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THE PROTONIKE LEGEND, THE DOCTRINA ADDAI
AND BISHOP RABBULA OF EDESSA!

BY

JAN WILLEM DRIJVERS

The Protonike legend tells the story of the discovery of the True Cross.
Besides the Protonike legend two other versions of this story were known
in Late Antiquity: the Helena legend and the Judas Kyriakos legend. Each
version is named after its principal person. The Helena legend is the origi-
nal from which the Kyriakos- and Protonike legends are derived. This leg-
end reports how Helena, mother of Constantine the Great, came to Jerusalem
to search for the Cross on which Jesus Christ was crucified. When three
crosses were found the Cross of Christ was identified with the help of
Macarius, bishop of Jerusalem, through a healing or resuscitation miracle.
At the site where the Cross was discovered, a wonderful church was built,
the Church of the Holy Sepulchre. Part of the Cross was kept in this
church. Besides the Cross, the nails with which Christ’s body was ham-
mered to the Cross were also found. These were sent to Constantine. Some
were used to make a horse’s bridle, others were added to the emperor’s
helmet, thereby fulfilling the prophecy of Zechariah 14:20. The first surviv-
ing testimony for this version of the legend can be found in Ambrose’s
funeral oration for Theodosius the Great which dates from 395. However,
it is known that the legend was first committed to writing in ¢. 390 by
Gelasius of Caesarea, who incorporated the story in his now lost Church
Historp.? At the beginning of the fifth century the Greek text of the legend
as written down by Gelasius was translated into Latin by Rufinus and
included in his Historia Ecclesiastica.® It is generally assumed that Rufinus’
text renders that of Gelasius faithfully.* The “Urtext” of Gelasius/Rufinus
was the beginning of a series of texts in Greek and Latin which in essence
are all the same and which constitute the Helena legend.

The Judas Kyriakos legend is in fact a development of the Helena legend.
Helena still plays an important role in this version, but it is not she who
finds the Cross and afterwards the nails, but the discovery is made by the
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Jew Judas. After his discovery Judas converts to Christianity, adopts the
name Kyriakos (“of the Lord”) and afterwards becomes bishop of Jerusalem.
The Kyriakos version is characterized by a vehement anti-Judaism which
may be one of the reasons for the story’s great popularity in the Western
and Byzantine Middle Ages.®

The Protonike version differs considerably from the Helena and Kyriakos
version of the legend of the discovery of the Cross. The two main differences
are that the event of the discovery of the Cross is situated in the first cen-
tury C.E. and that Helena as principal person of the legend is replaced by
the empress Protonike, wife of the emperor Claudius.” Protonike is clearly
a fictional person. Her name has a symbolic meaning; it signifies “first
victory” and stands for the first victory over pagans and especially Jews.
Yet in spite of the differences the Protonike legend is still closely related
to the original traditions of the wmwentio crucis, as the following summary
makes clear.

Protonike, the wife of the emperor Claudius, when “Simon Peter one
of the disciples was in the city of Rome, saw the signs and wonders and
astonishing powers which he performed in the name of the Messiah [and]
recanted the paganism of her fathers in which she lived.” She held the
Messiah in great honor. She also wished to see Jerusalem and went there
together with her two sons and her one virgin daughter. In Jerusalem she
was visited by James, leader of the church of that city. Protonike asked
him to show her Golgotha, the wood of the cross and Christ’s tomb. James
replied that these “are under the authority of the Jews... and [they] do
not permit us to go and pray there before Golgotha and the grave.” The
Jews, said James, “persecute us so that we do not preach or proclaim in
the name of the Messiah.” Protonike ordered the leaders of the Jews to
deliver Golgotha, the grave and the cross to James and his followers. Later,
when this was done, she entered Christ’s tomb where she found three
crosses, one belonging to Christ and the other two belonging to the brig-
ands who were crucified with him. The moment she entered the tomb
“her virgin daughter fell down and died without pain, illness or any cause
of death.” The empress immediately started to pray. Then her oldest son
said to her: “Listen to what I have to say, your majesty. In my mind and
reasoning this sudden death is not in vain; it was rather a marvelous vis-
itation by which God could be glorified. . . . By the death of my sister we
are able to perceive and learn which cross is the Messiah’s because the
Messiah will not turn away from those who believe in and seek him.”
Protonike recognized that her son had spoken wisely. She took one of the
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crosses, placed it upon her dead daughter and began to pray: . ..let my
daughter live and arise that your name might be glorified by her when
her soul returns to her body. May those who crucified you be ashamed
and may those who worship you rejoice.” When this had no effect she
took the second cross, put it upon the corpse of her daughter and prayed
again. The second cross too did not bring the girl back to life. When,
however, Protonike put the third cross upon her daughter “immediately,
in that instant, in the twinkling of an eye, as the cross touched the corpse
of her daughter, her daughter came back to life, suddenly arose, and
glorified God who had restored her to life by his cross.” When thus the
True Cross was recognized, Protonike gave it-to James to keep it in great
honour. She also ordered that a church be built over Golgotha and the
tomb in order that these places might be honored. The pagans and Jews
were displeased with what had happened “for because of it many had
believed in the Messiah. Increasingly they saw the signs which had occurred
by his name after his ascension were many times more than those which
had occurred before his ascension.” After Protonike’s return to Rome “she
related the things which had happened to Claudius Caesar. When Caesar
heard it, he commanded all the Jews to leave the country of Italy.. .. She
also told Simon Peter that which had happened.”®

Contrary to the Helena and Kyriakos versions which were widely known
in the main tongues of Antiquity—Greek, Latin and Aramaic—the Protonike
legend is only known in Syriac (and later in Armenian). We may there-
fore safely assume that it was not known outside the Syriac-speaking regions.’
The Protonike story circulated in two alternative forms in these Syriac-
speaking regions: as part of the Doctrina Addm, the fictional legend about
the foundation of the Edessene Church, and as an independent story.'
Since the last decades of the nineteenth century there has been a lively
interest among theologians and historians in the story of the inventio crucis.
Modern research started with the publication of various manuscripts of the
legend." However, the scholarly discussion found a temporary end with
the publication of J. Straubinger’s Die Kreuzauffindungslegende. Untersuchungen
iber thre altchristlichen Fassungen mat besonderer Beriicksichtigung der syrischen Texte
(Paderborn 1912)."”2 Recently the discussion of the legend of the inventio cru-
¢is has been taken up again,'®* mainly as a result of David Hunt’s Holy Land
Pilgrimage in the Later Roman Empire A.D. 312-460 (Oxford, 1982). The sec-
ond chapter of this book “Constantine and the Holy Land. Helena—History
and Legend” was a stimulus for modern research. In this chapter Hunt
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argues that there must have been a connection between Constantine the
Great’s building of the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem in the
second half of the 320s, the visit of Helena to the Holy Land ¢. 327 as
described by Eusebius in his Vita Constantini (3.42-47) and the presence of
relics of the Cross in this church as attested by the Cathechetical Lectures of
bishop Cyril of Jerusalem dating from the end of the 340s."* It has long
been supposed that the legend was of Latin origin but recent research has
made evident that the legend of the discovery of the Cross originated in
Jerusalem in the middle or the second half of the fourth century.’® It is
also generally agreed upon that the Kyriakos and Protonike versions of the
legend are based on the Helena version.!®

Research on the legend of the imwentio crucis has been mainly focused on
the origin of the Helena legend and on the Kyriakos version. The Protonike
version has not yet attracted much attention. With regard to the Protonike
story I would like to raise three points in this paper. First, why the story
about Protonike’s discovery of the Cross became part of the Doctrina Addai.
Secondly, when the story became part of the Doctrina and who may have
been responsible for its insertion. Thirdly, did the Protonike legend exist
as an independent narrative before its becoming part of the Doctrina, or
did it come into being because of the wish to incorporate the traditions
about the discovery of the Cross into the Doctrina?

The Doctrina Addai or Abgar legend originated in the North Mesopotamian
city of Edessa. It is the official, but fictional, report of the foundation of
the Edessene church and relates how Christianity came to Edessa in apos-
tolic times when King Abgar, surnamed Ukkimi (4 B.C.E—7 C.E.;,—
13 C.E—50 C.E.) reigned over the city. Abgar, who suffered from an
unspecified disease, had heard about Jesus’ healing miracles and invited
him by letter to come to Edessa. Abgar assured him that in Edessa he
could not only cure him but also that in his city he would be safe from
the hostilities of the Jews. Jesus, however, declined Abgar’s proposal, but
promised to send him one of his disciples after his own ascension to heaven.
After Jesus’ death the apostle Addai was sent to Edessa by Jesus’ alleged
twin brother Judas Thomas. Addai cured Abgar and was consequently per-
mitted to preach the Christian faith. Thanks to Addai, who was also made
bishop of Edessa, Christianity spread rapidly among the Edessenes as well
as among the inhabitants of the city’s surrounding countryside. By the time
of Addai’s death the whole city had been converted.

The Doctrina Addar originated at the end of the third century, probably
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in reaction to the spread of Manichaeism in North Mesopotamia. It must
be considered as a piece of Christian propaganda which emphasizes the
fact that Christianity in Edessa went back to the time of Christ himself.!’
Over the centuries the Doctrina gradually developed and new elements and
traditions—e.g. a legend about the portrait of Christ, a correspondence
between Tiberius and Abgar, the Protonike legend—were incorporated until
it reached its final redaction somewhere in the fifth century.'®

Already in the last century it was concluded that the Protonike legend
was incorporated into the Doctrina at a later stage. There is a communis
opinio that this must have happened at the beginning of the fifth century.'
Even though the German scholar R.A. Lipsius, who at the end of the
nineteenth century published a fundamental work on the Doctrina Adda,
held the opinion that the Protonike legend “mit den Acten des Thaddaeus
[= Addai] nur in einem sehr &usserlichen Zusammenhang steht,”? the
Doctrina and the Protonike legend have much in common. One of the com-
mon characteristics is the anti-Judaism in both texts. King Abgar is described
as a man who hated the Jews. In a letter he advised the emperor Tiberius
to take action against the Jews in order to punish them for the crucifixion
of Christ.! On his deathbed Addai warns his priests to beware of the Jews
and not to befriend them because they have the blood of Christ on their
hands.?? In the Protonike legend the Jews are said to prosecute and imprison
the Christians; furthermore, the Jews keep the Christians from visiting
Golgotha and Christ’s tomb, the Jews rejoice when Protonike’s daughter
falls dead upon entering the tomb, and the end of the story tells us how
as a consequence of Protonike’s experiences the Jews were expelled from
Italy. I once thought that the anti-Jewish similarities between Doctrina and
the Protonike legend were the only reason for including the legend in the
foundation legend of the Edessene church.?? However, there are more cor-
respondences between the two texts.* The apostle Simon Peter is men-
tioned various times in the legend as well as in the Doctrina. His wonders
and powers made Protonike convert to Christianity, as mentioned at the
beginning of the legend. At the end of the legend when Protonike had
returned to Rome, she went to Simon Peter to tell him everything that
had happened in Jerusalem.” In his speech to the leading priests of the
Edessene church shortly before his death, Addai mentions Simon Peter as
the one who had sent the Letters of Paul from the city of Rome to Edessa:
“...the Letters of Paul, which Simon Peter sent to us from the city of
Rome. ...” Near the end of the Doctrina Simon Peter is mentioned as
bishop of Rome: “. .. Simon Peter . .. who had been Bishop there in Rome
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twenty-five years in the days of Caesar who reigned there thirteen years.””
The Protonike legend opens with a reference to Tiberius’ war with the
Spaniards: “Protonice, the wife of Claudius Caesar, whom Tiberius had
made second in his kingdom when he went to war against the Spaniards
who had rebelled against him. ...”? This war is also referred to in the
Doctrina where the correspondence between Abgar and Tiberius is discussed:
“Because of the war with the Spaniards, who have rebelled against me. . . .”®
A central theme of the Docirina Addai are Christian acts of healing. Jesus
himself was especially known to King Abgar as a good physician, whose
ability is so great that he can even raise the dead to life again.® Because
of his healing capacities Abgar wrote to Jesus requesting him to come to
Edessa: “Abgar Ukkama to Jesus, the good Physician who has appeared
in the land of Jerusalem; my Lord, peace. I have heard concerning you
and your healing that you do not heal with drugs or roots; it is rather
by your word that you give sight to the blind, cause the lame to walk,
cleanse the lepers and cause the deaf to hear; by your word you heal
spirits, lunatics, and those in pain. You even raise the dead.”® The apostle
Addai also has healing powers. He is able to cure Abgar from his disease
and to restore to health many of his courtiers: “As soon as he [Addai]
laid his hand upon him [Abgar] he was healed from the pain of his ill-
ness. . . . Moreover, in all the city he performed great healings. . . "' It is
in fact this curing power of Addai which persuaded many Edessenes to
become Christians. Healing is also a central theme of the Protonike story.
The climax of the story is the raising from the dead of Protonike’s daugh-
ter by the touch of the Holy Wood, by which the True Cross could be
recognized. Important as the recognition of the Cross of Christ was, it has
deservedly been argued that the healing miracle performed by the Holy
Wood was of even greater importance than the discovery of the Cross as
such.® The Cross performs the same miracles as Jesus during his life on
earth; one might even say that the Cross symbolises Christ himself.

The Doctrina Addai shows Edessa’s desire to be considered one of the
important Christian cities of the world. For this reason the Doctrina stresses
that Edessa’s Christianity goes back to the time of Jesus himself: Edessa’s
king and Jesus have corresponded® and one of his apostles converted the
whole city shortly after Christ’s crucifixion and ascension. Besides Edessa’s
longing for a special position in the Christian world, the Docirina also dem-
onstrates the city’s wish to maintain good relations with Rome and the
imperial house. With regard to this, the exchange of letters between Abgar
and the emperor Tiberius is especially illustrative. The correspondence
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about what to do with the Jews, the murderers of Christ, presents Abgar
as a subordinate of Tiberius who offers his help to solve the “Jewish
problem” and clearly demonstrates Edessa’s intention to maintain a good
relationship with Rome.* Besides Edessa and Rome, the only other city
which figures in the Doctrina Addai is Jerusalem. It is Jerusalem where Abgar
sends his letter to Jesus since he dwells and performs his healing miracles
there. At the beginning of the Doctrina Jerusalem is presented as a Jewish
city up to the moment of the discovery of the Cross. After the Cross is
found Jews and pagans convert and a church is ordered to be built on
Golgotha. In the fourth century the traditions about the discovery of the
True Cross and the veneration of relics of the Cross in the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre on Golgotha, made Jerusalem one of the foremost cities
in the Christian world. Since according to these traditions the Cross was
said to be discovered by the empress Helena, the mother of Constantine
the Great, a direct relationship between Jerusalem, its bishop’s see and the
imperial house was established.® By incorporating the story about the dis-
covery of the Cross into the Doctrina Addai Edessa associates itself with
Jerusalem, an important if not the foremost Christian city of the East. But
the insertion of the story also expresses a wish for a special bond between
the Christian city of Edessa and the Christian imperial house.* Jerusalem,
which because of the traditions about the inventio crucis had the emperor’s
special attention and patronage, must have served as example for Edessa.
Especially since the fatal campaign against the Sasanians in 363, as a result
of which Edessa had come to border on the Persian empire, good rela-
tions with the Roman imperial government were of great importance for
the Edessenes.”

We have seen so far that there are several points in common between
the Protonike story and the Doctrina Addai and that the Protonike legend
is not the “Fremdkoérper” in the Doctrina that it was long supposed to be.
We may also conclude that the incorporation of the tradition about the
inventio cructs into the Doctrina must have been a conscious choice to empha-
size Edessa’s special status as a Christian city beginning at the time of
Christ himself and to establish a connection with Jerusalem and with the
imperial house. Besides these points there are also similarities of a theo-
logical nature between the Protonike legend and the Doctrina Addai.

The Doctrina Addai proclaims that Christ is God who was created by
God and who has become man, that the Son of God is God, that Christ
by his very nature is God, and that Christ is God with his Father.®®
Expressions like these and others in the Doctrina must be seen against the
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fierce christological discussions which took place in Late Antiquity, espe-
cially in the eastern parts of the Roman Empire and thus also in Edessa.
In the first half of the fifth century the christological debates focused on
the issue of monophysitism and diophysitism. Monophysite ideas figure
strongly in the Doctrina. The opinions the Doctrina expresses on the one
nature of Christ cannot be seen as separate from the christological discus-
sions in the fifth century.®® Since, as we have seen, there are many resem-
blances between the Doctrina Addai and the Protonike legend, it is not
surprising that the Protonike legend also displays monophysite features in
two passages—prayers of the empress—where it is said that Christ is God
in human form, and that Christ has only a godly nature: “The God who
gave himself to death for all people, being crucified in this place and laid
in this tomb, and who as God gives life to all...”; “. ..if this cross is
yours, my Lord, and on it your humanity was hung by shameless men,
show the strong and mighty power of your divinity which dwells in the
humanity. . . 7%

There is general agreement that the Protonike legend became part of the
Doctrina Addai in the first decades of the fifth century (see n. 19). A more
precise dating seems possible than this rather vague chronological indica-
tion. If we take into consideration what has thus far been said on the
correspondences between the Doctrina Adda: and the Protonike legend, there
are various indications which date the incorporation of the traditions of
the nwentio crucis into the Doctrina in the years between 431 and 436 when
the episcopate of Edessa was held by Rabbula. It is not even unlikely that
Rabbula himself had a hand in the origin of the Protonike legend.
Rabbula became bishop of Edessa in 412 and occupied the Edessene
see until his death in 436. After his death a Vita Rabbulae was composed
in Syriac by an anonymous writer, which is the main document we pos-
sess for the history of Rabbula’s life.*! In this vita Rabbula is presented as
a model bishop, who is praised for his pious and ascetic behaviour, as well
as for the care of his flock and clergy. Rabbula came from a wealthy fam-
ily near Qenneshrin (Chalcis). His mother was a Christian but his father
was a pagan priest who is said to have performed offerings on behalf of
Julian the Apostate when the latter passed by on his way to Persia to wage
war against the Sasanians. Rabbula remained pagan in spite of the fact
that his mother found him a Christian wife. Only after he had seen heal-
ing miracles performed by the hermit Abraham who lived near his estate
at Qenneshrin did Rabbula become a Christian. He went to the holy sites
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in Palestine and was baptized in the river Jordan. After this pilgrimage he
sold his property and distributed the proceeds among the needy and poor.
His mother and wife became nuns and he sent his children to a monastery.
Rabbula himself lived an austere life of asceticism until he was elected
bishop of Edessa. As bishop he cared for the orphans, widows, and spent
large sums for the support of the poor.*? Also as bishop Rabbula led an
ascetic life; he ate only once a day, some bread and vegetables, and he
spent the night praying. In other words, Rabbula is presented is an alter
Christus. 'The wita lacks any information on the various actions of bishop
Rabbula, on his role at the Council of Ephesus (431) and on the profound
religious conflicts which took place during his episcopate between Christians
on the one hand and Jews and heretics on the other hand, as well as
among Edessene Christians themselves on christological issues. Nor does
the vita tell us anything about the building activities in Edessa undertaken
by Rabbula.** The subjects about which the Vita Rabbulae is silent are there-
fore just as interesting as, and perhaps even of more interest, than the sub-
jects about which it provides information.

In the first decades of his episcopacy Rabbula seems with regard to
christology to have been an adherent of the Antiochene theology, whose
main representative was Theodore of Mopsuestia. This theology was of a
diophysite nature. The theological writings of Theodore were read at the
famous School of Edessa, or the School of the Persians as it was also
called.* We may therefore suppose that Edessa’s bishop, his clergy and the
teachers at the School of Edessa were adherents of the diophysite Antiochene
theology. At the Council of Ephesus in 431, where the diophysite doctrines
of Nestorius (a pupil of Theodore) were discussed, Rabbula’s position is
not altogether evident, but he seems to have supported the Antiochene
party against Cyril of Alexandria who in his Twelve Anathemas had con-
demned the diophysitism of Nestorius.* However, back in Edessa Rabbula
radically changed his doctrinal point of view—the emperor Theodosius’
abandonment of Nestorius shortly after the Council of Ephesus and the
possibility of losing his episcopal see as a consequence of his christological
views may have something to do with this—and became a fervent sup-
porter of Cyril of Alexandria and like him a fierce opponent of diophysite
ideas. A lively correspondence between the two bishops ensued in which
Rabbula severely criticizes the ideas of Theodore of Mopsuestia, expresses
his monophysite sympathies and shows himself an enthusiastic adherent of
Cyril. Rabbula was such an admirer of the Alexandrian bishop that he
even translated one of his treatises into Syriac.* When in 433 Cyril and
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the Antiochene bishop John, who had abandoned the ideas of Nestorius,
came to an agreement, the so-called Formula of Union, Rabbula, who had
already preached against the theology of Theodore and the doctrinal ideas
of Nestorius,*” saw his chance and condemned the theology of Theodore
of Mopsuestia. Rabbula even had Theodore’s writings burned.* Rabbula’s
actions brought him into open conflict with the School of Edessa and espe-
cially with Hiba, the head of the School. As a consequence of the polemics
between the two men and their parties, Hiba was eventually sent into exile
in 433.*° The letter Hiba wrote to Mari shortly after he was exiled from
Edessa is illuminating with respect to Rabbula’s behaviour.®® He calls
Rabbula the Tyrant of Edessa who had declared the writings of Theodore
anathema for personal reasons. Theodore had offended Rabbula at a synod
and hence Rabbula bore a grudge against Theodore.® The conflict between
Rabbula’s party, the monophysites, and that of Hiba, the diophysites, may
have been accompanied by public riots in the streets of Edessa, just as
happened sixteen years later in 449.>2 What becomes clear from all this is
that Rabbula apparently was not the alter Christus as presented in his vita
and that since 431 the Edessene bishop had very strong monophysite sym-
pathies for which he was even prepared to get into conflict with Hiba,
who was not just anybody but the head of the prestigious School of Edessa.

The Vita Rabbulae informs us that Rabbula managed to convert thou-
sands of heretics—among them Marcionites and Arians—and Jews to the
right faith. Other heretics, like the Borborians, he expelled from his dio-
cese because of the outrageousness of their ideas. Rabbula’s efforts to win
heretics for the orthodox faith did not go without violence and their places
of worship were sometimes ravaged.®® As to the conversion of the thousands
of Jews, we may assume that their going over to Christianity was not an
act of free will. From the Chronicum Edessenum we know that Rabbula con-
verted the synagogue in Edessa into a church dedicated to the protomartyr
St. Stephen.®* The discovery of the relics of St. Stephen, who had been
stoned to death by the Jews (Acts 7:58-59), was considered by the Christians
evidence that the Jews were indeed guilty of his death, just as the finding
of the Cross:was proof that the Jews were responsible for the crucifixion
of Christ.*® The expropriation of the synagogue reflects the anti-Jewish cli-
mate in Edessa, which seems to have had a considerable Jewish commu-
nity, and is an indication, if not evidence, of Rabbula’s anti-Judaism.*® For
him there was only the orthodox faith, and everybody—diophysites, other
heretics and Jews—had to adopt willingly or unwillingly the bishop’s faith.

The vita reports that shortly after his conversion to Christianity, Rabbula
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went to Jerusalem to visit the holy places.”” Among the sites Rabbula vis-
ited were Golgotha and the Tomb of Christ,’® and thus the Church of the
Holy Sepulchre which was built over these sites. It may well be that in
Jerusalem Rabbula, like many other pilgrims, first became acquainted with
the legend of the inventio crucis. Relics of the Cross were kept in the Church
of the Holy Sepulchre. The pilgrim Egeria reports that on Good Friday
these relics were shown to the Christian community and the pilgrims pre-
sent, to be venerated and kissed. She also mentions that on 14 September
the discovery of the Cross was commemorated in Jerusalem.”® Rabbula
may have been present on one of these occasions or perhaps on both.
Since the vita also reports that Rabbula was baptized in the Jordan and
since baptisms mostly took place at Easter time, it seems not unlikely that
Rabbula was in Jerusalem on Good Friday and participated in the cere-
monies in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre in which the Cross played
a central role. Anyhow, Rabbula must have known the legend of the dis-
covery of the Cross as would any pilgrim who had visited Jerusalem.
Apparently Rabbula had great veneration for the Cross as a Christian sym-
bol. He considered it a life-bringing symbol and as a sign of victory, as
can be concluded from a Hymn on the Cross which Rabbula composed.®
The inclusion in the Syriac lectionary of the commemoration of the appari-
tion of the luminous cross in the sky above Jerusalem may also have been
an initiative of Rabbula and is another indication of Rabbula’s reverence
for the symbol of the Cross.®

It appears from the above that Rabbula was not the model bishop as
presented by the Vita Rabbulae, but a fanatical Christian who persecuted
all those who had other ideas, such as diophysites and other heretics, as
well as Jews. There is a remarkable resemblance between Rabbula’s mono-
physitism and anti-Judaism and the monophysite and anti-Jewish charac-
ter of the Protonike legend. This can hardly be a coincidence. Furthermore,
Rabbula knew the legend of the inwentio crucis and held the symbol of the
Cross in great veneration. It is not at all unlikely that Rabbula saw the
opportunity which the legend offered to emphasize and advance his own
ideas in his christological conflict with Hiba and the latter’s diophysite
adherents. Rabbula must also have recognized the possibility of employ-
ing the legend in his competition with the Jews in Edessa. The story about
the discovery of the Christian sign which brought victory over dissenters,
such as heretics and Jews, would also bring Rabbula his victory over Jews
and over those who had ideas which were dissentient from his own. Rabbula,
who must have been a shrewd politician, may also have understood the
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power of the legend in advancing the status of Edessa as a Christian city
by associating itself with Jerusalem as well as in establishing a link with
the imperial government. I would therefore suggest that it was during the
episcopacy of Rabbula—probably in the 430s when the conflict between
monophysites and diophysites broke out in Edessa—that the traditions about
the discovery of the Cross which first originated in Jerusalem were trans-
formed into the Protonike legend. '

The above implies that the Protonike legend was created to incorporate
the traditions about the #nventio crucis into the Doctrina Addai and that it was
not an independent story before its inclusion, as contended by some.®? The
adaptation of the original traditions about the discovery of the Cross to
the first-century circumstances of the Doctrina Addai, which must have been
quite a “tour de force,” can only have been done with the express purpose
of making these traditions fit into the context of the Doctrina. Therefore
the Protonike legend began as part of the Doctrina and was only at a sec-
ond stage separated from it to circulate independently.®

It is likely that the Protonike legend came into being on the initiative
of bishop Rabbula and that it was his idea to make it part of the official
foundation legend of the Edessene church, the Doctrina Addai. Insertion of
the legend into the Doctrina was meant to establish connections between
Edessa and Jerusalem and between Edessa and the imperial house. With
respect to this the roles performed in the legend by the empress and the
bishop of Jerusalem are to be noticed.* But Rabbula also employed the
legend to propagate the right faith against the Jews and the diophysites in
Edessa. The legend may especially be seen as a “weapon” in Rabbula’s
christological conflict with Hiba in the first half of the 430s to promote
monophysitism. By adding the legend of the inventio crucis to the Doctrina
Addai, the most important document of the Edessene church, Rabbula gave
his own ideas on the faith the aura of authority.®®

NoTes

! This is an elaborate version of a short paper presented at the Twelfth International

Conference on Patristic Studies held at Oxford, 21-26 August 1995. See my “Protonike
legend and the Doctrina Addai,” in: Elizabeth A. Livingstone (ed.), Studia Patristica vol.
XXXIII (Louvain, 1997) 517-523.

2 F. Winkelmann, Untersuchungen zur Kirchengeschichte des Gelasios von Kaisareia (Sitzungs-
berichte der deutschen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu Berlin 65, Nr. 3, Berlin, 1966);
F. Winkelmann, “Charakter und Bedeutung der Kirchengeschichte des Gelasios von
Kaisareia,” Byzantinische Forschungen 1 (1966) 346-385.
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® Rufinus, Hist. Eccl. 10,7-8.

* 8. Heid, “Der Ursprung der Helenalegende im Pilgerbetrieb Jerusalems,” 76AC 32
(1989) 41-71, 63; Jan Willem Drijvers, Helena Augusta. The Mother of Constantine the Great
and her Finding of the True Cross (Leiden 1992) 100-101.

® Ambrose, de ob. Theod. 40-49; Paulinus of Nola, Epist. 31,4-5; Sulpicius Severus,
Chron. 2,33-34; Socrates, Hist. Fecl. 1,17; Sozomen, Hist. Eccl. 2,1-2; Theodoret, Hist.
Eccl. 1,18. Although these texts all go back to the version of Gelasius of Caesarea,
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covery of the Cross as the matter of the hereditas fidei, a not unimportant issue on the
death of the very Christian Theodosius the Great; see W. Steidle, “Die Leichenrede
des Ambrosius fiir Kaiser Theodosius und die Helena-Legende,” Vig. Christ. 32 (1978)
94-112; F.A. Consolino, “Il significato dell’ Inventio Crucis nel De Obitu Theodosii,”
Annali della Facolta di Lettere ¢ Filosofia 5 (Firenze, 1984) 161-180. For a comparison of
the texts of these authors, see Drijvers, Helena Augusta, 100-117, and S. Borgehammar,
How the Holy Cross was Found. From Event to Medieval Legend (Stockholm, 1991) Ch. 3.

¢ The best known version is probably the one in the Legenda Aurea ( Facobus de Voragine,
Legenda Aurea, De Inventione Sanctae Crucis, Th. Graesse ed., 1890, 303-311). The original
traditions about the discovery of the Cross did not contain anti-Jewish elements, but
the legend’s potential anti-Judaism was soon noticed and developed. For the Kyriakos
version see e.g. Borgehammar, How the Holy Cross was found, 145 ff.; S. Heid, “Zur
frithen Protonike- und Kyriakoslegende,” Analecta Bollandiana 109 (1991) 73-108; Drijvers,
Helena Augusta, 165 fI.; Han J.W. Drijvers & Jan Willem Drijvers, The Finding of the
True Cross. The Judas Kyriakos Legend in Syriac. Introduction, Text and Translation, CSCO 565,
Subs. 93 (Louvain, 1997).

7 See Drijvers, Helena Augusta, 159-160 for other differences as a consequence of adjust-
ing the legend to first-century circumstances.

8 DA f.7b-f.11a. See for an English translation: G. Howard, The Teaching of Addai (Texts
and Translations 16, Early Christian Literature Series 4, Chico, 1981) 21-33. The pas-
sages between quotation marks are derived from this edition.

® Heid, “Zur frithen Protonike- und Kyriakoslegende,” 79 is wrong in supposing that
the Church Historian Socrates knew the legend. “Sokrates . . . kennt offensichtlich die
Protonikelegende.”

1 Nine mss. in Syriac are known which contain the (independent) Protonike story. For
a list of these mss., see A. Desreumaux, Histoire du roi Abgar et de Jésus. Présentation et
traduction du texte syriaque intégral de La Doctrine d’Addai (Turnhout, 1993) 47-48, and
A. Desreumaux, “Les titres des oeuvres apocryphes chrétiennes et leurs corpus. Le cas
de la <Doctrine d’Addai> Syriaque,” in: M. Tardieu (ed.), La formation des canons scrip-
turaires (Paris, 1993) 203-217, 212-214. The independent Protonike story includes in most
mss. an additional paragraph where it is told that the cross found by Protonike was
hidden again by the Jews in the time of the emperor Trajan. This addition is clearly
meant to connect the Protonike story with the Judas Kyriakos version of the inwentio cru-
cis; see e.g. Drijvers, Helena Augusta, 165 ff. The Kyriakos version, the original language
of which was Greek, was also known in Syriac. The Syriac texts of this version tell
how the Cross was found for the second time—in the Syriac tradition the first discov-
ery was made by Protonike—by the empress Helena with the help of the Jew Judas.
After the discovery Judas converted and adopted the name Kyriakos; see Drijvers &
Drijvers, The Finding of the True Cross.
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' A. Holder, Inventio Sanctae Crucis (Leipzig, 1889) published a Latin manuscript
(Paris BN 2769); E. Nestle, “Die Kreuzauffindungslegende. Nach einer Handschrift vom
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Kyriakos- and Protonike legend.

13 Heid, “Der Ursprung der Helenalegende im Pilgerbetrieb Jerusalems”; Heid, “Zur
frihen Protonike- und Kyriakoslegende”; Borgehammer, How the Holy Cross was found,
Drijvers, Helena Augusta.
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world.”); Catechesis XIII 4 = PG 33, 777 (“...the wood of the Cross which from this
place is spread piecemeal all over the world.”).
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Heligtumstraditionen in altkirchlicher und friihislamischer {eit (Wiesbaden, 1987); A. Demandt,
Die Spitanttke. Romische Geschichte von Diocletian bis Justinian 284-565 n.Chr. (Handbuch der
Altertumswissenschaft II1.6, Miinchen, 1989) 76 n. 75.

16 For a divergent view, see M. van Esbroeck, “L’opuscule Sur la Croix d’Alexandre
Chypre et sa version Géorgienne,” Bedi Kartlisa 37 (1979) 102-132, 111-121; M. van
Esbroeck, “Jean II de Jérusalem et les cultes de S. Etienne, de la Sainte-Sion et de la
Croix,” Analecta Bollandiana 102 (1984) 99-134, 126 ff.; M. van Esbroeck, M., “La portée
politico-religieuse des visions pour la conversion des peuples,” Revue de Uinstitut catholique
de Paris 53 (1995) 87-104, 99 ff.; A. Desreumaux, “La doctrine d’Addai. Essai de classe-
ment des témoins syriaques et grecs,” Augustinianum 23 (1983) 181-186, 184 ff. Van
Esbroeck, followed by Desreumaux, argues that the three versions of the legend of the
discovery of the Cross all came into existence when the patriarch John II of Jerusalem
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logical priority. This theory has convincingly been refuted by Heid, “Zur frithen Protonike-
und Kyriakoslegende,” 74-76; see also Drijvers & Drijvers, The Finding of the True Cross,
19-20.

17 For the origin and development of the Doctrina Addai, see HJ.W. Drijvers, “Abgarsage,”
in: W. Schneemelcher (Hrsg.), Neutestamentliche Apokryphen in deutscher Ubersetzung, Band 1,
Evangelien (Tiibingen, 1990) 389-395; Desreumaux, Histoire du roi Abgar et de Fésus,
“Introduction.” For the origin of the Doctrina as reaction to Manichaeism, see H.J.W.
Drijvers, “Addai und Mani,” Orientalia Christiana Analecta 221 (1983) 171-185.

'8 The ms. Petersburg/Leningrad N.S. 4 of the Doctrina Addat, which is to be dated
to the end of the fifth century, is generally assumed to be the final redaction of the
Doctrina Addai. The ms. was first published and translated by G. Phillips, Tke Doctrine of
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For a new English translation see Howard, The Teaching of Addai. A French transla-
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literaturnyy pamjainik (Moscow, 1984).
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“La Doctrine d’Addai,” 184.

2 R.A. Lipsius, Die Edessenische Abgarsage (Braunschweig, 1880) 69.

2 DA £.51 = Howard, The Teaching of Addaz, 13; DA £.23b-f.25a = Howard, The Teaching
of Addaz, 75-81.
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% DA £.29a, £.33a = Howard, The Teaching of Addai, 93, 105.

2 DA f.7b = Howard, The Teaching of Addai, 21.
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B J.B. Segal, Edessa. “The Blessed City” (Oxford, 1970) 71; Heid, “Zur frithen Protonike-
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s.a.) 73-79, 75 ff; Desreumaux, Histoire du roi Abgar et de Fésus, 30-31, 35-36. Heid, “Zur
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® DA f8a, f9a = Howard, The Teaching of Addai, 25, 29.
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4 (1996) 235-248.
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with perishable things”; see Drijvers, “The Man of God of Edessa,” 241-242, who argues
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# See E.R. Hayes, Licole d’Edesse (Paris, 1930). Han J.W. Drijvers, “The School of
Edessa: Greek Learning and Local Culture,” in: Jan Willem Drijvers & Alasdair A.
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% Probably the treatise addressed to Theodosius II entitled De recta in dominum nostrum
Jesum Christum fide ad imperatorem Theodosium. On the correspondence between Rabbula
and Cyril, see Blum, Rabbula von Edessa, 174-179.

¥ Vita Rabbulae = Bickell, Ausgewihite Schriften, 199-203.



314 JAN WILLEM DRIJVERS

8 See Blum, Rabbula von Edessa, 165 ff.

# On the conflict between Rabbula and Hiba, see R. Duval, Histoire d’Edesse, politique,
religieuse et littéraire (Amsterdam 1975%) 172-175; Hayes, Liécole d’Edesse, 191-203.

% The letter which was originally written in Syriac survives in a Greek and Latin
translation; A. Schwarz, ACO 11.1.3, 32-34 and I1.3.3, 39-43. The extant Syriac version
is based on the Greek translation; J. Flemming, Akten der Ephesinischen Synode vom Ffahre
449 (Abhandlungen der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Géttingen, Phil.-Hist. Klasse,
Neue Folge 15.1, Berlin, 1917) 48-52.

5! Mar Barhadbsabba ‘Arbaya, Cause de la fondation des écoles, PO 1V.4.18, 1907, 380-
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said in his defence that Jesus had done the same in the Temple at Jerusalem, Theodore
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2 After Rabbula’s death in 436 the conflict between the monophysites and the party
of Hiba, who had become Rabbula’s successor, continued and came to a climax in
449. At the Robber Synod of Ephesus which took place in this year the monophysites
succeeded in getting Hiba condemned, after much violence and riots in Edessa. Order
had to be restored by the imperial comes Flavius Chaireas. See Flemming, Akien der
Ephesinischen Synode, 14-55.

% Overbeck, S. Ephraemi Syri, Rabulae Episcopi Edesseni . . . opera selecta, 193, U. 14-194,
1. 18; Bickell, Ausgewdhlte Schrifien, 196-198. Rabbula’s aggressiveness towards other be-
Lievers showed itself already before he became bishop of Edessa. The Vita Rabbulae
mentions that Rabbula once went to Heliopolis (Baalbek) with the intention of destroy-
ing a pagan temple.

5% Chronicum Fdessenum, ed. 1. Guidi, Chronica Minora 1 (CSCO, Script. Syr. 1, Louvain,
1903) 6, sub LI

% For the discovery of Stephen’s relics, see E.D. Hunt, Holy Land Pilgrimage in the Later
Roman Empire A.D. 312-460 (Oxford, 1982) 212 ff.

%  For Jews in Edessa, see Segal, Edessa, 100-104; HJ.W. Drijvers, ‘Jews and Christians
at Edessa,” Joumal of Jewish Studies 36 (1985) 88-102; HJ.W. Drijvers, “Syrian Christianity
and Judaism,” in: Judith Lieu, John North and Tessa Rajak (eds.), The Jews among Pagans
and Christians in the Roman Emgpire (London/New York, 1992) 124-146. It is interesting
that according to the Vita Rabbulae the Jews of Edessa lamented for Rabbula’s death.
There is a resemblance here with the Doctrina Addai where is said that the Edessene
Jews mourned the death of Addai. In both cases the mentioning of the grief of the
Jews must be considered Christian propaganda.

57 Although the wita is not an historically trustworthy document, there is no doubt that
Rabbula visited the Holy Land; see Peeters, “La vie de Rabboula,” 143; Blum, Rabbula
von Edessa, 22.

%8 Overbeck, 165, il 1-3 = Bickell, Ausgewdhite Schrifien, 171.

% It Eger. 37,1-3 and 48,1.

% Bickell, Ausgewdihite Schrifien, 271: “Der Kaiser Konstantin bekimpfte den Irrthum
mit dem Zeichen des Lebens, welches er in der Himmelshohe gesehen hatte, und besiegte
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¢ F.C. Burkitt, “The early Syriac lectionary system,” Proceedings of the British Academy
(1921-1923) 301-338, 323-324. Considering Rabbula’s veneration for the Cross, it seems
not impossible that during his episcopate the letter of Cyril of Jerusalem to Constantius
I, about the apparition of the celestial Cross in Jerusalem on 7 May 351, was trans-
lated into Syriac. Syriac edition of this letter: Coakley, “A Syriac version of the Letter
of Cyril of Jerusalem.”

82 E.g. Lipsius, Die Edessenische Abgarsage, 69; Desreumaux, “La Doctrine d’Addai,” 184-
185; Desreumaux, Histotre de roi Abgar et de Jésus, 22-23.

8  See Nestle, De Sancta Cruce, 68-73 and Borgehammar, How the Holy Cross was found,
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ments. The occurrence of Simon Peter in the legend is based on a (monophysite) work
entitled Doctrine of Simon Képha in the city of Rome; see W. Cureton, Ancient Syriac Documents
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from the Transitus Mariae text; Cureton, Ibid., 110-111. See also Desreumaux, “La Doctrina
Addai: le chroniqueur et ses documents,” 263-264.

& The correspondence between Abgar and Tiberius, which also at a later stage was
added to the Doctrina Addai, may also have had the purpose of bringing Edessa and the
imperial house closer together.

% It may even be that the Doctrina Addai got its monophysite nature on the initiative
of Rabbula. It may be worthwhile to compare the (christological) ideas expressed in the
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torem  Theodosium.
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