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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

EzexkieL 1

“In the thirticth year, in the fourth month, on the fifth day of the
month, as I was among the exiles by the river Chebar, the heavens
were opened, and I saw visions of God. *On the fifth day of the month
(it was the fifth year of the exile of King Jehoiachin), ‘the word of the
Lorp came to Ezekiel the priest, the son of Buzi, in the land of the
Chaldeans by the river Chebar; and the hand of the Lorp was upon
him there.

*As 1 looked, behold, a stormy wind came out of the north, and a
great cloud, with brightness round about it, and fire flashing forth con-
tinually, and in the midst of the fire, as it were gleaming bronze. >And
from the midst of it came the likeness of four living creatures. And
this was their appearance: they had the form of men, °but each had
four faces, and each of them had four wings. "Their legs were straight,
and the soles of their feet were like the sole of a calf’s foot; and they
sparkled like burnished bronze. ®Under their wings on their four sides
they had human hands. And the four had their faces and their wings
thus: “their wings touched one another; they went every one straight
forward, without turning as they went. '°As for the likeness of their
faces, each had the face of a man in front; the four had the face of
a lion on the right side, the four had the face of an ox on the left
side, and the four had the face of an eagle at the back. ''Such were
their faces. And their wings were spread out above; each creature had
two wings, each of which touched the wing of another, while two cov-
ered their bodies. '*And each went straight forward; wherever the spirit
would go, they went, without turning as they went. *In the midst of
the living creatures there was something that looked like burning coals
of fire, like torches moving to and fro among the living creatures; and
the fire was bright, and out of the fire went forth lightning. '*And the
living creatures darted to and fro, like a flash of lightning.

P"Now as I looked at the living creatures, I saw a wheel upon the
earth beside the living creatures, one for each of the four of them.
A5 for the appearance of the wheels and their construction: their
appearance was like the gleaming of a chrysolite; and the four had
the same likeness, their construction being as it were a wheel within
a wheel. "When they went, they went in any of their four directions
without turning as they went. ®The four wheels had rims and they
had spokes; and their rims were full of eyes round about. 'YAnd when
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the living creatures went, the wheels went beside them; and when the
living creatures rose from the earth, the wheels rose. **Wherever the
spirit would go, they went, and the wheels rose along with them; for
the spirit of the living creatures was in the wheels. ' When those went,
these went; and when those stood, these stood; and when those rose
from the earth, the wheels rose along with them; for the spirit of the
living creatures was in the wheels.

220ver the heads of the living creatures there was the likeness of a
firmament, shining like crystal, spread out above their heads. **And
under the firmament their wings were stretched out straight, one toward
another; and each creature had two wings covering its body. **And
when they went, I heard the sound of their wings like the sound of
many waters, like the thunder of the Almighty, a sound of tumult like
the sound of a host; when they stood still, they let down their wings.
And there came a voice from above the firmament over their heads;
when they stood still, they let down their wings.

And above the firmament over their heads there was the likeness
of a throne, in appearance like sapphire; and seated above the like-
ness of a throne was a likeness as it were of a human form. *And
upward from what had the appearance of his loins I saw as it were
gleaming bronze, like the appearance of fire enclosed round about;
and downward from what had the appearance of his loins I saw as it
were the appearance of fire, and there was brightness round about
him. *Like the appearance of the bow that is in the cloud on the day
of rain, so was the appearance of the brightness round about. Such
was the appearance of the likeness of the glory of the LORD. And
when I saw it, I fell upon my face, and I heard the voice of one
speaking.” (Text from the Revised Standard Version)

In his two-volume commentary on Ezekiel, the contemporary Old
Testament scholar Walther Zimmerli interprets the prophet’s inau-
gural vision in a section entitled “The Call” that treats Ezekiel
1.1-3.15." His exegesis of these opening chapters compares them to
other biblical call narratives and addresses issues concerning the
prophet’s identity, the date and location of the call, the chapters’ lit-
erary unity, textual emendation, and the text’s tradition history. After
spending almost sixty pages on these matters, Zimmerli turns to the
question of the prophet’s aim, “the message of Ezekiel 1.1-3.15.”
He observes that the vision shows “the continuity of divine faithful-
ness” and proclaims the absolute sovereignty of the God of Israel
who is free to appear to his people even “in an unclean land” such

! Zimmerli 1979-83, 1.81-141.
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as Babylon. Moreover, this manifestation of divine faithfulness and
sovereignty demonstrates that Ezekiel’s pronouncements of God’s
judgment are simultaneously announcements of God’s grace.?

What is striking to the reader is that this last task, the interpreta-
tion of the prophet’s aim, requires less than two full pages and seems
to be merely a footnote to the discussion of technical, historical-
critical issues found in the previous sixty pages. This sense is only
heightened by Zimmerli’s final comment on the opening chapters,
in which for the first time he looks beyond the prophet’s histor-
ical horizon: “Thus Ezekiel was called to be a witness to a history
which the Christian Church believes has its center in Jesus Christ.”

Zimmerli stresses historical and philological issues and gives far
less attention to theological concerns, and in this regard, his approach
differs significantly from that of the Church Fathers. To be sure, like
their modern counterparts, patristic exegetes investigate historical and
philological matters, but these pursuits are always in the service of
answering the fundamental theological question: What does this text
say to the Church about the triune God who is revealed in the life,
death, and resurrection of Jesus Christ?

By contrasting ancient and contemporary interpreters in this way
I do not intend to imply that modern scholarship on the Bible has
no value. Historical criticism certainly makes positive contributions
to the exegesis of Scripture. However, commentators guided pri-
marily by this method too often stop short of engaging precisely
those theological issues that patristic authors devote so much atten-
tion to, and that still occupy Christians today.’

This book examines the way in which early Christians, from
Irenacus to Gregory the Great, interpreted Ezekiel 1 as they sought
to discern its theological message. During this period, three domi-
nant exegetical themes emerged as they pondered the prophet’s vision.
A “dominant theme” as I am defining it is one which persists in the
tradition: once it is articulated, it is taken up and oftentimes reworked,
modified, and even expanded by later commentators as they seek to
understand and live by Scripture. But such a reading is not simply

2 Thid., 1.139-141.

% For example, in a recent survey of historical-critical Ezekiel studies, it is strik-
ing how infrequently substantive theological issues arise; the text’s orality, its liter-
ary qualities, its historical and social settings, etc., are the primary focus (Darr 1994).
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one that is repeated, for it is also theologically substantive. Some
explanations of particular details of the prophet’s vision appear over
and over, but do not engage weighty issues, and so do not qualify
as “dominant.” For example, numerous authors observe that the
word “cherubim,” used to describe the living creatures, means “full-
ness of knowledge.”* However, this is almost always merely a par-
enthetical remark and not central to a theological explication of
Ezekiel 1, so I give it almost no attention here. Because I focus on
interpretations which address significant matters, this work is not an
exhaustive examination of patristic treatments of Ezekiel 1. Rather,
it is a study of the way in which theological exposition of this pas-
sage evolved, and what this reveals about the exegetical habits of
carly Christians.

Although the three interpretive themes are often interwoven and
evolve together, I deal with them individually. The first, the subject
of chapter 2, concerns the very nature of Christian exegesis, because
patristic authors consider that certain aspects of the vision manifest
its inherently christocentric character, thereby showing that the Old
and New Testaments form a unified book and that the full import
of any Old Testament text can only be discerned when it is read
in the light of Christ. I turn to it before the other two because it
demonstrates “how the words of the prophets harmonize with those
in the gospels™ and in so doing, logically forms the foundation for
the other two. In chapter 3 I trace the second exegetical strand
which, from its beginnings in Irenacus’ debates with the Gnostics to
its culmination in the fourth and fifth centuries, explores what Ezekiel
1 reveals about human knowledge of God. Finally, like all the prophets,
Ezekiel calls his people to repentance, and so it should not be sur-
prising that in the third major interpretive theme, treated in chap-
ter 4, early Christians find that the vision illumines the moral life,
the way of virtue.

When they comment on Ezekiel 1, the Fathers assume that the
prophet did indeed experience what the text describes: the vision is
an actual historical event that conveys revelation from God. Thus,
although John Chrysostom asks, “What did Ezekiel see?” within the

* The living creatures are first referred to as cherubim in Ezekiel 9.3. Nonetheless,
when patristic authors discuss Ezekiel 1, they frequently call them “cherubim.”
° Origen, Hom in Ezech. 1.3 (Trans. Trigg 1990).
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specific context of arguing with the neo-Arians about what humans
can know of God, his question is in a sense the catalyst for all early
Christian interpretations of the passage. Each of the three dominant
strands is, at least implicitly, an attempt to respond to this question,
“What did Ezekiel see?”, and to elucidate what the answer means
for the Church.

As these three dominant strands develop, the Fathers display an
Impressive sensitivity to the literary structure and vocabulary of Ezekiel
1. Moreover, with few exceptions, patristic commentators attend not
only to the passage’s lexical details, but also to their predecessors’
exegesis of it. They do not, contrary to historical criticism’s assess-
ment of them, practice eisegesis by imposing preconceived interpre-
tations onto the vision.® Rather, their understanding of Ezekiel 1
grows out of a keen awareness of the contours of the sacred text,
an appreciation for earlier expositions, and the firm belief that the
words of Scripture were addressed not only to figures in the past,
but also to God’s people in the present and future. The meaning of
any particular passage is neither completely determined by its orig-
inal historical context nor fully exhausted by already-established
readings.

Because two of the three interpretive themes frequently appear
side by side in the same author, and therefore evolve together, treat-
ing them individually might seem artificial. I have chosen this method,
however, because separating them enables us to discern more clearly
the connections between different exegetes and to observe with greater
clarity how a particular motif unfolds over time. It sets in relief the
process of development and modification, so that we can more eas-
ily follow the reasoning of each successive commentator. Gregory
the Great offers an instructive example. In his Homilies on Ezekiel he
often takes as his starting point a received reading and then elabo-
rates on it in significant and creative ways. If this is not kept in
mind, his exegesis can seem arbitrary and forced.” Finally, the approach
I have taken not only makes the logic operating in any one passage

% A classic articulation of this view is Harnack’s claim that one of the primary
aims of the Fathers’ spiritual interpretation was “to harmonise the statements of
Holy Scripture with the prevailing dogmatics . ..” (1958, 3.199).

7 Thus, for example, I think Gregory’s reading of Ezekiel 1 actually undercuts
Markus’ judgment about his treatment of Scripture: “Whatever the exegetical cost,
it is the continuity of the subject matter that dominates the sequence of [Gregory’s]
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more transparent, but also better illuminates the assumptions under-
girding the entire interpretive tradition of Ezekiel 1.7

It is a commonplace that the book of Ezekiel was a source of
controversy among the Rabbis. A major part of this dispute cen-
tered on the enigmatic opening vision of God’s chariot, the mer-
kabah, and in recent decades a considerable amount of research has
focused on Jewish merkabah traditions.” By comparison, there is a
paucity of scholarship on Christian readings of Ezekiel 1. To this
date, the most extensive analysis has been Wilhelm Neuss’ Das Buch
Ezechiel in Theologie und Kunst bis zum Ende des XII. Fahrhunderts (1912),
an attempt to chart the emergence of Christian literary and artistic
responses to LEzekiel which was inspired by his viewing a twelfth-
century cycle of paintings on the ceiling of a church in Schwarzrhein-

exposition. The treatise may have its origin in the text, but once it takes off from
that diving board, the periodic returns to the text, under the guise of ‘figurative’
exposition . . . are no more than polite obeisances toward the convention of the
form. The text is mercilessly atomized and tortured to support a treatise disguised
as commentary. This is not without good rhetorical warrant and precedent, but it
is exegetical free-wheeling, all the same” (1995, 6). Markus’ position is, I suspect,
grounded in tacit acceptance of the historical-critical method’s formulation of what
constitutes exegesis. By contrast, tracing the development of interpretation of Ezekiel
1 shows that in passages where Gregory’s subject matter appears pre-determined,
he is actually taking his cue from the established tradition and building upon it.

8 Another possible approach would be chronological rather than thematic, with
chapters devoted to individual authors. However, this would make it more difficult
to see the development of the interpretive tradition, i.e., the connections between
successive exegetes as they reflect on both the biblical text and previously-estab-
lished readings to discern the significance of the prophet’s vision for the Church in
their own day.

¥ See, e.g., Halperin 1980 and 1988; Morray-Jones 1988. For analysis of the his-
tory of scholarship of Jewish exegesis of Ezekiel 1, see Morray-Jones 1988, 1-29
and Halperin 1988, 5-7. For tracing the emergence of patristic readings of the
vision the most important of these is Halperin’s The Faces of the Chariot (1988), a
detailed examination of Jewish merkabah traditions from the first to the fifth cen-
turies of the common era. However, Halperin is sometimes overeager to find rab-
binic influence on Christian construals of Ezekiel 1. The most significant points of
contact between the two groups are found in Origen, and Halperin does a mas-
terful job in laying out his indebtedness to the Rabbis. There also appears to be
overlap between Jewish interpretations and those of Pseudo-Macarius and Jerome,
but it is minor in comparison. Although the Rabbis and their Christian counter-
parts were often in (polemical) conversation, the distinctive ways in which exposi-
tion of Ezekiel 1 develops in each religion results in relatively little interaction from
the late third century through the sixth. In rabbinic debates, the other controver-
sial aspect of Ezekiel was that the plan for the Temple in chapters 40—48 conflicts
with that in the Torah; see b. Menahot 45a; cf. Zimmerli 1979-83, 1.74. Origen
reports that among the Jews of his day Ezekiel 1 and 40-48 were taught only to
those who were mature, not to the young; see Halperin 1988, 26.
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dorfer. Because Neuss is concerned with the entire prophetic book,
the treatment of any particular chapter is not detailed. Moreover,
because he is ultimately interested in visual representations, he does
not focus on the way in which written interpretations develop. More
recently, Dassmann has surveyed Christian exposition of Ezekiel
1.26-28 from the New Testament period through Gregory the Great."
Unfortunately, he misreads a number of patristic authors and con-
cludes that they were reluctant to investigate these verses because
they considered them too awesome to expound. This mistake is par-
ticularly glaring in his analysis of Origen, most of whose writings on
Ezekiel are no longer extant. However, the nature of Origen’s sur-
viving corpus suggests that for him, the vision’s inaccessibility would
have provided only a goad, not a deterrent, to the enterprise of its
exegesis!'!

In The Visionary Mode: Biblical Prophecy, Hermeneutics, and Cultural
Change, Michael Lieb takes Ezekiel 1 as his starting point. His pri-
mary focus, however, is what he calls “the visionary experience,”
Jung’s wvisiondren Erlebnis. Lieb considers the prophet’s vision to be the
Uprerlebnis, the locus classicus of the visionary mode, and the catalyst
for later figures’ experience of “the divine.” As Morrison has rightly
noted, Ezekiel 1 and its interpretations “are subordinate to, and
derivative from, Lieb’s great preoccupation: the experience of the
sacred proclaimed by the prophet and relived by exegetes as they
struggled to authenticate and unfold the meanings in his words.”"?
Thus, when Lieb turns to early Christian understanding of Ezekiel’s
vision, he devotes most of his attention to works which do not even
deal with Ezekiel 1, but which do manifest the visionary mode (e.g.,
Gregory of Nyssa’s The Life of Moses). He treats readings of Ezekiel
1 from Origen, Pseudo-Macarius, Jerome, and Gregory the Great,
but only briefly. From the perspective of the history of interpreta-
tion, there are several problems with Lieb’s study. Although he exam-
ines Jewish and Christian writings in chronological order, his basic
approach is ahistorical, perhaps even antihistorical, with the result
that the contours of the exegetical tradition’s development over time

1" Dassmann 1985 and 1988.
" For a fuller discussion of the strengths and weaknesses of Neuss, and of the
problematic conceptual issues in Dassmann, see Christman 1995, ch. 1.

21993, 1162.
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are obscured and eclipsed. Moreover, his deconstructionist hermeneu-
tic seems to allow him to find things not actually present in the texts
or to overemphasize the importance of certain motifs. (E.g., in his
analysis of Origen, Jerome, and Gregory the Great, he magnifies the
importance of minor comments regarding sexuality, perhaps to draw
parallels to the Jewish tradition in which such references play a
greater role.) Indeed, Lieb’s hermencutical assumption that the
prophet’s vision steadfastly refuses to disclose its meaning, but rather
forces the interpreter to disclose himself could well be applied to his
own enterprise.'”

Although patristic exegesis of the prophet’s vision has not previ-
ously been the focus of sustained scholarship, the three dominant
interpretive themes indicate that the Fathers understood it to be a
key text in certain sorts of theological discussions.'* Their interest in
the prophet’s vision was surely prompted partly by its mysterious
quality; the diverse ways in which artists have attempted to depict
what Ezekiel sees attest to its elusiveness. Moreover, some of its
details intersect with other texts, both within the Christian biblical
tradition and without, in ways which prove fruitful. But early Christians’
fascination with this passage was also guaranteed by its influence on
the New Testament.

Ezekiel’s vision significantly shapes at least two passages in the
New Testament: the christophany in Revelation 1.12-20 and John
of Patmos’s experience of the heavenly liturgy in Revelation 4." Both
of these draw on the Septuagint versions of Ezekiel 1 and other Old

1% Cf. Morrison 1993.

" Thus I disagree with Meeks’ comment that “[t]hough occasionally Ezekiel’s
vision played a key role in the christological development, on the whole it did not
attract much attention among patristic writers—at least in the surviving remains”
(2002, 134). Mecks says this on the basis of Neuss’ study which he himself admits
needs updating and which often does not take account of the significant interest in
Ezekiel 1 in works that are outside the commentary/homily tradition.

Y Ezekiel 1 may have had an impact on a number of other New Testament
texts, but not in the direct way seen in Revelation 1 and 4. For example, several
scholars consider that the antecedents of rabbinic interpretation of the merkabah also
lie behind Paul’s description of his ecstatic experience in 2 Corinthians 12.1-12 and
his identification of Christ’s visage with the glory of the Lord in 2 Corinthians 3.18-4.6
(see, e.g., Segal 1990, 34—71, and Morray-Jones 1993). I shall not pursue this ques-
tion here, because regardless of whether Ezekiel’s vision provides part of the back-
ground for these passages in 2 Corinthians, it is not explicitly interpreted in them.
Vincent (1994) sees the influence of Ezekiel 1 in 1 Corinthians 15.5.
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Testament theophanies (e.g., Daniel 10 and Isaiah 6) as well as divine
appearances in intertestamental literature. The relationship between
Ezekiel 1, Revelation, and other epiphanies both canonical and non-
canonical has been thoroughly investigated, and to pursue these com-
plex connections would take us too far afield.'® For our purposes it
is sufficient to summarize those details which Revelation has bor-
rowed and modified from Ezekiel 1.

Revelation 1.12-20 recounts John’s vision of Christ standing among
seven golden lampstands reminiscent of the seven-branched cande-
labrum of Exodus 25.31. Although many parts of this passage can
be traced to Daniel 7 and 10, two stem from Ezekiel 1. In verse
15, John describes Christ’s appearance: and fhus feet were like burnished
bronze, refined as in a _furnace, and his voice was like the sound of many waters.
That his feet are lke burnished bronze (Spowor yolkoAPove) seems to
be inspired by Ezekiel 1.7 which portrays the living creatures’ feet
as like gleaming bronze (og é€aotpdntov xohkdg).'® The auditory dimen-
sion of Christ’s manifestation also reveals a debt to the prophet, for
his voice is lke the sound of many waters (®OG eoVT VO&TOY TOAADV), an
element clearly derived from Ezekiel 1.24 where the living creatures’
wings produce the same noise (®g povnv ¥8orog TOAAOD).

Revelation makes more extensive use of Ezekiel 1 in chapter 4,
where various aspects of John’s experience of the celestial liturgy are
adapted from the prophet’s vision."” Ezekiel saw the heavens opened
(1.1); John views an open door in heaven (4.1). Like Ezckiel (1.26),
John looks upon a figure seated on a throne (4.2-3). John seems
more reluctant than Ezekiel to describe this being, speaking not of
a likeness as it were of a human form (bpolwuo dg €180 dvBpdrov) as his

' The links between these texts have been explored by Rowland (1975, 1980,
and 1982) and Halperin (1988), among others.

7 For example, “one like a son of man,” and “his head and his hair were white
as white wool.” Of course, these visions in Daniel are indebted to Ezekiel 1. For
an analysis of the use of Daniel 7 and 10 in Revelation 1.12-20, see Rowland
1980. For the dependence of Daniel 7 and 10 on Ezekiel 1, see Rowland 1975,
88ft; 1982, 971f; and Halperin 1988, 74-78.

'8 This use of Ezekiel in Revelation 1.15 may be mediated by Daniel 10.6 which
depicts the arms and feet of the man clothed in linen as like gleaming bronze (©Gel yohkdg
¢Eaotpoantov). However, Daniel’s vision is clearly dependent upon Ezekiel 1; see
note 16.

' The details of Ezekiel’s vision which appear in John’s—the four animals and
the figure seated on the throne—are mentioned throughout his work, but they are
described most fully in this initial account of the celestial liturgy.
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forebear does, but simply of one seated on the throne (o [éni 1ov Opdvov]
xoBnuevog) who appeared like jasper and carnelian.*® Another detail John
appears to take from Ezckiel (1.28) is the rainbow surrounding this
royal seat (4.3), though the two authors employ different words
(Ezekiel, t6Eov; Revelation, ipig). The flashes of lightning issuing from
the throne in John’s vision as well as the seven torches of fire before
it (4.5) may also be drawn from Ezekiel 1.13. Similarly, the glassy
sea in Revelation 4.6 almost certainly derives from the crystal-like
firmament of Ezekiel 1.22.' Perhaps the most important debt is
found in the animals John sees, although they are simpler than those
in Ezekiel 1: Revelation depicts four different creatures, each of which
has one face (lion, ox, man, or eagle), in contrast to the prophet’s
four identical beings, all of which have four countenances (man, lion,
ox, and eagle). This change is noteworthy insofar as patristic authors
discuss the faces of Ezekiel’s living creatures as if there were only
four rather than sixteen.”” The New Testament animals are full of
eves (4.8), a characteristic of the wheels seen by the prophet (1.18)
which are not included in Revelation 4. Like Ezekiel’s creatures,
John’s have wings, but instead of four, they have six as do the
seraphim in Isaiah 6.

Revelation’s dependence upon Ezekiel 1 functions in two ways
with regard to the Christian exegetical tradition. First, the very use
of the prophet’s vision in the New Testament ensures that later com-
mentators will feel compelled to ponder its meaning. At the same
time, the details borrowed from it become parts of another seer’s

% The figure seated on the throne is later said to be God (e.g., Rev 19.4), but
this identification does not endure in the patristic tradition which tends to take it
to be Christ. (Jerome is an exception here, referring it to both the Father and the
Son.) John’s reluctance to portray this entity more fully may reflect an increasing
tendency, also seen in certain intertestamental texts, to avoid anthropomorphisms when
speaking of God. See Rowland 1975, 64 and 1982, 85-87; Halperin 1988, 89.

2l Rowland 1982, 224-225; cf. Halperin, who also draws connections to I Enoch
14 (1988, 93).

# 'While Christians reduce the number of faces, Jewish interpreters move in the
opposite direction: the Targum records their total number as sixty-four! (Halperin
1988, 125-27)

# John’s description of the creatures as full of epes is derived from the Septuagint
translation of Ezekiel 1.18 which puts the eyes on the creatures rather than on the
wheels” rims. Also, Ezekiel 10.12 describes both the wheels and the creatures as
being covered with eyes. For the Septuagint reading, see Halperin 1988, 91 and
525; for the description of the wheels and creatures in Ezekiel 10.12, see Zimmerli
1979-83, 1.227.
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mysterious visions. As a result, Revelation provides little direct guid-
ance about how Ezekiel 1 should be understood. The New Testament
leaves unanswered the questions the Fathers will bring to this text,
particularly those concerning the nature of theophanies and the
significance Ezekiel’s experience holds for the Church.

From the second through the sixth centuries four still-extant exeget-
ical works on Ezekiel were produced: Origen’s Homilies on Ezekiel,
the first of which deals with the inaugural vision; two commentaries
which treat the entire prophetic book, one in Latin from Jerome
and one in Greek from Theodoret; and Gregory the Great’s Homilies
on Ezekiel in which he preaches on chapters 1-4.3 and 40.** While
these writings may be considered the backbone of the interpretive
tradition, much of the theologically significant exposition is found
embedded in commentaries or sermons on other biblical books, or
treatises on specific topics, from a number of different authors (e.g.,
Irenacus of Lyons, Eusebius of Caesarea, and Ambrose of Milan).

Finally, before turning to the patristic writers themselves, I should
mention briefly what this study is not. It is not an analysis of hermeneu-
tical theory but rather of exegetical practice. Although I will some-
times refer to the former, my focus will remain on the latter. Second,
when examining various authors’ readings of Ezekiel 1, it would be
tempting to draw conclusions about each one as a biblical com-
mentator. I refrain from doing this however, because to make such
judgments would require me to expand my focus beyond exegesis
of Ezekiel 1, a move which would necessitate a very different, and
much longer, book.” While my analysis of each author’s construal
of the vision may—and I hope will—suggest questions that should
be raised about his entire corpus, these must remain unanswered

2 At least three other commentaries were extant in antiquity: from Origen,
Apollinaris of Laodicea, and Polychronius of Apamea (see Christman 1995).

» See, for example, Kessler (1995), a study of Gregory the Great’s Homilies on
Ezekiel which examines this work in the context of his larger corpus and as monas-
tic theology. While Kessler discusses Gregory’s indebtedness to earlier authors, with
regard to exposition of Ezekiel 1, he focuses primarily on Jerome’s commentary
and the Latin translation of Origen’s homily (1995, 113-35, 240—45) and seems
unaware of some of the significant interpretive developments which surely influenced
Gregory (e.g., Ambrose’s treatments of Ezekiel 1 in de Viginitate and in Expositio
Psalmi 118). Moreover, although Kessler examines Gregory’s relation to his prede-
cessors, because the sermons cover Ezekiel 1-4.3 and 40, he can not give the exeget-
ical tradition of Ezekiel 1 the sustained attention it merits.
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here. Lastly, because theology and the exposition of Scripture are
essentially one in the patristic period, we shall deal with major issues
and controversies as we follow the evolution of the interpretive tra-
dition of Ezekiel 1. However, I will limit exploration of these to what
is necessary for understanding the role that explication of Ezekiel 1
plays in them.”® Again, I hope that my study will contribute to fruit-
ful reflection on these broader theological topics.

% For example, in chapter 3, which treats the role of exegesis of Ezekiel 1 in
discussions of God’s incomprehensibility, I examine texts in which patristic inter-
preters begin to make a distinction which corresponds to later discussions of God’s
essence and energies, an issue with major theological implications that cannot be
fully investigated here.



CHAPTER TWO

EZEKIEL’S VISION AND THE CHRISTIAN READING OF
OLD AND NEW TESTAMENTS

“See the Consonance of the Words of the Prophets and
the Gospels™"

This first major strand in the exegetical tradition of Ezekiel 1 is per-
haps the broadest in scope. As we will see in subsequent chapters,
the other two deal with relatively well-defined topics: the incompre-
hensibility of God and the life of Christian virtue. In contrast, the
first initially seems considerably more diffuse because it encompasses
three distinct motifs: 1) the four creatures of Ezekiel 1 and the four
gospels, 2) the Ezekiel-Christ typology, and 3) the chariot’s wheel
within a wheel as a sign of the relationship between Old and New
Testaments and of the spread of the Gospel not only throughout
the world but also in the individual believer. These motifs might ini-
tially appear to be independent of each other. However, they should
be understood as parts of a single interpretive theme because they
share a central focus: in each of them, the Fathers are keen to
explore how particular details of the prophet’s vision demonstrate
the unity of Old and New Testaments.

The artificiality of separating this first dominant strand from the
other two will be most clear in this chapter, particularly since it is
closely knitted to them in a variety of ways. But this strand’s inter-
connectedness with the other two goes beyond simply those passages
in which we can see it woven together with one of them, because
it assumes and establishes the very foundation not only for Christian
commentary on Ezekiel 1 but also for reading the entire Old Testament
through the lens of Christ. Thus, the explication of the prophet’s
vision which focuses upon the Bible and its intrinsic unity is part of
both the developing interpretive tradition and the larger body of the-
ological reflection aimed at showing that the Old Testament is a

' Origen, Hom in Ezech. 1.3, quoted in de Lubac 1998, 440 n. 52.
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Christian book which, even as it recounts the past events of God’s
relationship with his people, always looks forward to Christ and his
body, the Church. It is simultaneously a formulation of and a practical
application of the method of Christian exegesis. I have treated this
strand before the others because its concern to demonstrate the one-
ness of the Testaments gives it logical and theological priority.? The
other two are dependent upon it because, by displaying the chris-
tocentric character of all of Scripture, it forms the basis for all other
construals.’

THE FOUR CREATURES OF EZEKIEL 1 AND THE FOUR (GOSPELS

This motif, which appears more frequently than any other inter-
pretation of the prophet’s vision, consists of a correlation between
the four creatures of Ezekiel 1 and the gospels. Conceived by Irenaeus
of Lyons, it was reproduced by numerous authors and depicted
repeatedly in Christian art, from the Book of Kells to stained glass
windows throughout the world. Irenaeus introduces it in Book III
of Adversus haereses,* finding in Ezekiel’s vision support for his claim
against Marcion and Gnostics that there can be only the four gospels
of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, no more, no less. While Irenacus
stresses this fourfold quality of the Good News, his discussion also

? The second exegetical strand, focusing on God’s incomprehensibility, has its
beginnings in Irenacus of Lyons, as does the first. (The third appears initially in
Origen.) Nonetheless, even though these two strands share chronological priority,
the first still takes precedence theologically because it establishes the possibility,
indeed the necessity, of a Christian reading of the Old Testament.

* This point parallels de Lubac’s observations regarding the order in which
medieval writers enunciated the senses of Scripture. Some authors list them as lit-
eral (or historical), moral (or tropological), allegorical, and anagogical. However,
others articulate a sequence that “puts allegory right after history” and this, accord-
ing to de Lubac, “expresses authentic doctrine in both its fullness and its purity”
(1998, 115). This second arrangement (literal/historical, allegorical, moral, and ana-
gogical) is theologically superior because, by placing the allegorical directly after the
historical and before the moral, it first confirms that the entire Bible speaks about
Christ. Then, all other readings, whether moral or anagogical, are implicitly grounded
in that prior allegorical and christocentric interpretation.

* Citations are made to the Sources chrétiennes edition of Adversus haereses. Irenacus
wrote in Greek, but his treatise is preserved in its entirety only in Latin, although
the original Greek of some passages has been preserved. Thus, when presenting the
original text behind a translation, I have given the Latin first and then, when avail-
able, the Greek.
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underscores the gospels’ inherent unity which is derived from God’s
identity.

The “principles ( principia/ dpyot) of the Gospel,” Irenacus explains,
are that there is one God, creator of the universe, to whom the
prophets bore witness, and who is the Father of Jesus Christ. Because
they are founded so firmly on these tenets, Matthew, Mark, Luke,
and John prove the Gnostics’ errors: the particular gospel each respec-
tive heretical group turns to for confirmation of its beliefs actually
refutes them. Thus, for example, the Gospel according to Matthew
does not, as the Ebionites think, validate their theology, but rather
undermines it. In effect, Irenacus claims that each gospel contains
within itself the remedy for those who misread it.” Although he does
not explicitly say this, his remarks suggest that this corrective is inti-
mately connected to the “principles of the Gospel,” the claim that
the God of the Old Testament who revealed himself to the prophets
both fashioned the cosmos and is the one whom Jesus calls Father.

That the Good News is proclaimed in a fourfold way—in Matthew,
Mark, Luke, and John—does not undermine its unity but rather
reinforces it. Just as there are “four regions of the world” and “four
universal winds” so it is fitting, Irenaeus explains, that the Church
“scattered through the whole world” which is upheld by the “Spirit
of life” and the evangelical tidings, “should have four pillars (cf. 1
Tim 3.15), breathing out incorruptibility on every side and reviving
human beings.”® From this he concludes, “the Creator of all things,
the Word, who sits upon the Cherubim (Ps 79.2 LXX) and sustains all
things (cf. Wis 1.7)” gave a four-fold Gospel that is united by one
spirit and is reflected in the cherubim’s four faces which are “images
of the Son of God’s work.”’

Irenacus lists the four creatures and the aspect of the Logos’ work
that each symbolizes. The lion, he explains, represents Christ’s impe-
rial and royal qualities, the calf his sacrificial and priestly role, the

> Haer. TIL.11.7.

6 Ibid., III.11.8. In his commentary on Revelation, G.B. Caird considers that the
identification of the cherubim, and thus the four living creatures, with the four
winds arose naturally from 2 Samuel 22.11 and Psalm 18.10, both of which jux-
tapose the image of God flying on a cherub with a reference to the wind (1966,
64). In bringing together the notion of the Church scattered throughout the world
and the four winds Irenacus may also be dependent upon Matthew 24.31 and
Dudache 10.5. See Clabeaux 1997, 265 n. 26.

7 Haer. 111.11.8.
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man® his advent among human beings, and the eagle the gift of the
Spirit hovering over the Church. These features of the divine econ-
omy, and the animals that denote them, signify the four gospels.
The lion corresponds to the Gospel according to John since its pro-
logue describes the Word’s “original, efficacious, and glorious gen-
eration from the Father.” Luke’s proclamation is depicted by the
calf, for it begins with the priest Zechariah offering sacrifice to God.
The man’s countenance indicates Matthew because he opens with
Jesus’ genealogy and emphasizes his humility and gentleness. Finally,
the eagle stands for Mark’s version of the Good News since his first
chapter manifests the spirit of the prophets through quotations from
them.”

For Irenaeus, the Word’s activity, as represented by the gospels
and the creatures’ faces, can be seen in the history of salvation. The
Logos, “in accordance with his divinity,” signified by the lion, spoke
to the patriarchs before the time of Moses. During the era of the
law, he provided for “priestly and liturgical service,” as denoted by
the calf. Then, after the Incarnation, represented by the man, he
sent the gift of the Spirit, symbolized by the eagle. Irenacus explains
that just as the Son of God’s labors throughout the ages correspond
to the form of the four creatures, so also they are congruent with
the character of the Gospel, and concludes: “The animals are four-
fold, the Gospel is fourfold, and the Lord’s work is fourfold.”"

When Irenaeus introduces the living creatures in this section, he
does so by quoting Revelation 4.7 rather than the Septuagint text
of Ezekiel 1."' However, that he is also thinking of Ezekiel can be
seen by his referring to them as the four-faced cherubim. In his
opening vision, the prophet never calls the four animals “cherubim,”

® The Septuagint text of Ezekiel 1 has &vBpwnog, while the Vulgate has homo,
for the Hebrew ‘adam. While each of these words could be translated as “human
being,” I have consistently rendered them as “man” because the interpreters clearly
understood this figure to be male.

% Haer. TI1.11.8.

1 Thid.

' Cf. Dassmann 1985, 161. Revelation 4 describes four animals, each of which
possesses a different face, while Ezekiel 1 speaks of four creatures all of which have
four different visages. Thus, Irenacus’ reference to “four-faced cherubim,” makes it
clear that he is thinking of Ezekiel’s vision. Cf. Augustine, Tract. Ev. lo. 36.5, where
he explicitly mentions both Ezekiel and Revelation when making the correlations
between the living creatures and the gospels (CCL 36, 327.9-39).
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but he gives them this name in chapters 9-11, and carly Christians
take this identification for granted. Irenacus’ comment that the four
gospels are united by one spirit may also be an indication that he
had Ezekiel 1 in mind, because verses 19—21 describe the harmo-
nious movement of the four wheels attached to the creatures as
resulting from the spirit in the wheels.

In this passage the quadriform nature of Ezckiel’s living creatures
validates Irenacus’ claim against Marcion and the Gnostics that there
were four, and only four, gospels. His tactic of correlating the faces
to the gospels will be adopted by numerous authors and become a
topos in Christian literature. However, this correspondence does not
remain static, and different versions of it appear in subsequent writers.'

One of these later expositors is Jerome, whose correlation of the
gospels to the living creatures will become dominant, especially in
medieval art. In his Commentary on Ezekiel" Jerome follows Irenaeus
in understanding the man and the calf to symbolize Matthew and
Luke respectively, but he considers that the lion signifies Mark because
this gospel begins with Isaiah’s prophecy, “A voice crying in the
wilderness: Prepare the way of the Lord, make straight his paths,”
and the eagle points to John by virtue of its lofty opening, “In the
beginning was the Word.”" In his Homilies on Ezekiel” Gregory the

2 Because so many authors employ this /opos, I treat only the few who intro-
duce a substantive variant on it. For a comprehensive listing, sce Zahn 1883, 257-75;
cf. Borret in Origen 1989, 94 n. 1. On artistic depictions of the creatures as the
evangelists, see Neuss, 1912.

¥ In 410 CE, some thirty years after translating Origen’s Homilies on Ezekiel,
Jerome began his own exposition of the prophet, thus fulfilling a promise he had
made to Eustochium and her mother, Paula, who was by this time deceased. (On
Jerome’s practice of composing commentaries for individuals’ private study, see Jay
1985a, 48-9.) Soon after starting it, he was interrupted by news of both Alaric’s
invasion of Rome and the deaths of several friends, including Pammachius and
Marcella. Overwhelmed by grief, he set it aside (CCL 75, 3.1-14; cf. Kelly 1975,
304; Cavallera 1922, 1.317-20, 11.52-3, 164). A year later he resumed his labors
and was able to complete the first three books before he suspended work again
because of the chaos ensuing from an invasion of Egypt, Palestine, Phoenicia, and
Syria. He returned to it the final time in 412 and finished it in 414, so that it is
his last complete commentary. On Jerome’s exegesis, see Jay 1985a and 1985b; for
a fuller discussion of the composition and characteristics of his Commentary on Ezekiel,
see Christman 1995, chapter 5.

" Ezech. 1.1.6-8a (CCL 75, 11.191-202). In this passage Jerome does not explain
why the lion signifies Mark. However, in both his Commentary on Matthew and Tractatus
m Marct Evangelium he likens the “voice crying in the wilderness” to a lion’s roar
(CCL 77, 3.55-4.84; CCL 78, 451.1-10).

5 Gregory preached these homilies, which treat the prophet’s vision in greater
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Great relates the four countenances to the gospelers according to
Jerome’s pattern.'® However, in a characteristic move, he is not con-
tent with the meaning passed down in the tradition, but embellishes
it in several different ways.

Gregory first elaborates on the standard correlation of the crea-
tures’ faces to the gospels through what could be called an escha-
tological interpretation which takes the four evangelists to be an apt
image for the elect of the Church."” He finds this in the prophet’s
initial description of the creatures emerging from a fiery cloud with
brightness all around it (Ez 1.4-5). The cloud also has flashing fire, and
in the midst of this is electrum, a mixture of silver and gold that
Gregory had previously explained to be a symbol of the union of
human and divine in the person of Christ.'® These images of bright-
ness, fire, and electrum prompt him to quote several biblical verses
which he reads as descriptions of Christ’s judgment at the end of
time: Matthew 24.27, 1 Corinthians 3.13, Psalm 49.3 (LXX), and

detail than any earlier extant text, in 593 while he and the people of Rome ner-
vously anticipated the Lombards’ invasion, and he revised them for publication eight
years later. His original audience surely included monks from St. Andrew’s, the
monastery he had founded on his family estate, and perhaps some educated laity
and exiled bishops. For the dating of Gregory’s composition and revision of the
Homilies on Ezekiel, see Recchia (1974, 25-26) and McClure (1978, 217), but cf.
Meyvaert who doubts this generally accepted date (1978-79, 202 n. 25). The ques-
tion of Gregory’s audience centers around his statement that he delivered the first
series of homilies coram populo (Hom. Ez., praef. 4) and whether this implies a litur-
gical setting with a lectio continua of Ezekiel or a public delivery to a more select
circle. McClure (1978, 217-19) considers that it consisted primarily of monks, while
Recchia (1974, 32-35) and Meyvaert (1978-79, 202 n. 25) envision a more diverse
group. J. Richards has described the Homilies on Ezekiel as “an extended lamenta-
tion over the destruction of Rome and the way it should be responded to” (1980,
54). Although Gregory does allude to these circumstances in the sermons dealing
with Ezekiel 1, it is not one of his major concerns.

The work is divided into two books: the first comprises twelve discourses on
Ezekiel 1.1-4.3, and the second covers Ezekiel 40 in ten sermons. I shall be con-
cerned primarily with the first eight homilies of Book 1, since these deal with the
prophet’s inaugural vision. Although Gregory’s treatment of Ezekiel 1 is sermonic,
he attends to every detail of the text, moving through it verse by verse, as if he
were writing a commentary. Also, although each homily can stand on its own, when
read in succession they are clearly interconnected. Citations are to the Sources chré-
liennes edition.

% Hom. Ez. 1.2.15, 18 and 1.4.1. In 1.2.15 and 18 Gregory simply states that the
four faces represent the evangelists. In 1.4.1 he actually lays out the correspondence
between each particular visage and gospeler.

7 Ibid., 1.2.17-18.

'® Ibid., 1.2.14. See the discussion of Gregory’s christological reading of the elec-
trum in the section on the Ezekiel-Christ typology below.
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2 Peter 3.10. But, Gregory explains, Christ will not return alone,
for he will be accompanied by “all the saints who left this world
perfectly.” The evangelists—and thereby the living creatures’ coun-
tenances—fittingly represent these saints, “the number of all the per-
fect,” because, Gregory concludes, “all those who now have been
perfected in the Church learned the righteousness of their perfec-
tion through the gospels.”"

This interpretation deserves our attention for several reasons. First,
two of the verses Gregory quotes concerning Christ’s return as judge,
1 Corinthians 3.13 and 2 Peter 3.10, contain the word “fire” (ignis)
found in Ezekiel 1.4. A third, Psalm 49.3, includes not only “fire”
but also the phrase ‘all around 1t’ (in circuitu eius) which occurs in
Ezekiel 1.4. The fourth, Matthew 24.27, does not share any exact
vocabulary with Ezckiel 1.4, but uses the term fulgur, a synonym for
splendor which appears in Ezekiel 1.4.*° Thus, Gregory’s eschatolog-
ical reading of Ezekiel 1.4-5 is firmly grounded in linguistic ties to
other biblical texts. The second critical feature of his exposition lies
in the way he brings together the prophet’s vision and the Church
in his own day. Irenacus’ correlation joined the faces and the evan-
gelists, and thereby asserted the unity of Old and New Testaments.
Gregory does not abandon this link between the prophet and the
New Testament authors, but forges it more strongly by establishing
the continuity which extends from the four creatures of Ezekiel 1 to
the gospelers to Christ’s followers in the present. As a result, his exe-
gesis tacitly underscores the notion that the Old Testament is a book
of the Church.”!

Gregory embellishes his reading of the living creatures in other
ways also.” Like his predecessors, in his initial comments on the
faces he focuses on the four different visages, taking them to denote
the evangelists. He elaborates on this in the third homily, however,
in a move that seems to derive from the prophet’s seeing not merely

1 Gregory elaborates on the four faces as symbols of the elect in a section of a
later homily, 1.4.2, a treatment of Ezekiel 1.10-12.

% Fulgur means “a flash of lightning,” while splendor can mean a “flash of light”
(OLD, 744, 1808).

2l In a delightful twist on Gregory’s exegesis which reinforces this idea, later
interpreters will find the living creatures’ faces to be symbols not only of the evan-
gelists but also of the four doctors of the Church, Ambrose, Augustine, Jerome,
and Gregory the Great himself. See de Lubac 1998, 5-6.

2 Hom. Ez. 1.3.1-2.
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one but rather four creatures with four countenances. Gregory starts
with the description in Ezekiel 1.6, each had four faces, and each had
Jour wings and observes that the countenances must signify knowl-
edge (notitia), because the face reveals the person, while the wings
must betoken flight, as the example of birds indicates. From this he
concludes that the creatures’ visages “pertain to faith (ad fidem)” and
their wings to contemplation (ad contemplationem). These observations
lead him to play with the ideas of faith and knowledge, wings and
contemplation. While we know one another “by face,” we are known
by God through our faith (per fidem), he explains, appealing to John
10.14 (I am the good shepherd; I know my own and my own know me . . .)
for support. That contemplation is symbolized by the wings, he adds,
shows that through it (per contemplationem) we are lifted above our-
selves. From these remarks focused on the ongoing experience of
Christians, Gregory returns to Ezekiel 1, quoting again a portion of
verse 6, each had four faces, and finding in this detail an affirmation
of the gospels’ unanimity:

If you ask what Matthew thinks about the Incarnation of the Lord, it
is obviously what Mark, Luke, and John think. If you ask what John
thinks, it is without a doubt what Luke, Mark, and Matthew think. If
you ask what Mark thinks, it is what Matthew, John, and Luke think.
Finally, if you ask what Luke thinks, it is the same as that which John,
Matthew, and Mark think. Therefore, each had four faces, since in each
one the knowledge of faith (notitia fider), by which they are known by
God, is what it is simultaneously in all four. Moreover, whatever you
find in one, this you rightly find in all four at the same time.?

Although it is never entirely clear, the basis for Gregory’s under-
standing of the gospelers’ harmony seems to be that there are four
creatures (perhaps one creature stands for one gospel), and each pos-
sesses four identical visages (perhaps representing each gospel’s con-
currence with the other three). He explains to his audience the
characteristics of the evangelists’ unity, finding in their countenances
and wings the most important dimension of their agreement: their
preaching about Christ’s humanity and divinity. The creatures’ wings
illustrate their contemplation of his divine nature, while their faces
witness to his human nature since they turn them to look upon him
in his body.*

# Ibid., L3.1, 1. 12-21.
2 Ibid., 1.3.2. Although Gregory does not explain what he means when he
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It would be easy to pronounce Gregory’s view of the gospelers’
harmony naive and unsophisticated. However, that he discusses their
concord precisely with regard to the Incarnation suggests that the
consensus he discerns among them reflects recognition of their broad
and fundamental theological agreement on the person of Christ,
rather than an attempt to gloss over or dismiss their distinctive
aspects.” Although he understands the four creatures to express the
evangelists’ unity in their proclamation of Christ, he is not oblivious
to differences among them,” and in his fourth homily he introduces
several more variations on the basic interpretation of the faces which
are grounded in the way each connotes its particular gospeler.” He
begins this sermon by outlining Jerome’s correlations of them: the
man stands for Matthew because he starts with Jesus’ human geneal-
ogy; the lion represents Mark because of his quotation of Isaiah 40;
Luke’s emphasis on sacrifice in the story of Zechariah corresponds
to the calf; and the exalted opening of John concentrates on Christ’s
divinity as an eagle focuses on the sun. Gregory’s next exegetical
move is based both on the specific theological import of the four
countenances and on his earlier reading of them as icons not only
of the gospels but also of all the elect. He observes that “all the
elect are members of our Redeemer, and our Redeemer himself is
the head of all of them,” drawing on the pauline conception of the
Church as the body of Christ.* Since he has already established
that the four visages denote this body, he concludes that nothing

describes the evangelists as turning their faces to see the incarnate Christ, he is
probably thinking of the creatures as turning around to look at the human figure
of Ezekiel 1.26-27 whom they carry and whom Gregory, like earlier interpreters,
takes to represent Christ.

» In their assertion of the unanimity of the biblical witness to Christ the Fathers
have not been viewed favorably by historical-critical exegetes, who have often char-
acterized them as “unsophisticated” (cf. Birdsall, 1990) and as projecting doctrine
(e.g., the Nicene homoousion) onto the biblical texts. For an argument that the Nicene
homouston “is neither imposed on the New Testament texts, nor distantly deduced
Jrom the texts, but rather, describes a pattern of judgements present i the texts,”
see Yeago 1997. Although Yeago focuses specifically on the Nicene homoousion, argu-
ments similar to his could be made with regard to other doctrines.

% See Augustine’s De consensu evangelistarum (especially 1.3.5-7.10 and IV.10.11) for
a similar approach to this same issue that includes brief and undeveloped allusions
to Ezekiel’s vision.

¥ Hom, Ez. 1.4.1-2.

%1 Cor 12.27; Eph 1.23, 4.12, 5.23; Col 1.18 and 2.19.
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prevents us from also taking them to symbolize Christ himself and
delineates how each one exemplifies his characteristics:

For the only-begotten Son of God himself truly became a man. He
deigned to die like a calf in a sacrifice for our redemption. He rose
like a lion by virtue of his strength. Also, the lion is said to sleep with
its eyes open since, in that death—in which, because of his human-
ity, our Redeemer could sleep—by continuing to be immortal through
his divinity, he remained awake. Finally, since Christ ascended into
the heavens after his resurrection, he was lifted to the heights like an
cagle. Therefore, for us, all of this means that he became a man by
his birth, a calf by his death, a lion by his resurrection, and an eagle
by his ascension into heaven.*

Gregory’s understanding of the four countenances as pointing to
Christ is interesting because it makes explicit what was implied in
Irenaeus’ original interpretation of them. In correlating them to the
gospels, Irenaeus was illustrating the unity of the Old and New
Testaments, but when doing this, he did not overtly claim that Christ
is the ultimate object of the Old Testament.*® Thus, when Gregory
directly connects the four visages to Christ, he is simply setting out
with greater clarity the concept which was tacitly the underpinning
of Irenaeus’ original interpretation.

After displaying how the four faces connote Christ, Gregory returns
to his observation in the second homily that, since they symbolize
the evangelists, they also denote “the number of all the perfect”
because the elect attain their status through the gospels’ tutelage.”

2 Hom. Ez. 1.4.1. Gregory is perhaps dependent upon Ambrose here. In the pro-
logue to his Expositio evangeliv secundum Lucam Ambrose refers to the correlation of
the four animals of Revelation 4—he does not directly connect this to Ezekiel—
and the gospels. He comments on the aptness of the calf as a symbol for Luke
because it is a priestly sacrifice as Christ was. He then relates the four animals to
Christ himself:

...some think that our Lord himself is represented in the four forms of ani-
mals corresponding to the four gospels: that he is a man, a lion, a calf, and
an eagle. He is a man, since he was born of Mary; a lion, since he is so brave;
a calf, since he is a sacrifice; and an eagle, since he is the resurrection. (CCL
14, 5.128-6.132)
Gregory has followed Ambrose’s basic outline, except that he has more clearly
brought out the language of virtue in the description of Christ as a lion, and sub-
stituted the ascension for the resurrection in his remarks about the eagle.

% Trenacus makes this claim explicitly elsewhere. For example, in Adversus haere-
ses IV.2.3 he asserts, “The writings of Moses are the words of Christ.”

U Hom. Ez. 1.2.18. For Gregory, the righteousness (rectitudo) that characterizes the
elect comes from imitating Christ (Morel 1986).
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Here he develops this earlier point, explaining that the righteous
person, like Jesus, is a man, calf, lion, and ecagle:

Therefore, since everyone who is just becomes a man through reason,
a calf through the sacrifice of his mortification, a lion through the
strength of calmness, and an eagle through contemplation, cach per-
fected Christian can rightly be signified by these holy animals.*

Gregory’s comments are noteworthy in several ways. As we saw
above in Homily 1.2.14, when demonstrating the unity of Old and
New Testaments he is not content simply to illumine the relation-
ship between Ezekiel 1 and Christ. Rather, he pushes his exegesis
further, showing how this connection extends to the Church. While
the living creatures’ four countenances look forward to their fulfillment
in the incarnate Word, they also continually anticipate their real-
ization in the lives of those who through imitating Christ—by becom-
ing a man, lion, calf, and eagle as he did—are made perfect in
righteousness. Furthermore, Gregory’s construal not only shows how
he intertwines this first strand of exposition with the third which
focuses on virtue, but also offers a concrete example of de Lubac’s
contention that a text’s allegorical sense has theological precedence
over its moral or tropological meaning.”® That the perfected Christian
becomes a man, lion, calf, and eagle—the moral interpretation—
only occurs insofar as that person conforms to Christ’s consumma-
tion of the qualities exemplified by the four faces—the allegorical.
Finally, in this passage as in Homily 1.2.14, we see that although
Gregory gives priority to the christological dimension of the passage,
his concern for its moral lessons is always evident, a prominent fea-
ture of his preaching which we will return to in chapter 4.

TueE EzeriEL-CHRIST TYPOLOGY

The Prophet and Christ

While Gregory the Great’s reading of the four countenances is much
more elaborate than Irenaeus’, its basic point is the same: the faces
of the prophet’s vision prefigure the gospels. When Irenaeus first pre-
sents this interpretation, he does not explicitly state that the ultimate

2 Tbid., 1.4.2.

% See note 3 above.
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subject of the Old Testament is Christ. Nonetheless, this claim tac-
itly undergirds his explication of the four visages, and it appears out-
right elsewhere in Adversus haereses. However, in the Ezekiel-Christ
typology, the link between Old and New Testaments is made even
more directly as commentators discover connections between Jesus
and not only the prophet himself but also the specifics of his vision.

Origen is the first to articulate this typology, and although others
replicate it, his formulation of it remains the fullest and most-devel-
oped through the sixth century, since subsequent exegetes usually
condense and only rarely amplify his original interpretation. He sets
it out in his Homily 1 on Ezekiel?* the first of a series of fourteen
homilies on this prophetic book which he delivered in Caesarea in
Palestine probably sometime between 239 and 242* and which have
come down to us only in Jerome’s Latin translation.

Origen introduces the typology by stressing that Christ is the key
to understanding the Bible: “If you wish to hear Ezekiel, the son of
man, preaching in captivity, understand him as a type of Christ.”*
With this Origen suggests to his audience that the prophet’s words
are addressed to them, Christians of the third century, and they can

* This homily is not a verse-by-verse exposition, but treats only Ezeckiel 1.1-7,
10, 12, 16, and 27, and more than half of it focuses on 1.1-3. Unfortunately this
is the only extant work on the prophet’s vision that we have from Origen. He
wrote a Commentary on Ezekiel containing twenty-five books, according to Eusebius
(H.E. 6.32.1), but it has not survived. However, PG 13 prints two sections of frag-
ments on Ezekiel attributed to him. The first consists of passages thought to be
from the lost commentary (PG 13.664—65), but these do not contain any material
on Ezekiel 1. The second is entitled Selecta in Ezechielem (PG 13.767-823). These
selecta, culled from the catenae and not yet edited, include short excerpts from both
the lost commentary and the original Greek text of Origen’s homilies (CPG I, 1442).
Only a few treat Ezekiel 1 and 10; they comprise just two columns of Greek text.
However, since Origen may have presented in his commentary an interpretation
consistent with or identical to that found in his homily, we cannot always be cer-
tain whether any given passage in the selecta preserves the Greek behind Jerome’s
translation of the homily or a section of the lost commentary. While I sometimes
draw the reader’s attention to the selecta in footnotes, my analysis and arguments
are based on Jerome’s translation of Origen’s homily.

# Borret in Origen 1989, 9-15; cf. Nautin 1977, 401-5. Borret basically follows
Nautin. Halperin has serious doubts about Nautin’s dating, but himself admits that
he cannot offer an alternate hypothesis (1988, 337-38). On the question of audi-
ence, Dassmann says that Origen delivered them to catechumens (1988, 1152), but
I know of no evidence that those already baptized were excluded.

% Hom. in Ezech. 1.4.1-2. T follow Joseph W. Trigg’s translation (1990), occa-
sionally making changes. Citations are to the Sources chrétiennes edition.
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apprehend his message by looking for the ways in which he signifies
Christ.
In Origen’s reading, Ezekiel points to Christ with his initial words:

In the thirtieth year, in the fourth month, on the fifih day of the month, as I was
among the extles by the river Chebar, the heavens were opened . . .

The typology’s first feature is based on the phrase In the thirtieth year
which presented many ancient interpreters with a conundrum, as it
still does for modern exegetes. From what era or event were the
thirty years to be counted? Origen exhibits none of the uncertainty
of later commentators, and without hesitation assumes that this indi-
cates the prophet’s age.”” Ezekiel’s location on the banks of a river
and the opening of the heavens are also components of the typol-
ogy: when the prophet was thirty years old, alongside the river
Chebar, he saw a breach in the firmament, just as Jesus, at the same
age, witnessed the heavens part when he was baptized in the river
Jordan.*® Similarly, the vision’s date prefigures sacramental realities,
Origen explains, because i the fourth month on the fifth day of the month
refers to the fourth month of the Jewish year. Thus Ezekiel’s expe-
rience occurred in January, the time when Jesus was baptized.”
Origen offers another possible explanation as to why Ezekiel
received his vision m the fourth month on the fifth day of the month. The
connection here is not to Jesus’ baptism, but rather to the Incarnation
when, he observes, the Word both assumed a human body made
up of “the four elements of the world” and received “the human

¥ Among ancient interpreters, Jerome ultimately seems to agree with Origen,
but he expresses some reservations and discusses the difficulties involved in dating
the thirtieth year (Ezech. 1.1a, CCL 75, 5.1-20). Palladius, treating Ezekiel 9.1-6, con-
curs with Origen (v. Chrps. 18; PG 47.64). Theodoret focuses on determining the
vision’s date with respect to the chronology of the exile and on the question of
whether the thirtieth year was a jubilee year (PG 81.816b—820b). Gregory the Great
follows Origen in considering the thirtieth year to be a reference to the prophet’s age
(Hom. Fz. 1.2.5). Origen’s reading of the thirtieth year is usually dismissed by con-
temporary interpreters, but a few approve of it. For this and other related issues,
see Greenberg 1983, 39—40, Zimmerli 1979-83, 1.112-15, and Miller 1992, 499-503.

% Hom. in Ezech. 1.4.5-9. Jesus’ age at his baptism is reported only in Luke 3.23.

% Ibid., 1.4.53-68. Origen insists that the months are to be counted according
to the calendar that begins with Rosh Hashana which places the vision in January.
In contrast, some Jewish sources start with the month of Passover. The Visions of
LEzekiel puts the prophet’s experience in the month of Tammuz, when Pentecost
(Shabuot) is celebrated. See Levey 1987, 20 and 21, n. 2; cf. Gruenwald 1972.
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senses.”* In this comment he both links Ezekiel and Christ and
argues against those who question the truth of the Incarnation.

Other parts of the typology not only bolster Origen’s defense of
the Incarnation’s authenticity, but also undermine heterodox beliefs
that the Creator is not the one whom Jesus calls Father. As Origen
elaborates the ways in which Ezekiel prefigures Christ, these doctri-
nal concerns become clearer. The epithet son of man, he explains, is
applied to both men, and thereby indicates the genuineness of Christ’s
humanity.” The very name “Ezekiel” also looks forward, for it means
“power of God” and who except Christ, he asks, is the power of
God? In addition, the definition of the prophet’s surname, son of
Buzi, is “held in contempt.”* The theological import of Ezekiel’s
patronymic becomes clear as Origen argues against heterodox views
of Jesus and the Father:

If you encounter the heretics and hear them rejecting the Creator,
counting him for naught, even indicting him of crimes, you will see
that my Lord Jesus Christ is the son of the one who is, in their opin-
ion, a most contemptible Creator. What if someone should object,
someone who does not want to understand the prophecy as we inter-
pret 1t? I would ask that person why it is in fact recorded in Scripture
that, in the thirtieth year of Ezekiel’s life, the heavens were opened
and he saw those visions that are contained in his book. What difference
does the number of years make to me, except this, that I learn that
in their thirtieth years the heavens were opened to both the Savior
and the prophet, and comparing spiritual things to spiritual (cf. 1 Cor 2.13),
I recognize that all the things that are written are words of the same

God?*

Three other details from Ezekiel’s opening lines confirm Origen’s
typology. The statement in verse 1, and I was in the mudst of captivity,
also provides a parallel to Christ:

The words and I was mn the midst of captivity are, it seems to me, spo-
ken ironically. “Even I,” as if a prophet should say in history, “Even
I, who took no part in the sin of the people, / was in the midst of
captivity.” By the same token, allegorically, Christ could say, “even I
came to a place of captivity, I came to those limits, where I served,

Y Hom. in Ezech. 1.4.64—68. Although Origen does not enumerate the five senses
he clearly understands the fifih day to symbolize them.

1 Ibid., 1.4.9-21.

2 Ibid., 1.4.34-38.

# Ibid., 1.4.38-50.
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where I was detained as a captive.” This is the way our Savior speaks
in the person of the prophets.*

The next phrase in Ezekiel 1.1, the heavens were opened, signifies Christ’s
advent, for prior to this the heavens had been closed. This breach
of the firmament at the Incarnation allows the Holy Spirit’s descent
upon Jesus at his baptism.* Finally, verse 3 also pertains to Christ,
Origen explains, for the word of the Lord that came to the prophet is
none other than the Logos described in John 1.1 “who in the begin-
ning was with the Father.”* This is the typology’s last major ele-
ment; in the remainder of the homily he focuses on the vision’s
moral interpretation.

Replicating much of this typology in his Commentary on Ezekiel,
Jerome expands on the connection Origen had drawn between the
site. of the vision along the Chebar and Christ’s baptism."” Both
Daniel and Ezekiel, he notes, received “revelations of the future” on
riverbanks in order to manifest the power of baptism. The meaning
of water is revealed even more in the account of Paul’s being “washed
in the Lord” by Ananias (Acts 9.18) and in the report of the emer-
gence of living things from the seas (Gen 1.20).* Jerome’s elabora-
tion on Origen’s exegesis is interesting because, by bringing in Genesis
and Acts, he reinforces the link Origen forged between the Old and
New Testaments. But he also extends this through an explicit tie to
the body of Christ in his own day, as Gregory the Great did in his
development of Irenaeus’ reading of the four faces. Jerome accepts

" Ibid., 1.5.1-8.
® Ibid., 1.6.2-4.
1o Ibid., 1.9.1-10.8. This interpretation is not, strictly speaking, typological. I have

included 1t in this section, however, because Origen presents it in the context of
the typology. He routinely understands the phrase the word of the Lord to refer to
Christ. See Crouzel 1989, 70.

7 Ezech. 1.1a-3b, CCL 75, 5.1-7.78. Jerome basically follows Origen, but he
does not say that “the thirtieth year” is a reference to the prophet’s age, although
it seems implicit in his interpretation. Elsewhere, he is not hesitant to link the ages
of Ezekiel and Jesus. For example, in his exposition of Isaiah 5.10, when com-
menting on the mystical qualities of the number 10, he writes: et de tricenario, in quo
prophetavit Hiezechiel et Dominus baptizatus est . . . (Is. 5.10, CCL 73, 70.27-28; cf. Tract.
Mare. 13.32-33, CCL 78, 500.151-63).

. FEzech. 1.3a, CCL 75, 6.46-52. Theodoret makes a similar observation, com-
menting that the vision’s location along the Chebar signifies “the salvation of all
human beings, and shows plainly the knowledge of God that will come to the faith-
ful through the new birth of water” (PG 81.821b), but does not tie this to Jesus’
baptism.
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the typology joining the prophet beside the Chebar to Jesus in the
Jordan, but he builds on it, discerning a token of the Church’s sacra-
ment of rebirth in Ezekiel’s (and Daniel’s) location.*

Gregory the Great reproduces the basic Ezekiel-Christ typology
set forth by Jerome and Origen, but instead of enlarging upon their
expositions, he abbreviates them: Gregory’s treatment is slightly shorter
than Jerome’s, and Jerome had already condensed Origen’s.”” It
might be easy to conclude from this that the influence of Origen’s
interpretation wanes as the tradition develops. This, however, would
be a mistake, because it would fail to recognize the fundamental
significance of Origen’s exegetical program, not simply of Ezekiel
but of the entire Old Testament.

It 1s difficult to overstate the seminal role played by Origen in
the emergence of a distinctively Christian and comprehensive read-
ing of Scripture. His impact can be gauged by comparing him with
Irenacus, whose remarks are also foundational for the tradition. In
his construal of the four living creatures, and throughout Adversus
haereses, Irenaeus attempts to demonstrate that the Old Testament is
the Church’s book, a witness to the God whom Jesus calls Father.
Exegesis is at the heart of this work, and it goes hand in hand with
theology. However, Adversus haereses 1s a treatise, not a commentary,
and therefore Irenaeus’ approach to the sacred text is ad hoc: he
deals with the passages most germane to the theological issue under
discussion. Although he is guided by the premise of the Bible’s unity,
the result of his ad hoc style is that much of the Old Testament
receives little or no attention. This way of proceeding is character-
istic of patristic authors until the third century when Origen revo-
lutionized Christian exegesis. While Origen’s legacy shapes later
writers in many ways, perhaps his most impressive contribution is
his contention that, because Christ is the key to Scripture, the
Christian interpreter not only can but also ought to treat the entire

* That Origen fails to connect the site of the vision to baptism does not mean
he was unconcerned with the way it foreshadowed the body of Christ, for he is
acutely interested in showing that Ezekiel is a book of and for the Church. However,
the ecclesial issues he dealt with in the third century were different from those fac-
ing Jerome. Origen stresses the typology to illumine the link between Old and New
Testaments (thereby showing the identity of the God of the Old Testament and
the God whom Jesus calls Father), and to argue against heterodox rejection of the
reality of the Incarnation.

% Hom. Ez. 1.2.5-6.
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Old Testament, not merely select verses.”’ In a sermon on the book
of Numbers, he describes the task incumbent on the biblical expos-
itor: while the preacher is limited in what he can cover, the person
composing a commentary should explain the text in detail, omitting
nothing.”? Eusebius reports that Origen’s Commentary on Ezekiel con-
tained twenty-five books,” so we can be fairly confident that he
“omitted nothing.” Since it has not survived, we cannot know its
content, but it surely was more exhaustive than his homily. Regardless
of the lost commentary’s content, however, Origen’s most enduring
contribution is that, through his insistence that al/ of Scripture be
examined and read through the lens of Christ, its ultimate object,
he opened up the Bible, and especially the Old Testament, for the
Church and made an indelible mark on the history of exegesis.”
Because of this it can be said that all subsequent Christian inter-
preters of the vision are dependent upon him, even if they were not
always directly familiar with his explication of it. It would not be
too much to say that even though his typology becomes less promi-
nent over time, the theological insight behind it continues to under-
gird all Christian exploration of Ezekiel 1.

The One Seated on the Throne and the Incarnation

The only authors of the first six centuries to delineate the Ezckiel-
Christ typology are Origen, Jerome, and Gregory the Great. However,
there is another reading of the vision that is typological and grows
out of the assumption that the Old Testament prefigures Christ.

> On Origen’s understanding of Christ as the key to the Bible, see Hom. in Ezech.
14.2, along with Borret’s note on this section in the Sources chrétiennes edition. (Cf.
sel. i Ps. 1, PG 12.1076¢-1077¢, translated and discussed in Nautin 1977, 263—64.
See also de Lubac 1950, 336—46; Simonetti 1985, 78-79.) This notion and his belief
that the spiritual and christological content of Scripture are coterminous provide
the foundation for his reading of the Old Testament.

2 Hom. 14.1 in Num., PG 12.676c.

» HE. 6.32.1.

> The decisive nature of Origen’s contribution to Christian biblical exposition is
cogently set forth by Manlio Simonetti in Lettera e/o Allegoria (1985, 73—74). Origen
was, of course, dependent upon his predecessors, both Christian and pagan. But,
as Simonetti has argued, he sharpened his forbears’ interpretive tools, and brought
them together, along with a greatly refined critical awareness, to create a system-
atic method that took the entire Bible as its focus. In this way, Origen surpassed
those who had gone before him and had a decisive impact on all subsequent
Christian exegesis.
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Found in Eusebius of Caesarea, Theodoret of Cyrus, and Gregory
the Great, it takes the man seated on the throne as Christ and his
physical attributes as symbols of the union of the human and divine
natures in the Incarnation.”

Eusebius presents such an interpretation when commenting on
Psalm 79.3 (LXX), you who are enthroned upon the cherubim.>® The per-
son addressed in this verse, he explains, is the one who both “became
the shepherd of holy men” and “rode upon the cherubim.” Drawing
connections between the cherubim of Psalm 79.3 and those men-
tioned elsewhere in the Bible, Eusebius observes that in Exodus
(25.10-22, cf. 37.1-9) Moses was commanded to fashion “images
and symbols” of the cherubim for the Ark of the Covenant. These
were seen by Ezekiel, and they form God’s chariot, because they
support the throne upon which the Lord’s glory rests. But what,
Eusebius wonders, is the glory of the Lord revealed in the prophet’s
vision? He asks his readers:

Do you see how the passage [Ezekiel 1.26] conceived of the glory of
the Lord, the glory borne on the throne when it expounded the vision
of the man? What would this vision of a man be—which is said to
be not God himself, but the glory of God—what would it be except
the only begotten Word of God? .. .”7

Identifying the man seated on the throne as the Word, Eusebius
implies that his physiognomy—electrum above the loins and fire
below—is consistent with the Incarnation. The Logos’ divinity is
“compared to electrum which is more precious than anything else.”
Likewise, the fire and brightness from the loins downward symbol-
ize sexuality and reproduction, parts of human life.”

» A number of authors, including Ambrose, identify the figure scated on the
throne as Christ. However, here I am only treating those who present substantial
exegetical support for this and/or who explore the christological significance of the
electrum.

% Ps. 79.3, PG 23.956a-d. For Eusebius’ terminology in this passage (i.e., image
and symbol) see Curti 1987, 230-35.

7 Ibid., PG 23.956b. Although the Commentary on the Psalms is difficult to date,
Eusebius probably completed it before Nicea; see Rondeau 1968, 419-22. In chap-
ter 3 we will see that in his Commentary on Isaiah, written after Nicea, Eusebius
modifies his reading of Ezekiel 1, particularly in its christological dimensions, so
that it conforms more closely to the council’s judgments.

% FEusebius’ remark is, as far as I know, the first occurrence of such an interpre-
tation. While Origen also ties the electrum to the divine realm, specifically that
God is refreshment and not just torment, and the fire to the human sphere,
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After querying his audience about Ezekiel 1.26, Eusebius returns
to Moses and the “icons and symbols of heavenly things” on the
Ark of the Covenant. He observes that “the mercy seat (10 tAaotiplov)
made of gold” and placed atop the Ark between the cherubim is
“like a charioteer” and is also “a type and icon of the one seen
above the cherubim in the prophet Ezekiel, which we show to be
the Word of God.” In a deft exegetical move, Eusebius sets the cap-
stone into his argument that the man seated on the throne in the
prophet’s vision is the Logos by relating the mercy seat (10 tAootiplov)
of Exodus 25 (which he had already shown to be a type of the figure
in Ezekiel 1.26) to Paul’s description of Christ in Romans 3.25, Christ
Fesus, whom God put_forward as a sacrifice of atonement (idaotipiov) by his
blood. This reading is not entirely original, for Origen had already
assoclated the mercy seat of Exodus 25 and 37 with the aotprov
of Romans 3.2