"Vox Patrum" 8/1988/ z. 14

THE NOTION OF THE ,NATIVE LAND”
IN SYNESIUS OF CYRENE*

As we know there are some patrologists and Church hi-
storians who do not recognize Synesius as one of the Fathers,
Suffice it to mention here Jean Danielou and Henri Marrou, in
whose "Nouvelle Histoire de l'Eglise“1 his name 1is not even
mentioned, Nevertheless, I would like to discuss briefly his
attitude towards his native city and the roots of his political
thought, which 1 consider particularly interesting in view of
his having been a Hellenist in spirit and a bishop by choice.,

Among academic studies of Synesius political activities
in Cyrene there are two which stand out having been published
independently in the magazine "Byzantion", The first is by C., H,
Coster: "Synesius, a Curlialis of the Time of the Emperor Arca-
dius"z, and the second by J. H. W, G, Liebeschuetz: "Synesius
and municipal Politics of Cyrenaica in the 5th Century AD"s.

Coster holds that Synesius much appreciated his member-
ship 1n the city council of Cyrene and took great pride in his
status as a curlialis, whereas Liebeschuetz contradicts Coster
assuming that Synesius detested his function of a decurion as
he thought it completely obsolete in his times. This resentment
first discussed by Liebeschuetz finds its corroboration in the
philoSOpher's statements, but at the same time Synesius never
concealed his attachement to, and a keen interest for the affairs
of his native city. Let us quote some of them, though the pressure
of space and time will not allow me to discuss them thoroughly.

In his treatise "Dio" /ACwv # mepl THc xat’ &avtdv dLayoyig/
written for the "experts" of the Hellenic paideia, Synesius
expresses his deep convintion, typical of the Greco-Roman

# Communication read at the Tenth International Conference on
Patristic Studies /Oxford 24-29 August 1987/,

1 Cfr vol, 1: Des origines a Grégoire le Grande, Paris 1963,
2 "“Byzantion" 15/1940-1941/ 10-38,
3 "Byzantion" 55/1985/ 146-64.
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political thought, that an ideal rhetor and philosopher /such
as Dio Chrysostom/ should also deal with public matters and
should patricipate in the state’s policy. He is supposed to be
an educator, an adviser and a leader of the p90p194.

This conviction finds its illustration in emotional epi-
thets Synesius uses in his Letters to describe his native ci-
ty: "q lepd Kvprivn"- Cyrene the holys, *A uftnp KvpAvn" - Cyrene
the mot‘here. "td uAeLvdyv Edagoc ThHc Kuprhvnc!Cyrene the famous
place7, or to describe the region of Cyrence: "lleviandiewg =fic ve-
untpCdogc" - Pentapolis the motherly /native Pentapolis/s.

Soon afterwards, in one of the letters wxitten to his brother,
Synesius, still hesitant about becoming a bishop, states that he,
who does not have a city cannot be happy (tdv 62 &nko, e slndg
ot e{)'rvxe'fv)?.‘ The same idea appears in letter written to Py-
laemenesio, a philosophizing lawyer, in which he refutes his
friend’s reproaches. Pylaemenes suspects Synesius of ridiculing
his love for Heraklea, the city Pylaemenes was born and educated
in, To defend himself Synesius arques that he is not one of those
who have neither a native city nor home, that he is not &moAic
and &véotiLoc. After all, he loves Cyrene the ancient and the
beautiful, and assists it with his political and military skills,
Continuing along the same lines Synesius uses two terms: méALc
and TXTPC(C alternatively to describe the same political area,
whereas to describe a citizen serving his polis he calls him ¢@LAd-
TMOA LG or PLASTaTPLC. Hence when in Letter 5 we find Cyrene
being called the dearest native land: "tN¢ ¢LAtdtnc natpdog" -
and not, like elsewhere, TéALc Kuvprhvn or méAic E?Omvfc;fwe unders-
tand that for him this small city - state i1s at the same time his
native land, and patriotism is identical with fulfilling various

political functions in the city.

4 Synesil Cyrenensis Hymni et Opuscula rec. N. Terzaghi, II, Ro-
mae 1944, 237; More on the subject cfr P, Desideri, Il Dione
e la politica di Sinesio, "Atti della Accademia delle Scienze
di Torino" 107/1972-1973/ 551-593.

5 Epistola 103, Synesii Cyrenensis Epistolae, rec, A, Garzya,
Romae 1979, 177,

6 Epistola 6, Garzya 12,

T Epistola 52, Garzya 92.

8 KEpistola 94, Garzya 156,

9 Epistola 95, Garzya 163.

10 Epistola 103, Garzva 174-178.

r also Hepl Baoilelac 9» ©de A. Garzya/Sinesio di Cirene,
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Synesius, giving a favourable account of Pylaemenes'pa-
triotism which consists in carrying out the civigc duties of a
lawyer, a rhetor and, should the need arise, o9f a defender of
the state, nevertheless introduces one qualification into the
system of his political ideas, lIle writes that a citizen who is
devoted to his city must combine love for his native city with
love £or wisdom: "elvatr ual ¢uLAdoopov ol @LAdmoALv".

This combination is necessary as it is only philosophy
that provides the political wisdom and sagacity based on the
knowledge of the laws governing the world. Philosophy is the
weapon one should use to defend the city, both in its physical
and cultural meaning, against barbarian invaders /that is,
writes Synesius in Letter 113, to "defend our land, our altars,
our laws and property"/12 and it is the principal means to settle
various arguments and conflicts among citizens,

The highest praise of philosophy as a servant of politics
is contained 1in Synesius'address to the emperor Arcadius, in
which he discusses the principles of conduct and morality that
should characterize the first citizen of the "great polis" (tfig pe-
vydAnc méAewc) that is the Roman emperor. Here Synesius lends
his support to the emperor and aids him in his efforts to learn
monarchical virtuesy But since philosophy resides "at the throne
of God himself"13 he asks the monarch to turn away from the ear-
thly, materialistic world and to direct his thoughts towards di-
vine values,

Our rhetor expresses the same belief which, after Plato,
was expressed by Dio Chrysostom, Seneca, Epictetus or Marcus
Aurelius, that political power should be in the hands of philo-
sophers or at least in the hands of rulers surrounded by philo-
sophers who act as his advisers, It is Dio Chrysostom who instructs
us in his fourth speech Ilepl BaoiAefoug that the ruler brought up
on the principles of philosophical, divine paideia receives BaoLAL-

nég dalpwv - a royal spirit that takes care of his ethical

and political wisdom14.

Sul Regno, Napoli 1973/ 10.

12 BEpistola 113, Garzya 198,
13 Ilept BoowAeloc 29, Garzya 93.

14 Cfr Dio Chrysostom, transl. J. W, Cohoon, London 1961, 187.
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In this the monarch should set an example for QLASTOALG -
a citizen and a patriot of a "small city" who, when depressed
by local conflicts and quarrels, oppressed by taxes or, like
Synesius himself, sunk into despair in view of an often hopeless
fight in defence of the city against barbarians from the desert,
Sshould immerse himself in philosophy. Synesius expresses this
belief in Letter 5, which Liebeschuetz treats as a consciuos
rejection of the city, the city council and civic dutiesis.
However, Synesius admits that he loves his city, but its pro-
salic conflicts and the degeneracy of public life bring about
c ontemptus mundi, which makes him welcome phi-
losophical leisure and contemplate the state of the divine Uni-
tye.
He repeats this confession in other Letter816 and once
again confirms this belief 1in Letter 148: "Far from the city
there is the time for philosophy and not for doing wrong“17.
In order to admire the universe and to lose oneself in the
great state of Nature, immune to mundane matters, one should
leave the city. To decribe this universal state governed by
God only in his Ilepl BaoiAefoc Synesius uses the expression
"the greatest authority"(&pyd uey€6n) or, even more explici-
ty, the superterrestial order or organism -td VTEESETULOV 48.

So the reason for his flight from the otherwise dear city
18 not only his fear of civic duties and his aversion to an acti-
ve participation in municipal politics, It is also his desire to
find a native land the way to which is paved by philosophy. This
deslire reflects a Stoico=Cynical idea of the state shaped in the
times of the early empire and the dream of a Christian who based
his belief in a transcendent world on a Neo=Platonic vision of
the divine reality,

Dio Chrysostom, Synesius'Spiritual teacher, praised the

19

universe as "the city of Zeus" and admiring the state created

15 Cfr Liebeschuetz, op.cit. 161-63.

16 Epistolae 105, 132, 137, Garzya 189 f,, 229, 238-39,
17 Epistola 148, Garzya 263.

18 Ileplt BooiLAel(xec 3, 8, 27, Garzya 12, 26, 86,

19 Oratio 36, 36, Cohoon 453.
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by the divine nature he taught, like Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus
Aurelius before him, that man has two states and two native lands,
They are firstly: the universal state (8 ndéopocg, nocuondthf

or, according to Dio Chrysostom Ocfiv nal &vOpdnmwyv HoLvwv (o

and according to Synesius TO Vmepudbopiov), which at the same
time is the universal native land, and secondly a particular
state () m6ALg), which is man’s small native land(Y matplglike 1
natp tc Kvprivn) 20. As a citizen of the world-state Dio Chrysostom
considered himself a cosmopolitan, whereas as a member of a par-
ticular state he felt himself a citizen and patriot of his city,
that is, according to Synesius @uLAdmeALgcand @LASTATPLG.

[lepl BaoilAeloe is Synesius?only work which contains the
residual belief, once held by Marcus Aurelius and especially by
Elius Aristides, that it is Rome which truly embodies the divine
state of the universe with the emperor as the soul of the world.
In his other works Synesius praises the extraterrestial organism
which is the immortal, native land of the omnipotent God-the
object of adoration and contemplation,

Synesius'devotion to Cyrene as an ambassador, a military
leader and a bishop, and his active participation in political
events even after his consecration resulted from his attachement
to the Hellenic idea of the state and to the Hellenic thought,
The same thought allowed him to formulate his precept of "philo-
sophical leisure®" in view of political activities which, as a Neo-
-Platonic sage and a Christian, he held in deep respect,

Maria Dzielska = Krakodw
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20 Cfr M, Jozefowicz-Dzielska, W kreggu teoretyczno-ustrojowych
zagadnien filozofil stoicko-cynieckiej pierwszych dwu wiekodw

cesarstwa rzymskiego, "Zeszyty Naukowe UJ" /Prace listoryczne
50/ 364/1974/ T7-30,





