to
MAAAON A€ 2NNEPAAMOC - XETIAHN NQ@HPE

2N2ENNARE( NXINGONC - NTOOY me to the governor. I have said nothing outside

CYZINCYCPHY €BOX ZNTHNTETIpA - HMTIp the Scriptures. Rather in the Psalms® it says:

“But the sons of men are vain and mendacious
with unjust necks, striking each other without

cause. *' Do not put

[CNZ| NA2TE E€XINGONC - HMPKAZTHTN [260] your hopes in iniquity or trust in

E€TWPTT - OYMNTPMMAO €CW®ANEI MIPRA2THTN rapaciousness. If wealth comes, do not trust it.”

EPOC - XEKAC A€ NNEAAXY 20T €PWTN - g4 thyt nothing will be hidden from you, I will

TNATAMOTN ENENTAGXIGOX EPON

_ _ _ _ tell you about the matters in which he has lied
N2HTOY - AY® NTATCAR®WTN E€NENTANC2AICOY

NAq against us and inform you about what I have

written to him.?

20 Ps. 62, 10ff.

21 Ihave followed the translation of du Bourguet. However, the LXX can be translated as: 'false are the sons of
men, to do wrong with balances; they together are from vanity' (cf. the English of Albert Pietersma in
https://ccat.sas.upenn.edu/nets/edition/24-ps-nets.pdf). I prefer du Bourguet's rendering of the Coptic,
largely because it seems to make sense.

22 Implies that this opening statement is to be followed by less public discussions.



