
De Lingua

by Shenoute

Translated by

Anthony Alcock

The Coptic text of this can be found in Sinuthii Archimandritae Vita et Opera Omnia

(CSCO series 2 vol. IV): text published by J. Leipoldt in 1908 and Latin translation by H.

Wiesman in the same series published in 1931. The text is preserved, according to Leipoldt,

only in the manuscript in the Bibliothèque Nationale

The Latin title of the piece attached to it by Leipoldt does not translate any Coptic title.  and,

as a description of the text, is clearly based on the opening sentence, which contains a

quotation from Proverbs. The title of the text is in fact oukachkhsis ¥hm xmpshu mpxwl

ebol. However, in the middle of the text there is a transition from the subject of speaking

badly to behaving badly, with particular reference to greed. 

Of Sinuthius

A brief instruction at the time of leaving1

As I was reading Proverbs today I came upon the passage2: 'The tongue of the just is choice

silver.' I then said (to myself) that if the tongue of the just is choice silver, then how much

more polluted is the tongue of the impious.  What is more choice or more sacred than the

tongue of the  person who uses it to confess God and bless God  and His Christ and gives

glory to Him; to read  from His laws3, meditating4 on them day and night; to speak the truth

and every good word and deed ? What is more repellent or what is more contaminated, also

with their tongue, than those who worship fragments of wood and stone, bits of silver and

gold and the rest of the false divinities ? 5Who are more pestilential, also with their tongue
1 There are two verbs in Coptic, one largely transitive and the other largely intransitive, and I  take this

to be second, 'go away'. But it is not clear who is going where and why.
2 Gk. ·htÒn Prov. 10,20
3 The word itself, which indicates the production of sound, shows that reading was probably not a silent

activity. 
4 This is the first of several meanings given by G.W. Lampe Patristic Greek Lexicon 840b. I suspect

that sound was involved in this activity too.
5 It is clear from the Arabic Vita Sinuthii that Shenoute, like his forefathers, did not recoil from using

existing buildings (in this case, temples) as a convenient quarry for his own building. Christian re-use of pagan
temples took two forms: demolition and conversion, the latter form having preserved ancient representations
that might otherwise have disappeared.



than those about whom it has been written that the enemies of the Lord lied against Him and

who is the liar if not the one who denies that Jesus is Christ ?  It says in the same book that a

healthy tongue is a tree of life6, the one who does it will be sated with its fruits7. Is not the

striking of the tongue a tree of death ? The one who does it will be sated with its unfruits and

wickedness of all sorts. Look at how people have gone and left us today or recently8. Where

are all these people ? But truly it is a good thing also, and through this man finds an example

of bringing the offering to the church and giving his bread to the hungry and clothing the

naked and loving the stranger and the poor. Which of these does the scripture  not command,

they being all good things ? May you have the same zeal, brothers, so that as the care for the

needs of the body lead us on, those of the fields and gardens, of the cattle and sheep and all

those other occupations9 created by God on earth for the needs of men and their bodily life,

so that cares often lead us away from our sleep and (make us) eschew sleep for their sake,

may the cares of the things from heaven lead us all the more and wake us up, those of

prayers, charitable works, true judgements, spiritual goods of all sorts, truly I will say not

only that those who work for their spiritual nourishment are many, performing the needs of

the body and those of the soul, not only that they do not perform the needs of the body or

soul, indulging in wickedness and smiting their flesh in shamelessness and impurity10. We

have caused the widow and everyone to persist in prayer and entreaty and every good thing

day and night, while we persist in  works of wickedness. All the donations of the merciful,

does he not give them for his soul and his body ? The one who receives will give it for for

his soul, perhaps keep the limbs of Christ whole11. As the Lord will condemn those who do

not give, though they have, rust and moths will destroy their wealth12, and will also condemn

those who receive, destroying what they receive and destroying their flesh.  Those who give,

not only will the Lord praise them and bless them, but He will repay them twice ten

thousand in this place and repay them even more in the place to which they look forward.

For it is written: 'The one who stockpiles wheat is cursed by most.'13 He is one who hoards

mercilessly and who does not collect for charity. If he does not collect,  with what will one
6 Prov. 15, 4
7 As elsewhere, the LXX is slightly different from the Hebrew, and the Coptic more or less follows the

LXX, apart from the final word in the verse.
8 This is an allusion to the title of this document given earlier. Interestingly, it marks the transition from

a sermon about speech to one about deeds.
9 Leipoldt thinks this may not be Greek (teyne 'occupations') but Coptic (tebnh 'animals')
10 A reference to physical self-abuse ?
11 Leipoldt comments that this passage seems to be corrupt. I cannot explain kan xarex. My version is

an  attempt to make sense of the passage.
12 Mat. 6,19
13 Prov. 11,26



give alms ? Is not the case that the one who brings forth and gives, the multitude will bless

him, as it is written everywhere in the Scriptures ? The one who collects, sealing the wheat14

and what he has in order not to do good to the needy, thereby sealing lack of charity. If he is

truly a wretch, the one who collects and does not give to  the one in need, he is all the more

blessed who collects for charity. I know why it has been written that wealth will be of no use

on the day of anger. It is said because of the one who is not charitable with it.  Do you want

to be of use with15 your wealth  in time of need ?  Be charitable with it and you will know

how completely useful it can be when you give your spirit to God,  Jesus Christ God and the

Son of God has given it to you, the who who has not been ... 

14 Word play: twwbe used earlier in the sense of 'repay', here in the sense of 'seal'
15 Coptic 'to your wealth'.


