
Teaching of Apa Psote,

the Great Bishop of Psoi

Translated into English

by

Anthony Alcock

The Coptic text was published by E.A. Wallis Budge Miscellaneous Coptic Texts (1915) pp.

147ff. It is one of two texts in BM Or. 7597, the other being a discourse by Severus of

Antioch on several topics. It is dated by Budge to the second half of the 10th cent., who

writes that it was bound in boards made of papyrus leaves bound in leather and kept closed

by two leather loops knotted in one cover, which slipped over two bone pegs in the other

cover. One peg has survived in situ. There are traces of the tooling work in the leather. On

fol. 1b there is a prayer that the writer of the text may be blessed by God. Psote is also

mentioned in another text in this volume, the Encomium of Theodore the Anatolian, which

Budge describes as 'historical romance'. The reader is recommended to consult

http://cdm15831.contentdm.oclc.org/cdm/singleitem/collection/cce/id/1635/rec/1 

for more information. It is a notice by T. Orlandi, the author of Il dosssier copto del martire

Psote (1978). I have not read this work, but I am sure that Prof. Orlandi  has made a

profound study of the texts in the 'dossier'.. My aim here is simply to provide an unadorned

but, I hope, accurate English version of the words attributed to Psote before his martyrdom.
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Note on place names.

Psoi (psoi)1  is described by E. Amélineau La géographie de l'Égypte Copte (1893) as a

place name found in all the documents used to compile his work.  In the works of Shenoute

it is mentioned as a nome (district) capital whose territory was ravaged by the Blemmyes.

The Coptic-Arabic scalae (word lists) contain the name several times, and these can be

found in Amélineau's publication, e.g. Bibliothèque Nationale Copte 43 fol. 51v.  Some

miles south of Akhmim, it was founded by Ptolemy I and was the most important Ptolemaic

foundation in Upper Egypt (psy-ptrmys). It is known from Greek documents that the town

had a 'council and assembly, elected magistrates and judges'2 It is on or near the site

associated with kings of the first two dynasties, Thinis. In terms of nomenclature it is

comparable with Alexandria: native Egyptians referred to both places exclusively by their

Egyptian  names, non-Egyptians tending to use the names of the much larger Greek cities

that had 'swallowed' them up. Its Greek name is Ptolemais Hermiou (ptolema�j ˜rmeίou).

A description of the city may be found in Strabo Geography 17.1. 42: 'largest city in the

Thebaid and not smaller than Memphis' (pÒlij meg�sth tîn �n tÍ qhba�di kaˆ oÙk �

l£ttwn m�mfewj).

Sioout (sioout) is well-known in Pharaonic Egyptian texts as sAwt, the tutelary deity of

which was a jackal, wpwAwt 'opener of the ways', a warrior god first attested in a battle scene

of the 1st dynasty (c. 3000 BC). The Greek name of the city. Lycopolis (wolf-city) is a

reference to this. The Arabic name, Assiut, is derived from its Egyptian ancestor. The

martyrdom of Colluthus mentions a Bishop of Sioout, Apollonius, who sacrificed rather than

endure martyrdom during the persecution at the time of Diocletian. 3

Tkoou (tkoou) is derived from the place name dw-kA 'high mountain'. It is understood by

Budge to refer to Antaeopolis (east of the river), a place known in the Middle Kingdom as

tbw. In the Ptolemaic period a temple to Antaeus was built there by Ptolemy IV, hence its

1 The name is discussed by R. Bagnall in 'Cults and Names' Orientalia Lovaniensa Periodica vol. 85
(1998) p. 1099. The name of the place is unfortunately transliterated  p-Sy instead of p-cy, as it should be;  the
similar place name whose pictographic form indicates an association with crocodiles is, according to  J. Černy
Coptic Etymological Dictionary (1975) p. 350, 'in the Delta', but he does not say why. The standard Egyptian
dictionary Wörterbuch der ägyptischen Sprache IV, 65 says that that the word pcwy occurs as a designation
(the standard lexeme being msh) for 'crocodile' in the Book of the Dead Spell 31 and that the place name refers
to the Psoi in Upper Egypt.

2 The Princeton Encyclopaedia of Classical Sites ed. R. Stilwell and others (1976) q.v.
3 E. Reymond and J. Barns Four Martyrdoms from the Pierpont Morgan Coptic Codices (1973) p.26
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Greek name. There is another a place name that clearly derives from tS dw-kA ('nome of

Tkoou) that is written Coptic as tjkwou, a place on the other bank of the river, one of the

several places to which the Greek name Aphroditopolis was attached. The Pharaonic name

seems to indicate that this latter place belonged to the nome. Aphrodito(polis) has become

well-known to us from the Greek and Arabic textual discoveries of the Byzantine and early

Islamic period4. tkoou has found its way into Arabic as قاو (Kaw), tjkwou as كوم اشقاو

(Kôm Ishkau). I cannot help wondering if the first part of this name actually means 'hill' (as

it does in Arabic) or if it is simply a residue of the Greek name kèmh ¢frod�tw  'village of

Aphrodito'.

In the Synaxary Psoi occurs several times in connection with Psote5, in whose honour a

church was built, and as a centre of medical studies.  It is not mentioned in bishop lists,

except in connection with what Amélineau calls  'l'oasis de Psoi'. Later in his article he

speaks of 'un chemin qui conduisait à l'oasis qui porte so nom' when writes of the place

called  المنشاه (al Manshâh) a village with various forms of the name,  still there in the time of

Amélineau.   Neither the church bearing Psote's name nor the village is mentioned in the

13th cent. compilation of churches and monasteries attributed to Abu Sâlih.

Translation

(A) Instruction of the holy father Apa Psote, the great Bishop of Psoi, which he spoke early

on the Sunday when Arianus6 the governor of Thebaid sent for him to decapitate him,

having called upon the beletarius7 of the the king and soldiers of the governor to detain him.

He spent the night preaching a sermon to the people. In peace. Amen

4 See for example H.I. Bell 'Aphodito Papyri' Journal of Hellenic Studies 28 (1908) pp. 97-120 and
Nabia Abbott The Kurrah Papyri from Aphrodito in the Oriental Institute (1938).

5 The alternative spelling Psate is found in documents, e,g, the monastery of St Psate, mentioned in
W.E. Crum and G. Steindorff Koptische Rechtsurkunden (1912) no. 50 l. 18, not far from Jême

6           Satrius Arrianus mentioned in P. Lond. III,  718 (a text that can be dated to 307 AD), where his
title is ¹gemèn, providing documentary evidence of someone  who is well known in Coptic martyrological
texts cf.    Reymond-Barns Martyrdoms pp. 229 and 253.

7          beletarios is probably a cognate form of ber�doj 'post horse' (Procopius de bellis 2,20),
meaning 'messenger' cf. also Reymond-Barns Martyrdoms pp. 248 and 268 At the end of the text, after Psote's
sermon and celebration of the mass, the 'messenger' appears in order to take the saint away, as ordered. It is
instructive to compare the violent behaviour of this official in Reymond-Barns p. 192 with the relatively
respectful behaviour of the messenger in this text.

 3



I greet you8 my beloved brothers and sisters and I embrace you at the same time in a divine

embrace. I entrust to you all today the commandments of life that you may walk in them at

all times and continue to remember me, knowing as I do that I will never return to you in the

flesh.

My beloved brothers, struggle in a good struggle, for the struggle of this world is a changed9

one. Woe to the one who follows it and its wicked works. Woe even more to those set their

hearts on (B) the transient and the negligible, whether buildings, fields or any work of

violence. For behold you see me today, whether I have done good or wrong, the impious

governor has sent for me to remove me from your midst. I bear witness to you that when I

was a child the Angel of the Lord often appeared to me as I was tending my father's sheep,

always reciting from my tablet10 until I learned all the writings by heart. And so now,

through the command of the good God, I have come to know11 that my blood will be shed

for the sweet name of my Lord Jesus Christ, as this has been revealed to me, but I am afraid

about the way I am to go to God and the powers (G) that are on the way,12 because I am flesh

and blood like everyone, and there is no-one without sin except God alone. And the laws

that have been laid down for us in the ordinances 13 of the Church, which are written for us,

say: 'It is appropriate for the bishop who has not been apprehended in anything.'14 Now is

there anyone whom God will not reproach for his sins ? For it says: 'Even down to a single

word of amusement that a man will say, he will give an account of it before the impartial

tribunal of God Almighty.'15 The place in which no name or form will be of any use, but

where each one will receive according to his deeds. My brothers, know repentance and

cleave to it and walk in accordance with its deeds, because the ways of approaching God are

difficult and narrow.(D) The gate at which the Lord receives His chosen, according to the

8 A standard formula in the opening part of a letter. See, for example, the letters (37 to 116) in W.E.Crum
Varia Coptica (1939). Though described in the title as 'instruction', the text is perhaps framed in the form of a
letter to be read out as such to later generations to produce a feeling of the 'presence' of Psote.

9 CD 551b points out that this form of the verb (stative) often has a pejorative meaning
10 tapu3ion The most obvious Gk word is the one meaning 'writing tablet', but it seems peculiar that a

neuter noun would be combined with a fem. form of the possessive article.
11 An attempt to render the sense of the Coptic vb ouw 'cease happening' plus the circumstantial (sort of

participle form) of 'know'.
12 The funerary literature of Pharaonic Egypt, e.g. the Book of Gates,  shows in graphic detail the obstacles

confronting the dead soul in the underworld
13 necus[mos]
14 I Tim. 3,2
15 An allusion to Matt. 12,36
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word of the precious stone,  Matthew the Evangelist is narrow16,in particular the great fear

of this magnitude and the great constraint of the river of fire lifting up wave after wave. This

which nothing will stop with its burning and scorching, because whether just or sinner they

will be overwhelmed in the river of fire before they reach the fearful tribunal, this tribunal

which is full of trembling and fear, this fearful tribunal at which everybody stands in fear

and trembling, mourning and troubled, knees knocking against each other. Woe to me my

children, until I stand before it, naked, my wicked deeds confronting me as I did them,

looking after them. Woe to me at the time when the true invisible one, the (E) forecaster of

everything, pronounces judgement on me. Woe to me at the time when the one without

anger becomes angry with me and says to me: 'Old man of blasphemy and his grey hairs.'

This name and this habit of Christian or bishop will be of no use to us, for our sins will

confront us, each one as we have done them. What will we say ? Will we not be silent and

not find a single word to say on that day ? Will there be any denial before him ? What will

we do when we deny our impieties, the angels standing at the fearful tribunal with us, we

being tested by our angel like a wrongdoer: 'This sin, on which day did you commit it and

how, as I stood by you ? ' Woe to every man  whose shame is revealed by his angel at the

tribunal of Christ (^) before God and His angels and the ranks of the heavens. Woe to a

bishop who does not teach his people well and his city and its nome, for he will surely be

asked about them. And woe to him if he neglects the churches of God when they are

deserted17, and the widows and orphans. Woe to a hegoumenos who is ashamed before a rich

man that he destroys the truth, perverts the law and refrains from determining the word of

truth, or forgets those he sees and those who are brought to him. Woe to a judge who

perverts the rights of  a poor man for a gift and takes the face of a rich man and condemns

the poor man because he has nothing to give. Woe upon woe for a lay person who confuses

himself in any way with one of the church, as one who wants to become a judge of it, or will

judge any of the ranks (of the church) as one belonging to the church. Let lay people keep

away from (Z) this work. Do not bring any judgement upon yourselves before God. Woe

upon woe for a head of a community, that is the father of a monastery, who sells the things

of God for money or other things or knows brothers who anger God, for He will not refrain

16 Matt. 7, 14
17 It is not clear to me why churches would be abandoned in the early 4th cent. at a time when the

Church was growing. One has to wonder when this text was composed and what state the Church was in at the
time
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from ejecting them from the community.18 Woe to a presbyter who neglects his people and

does not rebuke them or teach them what is good for their soul, for he will surely be asked

about the souls of his people to give an account of them. Woe to a deacon who is dissolute

on the altar and who consumes the possessions of the church, doing the things of God in

neglect. Woe to a layperson who fornicates or does things with the transgressor19 , looking

upon their form in shamelessness together with those who cast their desires upon the earth

(H) and those whose hands are brides for themselves and those who pollute themselves with

irrational beasts.20 Things of this sort soil the temple of God. They are also the things that

God will destroy with the breath21 of His mouth and the steam of his anger. Do not, my

children, do not envy these things lest God obliterate you in a hurry. Do not be neglectful of

yourselves because all the neglects of this world are punishments in the aeons to come. We

all know that the flesh is weak. Our poor soul has no strength to withstand the blows of the

Lord which He will deliver to us in righteous judgement for our sins. If we persist in our

sins, God will inflict pain on us, especially with tortures which He will bring upon us. My

children, the end of each one is coming to him as it is to me today.  For I know that I will be

taken to the governor22 and he will condemn23 (C) me for the name of my Lord that I should

abandon it. God forbid that I should abandon it. I am prepared rather that my insides should

be cut out for the name of my King of Truth and my Saviour24 Jesus Christ. For this reason I

beg you, my beloved children, to continue to remember me in accordance with God's love

and do your best to work on your own salvation. The salvation of every man is performing

God's law. He who performs the law is a companion of God both in this aeon and the other

one. He therefore who breaks the law is an enemy of God in this aeon and the one to come.

18 sunagwgh
19 The gender is fem.
20  On the subject of porneia in a monastic context see Caroline T. Schroeder 'Prophecy and Porneia in
Shenoute’s Letters: The Rhetoric of Sexuality in a Late Antique Egyptian Monastery'  JNES 65: 81-97.  For some
curious reason this subject seems to have been  tackled relatively often  in recent years. 

Budge cites a passage from the 'Overthrowing of Apep', the enemy of the sun-god Re, as a parallel to the
Coptic: 'I pleasured myself with my fist. My desire came in my hand'. Masturbation plays a central role in the
cosmogony of Heliopolis, where Atum alone creates the ennead. The earliest example of the conceit, I think, is
Pyramid Text §1248. 

All this having been said, one can merely speculate as to what Psote actually knew or simply suspected
about the behaviour of  his congregation in this regard. Monasteries are one thing, but a secular community must
surely have been quite a different matter.
21 pepNA written in the nomen sacrum form usually means 'spirit', but here it must mean 'breath'.
22 ¹gemèn
23 katakr�nw : no instance of this verb in G. Lampe A Patristic Greek Lexicon and only one in  Liddell

and Scott Greek Lexicon (Matt. 20,18).
24 Nomen sacrum form: swR

 6



You too hear the voice of the gospel, in one place blessing and in another cursing, angrily

and reproachfully. In one place, 'blessed are the poor', which means that they have not

abandoned the law of God (I). Woe to those deceived by the world with its vanity, that is

blasphemers, murderers, the immoral, adulterers, magicians, sorcerers, those who dig up

corpses, those who raise the dead25,  those who prepare with the cup26, whose hope is in

magicians, relying on them on the grounds that they are the ones who provide strength for

them in their affliction.Foolish, uneducated and unthinking ones, tell me how if God wishes

to test man with an illness and a lesson for him, is there a man of clay and ashes who will be

able to take it away or reverse the command of God ?27  But the deceits and wiles of the

devil are the things that draw people back, smiling at each other, as he wishes to take them

down (IA) to the abyss to which is he is going because of his disobedience. You see me here

among you today because I wish to be filled with your joy and your sweet faces. My

children, just a little longer and the soldiers of the governor will take me to him at his

command. And, look, the governor is coming from Sioout and going to Tkôou, I will be

taken to him and decapitated in that place for the name of Emmanuel, which means when

translated 'God is with us'. My sons, struggle and walk in the ways of the Lord and His

commandments. Do not abandon them at all, lest you bring upon me and you a great

unforgivable condemnation. It is written that the disobedient son is in destruction and

destruction belongs to the devil and his demons. (IB) But the kingdom of heaven, God

created it for those who do His will, as it is said in the Gospel according to Matthew: 'Your

mother and brothers stand outside wishing to see you.' He said: 'The one who does the will

of my Father in heaven, he is my brother and my mother and my sister.' In this way too He

will turn the word and say to those who abandon the law and the prophets: 'The one who

does not do the will of my Father in heaven, he is my enemy. And as he hated me,  I will

hate him. As he has denied me in this world, I too will deny him in the unceasing aeon

before the angels. And as he has forgotten my law, not to observe it,  I too will forget him

when he is in the dark in which there is no light.'28 For He said with His mouth which does

25 CD 80b
26 CD 831a. Does this refer to fortune-telling from the remains of a drink in a cup or the cup as a

receptacle for poison ?
27 One can only speculate about the conditions in which medical care played any role in contemporary

society. One has the impression here that certain people were afflicted by illnesses that were regarded as tests
sent by God or perhaps that certain illnesses were untreatable and thus could only have been divine
punishment.

28 A good portion of the above is quotation from or allusion to Matthew, the only Gospel to use the name
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not lie: 'Do not love the world or that which (IG) is in the world, for the world will pass

together with its desires, like man, whose life span has been allocated to him and who has

not been told when he29 will die or on what day his neighbour will die. This is the way of the

world. Nobody knows when the end will come except He who ordains the end30, God

almighty. No foundation will remain without passing except God the lord31 of all, the Lord

of all things that are and that have been32. And blessed are those who die in the Lord from

now on,  forever and ever. Woe to those who die in wickedness, for there is no repentance

for them a second time. Sin and lawlessness and other impieties of this sort which they have

committed, these are the things which will receive their condemnation and it is death that

will lead the way before them. For it says in the Psalms: 'It is death that shepherds them.'33

Those who hate the just (ID) will sin. It says in the Catholic Epistles: 'The one who hates his

brother is a murderer.' See how great is the condemnation of the one who hates by God Who

created him. Those who do not hate Christ Jesus do not sin.  I say to you the word of truth,

that if you examine your conscience, every sinner hates his own soul. How will man hate his

soul ? But often one says to me that nobody ever hates his soul. I know this, but pay

attention to me34, my simple brother. A man today says that he cares for his soul when he

eats or drinks all of his days. But when he dies, his soul is taken and made into matter or fire

or food for the worms because of the sins which (IE) he committed when he was in the

world. For he says in his foolishness that he loves his soul when he loves to sin every day

and does not know what he does every day. They are written in writings that do not grow old

or shatter, but are spiritual writings, in which our sins are written one by one. Since sins are

different from each other and according to the extent to which they are different, the

punishments are also different, apart from the fearful-faced ones on the roads and the

merciless avenger  and the shapeless decans35 who are in charge of punishments assigned to

Emmanuel (1,23) and in which the Law and the Prophets (two thirds of the Hebrew 'Tanakh') are more
prominent than in any other New Testament writer.

29 The writer moves into direct speech here: 'until what time you will die' and in the line below.
30 This is a paraphrase of the Coptic. Iif one understands the phrase Ntmex Noujwk Ntsunteleia to

mean 'the final completion of the end',  tmex has to be emended to t<qin>mex. If, however, one rearranges
the words, it is possible to read Ntme xNoujwk Ntsunteleia 'the complete truth of the end'.

31 I have used lower case for the word Greek despoths and upper case for Coptic joeis. 
32 Perhaps read <nen>tau¥wpe 
33 Ps. 55,15
34 Lit. 'set in order your mind to me'.
35 Decans first appear in Egyptian funerary literature on the lids of coffins in the 10th dyn.and used to

determine the 'hours' of the night.  By the Christian period they had become fiends, associated as they were
with astrology, as in the apocryphal text known as 'Joseph the Carpenter' §21.
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each of them in mercilessness and great anger36. Remember that the father of every sinner

walks making turns and roaring like a lion, searchng for his traps and coming in many forms

with the intention of consuming our souls. He has the snares of death with him as he enters

the (I^) heart of man, planting in him the passions of wickedness and shamelessly hastening

upon man in his youth. He comes contradicting superiors, and then in the desire of the eyes,

in the envy of the heart, in blasphemy and arrogance, in vainglory, in pollution, in gluttony,

in fast-breaking37 and ... the mass bitter with debauchery and adultery and sorcery, all these

things that have happened to man in his first age and his second. When he enters the third

age, that is old age, the devil makes him slanderous, small-minded and given to false oaths.

When his body becomes weak, he knows that this is old age and he becomes hungry with

hunger and thirst like these dogs38. These and the others, the devil (IZ) makes them man in

his third age39. But blessed is the man whom the devil tests but who defeats the devil by his

repentance, for his reward with God is great on the day of his coming forth from the body.

My beloved children, you see how the light has increased and the sun has begin to rise. Let

us offer up the holy offering, for the time has come for us to receive the holy mystery, the

body and blood of Christ before I am taken from you, for here is the royal beletarius

speaking to the soldiers of the governor, saying 'Let us take him and go, for the sun has

risen.' After the blessed Psote had said these things, he blessed the people three times in the

name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. He said Mass with them, gave them the

'peace' and let them go. They went to their homes, giving glory to his40 Lord Jesus Christ,

this one from whom is glory to him and his good Father and the Holy Spirit, forever and

ever. Amen.

36 Budge translates: 'and they strip the skin off each man'. There is no Coptic text of this passage.
37 The Coptic word given by Budge is mntrFbLihstia ebol, and it makes no sense as it stands. The

two elements mnt and rF are both noun-forming prefixes that are usually attached to a verb, which in this case
must be bwl ebol meaning among other things 'to loosen'. I suggest that the object of this verb is nhste�a
'fast'.  I can make no sense of the word that follows Budge's suggested reading m[N]

38 nIouxoor: If one understands the demonstrative pronoun here, it may signal the presence of dogs to
which Psote is able to point.

39 The 'ages' of humanity concept has been treated in various cultures, e.g. Hesiod, Ovid, Augustine and
even Karl Marx.  The concept here focuses on the age of the individual, in particular the vulnerable aspects of
each age, and as such has more in common with the framework set out by Shakespeare in 'As You Like It'. In
none of these, however, is the demonic element of age presented  in quite such a pronounced fashion as in
Psote's discourse.

40 Presumably 'his' refers to Psote.
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