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Dedication

(p.v)	 To	Gerald,	John,	Corine,	Pete,	and	Meghan

—grateful	for	their	love	and	for	their	upward	look—

οὐκ	ἔστιν	ἄλλως	πρὸς	τὸν	θεὸν	ὑψωθῆναι	μὴ	ἀεὶ	πρὸς	τὰ	ἄνω	βλέποντα	καὶ	τὴν	τῶν

ὑψηλῶν	ἐπιθυμίαν	ἄληκτον	ἔχοντα,	ὡς	μὴ	ἀγαπᾶν	ἐπὶ	τῶν	ἤδη	κατορθωθέντων	μένειν

ἀλλὰ	ζημίαν	ποιεῖσθαι	εἰ	τοῦ	ὑπερκειμένου	μὴ	ἅψαιτο.

[T]here	is	no	other	way	to	go	up	to	God	but	by	constantly	looking	upwards	and	having	an

unceasing	desire	for	sublime	things,	so	as	not	to	be	content	to	stay	with	what	has	already

been	achieved,	but	to	regard	it	as	loss	if	one	fails	to	attain	what	lies	above.

St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	De	beatitudinibus
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(p.vi)	 Preface

In	recent	years,	I	have	become	increasingly	enamored	with	premodern	attempts	to

express	the	Christian	faith	with	the	use	of	Platonic	categories.	Through	my	work	on

twentieth-century	Catholic	theology	(Nouvelle	Théologie	and	Sacramental	Ontology:	A

Return	to	Mystery;	Oxford	University	Press,	2009),	I	became	intrigued	by	the	role	that

“participation”	plays	within	this	Catholic	ressourcement	of	the	church	fathers.	My	reading

brought	me	to	the	conclusion	that	regardless	of	the	differences	in	outlook	between

theologians	such	as	Henri	de	Lubac,	Hans	Urs	von	Balthasar,	Jean	Daniélou,	Marie-

Dominique	Chenu,	and	Yves	Congar,	a	participatory	or	sacramental	ontology	is

fundamental	to	the	approach	of	each	of	these	theologians.	And	although	none	of	them

affirms	(neo-)	Platonism	in	an	unqualified	way,	their	shared	sacramental	sensibility	is

unthinkable	without	the	impact	of	Platonic	categories	on	their	theology.	Their	retrieval	of

the	church	fathers—particularly	Eastern	theologians—is	no	coincidence.	Rather,	this

ressourcement	fits	with	their	attempt	at	reintegrating	nature	and	the	supernatural,	and	it

demonstrates	a	basic	kinship	with	premodern	Platonic	impulses	that	influenced	much	of

the	Christian	tradition.	In	a	follow-up	book	(Heavenly	Participation:	The	Weaving	of	a

Sacramental	Tapestry;	Eerdmans,	2011),	I	have	articulated	some	of	the	theological

implications	that	I	think	follow	(or	ought	to	follow)	when	we	take	seriously	the	traditional
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Platonist–Christian	synthesis.

In	the	current	project	I	deliberately	follow	in	the	footsteps	of	Hans	Urs	von	Balthasar

and	Jean	Daniélou,	both	of	whom	have	written	extensively	on	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa—

though	Daniélou	of	course	much	more	so	than	Balthasar.	Although	this	book	is	a	fairly

straightforwardly	historical	theological	analysis	of	Gregory’s	views	of	embodiment,	there

is	a	personal	quest	that	underlies	this	study.	By	the	time	I	embarked	on	a	more	or	less

rigorous	study	of	Nyssen,	I	had	already	read	several	of	his	works.	For	a	number	of

years,	I	had	assigned	Gregory’s	On	the	Soul	and	the	Resurrection	in	my	eschatology

class,	and	I	enjoyed	startling	students	of	my	history	of	doctrine	class	with	Herbert

Musurillo’s	wonderful	anthology,	From	Glory	to	Glory:	Texts	from	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(St

Vladimir’s	Seminary	Press,	1979)—which,	incidentally,	carries	a	most	helpful	introduction

written	by	Daniélou.	I	had	also,	on	occasion,	dipped	into	Gregory’s	The	Life	of	Moses.	I

decided	to	do	a	more	in-depth	reading	of	Gregory—and	in	particular	study	his	approach

to	embodiment—because	I	wanted	to	test	my	hunch	that	the	premodern	Platonist–

Christian	synthesis	does	not	require	us	to	abandon	the	goodness	of	matter	and	of

history,	but	that	instead	such	an	affirmation	of	this-worldly	realities	is	dependent	on	the

(p.vii)	 participatory	or	sacramental	ontology	of	premodernity.	(For	those	interested,	I

make	my	theological	argument	for	this	position	in	Heavenly	Participation.)

My	hunch	has	been	only	partially	validated.	This	book	makes	clear	that	Gregory,	as	a

theologian	of	ascent	(or	an	“anagogical”	theologian,	as	I	will	call	him)	isn’t	nearly	as

affirmative	of	the	world	of	time	and	space	as	most	of	us	in	modern	and	late	modern

society	tend	to	be.	In	fact,	when	it	comes	to	issues	such	as	gender,	marriage,	sexuality,

and	virginity	I	expressly	distance	myself	from	scholars	who	highlight	Gregory’s

affirmation	of	materiality	and	sexuality	(Chapters	3	and	4).	It	has	become	clear	to	me	that

Gregory	is	really	quite	reticent	in	affirming	that	the	entire	created	order—including

embodied	existence—participates	sacramentally	in	eternal	realities.	This	is	not	to	say	he

denies	it;	occasionally	he	explicitly	affirms	it.	Mostly,	however,	Nyssen	is	looking	for	an

anagogical	or	upward	transposition	that	leaves	behind	the	objects	of	earthly,	embodied

existence.	This	implies	that	his	ontology	is	less	robustly	sacramental	than	perhaps	I	would

like	it	to	be.

At	the	same	time,	there	are	at	least	two	positive	comments	that	I	want	to	make	in

connection	with	my	basic	hunch	or	hypothesis.	First,	regardless	of	Gregory?s	own

particular	take	on	participation,	I	remain	convinced	that	a	participatory	or	sacramental

ontology	is	essential	to	a	genuine	appreciation	of	the	goodness	of	the	created	order,

including	the	embodied,	measurable	world	of	time	and	space.	Without	participation	in

eternal	realities,	the	created	order	lapses	into	a	void.	Unhinged	from	the	life	of	God,

created	realities	no	longer	have	their	meaning	divinely	“stamped”	upon	them,	as	it	were,

and	as	a	result	(late)	modernity	forces	us	to	assign	this	meaning	ourselves,	a	process	that

inevitably	takes	on	the	arbitrary	whim	of	the	will	to	power.	Without	a	participatory	or

sacramental	framework,	we	assign	rather	than	recognize	created	goodness.	Thus,	I	think

that	Gregory	is	quite	correct	in	his	basic	theological	assumption	that	participation	in	the

life	of	God	grants	being	(and	goodness)	to	created	realities.	We	need	St.	Gregory’s	basic
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theological	framework	to	do	justice	to	the	goodness	of	created	existence.	Second,	this

study	has	made	me	appreciate	anew	that	our	affirmation	of	the	goodness	of	creation

ought	to	recognize	the	penultimate	character	of	the	realities	of	time	and	space,	and	I	see

more	clearly	than	before	that	Gregory’s	emphasis	on	anagogy	(as	well	as	bodily

renunciation)	upholds	some	basic	Christian	truths,	namely,	that	this-worldly	embodied

realities	are	only	penultimate	in	character	and	that	they	require	a	readjustment	of

eschatological	proportion	in	order	to	participate	forever	in	the	life	of	God.

Some	of	the	chapters	of	this	book	were	first	presented	as	papers	in	various	academic

settings.	I	presented	parts	of	Chapters	3,	4,	and	6	(dealing	with	Gregory’s	homilies	on	the

Song	of	Songs)	in	a	paper	for	the	North	Park	Theological	Seminary	Symposium	on	the

Theological	Interpretation	of	Scripture	in	September	2010.	Some	of	the	material	on

slavery	in	Chapter	5	I	first	presented	at	an	ecumenical	conference	(“Heaven	on	Earth?

The	Future	of	(p.viii)	 Spiritual	Interpretation”)	held	at	Regent	College	in	September

2011.	Gregory’s	approach	to	bereavement	(discussed	in	Chapter	4)	was	the	topic	of	a

paper	that	I	presented	at	the	North	American	Patristics	Society	in	May	2012.	These

papers,	as	well	as	Chapter	1,	were	initially	published	in	a	variety	of	journals:	Crux,	Ex

Auditu,	First	Things,	Journal	of	Early	Christian	Studies,	and	Modern	Theology.	I	have

given	the	details	of	each	of	these	publications	in	the	bibliography.

A	few	comments	with	regard	to	translations	and	footnote	references	are	in	order.	For

Gregory’s	In	Canticum	canticorum,	I	am	following	Richard	A.	Norris’s	(as	yet

unpublished)	translation.	For	the	Septuagint,	I	mostly	use	Albert	Pietersma	and	Benjamin

G.	Wright	(eds.),	A	New	English	Translation	of	the	Septuagint	and	the	Other	Greek

Translations	Traditionally	Included	under	That	Title	(New	York:	and	Oxford,	2007),

though	on	occasion,	when	I	am	quoting	the	Septuagint	via	St.	Gregory’s	own	writing,	I

follow	the	translation	given	in	the	relevant	edition	of	Gregory’s	work.	In	quoting	other

biblical	passages,	I	follow	the	Revised	Standard	Version.	In	quoting	St.	Gregory’s

writings,	I	use	the	translations	in	the	standard	critical	editions	where	available	(which	are

listed	in	the	List	of	Abbreviations).	In	connection	with	works	for	which	only	French	or

German	translations	(or	non-critical	editions)	are	available,	I	use	my	own	translations.

When	in	footnotes	I	refer	to	the	GNO,	I	mention	both	the	page	number	and	the	line

number	of	the	reference.	In	some	cases	(Beat,	Cant,	Eccl,	Or	dom,	Virg),	these	page	and

line	numbers	are	preceded	by	the	number	of	the	homily	or	chapter.	The	GNO

references	are	followed	by	a	bracketed	reference	to	the	page	number	in	the	translation

(where	published	translations	are	available).	For	Eun	III,	I	first	mention	chapter	and

paragraph	number,	followed	in	brackets	by	the	GNO	volume,	page,	and	line	number.

I	am	deeply	grateful	to	Regent	College	in	Vancouver	for	granting	me	a	sabbatical	during

the	winter	semester	of	2011,	which	was	more	productive	than	I	had	dared	to	hope.	I	also

appreciate	the	John	Richard	Allison	Library’s	investment	in	Gregory’s	works,	including

the	Lexicon	Gregorianum.	I	am	grateful	to	David	Konstan	for	placing	at	my	disposal	the

soon-to-be-published	translation	of	Gregory’s	sermons	on	the	Song	of	Songs.	Stuart	G.

Hall	and	Carla	Nicolaye	kindly	provided	me	with	the	most	up-to-date	translation	of	Contra

Eunomium	III,	an	earlier	version	of	which	is	currently	online
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(http://theo.kuleuven.be/page/translations).	Richard	McCambley,	too,	has	been	most

helpful	in	responding	to	my	requests	for	assistance	in	acquiring	the	necessary	resources.

I	want	to	express	my	thankfulness	to	those	who	have	read	various	chapters	of	the

manuscript.	Comments	and	suggestions	from	John	Behr,	Paul	Blowers,	Markus

Bockmuehl,	David	Brakke,	Ron	Dart,	Fritz	Dewit,	Jim	Fodor,	Bruce	Hindmarsh,	Susan

Holman,	Mark	Husbands,	Mariam	Kamell,	Matthew	Levering,	Brian	Matz,	and	Jens

Zimmermann	have	immeasurably	improved	the	end	result.	In	particular,	the	detailed

comments	on	the	entire	book	(p.ix)	 provided	by	Gerald	Boersma,	Jim	Houston,	Peter

Martens,	Dick	Moes,	Andrew	Radde-Gallwitz,	Ilaria	Ramelli,	and	Warren	Smith	place	me

deeply	in	their	debt.	My	research	assistants,	Jonathan	Reimer	and	Matthew	Thomas,	are

among	the	best,	and	I	owe	them	a	warm	thank-you	for	their	meticulous	work	and	kind

help.

Interaction	with	my	students	has	forced	me	to	think	through	various	aspects	of	St.

Gregory’s	theology	more	carefully	and	to	articulate	my	often	inchoate	thoughts	more

coherently.	I	hope	that	my	students	enjoyed	the	research	seminars	on	Nyssen	as	much

as	I	did.	Nick	Papas	graciously	granted	me	permission	to	don	the	cover	of	this	book	with

the	icon	of	St.	Gregory	that	he	wrote;	I	can’t	think	of	a	more	fitting	and	beautiful	cover.	I

much	appreciate	the	wonderful	working	relationship	with	Tom	Perridge	and	Elizabeth

Robottom	from	Oxford	University	Press,	and	it	is	an	honor	to	have	my	work	accepted	by

Gillian	Clark	and	Andrew	Louth	in	the	Oxford	Early	Christian	Studies	series.	I	have	put

the	concluding	touches	on	this	book	during	the	Christmas	season,	as	all	five	of	our

children,	as	well	as	their	significant	others,	have	returned	home	from	their	various	places

of	study	to	celebrate	Christmas	with	our	family.	Along	with	my	wife,	Linda—whose	loving

support	sustains	me	in	much	more	than	just	my	writing—I	am	grateful	for	our	children’s

presence,	as	I	more	and	more	recognize	the	tremendous	grace	that	they	have	added	to

our	lives.	I	dedicate	this	book	to	them	in	thankfulness	for	their	unconditional	love.

Hans	Boersma

Epiphany,	2012

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library
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(p.xiii)	 List	of	Abbreviations

ABR

American	Benedictine	Review

An	et	res
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ET:	On	What	It	Means	to	Call	Oneself	a	Christian.	In	Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa:
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Pulcher
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Abstract	and	Keywords

The	introduction	explains	the	broad	semantic	range	of	the	term	‘anagogy’	in	Gregory’s

writings,	referring	both	to	spiritual	exegesis	in	general	and	to	the	believer’s	increasing

participation	in	divine	virtue	and	so	in	the	life	of	God.	The	anagogical	(upward)	thrust	is

central	to	Gregory’s	overall	theology.	Anagogical	advance	in	virtue	describes	one’s

increasing	participation	in	God’s	life,	since	for	Gregory	virtue	is	synonymous	with	Christ

or	God.	The	introduction	outlines	five	aspects	of	Nyssen’s	thought	that	make	clear	he

takes	embodiment	seriously,	but	the	introduction	then	highlights	that	Gregory

consistently	aims	for	anagogical	progression	in	the	divine	life	and	that	this	often	implies	a

turn	away	from	the	material	toward	the	spiritual.	The	introduction	concludes	with	an

overview	of	the	remaining	chapters	of	the	book

Keywords:			anagogy,	spiritual	exegesis,	participation,	virtue
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Anagogy,	Embodiment,	and	Virtue
Nothing	was	more	important	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(c.334–c.395)	than	to	make	progress	in

the	spiritual	life	in	order	to	participate	more	deeply	in	the	being	of	God.	In	his	homilies	on

the	Song	of	Songs,	Nyssen	refers	to	this	participation	as	ἡ	δὲ	κατὰ	ἀναγωγὴν	θεωρία,	an

expression	we	may	translate	as	“anagogical	insight”	or	“lofty	contemplation.”1	Those

familiar	with	the	term	“anagogy”	(ἀναγωγή)	mostly	know	it	as	a	technical	term	that

denotes	the	last	of	four	levels	of	meaning	in	medieval	exegesis.	Recall	the	final	line	of	a

famous	medieval	distich,	which	refers	to	the	anagogical	or	eschatological	meaning	of	the

biblical	text:

Littera	gesta	docet,

quid	credas	allegoria,

moralis	quid	agas,

quo	tendas	anagogia.2

In	English,	one	could	render	the	rhyme	somewhat	freely	as	follows:

The	letter	shows	us	what	God	and	our	fathers	did;

The	allegory	shows	us	where	our	faith	is	hid;

The	moral	meaning	gives	us	the	rule	of	daily	life;

The	anagogy	shows	us	where	we	end	our	strife.3

Throughout	much	of	the	Middle	Ages,	the	term	“anagogy”	referred	to	the	eschatological

sense,	the	last	of	four	distinct	levels	of	meaning.	Thus,	the	doctrine	of	the	four	senses

restricts	the	anagogical	meaning	of	a	biblical	text	to	its	eschatological	interpretation.

(p.2)	 Gregory,	however,	belongs	to	an	earlier	tradition,	in	which	the	four	levels	of

meaning	were	not	yet	clearly	delineated.	He	usually	distinguishes	only	two	levels	of

meaning,	to	which	we	may	refer	as	“historical”	and	“spiritual.”4	As	a	result,	his	use	of	the

term	“anagogy”	is	much	broader	than	its	use	later	in	the	Middle	Ages.	Nyssen	makes

clear	that	when	he	employs	the	term	in	connection	with	biblical	exegesis,	it	encompasses

each	of	the	three	deeper	levels	of	meaning	referred	to	in	the	distich—the	allegorical,	the

moral	(or	tropological),	and	the	eschatological	(or	anagogical).	Explaining	his	relative

indifference	with	regard	to	the	terms	one	uses	to	discuss	spiritual	levels	of	meaning,

Nyssen	comments:	“One	may	wish	to	refer	to	the	anagogical	interpretation	(τὴν	διὰ	τῆς

ἀναγωγῆς	θεωρίαν)	of	such	sayings	as	‘tropology’	or	‘allegory’	or	by	some	other	name.

We	shall	not	quarrel	about	the	name	as	long	as	a	firm	grasp	is	kept	on	thoughts	that

edify.”5	For	Gregory,	“anagogical”	exegesis	refers	not	just	to	the	end	of	history;	rather,

it	speaks	about	the	spiritual	level	of	meaning	in	general.	His	lack	of	distinction	between

allegorical,	moral,	and	anagogical	thus	points	to	the	fact	that	for	him	the	term	ἀναγωγή

has	a	breadth	of	meaning	that	was	lost	to	later	medieval	thought.6

Gregory’s	broad	use	of	the	term	“anagogy”	(ἀναγωγή)	implies	that	Holy	Scripture	allows

us	to	participate	already	today	in	the	eschatological	realities	of	the	future.	That	is	to	say,

for	Gregory	anagogy	has	to	do	with	Scripture	giving	insight	into	higher	realities	(that	are

spiritual	in	character),	not	just	future	realities.	We	could	also	say	that	through	anagogical
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reading	(or	through	“allegory”	and	“tropology”—different	terms,	as	we	saw,	for	the

same	thing),	one	is	“led	upward”	into	the	eschatological	realities	of	the	future.	Anagogy

thus	has	not	only	a	horizontal	meaning	(as	referring	to	a	historically	future	eschaton),	but

it	also	has	a	vertical	sense	(implying	a	move	from	historical	to	spiritual	realities).	In	fact,

etymologically,	the	term	“anagogy”	is	restricted	to	this	vertical	aspect;	the	origin	of	the

term	does	not	carry	the	horizontal	or	forward-looking	meaning	that	the	word	came	to

have	in	later	medieval	thought.	The	root	meaning	of	the	term	“anagogy”	thus	draws	our

attention	to	the	fact	that	the	meaning	of	the	Scriptures	is	not	restricted	to	historical

events	but	also	has	to	do	with	the	higher	(or	heavenly)	realities	of	the	eschaton.

Gregory	believes	that	we	reach	both	these	higher	and	these	future	realities	through	the

life	of	virtue.	As	a	result,	anagogy	can	be	identified	not	just	with	allegory	and	eschatology

but	also	with	tropology.	The	moral	meaning	of	the	text	is	really	no	different	from	the

allegorical	or	the	eschatological	meaning.	The	reason	is	that	for	Gregory,	growth	in	virtue

is	simply	the	avenue	through	(p.3)	 which	one	embarks	on	the	simultaneously	vertical

and	horizontal	movement	of	spiritual	progress.	Gregory	identifies	Jesus	Christ,	or	God

himself,	with	virtue,	and	so	it	makes	little	difference	to	him	whether	the	text	refers	to

Christ	or	to	the	life	of	virtue.	To	Gregory,	they	are	one	and	the	same:	to	participate	in

Christ	is	to	participate	in	virtue.7	Both	the	Christological	and	the	moral	meanings	of	the

text	give	us	access	to	heavenly	realities	(to	use	the	vertical	metaphor)	or	to	the

eschatological	future	(to	stick	with	the	horizontal	metaphor).	Thus,	also	in	connection	with

the	moral	aspect	of	the	meaning	of	Scripture,	we	can	say	that,	for	Gregory,	heavenly	or

eschatological	realities	impinge	on	the	here	and	now.	Allegorical,	moral,	or	anagogical

interpretation	of	Scripture	are	all	one	and	the	same	for	Nyssen;	at	most,	they	are

different	angles	from	which	to	understand	biblical	exegesis,	as	it	moves	from	the	surface-

level	(πρόχειρον)	of	history	(ἱστορία)	to	the	higher	(ὑψηλότερον)	level	of	insight	or

contemplation	(θεωρία).	The	term	“anagogy,”	then,	has	a	broad	scope	of	meaning,	which

includes	each	of	the	spiritual	levels	of	meaning	that	later	medieval	thought	distinguished

much	more	sharply.

The	word	ἀναγωγή	has	such	a	broad	semantic	range	in	Nyssen’s	thought	that	it	reaches

even	beyond	the	realm	of	exegesis.	It	is	the	argument	of	this	book	that	Gregory’s	overall

theology	should	be	characterized	as	“anagogical.”	That	is	to	say,	for	Gregory	the	purpose

of	life	itself	is	anagogical	in	character.	We	are	meant	to	go	“upward”	and	“forward,”	both

at	the	same	time,	so	as	to	participate	ever	more	thoroughly	in	the	life	of	God.	Anagogy,

then,	is	not	just	an	exegetical	practice	or	hermeneutical	approach	for	St.	Gregory.	Rather,

anagogy	is	our	own	increasing	participation	in	divine	virtue	and	thus	our	own	ascent	into

the	life	of	God.	Also	here,	the	word	“anagogy”	has	both	a	vertical	and	a	horizontal

connotation.	We	ourselves	enter	into	the	simultaneously	heavenly	and	eschatological

reality	of	the	life	of	God	through	the	way	in	which	we	live	our	lives	here	on	earth.	Thus,	in

his	commentary	on	the	inscriptions	of	the	psalms,	Nyssen	comments	that	the	psalms	not

only	“lead	(ἀναγαγεῖν)	the	understanding	up	to	that	which	is	truly	blessed”8	but	also	are

presented	in	a	harmonious	order	so	that	they	“form	our	souls	in	accordance	with	God

through	virtue.”9	The	purpose	of	the	interpretation	of	Scripture—and,	by	extension,	the

purpose	of	theology	and	of	all	of	life—is	that	the	believer’s	virtues	be	shaped	in
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accordance	with	eternal	realities.	Ascent	(ἀνάβασις)	or	anagogy	(ἀναγωγή)	is	the

purpose	not	only	of	exegesis,	but	of	all	of	life,	since	it	is	through	ascent	or	anagogy	that

one	increasingly	participates	in	the	heavenly	or	eschatological	reality	of	the	divine	life.

(p.4)	 Virtue	(ἀρετή)	and	embodiment	both	play	key	roles	in	this	anagogical	progression

in	the	divine	life.	For	St.	Gregory,	“virtue”	denotes	the	moral	skills	required	for

progressive	participation	(μετουσία)	in	the	heavenly	or	eschatological	reality	of	God’s	life.

By	speaking	of	“skill,”	I	do	not	mean	to	suggest	an	objective,	technical	dexterity	that

anyone	can	acquire,	quite	apart	from	one’s	relationship	to	Christ	or	to	God.	As	I	make

clear	in	Chapter	7	(“Virtuous	Body”),	nothing	could	be	further	from	the	truth.	For

Gregory,	every	step	in	virtue	is	an	advance	in	one’s	participation	in	Christ,	since	“virtue”

is	a	synonym	for	“Christ.”	In	the	strict	sense,	therefore,	no	human	being	can	be	called

virtuous,	because	no	one	can	ever	truly	attain	the	perfection	that	characterizes	divine

virtue.	Human	beings,	for	Gregory,	can	only	be	called	virtuous	in	a	derived	and	indirect

sense.

Despite	its	elusiveness	as	a	goal,	nothing	is	as	important	to	St.	Gregory	as	participating	in

this	divine	virtue.	The	theme	of	virtue	runs	throughout	this	book	(even	though	only	the

last	chapter	presents	a	more	or	less	systematic	exposition	of	Nyssen’s	approach	to

virtue).	The	reason	is	that	the	theme	is	pervasive	throughout	Gregory’s	writings.

Especially	in	his	biblical	expositions,	but	also	in	many	of	his	other	works,	virtue	is	the

central	theme.	The	scroll	that	St.	Gregory	holds	in	his	hand	in	the	icon	on	the	book	jacket

reads,	“It	is	necessary	for	the	one	longing	to	be	the	bride	of	Christ	to	be	like	Christ.”

These	words	succinctly	express	Gregory’s	focus	on	virtue.	Modern	readers	tend	to	be

startled	by	this	ubiquity	of	virtue	in	his	writings,	and	they	are	likely	to	wonder	whether

perhaps	he	is	arbitrarily	imposing	this	theme	on	the	various	texts	of	Scripture.	We	should

keep	in	mind,	however,	that	for	Gregory,	virtue	is	something	rather	different	from	what	it

is	for	most	of	our	own	contemporaries.	For	Nyssen,	virtue	is	not	just	a	human	moral

accomplishment,	quite	apart	from	theological	considerations	that	may	or	may	not	come

into	play.	As	already	mentioned,	virtue	is	for	Gregory	a	participation	in	the	divine	life;

virtue,	for	Nyssen,	is	the	anagogical	progress	itself.	As	such,	anagogical	advance	in	virtue

is	nothing	but	a	description	of	the	Christian	life.	To	speak	of	the	Christian	life	without

focusing	on	increase	in	virtue	would,	for	Gregory,	be	oxymoronic.	It	can	only	be	done	by

removing	the	very	essence	of	the	Christian	life:	participation	in	God	through	Jesus	Christ.

For	Gregory,	to	say	that	a	biblical	text	refers	to	virtue	is	no	different	from	suggesting

that	it	speaks	of	the	Christian	life.

St.	Gregory	recognizes	that	we	live	out	the	Christ-like	life	of	virtue	in	concrete,	particular

realities	of	time	and	space.	The	heavenly	or	eschatological	realities	for	which	we	aim	are

not	hermetically	sealed	from	the	natural	realities	of	this	world:	it	is	through	virtuous	lives

lived	in	time	and	space	that	it	becomes	increasingly	possible	to	transcend	time	and	space

and	to	participate	in	the	life	of	God.	For	the	sacramental	universe	of	pre	modern

Christianity,	largely	shaped	as	it	was	through	the	fruitful	symbiosis	of	Christian	and

Platonic	categories	of	thought,	it	was	unthinkable	to	separate	heaven	and	(p.5)	 earth,

nature	and	the	supernatural.10	Gregory	is	no	exception	in	this	regard.	As	a	Platonist
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Christian,	he	appreciates	the	importance	of	the	category	of	“participation”	and	regards

the	pursuit	of	anagogy	by	means	of	virtue	as	central	to	the	Christian	faith.11	At	the	same

time,	his	works	deal	with	the	question	of	what	this	means	in	terms	of	the	embodied

realities	that	one	encounters	both	in	church	and	in	everyday	life.	At	the	most	basic	level,

then,	Nyssen	assesses	the	ontological	status	of	the	categories	of	time	and	space:	are

these	just	parenthetical	divine	accommodations	that	will	one	day	give	way	to	a	fuller	time-

less	and	space-less	participation	in	the	infinite	life	of	God?	And	what	about	the	materiality

of	embodiment,	as	such?	Will	it	continue	in	the	eschaton,	or	will	it	yield	to	a	spiritual	mode

of	existence	in	the	“heavenly	tabernacle”?	Thus,	this	book	deals	with	questions	of

embodiment,	understood	in	the	broad	sense	of	the	term,	as	referring	to	material	or

sensible	forms	of	life,	created	in	time	and	space,	which	includes	(but	is	not	restricted	to)

the	human	body.12

The	basic	metaphysical	questions	surrounding	embodiment	that	I	just	mentioned	are

linked	to	a	variety	of	other	significant	theological	concerns,	many	of	them	with	practical

implications.	Thus,	St.	Gregory	realizes	that	the	question	of	how	to	interpret	Scripture	is

closely	linked	to	the	significance	that	one	attaches	to	the	temporal,	historical	realities

depicted	in	Scripture.	Other	questions	immediately	follow:	how	significant	is	gender,	from

a	Christian	perspective?	Is	it	part	of	God’s	initial	design	or	is	it,	in	some	sense,

problematic?	And	if	the	latter	is	the	case,	how	can	one	still	affirm	the	goodness	of	the

body?	How	can	one	still	confess	the	resurrection	of	the	body?	Similar	tensions	arise,	for

Gregory,	in	connection	with	the	emotional	life,	and	in	particular	with	the	complicated	moral

question	of	how	one	ought	to	comfort	people	who	mourn	the	death	of	loved	ones.	In

some	places,	at	least,	Scripture	evaluates	emotions	such	as	zeal,	anger,	and	even	grief

rather	positively,	seemingly	implying	a	close	integration	of	the	rational	and	emotional

faculties.	But	is	mourning	appropriate,	considering	the	hope	of	resurrection?	Does	moral

acceptance	of	grief	do	justice	to	the	subordinate	role	of	the	emotions	in	relationship	to

the	rational	faculty?	Gregory’s	writings	spell	out	in	careful	detail	how	one	should	and

should	not	approach	the	moral	issues	surrounding	the	loss	of	bereavement.

Furthermore,	the	question	of	the	significance	of	(p.6)	 embodiment	causes	St.	Gregory

to	reflect	on	the	basic	social	and	economic	realities	around	him.	Slavery	and

homelessness—the	latter	often	linked	to	poverty	and/or	leprosy—were	daily	realities	in

Gregory’s	context,	demanding	a	theological	response.	His	attitude	toward	them	tells	us	a

great	deal	about	how	he	looks	at	the	relationship	between	earthly	and	heavenly	realities

and	at	the	relative	value	he	assigns	to	each.	And	perhaps	it	is	especially	the	realities	of

church	life	that	make	Nyssen	reflect	on	the	importance	of	material,	embodied	existence	in

the	overall	theological	scheme	of	things.	Gregory’s	theology	of	Baptism	and	Eucharist

inevitably	puts	on	display	how	he	evaluates	the	created,	embodied	realities	of	time	and

space.

Scholarship	since	the	mid-twentieth	century	has	tended	to	emphasize	Gregory’s	positive

appraisal	of	time	and	space	as	well	as	of	embodied	existence.	Scholars	such	as	Hans	Urs

von	Balthasar,	Jean	Daniélou,	and	Endre	von	Ivánka	have	drawn	attention	to	the	distinctly

Christian	character	of	Gregory’s	thought,	which	can	be	seen	in	the	fact	that	for	Gregory,

the	difference	between	creator	and	creature—rather	than	between	spirit	and	matter	(as
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in	the	Platonic	tradition)—is	the	most	basic	ontological	distinction.13	Most	contemporary

scholarship	recognizes	that	the	clear	ontological	distinction	between	creator	and	creature

introduces	a	distinctly	Christian	(non-Platonic)	element	in	Nyssen’s	thought	and	that	it	is

this	Christian	element	that	allows	him	to	do	justice	to	the	basic	realities	of	time	and	space

as	well	as	to	the	embodied	character	of	created	existence.	It	seems	to	me	that	this	is

essentially	a	correct	assessment.	As	Chapter	1	makes	clear,	I	too	believe	that	for	St.

Gregory	the	most	basic	ontological	distinction	is	that	between	creator	and	creature	and

that	this	is	a	Christian	metaphysical	“novelty.”	The	presence	of	Platonic	and	Stoic	elements

in	his	thinking	notwithstanding,	Gregory	is	first	and	foremost	a	Christian	thinker.

These	Christian	proclivities	of	Gregory’s	theology	are	both	pervasive	and	obvious,	and

they	make	clear	that	Nyssen	does	recognize	the	importance	of	time	and	space	(in	this	life)

as	well	as	of	the	body	(both	in	this	life	and,	in	some	fashion,	in	the	hereafter).	We	can	see

this	positive	valuation	of	embodied	existence	in	time	and	space	in	at	least	three	ways.

First,	Gregory	is	convinced	that	anagogy	(which	is	always	his	ultimate	concern)	is	only

possible	because	of	and	through	the	concrete	realities	of	material	existence.	For	example,

his	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs	make	clear	that	one	can	reach	the	impassible	life	of	God

only	by	paying	attention	to	the	descriptions	of	bodily	passion	that	the	biblical	text

provides.	Solomon	“so	deals	with	the	soul	that	she	looks	upon	(p.7)	 purity	by	means	of

instruments	that	seem	inconsistent	with	it	and	uses	the	language	of	passion	to	render

thought	that	is	undefiled.”14	Gregory	wants	us	to	look	upon	created	beauty	as	a	material

support	or	framework	(ὑπόβαθρα)	that	enables	us	to	contemplate	the	intelligible	beauty

itself.15	Similarly,	he	argues	that	through	the	life	of	renunciation	we	discipline	the	“tunics

of	hide”	(the	post-lapsarian	body)	in	order	to	grow	in	virtue	and	so	to	deepen	our

participation	in	the	divine	life.	Even	if	one	might	want	to	object	that	this	approach	uses

embodiment	simply	as	a	“springboard”	for	higher	things,	it	is	nonetheless	true	that	for

Nyssen	embodiment	is	indispensable	for	the	anagogical	pursuit.

Second,	St.	Gregory	repeatedly	cautions	against	disregarding	embodied	existence	as	of

no	value	or	as	perhaps	even	inhibiting	the	Christian	life.	The	created	order	itself	cannot

be	identified	as	futile.16	The	body	itself	is	also	not	problematic:	“[S]ince	everyone	mindful

of	virtue	has	been	in	the	flesh	yet	not	in	evil,	it	is	clear	that	the	body	is	not	the	cause

(αἰτία)	of	the	misfortunes	but	that	free	will	(προαίρεσις)	is	the	maker	of	the	passions.”17

Likewise,	marriage	as	such	is	not	the	essence	of	the	human	predicament:	“Let	no	one

think	that,	for	these	reasons,	we	are	disregarding	the	institution	of	marriage.”18	To	be

sure,	I	do	think	that	the	spirit–matter	distinction	introduces	a	tension	in	Gregory’s

thought	at	this	point.	But	this	tension	has	to	do	with	the	fact	that	in	our	current,	post-

lapsarian	(and	pre-eschatological)	situation,	the	body	and	marriage	inevitably	go

accompanied	by	temptations	of	the	passions.	Nyssen	does	not	reject	either	the	body	or

marriage	as	inherently	evil.

Third,	Gregory	lavishes	praise	on	the	physical	construction	and	the	functioning	of	the

human	body,	even	in	its	post-lapsarian	make-up	as	“tunics	of	skin.”	Gregory	learned	a

great	deal	about	the	human	bodily	physique	from	Basil	of	Ancyra,	a	trained	physician.19

Particularly	the	way	in	which	the	body	functions	so	as	to	produce	speech	elicits	from
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Nyssen	detailed	physical	descriptions,	full	of	admiration.20

Fourth,	although	Gregory	usually	limits	the	language	of	participation	(μετουσία)	to	the

soul—which	through	its	intellectual	faculty	participates	in	heavenly	realities—he

occasionally	acknowledges	that	also	material	realities	(p.8)	 participate	in	the	life	of	God.21

Thus,	Nyssen	maintains,	“By	a	participation	(μετουσίαν)	in	this	[intellectual]	beauty,	the

other	beautiful	things	come	into	being	and	are	identified.”22	God’s	wisdom	has	arranged

for	“a	mixture	(μίχις)	and	blending	(ἀνάκρισις)	of	the	sensible	and	the	intelligible,	in

order	that	everything	may	equally	participate	(μετέχοι)	in	the	good	(καλοῦ),	and	none	of

the	things	which	exist	may	be	excluded	from	a	share	in	the	nature	of	that	which	is

superior.”23	To	be	sure,	this	participation	of	material	beauty	in	intellectual	beauty	is	only

indirect.	Whereas	the	mind	“partakes	as	far	as	possible	in	its	likeness	to	the	archetype,”

the	body,	governed	by	the	mind,	“is	adorned	by	the	beauty	that	the	mind	gives,	being,

so	to	say,	a	mirror	of	the	mirror.”24	While	we	certainly	should	not	overplay	these	few

quotations,	they	do	make	clear	that	Gregory	does	have	somewhat	of	an	eye	for	a	real	or

sacramental	participation	of	embodied	beauty	in	eternal	realities.

Finally,	and	perhaps	most	significantly,	it	seems	to	me	impossible	to	read	Gregory’s

concern	for	social	justice	(in	particular	his	compassion	for	leprous	and	homeless	people)

and	his	focus	on	the	embodiment	of	the	sacramental	practices	of	Baptism	and	Eucharist

without	recognizing	that	at	least	in	certain	important	areas	of	moral	and	doctrinal

theology,	Gregory	does	appreciate	the	great	significance	of	embodied	reality.	Chapters	5

and	6	of	this	book,	which	deal	with	these	topics,	thus	give	the	most	poignant	witness	to	a

sacramental	current	in	Nyssen’s	thought.

Several	caveats,	however,	do	need	to	be	made.	First,	though	as	a	Christian	Gregory

acknowledges	the	creator–creature	distinction	as	the	most	foundational	one,	he	is	not

convinced	that	it	in	any	way	invalidates	the	Greek	spirit–matter	distinction.	He	repeatedly

highlights	this	distinction,	and	he	invariably	ranks	spiritual	concerns	above	material	ones.

In	fact,	as	we	will	see,	material	and	bodily	concerns	often	turn	out	to	be	a	hindrance	for

the	anagogical	pursuit	of	the	Christian	life.	Second,	Gregory	believes	that	upon	death	(and

through	a	fire	of	purgation)	we	enter	into	the	paradisal	reality	of	the	eschaton,	in	which

we	come	to	share	in	the	infinite,	immeasurable	life	of	God.	This	is	not	to	say	that	the

creator–creature	distinction	will	evaporate.	(Gregory	is	quite	convinced	that	God	will

forever	infinitely	transcend	his	creatures.)	But	it	does	mean	that	categories	such	as	time

and	space	(as	well	as	movement,	measurement,	and	extension)	will	disappear.	The	arrival

of	the	eschaton	will	involve	an	anagogical	transposition	that	is	beyond	anything	we	can

describe	or	imagine	with	our	current,	this-worldly	categories.	The	body	will	also	be

affected	in	important	ways	by	this	eschatological	transposition.	To	be	sure,	as	a	Christian

(p.9)	 theologian	Gregory	does	not	give	up	on	the	resurrection	of	the	body.	A	good	part

of	De	anima	et	resurrectione	is	devoted	to	an	argument	for	the	plausibility	of	a	bodily

resurrection.25	Nonetheless,	as	I	make	clear	in	the	first	chapter,	St.	Gregory	is	quite

insistent	that	the	perfection	of	virtue	in	the	resurrection	is	accompanied	by	a	body	whose

constitution	will	no	longer	use	the	passions	to	drag	us	down	to	earthly	realities.
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In	fact,	the	overall	argument	of	this	book	is	meant	as	a	word	of	caution:	we	should	not	so

highlight	Gregory’s	positive	appreciation	of	embodiment	as	to	lose	sight	of	the	profoundly

otherworldly	cast	of	his	overall	theology.	I	will	highlight	the	fact	that	Gregory	consistently

aims	for	anagogical	progression	in	the	divine	life	and	that	this	almost	always	implies	a	turn

away	from	the	material	toward	the	spiritual.	Thus,	while	he	does	give	positive	nods	in	the

direction	of	the	physical	body	and	the	institution	of	marriage,	bodily	virginity	is	of	great

significance	to	Nyssen,	and	he	is	deeply	cognizant	of	the	problems	associated	both	with

the	“tunics	of	skin”	and	with	sexuality	and	marriage.	Participation	is	for	St.	Gregory	almost

consistently	a	spiritual	rather	than	a	material	reality,	and	even	as	he	acknowledges	that

material	beauty	participates	in	intellectual	beauty,	in	the	same	breath	he	adds	that	the

soul	is	supposed	to	“forget	the	matter	in	which	the	beauty	is	encased.”26	Furthermore,

while	Gregory	genuinely	opposes	slavery	and	exhorts	his	hearers	to	care	for	the	sick	and

the	poor,	these	concerns	are	part	and	parcel	of	his	interest	in	practices	of	renunciation

and	aim	at	eternal,	heavenly	salvation.	In	Nyssen’s	thought,	while	Baptism	and	Eucharist

obviously	do	serve	as	significant	embodied	practices,	their	purpose	is	to	assist	in	the

believers’	anagogical	transposition	into	eternal	life.

It	is	important	to	underscore	that	for	Gregory	embodiment	and	virtue	stand	in	the

service	of	the	anagogical	pursuit	of	otherworldly	realities,	since	recent	trends	in

contemporary	scholarship	go	too	far	in	highlighting	Gregory’s	appreciation	of	the

goodness	of	the	created	order,	and	in	so	doing	they	remove	the	tension	that	typically

characterizes	his	thought.27	Mark	Hart,	for	instance,	has	argued	that	much	of	De

virginitate—in	particular	the	sections	where	Gregory	waxes	most	eloquent	about	bodily

renunciation—must	be	read	as	irony.	He	maintains	that	Nyssen’s	praise	of	celibacy	is	not

a	straightforward	encouragement	to	join	celibate	communities	but	is	meant	only	for	the

“public,”	while	at	the	same	time	he	informs	the	“few”	(those	who	see	beyond	mere

appearances)	that	the	truly	wholesome	life	is	that	of	marriage.	The	deeper,	real	message

of	De	virginitate,	according	to	Hart,	is	that	a	(p.10)	 contemplative	life	can,	in	fact,	be

combined	with	marriage.28	John	Behr,	building	on	Hart,	presents	a	reading	of	De	hominis

opificio	that	highlights	human	beings’	“kinship”	with	animals,	in	that	God	originally

intended	gendered	existence,	including	marriage	and	sexuality,	to	be	part	and	parcel	of

paradisal	life.	Nyssen,	according	to	Behr,	regards	the	human	person	as	a	“psychosomatic

whole”	and,	as	such,	created	in	the	image	of	God.	Behr	thus	holds	that	Nyssen	views

embodied	existence—including	sexuality—as	well	as	the	nutritive	and	sensitive	aspects	of

the	human	soul	as	integral	to	what	it	means	to	be	a	human	person.29

Rowan	Williams	has	a	similar	approach,	though	he	focuses	on	De	anima	et	resurrectione

and	discusses	the	role	that	the	emotions—grief,	in	particular—play	in	Gregory’s	theology.

Williams	insists	that	Gregory	undermines	the	Platonic	dualism	between	the	rational	faculty

and	the	emotions,	and	he	asks	us	to	appreciate	the	full	instinctive	weight	that	grief	holds

for	Nyssen.	Gregory,	argues	Williams,	includes	the	lower	(vegetative	and	sensible)

elements	within	the	rational	soul,	and	at	the	same	time	Nyssen	believes	that	the	body

shows	the	nature	of	the	higher	soul.	This	means	that	human	nature	properly	includes	the

emotions	and	that	there	is	no	absolute	gulf	between	animals	and	human	beings.

Accordingly,	Williams	argues	that	Gregory	regards	the	emotion	of	grief	in	the	face	of
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death	as	something	positive	to	be	embraced	for	the	sake	of	better	self-knowledge.

Ordinary	human	grief,	which	is	both	understandable	and	permissible,	functions	for

Gregory	as	a	paradigm	of	proper	desire.	Nyssen,	so	Williams	argues,	takes	temporality,

animality,	and	contingency	much	more	seriously	than	has	often	been	recognized.30

Elizabeth	Clark,	looking	at	Gregory’s	treatment	of	his	sister	Macrina	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione	and	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	argues	that	we	must	take	into	account	the	literary

and	rhetorical	character	of	Nyssen’s	treatment	of	Macrina	much	more	than	has	often

been	done.	Thus,	Gregory’s	depiction	of	his	sister	as	“manly”	does	not	give	us	the	“real”

Macrina,	and	we	should	be	suspicious	of	his	description	of	his	sister	as	his	“teacher.”	Just

as	in	Plato’s	Symposium	Diotima	enters	the	text	to	represent	the	necessary	female

absence	(p.11)	 since	she	serves	as	a	trope	for	Socrates,	so	Macrina—in	the	voice	of

Gregory	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione—also	actually	suppresses	the	female	voice,	seeing

she	merely	serves	as	a	trope	for	Gregory	himself.	Macrina	is	for	Gregory	an	instantiation

of	the	“image	of	God,”	in	which	sexual	differentiation	is	overcome.	Thus,	like	Hart	and

Behr,	Clark	wants	us	to	deconstruct	traditional	readings	of	the	text.	Unlike	Hart	and

Behr,	however,	Clark	insists	that	Gregory	suppresses	rather	than	celebrates	sexual

difference.	But	she	believes	that	despite	Gregory’s	attempt	at	suppressing	the	“real”

Macrina,	he	cannot	avoid	leaving	“traces”	of	her	in	the	text.	Her	identity	as	a	“holy

woman”	shines	through	in	the	text	despite	Gregory’s	attempts	at	covering	it	up.31

Virginia	Burrus	presents	a	somewhat	similar	reading	of	Gregory.	She,	too,	compares	De

anima	et	resurrectione	to	Plato’s	Symposium,	and	she	comes	to	the	conclusion	that

Gregory’s	text	doesn’t	quite	succeed	in	its	presentation	of	Macrina	as	an	instance	of

male-centered	production	of	a	feminized	“object.”	Despite	Gregory’s	best	attempts	at

reinforcing	the	universalizing	discourse	of	homosocial	communities,	there	is	always	the

intrusive	presence	of	women	in	male	environments.	It	is	true,	explains	Burrus,	that,	by

presenting	Macrina	in	the	role	of	Diotima,	the	text	turns	Gregory	into	Socrates.	But	when

the	dialogue	repeatedly	depicts	Gregory	as	a	weeping	virgin,	this	makes	Macrina

inevitably	switch	positions	so	as	to	take	on	the	role	of	Socrates.	Thus,	Burrus	sees

Gregory’s	work—contrary	to	his	own	intentions—as	transgressing	the	homosocial	worlds

of	gender	that	elsewhere	(in	Plato	and	Methodius	of	Olympus)	are	kept	intact.32

I	will	not	evaluate	these	proposals	in	detail	here.	Chapters	3	(“Gendered	Body”)	and	4

(“Dead	Body”)	present	my	own	appraisals	of	Gregory’s	views	on	the	body,	gender,

sexuality,	and	virginity,	and	these	chapters	will	make	clear,	I	believe,	that	recent

reappraisals	of	Gregory’s	theology	of	embodiment	do	not	do	justice	to	his	overall

thought.	In	one	significant	way,	the	readings	of	Hart,	Behr,	and	Williams	are	quite

different	from	those	of	Clark	and	Burrus.	The	former,	since	they	draw	attention	to

Gregory’s	acknowledgment	of	the	goodness	of	embodied,	created	existence,	see	Nyssen

as	positively	appreciating	gender	difference	(along	with	marriage	and	sexuality).	The	latter

see	Gregory	as	(unsuccessfully)	trying	to	suppress	sexual	differentiation.	Both

perspectives,	however,	downplay	the	fact	that	Gregory	is	a	radically	anagogical

theologian,	for	whom	embodied	existence	(and	gender	in	particular)	simply	does	not	have

the	importance	that	it	carries	for	our	contemporaries.	The	arguments	of	(p.12)	 Hart,
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Behr,	and	Williams—that	Gregory	deeply	appreciates	materiality,	that	he	holds	marriage

in	higher	regard	than	virginity,	that	he	regards	human	beings	as	closely	akin	to	animals,

and	that	he	wants	to	integrate	emotions	such	as	grief	in	a	proper	understanding	of	the

human	person—are	ultimately	unsuccessful	because	they	fail	to	recognize	the	anagogical

bent	of	Nyssen’s	theology;	Gregory,	so	I	will	argue	in	this	book,	wants	to	move	from	the

material	to	the	spiritual,	from	this-worldly,	earthly	existence	to	otherworldly,	heavenly

existence.	Similarly,	readings	such	as	those	of	Clark	and	Burrus,	which	focus	on	female

absence	and/or	on	gender	reversals,	are	unsuccessful	because	they	force	Gregory

through	a	contemporary	grid	that	does	not	do	justice	to	the	fourth-century	social	context

of	Gregory	and	Macrina.	Nyssen	is	simply	not	interested	in	questions	of	immanent

gender	reversals.	Instead,	he	views	Macrina’s	transcending	of	gender	as	the	result	of

her	entry	into	a	genderless	angelic	state.	Again,	it	is	the	anagogical	bent	of	his	theology

that	contemporary	scholarship	fails	to	appreciate.

Chapter	Outline
In	no	way	do	I	mean	to	deny	the	importance	that	embodiment	plays	in	Nyssen’s	thought.

Gregory	is	keenly	interested	in	this	theme.	He	is	also	aware	that	embodied	existence

implies	being	tethered	to	time	and	space,	and	he	reflects	deeply	on	the	link	between

embodiment	and	what	he	calls	the	“extension”	or	“interval”	(διάστημα)	of	created	life,

something	we	can	measure	in	terms	of	time	and	space.	Chapter	1	(“Measured	Body”)

acknowledges	the	significance	of	this	notion	of	“extension”	in	Gregory’s	theology—

something	first	noted	by	Hans	Urs	von	Balthasar	and	a	common	feature	of	Gregory

scholarship	since	that	time.33	Gregory’s	emphasis	on	the	diastemic,	measurable	character

of	created	existence	implies	that	God	created	the	world	distinct	from	himself.	As	a	result,

it	is	today	a	common	scholarly	assumption	that	for	Nyssen	“extension”	(διάστημα)	is	the

defining	characteristic	of	all	created	life,	as	distinct	from	the	adiastemic	life	of	the	creator.

This	would	imply	that	according	to	Gregory	angelic	life,	too,	is	diastemic	and	that	the

diastemic	nature	of	human	life	continues	in	the	eschaton.	I	challenge	in	particular	the

latter	view.	Nothing	is	more	important	for	Gregory	than	for	human	beings	to	enter	into

the	divine	life.	He	maintains	that	although	we	can	(and	should)	make	use	of	diastemic

existence	in	time	and	space,	the	purpose	is	precisely	to	overcome	time	and	space.	Thus,	I

will	argue,	for	St.	Gregory	time	and	space	(along	with	the	διάστημα	that	they	imply)	do

not	characterize	the	final	human	destiny.

(p.13)	 To	be	sure,	the	common	assumption	that	for	Gregory	διάστημα	will	continue	in

the	hereafter	is	based	on	several	correct	insights:	(1)	Gregory,	especially	in	debate	with

Eunomius,	firmly	and	consistently	upholds	the	creator–creature	distinction	as	the	most

basic	ontological	distinction;	and	(2)	Gregory	believes	that	in	the	hereafter	human

progress	in	the	infinite	divine	life	will	be	continuous	and	will	never	be	satiated;	this

dynamic	view	of	progress	in	the	eschaton	would	seem	to	imply	the	measurability	of

extension.	I	begin,	therefore,	by	acknowledging	the	truth	elements	that	this	common

reading	of	Gregory	contains.34	Nonetheless,	I	argue	that	Gregory	does	not	view

diastemic	existence	as	uniformly	positive.	This	is	clear	from	the	fact	that	he	believes	that

neither	human	life	before	the	Fall	nor	our	post-resurrection	existence	is	diastemic	in

character.
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Nyssen’s	homilies	on	Ecclesiastes,	In	Ecclesiasten	homiliae,	make	clear	that	there	is	a

great	deal	of	futility	in	our	diastemic	life	under	the	sun.	Although	the	διάστημα	of

measured	bodies	can	potentially	serve	the	journey	of	virtuous	ascent,	the	often	terrible

conditions	of	embodied,	temporal	existence	lead	Gregory	to	encourage	his	hearers	to

undertake	the	anagogical	(upward)	journey	away	from	the	limits	of	this-worldly	existence.

That	time	(χρόνος)—characterized	by	extension	and	measurability—will	not	perdure	in

the	hereafter	becomes	clear	when	in	his	Easter	homily	De	tridui	spatio	Gregory	explains

that	the	newness	of	the	resurrection	of	Christ	implies	the	in-breaking	of	the	eschaton	in

the	world	of	time	and	thus	a	realignment	of	time.	The	eschatological	“eighth	day,”

Gregory	makes	clear	in	his	sermon	In	sextum	Psalmum,	will	mean	the	disappearance	of

time	(χρόνος).	With	unmistakable	lucidity,	he	insists	here	that	it	is	only	in	this-worldly

existence	that	we	measure	“the	whole	extension	of	time	(χρόνου	διάστημα)	by	the	cycle

of	weeks,”	and	he	explains	that	this	movement	(κίνησις)	will	come	to	an	end	in	the

eschaton.35	To	be	sure,	Nyssen’s	explicit	disavowal	of	διάστημα	in	the	hereafter	does	not

make	him	deny	the	resurrection	of	the	body:	the	materiality	of	the	body	consists	merely

of	intelligible	properties,	which	can	be	reconfigured	so	as	to	suit	the	non-diastemic	life	of

the	resurrection.	Still,	our	present,	post-lapsarian	bodies	(the	“tunics	of	hide”)	do	need

to	get	rid	of	their	diastemic	configuration	to	be	able	to	enter	the	heavenly	Paradise.	Thus,

the	anagogical	drive	of	Gregory’s	theology	renders	him	impatient	with	the	diastemic

structures	of	time	and	space.

The	negative	conditions	of	diastemic	life,	as	well	as	the	inherently	flawed	nature	of	our

embodied	existence	(between	Fall	and	final	resurrection),	result	in	Gregory	placing	limits

on	his	affirmations	of	the	goodness	of	embodiment.	His	aim,	in	dealing	with	embodiment,

is	to	overcome	the	diastemic	limits	that	accompany	it	(in	its	current	condition).	The

anagogical	thrust	of	Nyssen’s	(p.14)	 theology	is	directly	linked	to	his	impatience	with

diastemic	limits	and	to	his	conviction	that	the	body	often	trips	us	up.	The	remaining

chapters	all	seek	to	demonstrate	that	St.	Gregory’s	restrained	attitude	with	regard	to

embodiment	serves	the	purpose	of	anagogy.	In	Chapter	2,	I	focus	on	the	“Textual	Body”

of	Scripture	as	one	instance	of	a	measurable,	diastemic	body.	The	anagogical	pursuit

means	not	only	that	we	ultimately	leave	behind	the	diastemic	character	of	our	fallen

material	and	temporal	condition,	but	it	also	means	that	we	dare	not	linger	with	the	fleshly

and	historical	interpretation	of	Scripture.	Gregory’s	allegorical	reading	of	Abraham’s

journey	in	Contra	Eunomium	II	makes	clear	that	our	diastemic	limitations	render	it

impossible	for	human	discourse	to	grasp	the	adiastemic	life	of	God.	Thus,	it	is	faith	rather

than	“verbal	description”	or	“ratiocination”	that	allows	us	to	reach	the	goal	of	our

anagogical	pursuit.	Abraham’s	journey	from	sensible	knowledge	via	intellectual

knowledge	to	faith	finds	its	counterpart	in	the	reader	of	Scripture,	who	is	supposed	to

“turn”	from	the	historical	or	surface	meaning	of	the	text	to	its	spiritual	level.	Thus,

exegetical	ascent	mirrors	the	soteriological	ascent	from	this-worldly	diastemic	time	and

space	into	the	heavenly	Paradise	of	the	“eighth	day.”	St.	Gregory’s	commentary	on	the

inscriptions	of	the	psalms,	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum,	depicts	this	heavenly	future	both

as	the	ultimate	aim	of	the	Psalter	and	as	the	purpose	of	human	life;	each	section	of	the

book	of	psalms	represents	a	further	stage	in	the	ascent	(ἀνάβασις)	to	eternal

blessedness.	What	matters	is	not	the	historical	reality	behind	the	psalms.	Instead,
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Gregory	is	interested	in	the	spiritual	aim	(σκοπός)	of	the	text,	along	with	the	virtue	that

allows	one	to	obtain	this	end.	For	Gregory,	the	psalms,	the	human	person,	and	the

cosmos	are	one	harmonious	whole:	they	all	serve	the	purpose	of	eternal	blessedness	in

praise	of	God.

The	need	for	anagogical	transposition	from	the	literal	(or	diastemic)	to	the	spiritual	(or

adiastemic)	comes	to	the	fore	particularly	clearly	in	Nyssen’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of

Songs,	In	Canticum	canticorum.	Gregory	highlights	the	paradox	of	a	biblical	text

“tinctured	with	passion”	teaching	us	“impassibility.”36	Although	the	sensible	body	of	the

text	is	indispensable	for	Gregory,	he	does	not	want	us	to	focus	on	the	earthly,	material

bodies	that	the	text	portrays.	The	aim	of	the	Song	of	Songs	is	that	we	undergo	an

anagogical	“transposition”	(μετάστασις).	This	transposition	can	be	seen	both	in	the

exegetical	move	toward	a	spiritual	reading	and	in	the	virtuous	ascent	away	from	bodily

passions	to	a	proper	desire	for	God.	The	result	is	participation	in	the	virtuous	life	of	God.

For	Gregory,	anagogical	pursuit	means	that	we	leave	behind	the	bodily	text	of	Scripture

in	order	to	attain	to	a	spiritual	participation	in	divine	goodness	and	beauty.

The	next	three	chapters	focus	more	particularly	on	the	role	that	the	physical,	human

body	plays	in	Nyssen’s	theology.	In	Chapter	3	(“Gendered	(p.15)	 Body”),	I	argue	that

Gregory	depicts	gender	as	something	ultimately	unstable.	This	instability,	however,	is	not

the	result	of	a	non-essentialist	(postmodern)	questioning	of	traditional	heteronormative

sexuality.	Gender	instability	is	for	Gregory	the	result	not	of	greater	this-worldly	sexual

differentiation	but	of	an	anagogical,	upward	journey	away	from	gender	and	sexuality

altogether.	Thus,	In	Canticum	canticorum	the	believer	replaces	the	temporary	tunics	of

hide	(which	will	not	enter	into	the	adiastemic	paradisal	future)	with	the	holy	garb	of

Christ.	This	“dress	reversal”	involves	growth	in	virtue	as	we	put	on	the	virtues	of	Christ.

Bodily	“instability”	thus	stems	from	growth	in	virtue	and	from	the	recognition	that	our

ultimate	goal	is	a	spiritual	or	angelic	body.	For	Gregory,	the	bodily	senses	must	be

transposed	into	spiritual	senses,	as	we	ascend	from	sensible	to	spiritual	realities.

Although	it	is	true	that	in	De	hominis	opificio	Gregory	depicts	gendered	existence	as	a

pre-lapsarian	reality	(a	gift	from	God	resulting	from	his	anticipation	of	the	Fall),	this

acknowledgment	by	Gregory	hardly	constitutes	a	wholehearted	affirmation	of	gender,

marriage,	and	sexuality.	Nyssen	explains	that	embodiment	and	gender	do	not	belong	to

the	image	of	God,	and	if	any	procreation	would	have	taken	place	in	Paradise,	it	would

have	been	an	angelic,	non-sexual	kind	of	procreation.	Marriage	and	sexuality,	for	Nyssen,

are	inevitably	bound	up	with	the	passions,	and	as	such	they	hinder	our	anagogical

pursuit.	I	show	that,	although	Gregory	gets	himself	involved	in	some	theological

difficulties	at	this	point—he	has	brutish,	gendered	bodies	residing	in	a	spiritual	Paradise—

the	overall	direction	of	his	thought	is	clear:	he	regards	gender	as	linked	to	sexuality	and

to	the	other	passions,	and	as	such	it	properly	belongs	to	the	problematic	“tunics	of	skin”

that	the	Fall	introduced.	Gender,	then,	is	something	to	be	overcome.	In	Vita	s.	Macrinae,

Gregory	depicts	his	sister,	Macrina,	as	the	virgin	par	excellence.	On	her	deathbed,	she

no	longer	appears	to	Gregory	as	a	woman.	Instead,	she	has	embarked	on	the	angelic	life,

which	for	Gregory	is	a	life	modeled	on	Christ,	in	whom	there	is	neither	male	nor	female
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(Gal	3:28).	For	Gregory,	then,	the	eschatological	overcoming	of	gender	is	the	result	not	of

differentiation	through	greater	gender	fluidity	but	of	the	unity	of	male	and	female	in	an

angelic,	genderless	eschaton.

I	continue	the	discussion	of	sexuality	in	the	first	part	of	Chapter	4	(“Dead	Body”),	which

deals	in	more	detail	with	Gregory’s	understanding	of	virginity.	I	argue	that	one	cannot

interpret	Gregory’s	encomium	on	virginity	in	De	virginitate	as	an	expression	of	irony.

While	it	is	true	that	Gregory	acknowledges	the	goodness	of	the	body	and	also	of

marriage,	he	nonetheless	wants	also	his	praise	of	virginity	to	be	taken	at	face	value.	St.

Gregory	identifies	virginity	with	God	himself,	which	means	that	virginity	is,	ultimately,	to

be	identified	with	incorruptibility,	purity,	and	impassibility.	Bodily	virginity,	then,	which

denies	the	passions,	enables	us	to	participate	in	divine	incorruptibility.	As	such,	bodily

virginity	is	an	answer	to	death	and	serves	as	a	proleptic	participation	in	the	very	life	of

God.	While	marriage	leads	to	corruption	and	death,	virginity	yields	hope	and	eternal	life.

(p.16)	 In	the	second	part	of	this	chapter	on	“Dead	Body,”	I	deal	with	the	issue	of	death

from	another	angle.	I	show	specifically	how	St.	Gregory	deals	with	the	emotion	of	grief	in

the	face	of	bereavement.	On	Gregory’s	understanding,	death	marks	the	moment	of

ultimate	progression	in	the	anagogical	progress.	Thus,	while	Gregory	deeply	grieves	the

(anticipated)	loss	of	Macrina,	she	herself—both	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae	and	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione—makes	clear	that	grief	is	the	result	of	an	erroneous	rational	judgment,	one

that	fails	to	take	into	account	the	hope	of	1	Thessalonians	4:13	(“But	we	would	not	have

you	ignorant,	brethren,	concerning	those	who	are	asleep,	that	you	may	not	grieve	as

others	do	who	have	no	hope”).	Gregory’s	three	funeral	orations	display	the	rhetorical

skills	of	a	remarkably	pastoral	theologian.	He	certainly	appreciates	the	loss	that	his

audience	experiences.	In	fact,	he	actively	encourages	them	to	vent	their	grief	rather	than

to	suppress	it.	In	no	way,	however,	does	Nyssen	give	a	positive	appraisal	of	the	passion

of	“worldly	grief.”	Instead,	the	approach	of	his	funeral	orations	mirrors	that	of	Macrina	in

her	dealings	with	her	younger	brother’s	grief:	recognizing	its	power,	St.	Gregory	allows

his	congregation	to	give	voice	to	their	bereavement;	it	is	only	once	the	passions	have

been	sufficiently	spent	that	the	mourners	will	be	open	to	the	rational	judgment	that	is

offered	by	the	Christian	hope	of	eternal	life.	For	Gregory,	then,	a	“dead	body”	does	not

have	the	final	say:	the	person	whose	loss	one	mourns	is	moving	on	toward	a	state	of

eternal	virginal	purity,	and	it	is	by	properly	ridding	themselves	of	the	passion	of	grief	that

also	those	who	are	left	behind	and	are	mourning	make	progress	in	their	anagogical

journey	into	the	impassible,	virginal	life	of	God.

The	chapter	entitled	“Oppressed	Body”	(Chapter	5)	shows	that	the	otherworldly	bent	of

Gregory’s	theology	does	not	imply	indifference	with	regard	to	questions	of	social	justice.

No	other	church	father	is	as	unequivocally	and	passionately	opposed	to	slavery	as

Gregory.	He	bases	his	rejection	of	slavery	particularly	on	two	Christian	beliefs:	first,	the

doctrine	of	the	image	of	God,	which	implies,	for	Gregory,	a	radical	“sameness”	and

equality	of	human	beings;	and	second,	faith	in	the	resurrection,	since	manumission	is	for

Nyssen	an	anticipation	of	God’s	ultimate	redemption	on	the	last	day.	Gregory	also	has	a

number	of	strongly	worded	homilies	dealing	with	poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury,	in	which
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he	draws	attention	to	the	kinship	between	his	listeners	and	the	homeless	people	who	are

often	badly	mistreated.	For	Nyssen,	the	body	is	never	merely	an	object,	and	he	is

convinced	that	believers	never	have	the	right	to	mistreat	others,	particularly	since	the

body—including	the	body	of	the	leper—points	to	the	image	of	God	that	it	contains.

Compassion	and	justice—with	regard	to	basic	health	and	economic	well-being—are

closely	linked	in	Gregory’s	approach,	and	embodied	concerns	are	always	close	at	hand	as

he	speaks	up	for	the	most	vulnerable	in	society.

At	the	same	time,	Gregory’s	writings	on	slavery,	homelessness,	and	leprosy	reach

beyond	concern	for	bodily	and	material	well-being.	Also	when	it	comes	(p.17)	 to	social

justice	concerns,	Gregory	refuses	to	make	this-worldly	ends	ultimate.	First,	it	is	precisely

the	objectification	of	the	body	that	he	opposes	in	his	rejection	of	slavery.	It	is	because	the

bodies	of	the	poor	are	like	“coins”	stamped	with	the	image	of	the	king	that	they	are	to	be

treated	with	respect.	Second,	by	manumitting	slaves	and	caring	for	the	disadvantaged	in

society,	the	rich	secure	their	own	eternal	future.	When	slave	owners	free	their	slaves,

they	reflect	and	participate	in	divine	generosity,	thereby	progressing	in	their	anagogical

journey	toward	God.	Since	manumission	involves	the	renunciation	of	the	privileges	of

wealth,	freeing	slaves	is	part	and	parcel	of	the	ascetic	program	that	Gregory	is	intent	on

promoting.	Similarly,	care	for	the	bodies	of	the	lepers	and	the	poor	allows	for	a	“reverse

contagion”:	the	beauty	of	the	souls	of	lepers	“infects”	the	souls	of	those	who	care	for

them.	And	since	the	poor	are	“doorkeepers	of	the	kingdom,”	it	is	they	who	control	access

to	the	kingdom	of	God.	Social	justice	thus	benefits	not	just	the	poor	but	also	the	rich.

Their	renunciation	of	material	well-being	and	their	anagogical	pursuit	of	eternal	life	in	the

kingdom	of	God	are	foundational	reasons	to	invest	heavily	in	matters	of	social	justice.

Gregory,	then,	regards	care	for	oppressed	bodies	as	integral	to	the	anagogical	pursuit	of

believers.

Chapter	6	(“Ecclesial	Body”)	makes	clear	that	the	embodied	sacraments,	too,	are	both

indispensable	and	penultimate	at	the	same	time,	since	they	serve	the	anagogical	purpose

of	salvation	in	Christ.	Gregory’s	exposition	on	Psalms	22	(23)	and	23	(24)	in	In

ascensionem	Christi	oratio	deals	with	the	sacraments	of	initiation—Baptism,	Chrismation,

and	Eucharist—that	enable	the	new	believer	to	ascend	with	Christ	onto	his	royal

mountain.	The	sacramental	life	of	the	church,	on	this	understanding,	is	mystagogical	in

character;	the	sacraments	constitute	one’s	initial	transposition	into	the	ecclesial	reality	of

the	eschaton.	St.	Gregory’s	sermon	on	the	Baptism	of	Christ,	In	diem	luminem,	indicates

that	Nyssen	is	deeply	interested	in	the	material	particularity	of	the	element	of	water	in

Baptism;	the	reason	is	that	sacramental	actions	make	for	real	changes.	At	the	same	time,

Gregory	makes	clear	that	water	does	not	work	regeneration	of	its	own	accord	and	that

Baptism	is	meaningless	if	it	does	not	go	accompanied	by	a	life	of	virtue.	In	connection	with

the	Eucharist,	too,	Gregory	acknowledges	both	its	indispensability	and	its	penultimate

character.	On	the	one	hand,	Gregory	indicates	in	his	Oratio	catechetica	magna	that	it	is

through	the	“transforming”	of	bread	and	wine	that	God	changes	us.	On	the	other	hand,

the	purpose	of	this	transformation	is	anagogical:	our	divinizing	transposition	into	the	life	of

God.
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St.	Gregory’s	teaching	on	the	church	as	body	of	Christ	further	illustrates	the	anagogical

thrust	of	his	ecclesiology.	In	Tunc	et	ipse	Gregory	discusses	what	St.	Paul	means	when

he	writes	in	1	Corinthians	15:28	that	Christ	himself	will	be	“subjected”	to	God.	Nyssen

understands	this	as	shorthand	for	the	subjection	of	all	believers	in	Christ:	since	the

believers’	body	is	that	of	Christ	himself,	St.	Paul	can	refer	to	the	subjection	of	the

believers	as	the	subjection	of	(p.18)	 Christ.	And	since,	on	Gregory’s	understanding,

this	subjection	of	the	believers	implies	their	salvation,	he	highlights	the	aim	of	the

(universal)	salvation	of	believers	as	the	body	of	Christ.	We	find	a	similar	close

identification	between	Christ	and	the	church	in	Nyssen’s	sermons	on	the	Song	of	Songs.

St.	Gregory	sees	the	Song’s	erotic	descriptions	both	of	the	bride	and	of	the	Groom	as

depictions	of	the	church.	Christ	and	his	church	are	so	closely	linked,	according	to

Gregory,	that	when	the	Song	portrays	the	Groom’s	(Christ’s)	virtues	as	desirable,	we

actually	are	to	interpret	them	as	virtues	of	the	believers.	Thus,	desire	for	the	beauty	of

the	bride’s	virtues	is	identical	to	the	anagogical	desire	to	share	in	the	infinite	life	of	God

himself.	In	short,	the	very	concrete,	material	descriptions	of	the	body	parts	of	bride	and

Groom	serve	to	lead	the	reader	away	from	bodily	concerns	to	matters	of	spiritual	or

divine	significance.	Gregory’s	ecclesiology	serves	the	anagogical	aim	of	stirring	up	desire

for	the	never-ending	journey	into	the	life	of	God.

The	final	chapter	(“Virtuous	Body”)	ties	together	the	various	strands	of	each	of	the

preceding	chapters	by	making	clear	that	the	anagogical	transposition	enabled	through	the

various	forms	of	embodiment	discussed	in	this	book	entails,	for	Gregory,	growth	in

virtue.	Put	differently,	embodiment	serves	anagogical	transposition,	while	this	anagogical

transposition,	in	turn,	means	growth	in	virtue.	Furthermore,	since	Gregory	identifies

virtue	with	Christ	and	with	God,	we	may	also	say	that	for	Gregory	embodiment	serves

the	purpose	of	participation	in	the	life	of	God.	By	looking	at	the	virtuous	life	as	participation

in	Christ,	Gregory	largely	avoids	moralism.	Virtue	is	never	something	we	attain	on	our

own,	as	autonomous	human	beings.	Instead,	Gregory	is	convinced	that	divine	grace

always	precedes	human	willing	and	invariably	accompanies	human	action.	Both	De

professsione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione	provide	virtue	with	a	thoroughly

Christological	grounding,	which	avoids	moralism.	While	imitation	of	Christ	is	crucially

important	for	Gregory,	he	regards	this	imitation	not	as	an	extrinsic	modeling,	but	as

participation	in	the	divine	virtues	of	Christ.	De	vita	Moysis	looks	to	Moses	as	an	example

of	someone	who	lived	the	perfect	life.	Moses’	“upward	calling”	is,	for	Gregory,	the	calling

to	a	never-ending	progress	(ἐπέκτασις)	in	the	life	of	God,	which	is	a	participation	in	the

adiastemic,	immeasurable	life	of	divine	virtue,	depicted	by	Gregory	as	our	indwelling	of

the	heavenly	tabernacle,	Christ	himself.	To	grow	in	virtue,	therefore,	means	to	rely

increasingly	on	Christ.	The	aim	of	this	life	is	that	we	leave	behind	the	diastemic	realities	of

this-worldly	existence	in	order	to	participate	in	the	luminous	darkness	of	paradisal	reality.

Nyssen’s	call	for	the	virtuous	life	of	perfection	is,	therefore,	at	the	same	time	a	call	for

anagogical	participation	in	the	paradisal	reality	of	the	divine	life.	Gregory,	while	he	is

convinced	of	the	significance	and	even	the	indispensability	of	embodied	existence,	aims

ultimately	at	transposition	into	the	paradoxical	reality	that	lies	beyond	human	discourse

and	beyond	the	diastemic	realities	of	the	bounded	existence	of	time	and	space.
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Notes:

(1)	Cant	5.144.17–18.

(2)	Cf.	Henri	de	Lubac,	“On	an	Old	Distich:	The	Doctrine	of	the	‘Fourfold	Sense’	in

Scripture,”	in	Theological	Fragments,	trans.	Rebecca	Howell	Balinski	(San	Francisco,

Calif.:	Ignatius,	1989),	109–27.

(3)	Robert	M.	Grant	with	David	Tracy,	A	Short	History	of	the	Interpretation	of	the	Bible,

2nd	edn.	(Philadelphia,	Penn.:	Fortress,	1984),	85.

(4)	In	this	regard,	Gregory	stands	within	the	Origenist	tradition.	Cf.	Henri	de	Lubac,

History	and	Spirit:	The	Understanding	of	Scripture	according	to	Origen,	trans.	Anne

Englund	Nash	(San	Francisco:	Ignatius,	2007).

(5)	Cant	Prologue.5.6–9.

(6)	Cf.	Charles	Kannengiesser	et	al.,	Handbook	of	Patristic	Exegesis,	The	Bible	in	Ancient

Christianity,	1	(Leiden:	Brill,	2006),	257.

(7)	Cf.	Chap.	7,	sect.:	Virtue	as	Participation	in	Christ:	De	professione	Christiana	and	De

perfectione.

(8)	Inscr	69.14	(Heine	124).

(9)	Inscr	117.4	(Heine	164).

(10)	Cf.	Hans	Boersma,	Heavenly	Participation:	The	Weaving	of	a	Sacramental	Tapestry

(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Eerdmans,	2011).

(11)	Most	contemporary	scholarship	rightly	perceives	the	centrality	of	Gregory’s

Christian	convictions	and	has	abandoned	the	monochromatic	depiction	of	Nyssen	as	a

Platonist,	which	once	was	common	and	found	its	classical	expression	in	Harold	Fredrik

Cherniss,	The	Platonism	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	University	of	California	Publications	in

Classical	Philology,	11/1	(Berkeley,	Calif.:	University	of	California	Press,	1930).

(12)	With	this	description	I	do	not	mean	to	tie	material,	embodied	reality	inextricably	to

time	and	space.	As	will	become	clear	in	the	course	of	this	study,	Gregory	believes	that	in

the	eschaton,	materiality	(including	the	human	body)	will	perdure,	while	time	and	space

will	disappear.

(13)	Jean	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique:	Doctrine	spirituelle	de	Saint

Grégoire	de	Nysse,	rev.	edn.,	Théologie,	2	(Paris:	Aubier,	1944),	8–9;	Hans	Urs	von

Balthasar,	Presence	and	Thought:	An	Essay	on	the	Religious	Philosophy	of	Gregory	of

Nyssa,	trans.	Mark	Sebanc	(San	Francisco,	Calif.:	Communio—Ignatius,	1995),	15–23;

Endre	von	Ivánka,	Plato	christianus:	Übernahme	und	Umgestaltung	des	Platonismus

durch	die	Väter	(Einsiedeln:	Johannes,	1964),	149–85.
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(14)	Cant	1.29.9–12.
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	1	(‘Measured	Body’)	acknowledges	the	significance	both	of	the	creator–creature
distinction	and	of	measurable	‘extension’	(diastēma)	among	creatures	in	Gregory’s
theology,	which	is	particularly	evident	in	Contra	Eunomium	I.	Analysis	of	In	Ecclesiasten

homilae,	De	tridui	spatio,	and	In	sextum	Psalmum	makes	clear,	however,	that	Gregory
believes	that	this	diastemic	dimension	will	disappear	in	the	eschaton.	He	maintains	that
although	we	can	(and	should)	make	use	of	diastemic	existence	in	time	and	space,	the
purpose	is	precisely	to	overcome	time	and	space.	The	newness	of	the	resurrection	of
Christ	implies	the	in-breaking	of	the	paradisal	eschaton	(the	‘eighth	day’)	in	the	world	of
time	and	thus	a	realignment	of	time.	The	anagogical	drive	of	Gregory’s	theology	renders
him	impatient	with	the	diastemic	structures	of	time	and	space.

Keywords:			extension,	diastēma,	time	and	space,	resurrection,	eschaton,	eighth	day,contra	eunomium	i,	in

ecclesiasten	homilae,	de	tridui	spatio,	in	sextum	psalmum
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Throughout	his	writings,	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa	struggles	with	the	limitations	that	time	and
space	impose	on	human	beings.	Bodies	are	subject	to	the	restrictions	that	their	created
environment	imposes.	Regardless	of	the	genre	he	employs	in	his	writings—whether	he
takes	the	biblical	text	as	his	starting-point	(as	in	his	commentaries	and	homilies),	sets	out
to	deal	with	theological	anthropology	(as	most	notably	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	in
De	hominis	opificio),	or	polemically	engages	theological	opponents	in	Trinitarian	and
Christological	controversy	(particularly,	of	course,	in	the	three	books	Contra	Eunomium)
—Gregory	consistently	focuses	on	questions	that	deal	with	the	measurable	limits	of	time
and	space.	In	this	chapter,	therefore,	I	want	to	raise	the	following	question:	does	Gregory
unequivocally	affirm	the	measurements	of	created	time	and	space—the	extension
(διάστημα)	of	created	life—or	does	he	insist	that	in	some	ways	they	are	obstacles	to	be
overcome?

One	rather	common—though	not	universally	agreed	upon—interpretation	of	Gregory
sees	him	as	holding	that	the	diastemic	character	of	creation	extends	to	all	created	life,
including	angels	and	the	human	mind,	since	for	Nyssen	it	is	precisely	διάστημα	that
distinguishes	creation	from	creator.	This	sharp	distinction	would	seem	to	entail	that	for
human	beings	διάστημα	continues	also	in	the	life	hereafter.	Since	Gregory	teaches	that
for	human	beings	the	afterlife	is	characterized	by	continuous	progress	(ἐπέκτασις)	of
one’s	participation	in	the	divine	life,1	it	is	commonly	assumed	that	he	must	necessarily
also	hold	that	human	life	in	the	hereafter	will	continue	to	be	diastemic	in	character.

(p.20)	 David	L.	Balás,	for	example,	maintains	that	for	Gregory	“also	the	life	of	the
(blessed)	angels	and	the	future	eternal	life	of	(blessed)	souls	of	men	is	subject	to
distension	due	to	the	category	of	participation.”2	B.	Otis	has	similarly	argued	that
Gregory’s	theory	of	time	“extends	time—the	diastema—to	a	period	far	beyond	that	of
material	or	cosmic	duration,	that	of	the	visible	universe,”3	and	Otis	argues	explicitly	that
“Gregory…does	not	conceive	of	the	created	spirits	as	eventually	attaining	a	god-like
freedom	from	the	temporal	diastema,	an	eternity	without	any	past,	present	o[r]	future.”4

Alden	A.	Mosshammer	argues	that	Gregory	developed	an	increasingly	robust	distinction
between	creator	and	creature.5	We	can	observe	this	development,	according	to
Mosshammer,	in	Gregory’s	changing	application	of	the	term	“extension”	(διάστημα).	His
early	writings	apply	the	term	only	to	sensible	creatures,	but	his	later	writings	apply	it	also
to	intelligible	creatures:	“It	is	particularly	noteworthy	that	the	same	terminology	he	[i.e.,
Gregory]	once	used	to	differentiate	the	sensible	from	the	intelligible—diastêma—
becomes	in	the	later	works	the	distinguishing	characteristic	of	the	created	from	the
uncreate[d].”6	Paul	Plass,	while	acknowledging	that	for	Gregory	there	are	no	(p.21)
“temporal	stages”	of	birth,	growth,	and	age	in	Heaven,7	nonetheless	maintains	that	the
infinite	progress	of	the	“quasi-space”	and	“quasi-time”	of	the	eschaton	will	still	involve
διάστημα,	albeit	a	transformed	διάστημα:	“Diastēma,	then,	is	the	ontological	‘field’	for
created	being	including	both	temporal	and	quasi-timeless	regions.”8	Finally,	J.	Warren
Smith,	while	recognizing	that	for	Gregory	in	the	eschatological	ecstatic	enjoyment	of	God,
“our	life	will	be	one	eternal	now”	without	any	further	need	for	future	hope,9	so	that	we
will	“lose	self-consciousness	and	its	corollary	time-consciousness”10	(seeing	that	we	will
be	“lost	in	the	love	of	the	Beloved”11),	nonetheless	maintains	that	human	beings	remain
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inescapably	diastemic:	“As	a	creature	marked	by	diastēma,	man	can	never	cross	the
ontological	divide	between	ourselves	and	God,	and	so	enter	God’s	eternity.”12	Each	of
these	authors	maintains	that	for	Nyssen,	human	existence	in	the	eschaton	will	be
characterized	by	διάστημα.

There	is	certainly	value	in	these	interpretations	of	Gregory.	They	rightly	recognize	that
the	creator–creature	distinction	is	of	utmost	importance	to	Gregory.	They	also	correctly
hold	that	Nyssen	looks	to	diastemic	creaturely	movement	in	time	and	space	as	something
positive	in	that	it	allows	the	human	(p.22)	 person	to	participate	more	fully	than	before	in
the	life	of	God.	The	diastemic	nature	of	this-worldly	existence	is	thus	able	to	contribute	to
human	growth	in	virtue.	Indeed,	Gregory	significantly	stops	short	of	strictly	identifying
the	eschatological	state	of	human	beings	with	divine	infinity:	continuous	progress
(ἐπέκτασις)	is	possible	precisely	because	God	always	remains	transcendent	to	human
beings,	so	that	they	will	never	fully	attain	to	his	perfection.	De	vita	Moysis,	in	particular,
makes	clear	that	human	perfection	will	never	reach	the	level	of	divine	perfection.13	The
divine	essence	always	remains	out	of	reach	for	human	beings,	also	in	the	hereafter.

Nonetheless,	for	St.	Gregory	infinite	progress	in	the	eschaton	is	not	characterized	by
διάστημα.	L.	G.	Patterson	and	Ilaria	Ramelli	rightly	point	out	that	Gregory	regards	the
final	restoration	of	all	things	as	a	change	for	human	beings	from	temporality	into	the
eternity	(αϊδιότης)	of	God	himself.14	Patterson	comments:	“This	present	life…involves	the
temporality	and	mutability	required	by	the	slow	completion	of	this	plenitude.	But	both
time	and	change	will	end	with	its	completion….”15	Robert	Wilken	similarly	recognizes	that
while	God	uses	the	“intervals	of	time”	in	the	creation	and	redemption	of	the	world,	the
eschaton	cannot	be	broken	up	into	intervals.	The	characteristic	of	this	“new	time”	will	be
precisely	its	adiastemic	character.16

This	chapter	challenges	the	interpretation	that	for	Gregory	created	life	will	retain	its
diastemic	character	also	in	the	hereafter.	I	will	argue	that	what	is	most	important	to
Gregory	is	to	enter	into	the	divine	life	and	that	although	the	anagogical	journey	(or
ascent)	makes	use	of	time	and	space,	these	do	not	properly	characterize	the	human
destiny.	Although	matter—in	particular	human	bodies—will	share	in	the	resurrection,	this
is	possible	not	because	of	(p.23)	 its	diastemic	character	but	because	matter,	on
Gregory’s	understanding,	is	ontologically	malleable	and	not	essentially	connected	to	the
measurements	of	time	and	space.	Thus,	while	Gregory	is	consistently	unambiguous	about
the	creator–creature	distinction,	his	theology	holds	out	the	hope	for	an	eschaton	in	which
the	temporal–spatial	characteristics	of	our	present	life	are	overcome	through	an
analogical	sharing	in	the	life	of	God.	The	fact	is	that	Gregory	nowhere	indicates	that	infinite
progress	in	the	hereafter	requires	διάστημα.	We	may	feel	that	the	former	ought	to	lead
to	the	latter,	but	for	Gregory	this	is	simply	not	the	case.	Instead,	he	holds	to	a	paradoxical
tension.	On	the	one	hand,	he	insists	that	human	progress	will	be	never-ending.	This	allows
him	to	safeguard	the	radical	difference	between	the	infinite	creator	and	the	finite
creature.	On	the	other	hand,	he	is	equally	intent	on	maintaining	that	this	continuous
progress	will	not	involve	the	extension	(διάστημα)	of	time	and	space.	Gregory’s
otherworldliness	runs	so	deep	that	he	cannot	see	human	progress	as	being	without	end
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so	long	as	creation	retains	the	measurements	of	extended	existence.

In	this	chapter,	when	I	speak	of	“measured	body”	I	refer	to	the	fact	that	according	to
Gregory,	all	embodied	existence—every	created	object	as	we	know	it	today—is	subject
to	measurement.	Extensions	of	time	and	space	characterize	everything	we	know.	The	first
part	of	this	chapter	deals	with	the	diastemic	character	of	time—its	extension	and	thus	its
measured	character.	I	will	begin	this	section	with	a	brief	discussion	of	Gregory’s
controversy	with	Eunomius.	This	Trinitarian	debate	allowed	Gregory	to	articulate	clearly
the	character	of	the	creator–creature	distinction	by	insisting	that	the	creator	is	beyond
extension	(διάστημα)	and	thus	beyond	measurement.	The	following	sections	will	make
clear	that	Gregory	nonetheless	is	impatient	with	the	time	and	space	that	we	inhabit.
Sermons	6–8	of	In	Ecclesiasten	homiliae	show	that	the	extension	of	time	is	not	something
that	Gregory	values	for	its	own	sake.	Instead,	what	matters	is	the	way	in	which	we	use
every	moment	of	our	temporal	lives	to	progress	in	our	upward	journey.	Gregory’s
Easter	sermon,	De	tridui	spatio,	illustrates	that	for	Gregory,	the	resurrection	of	Christ
radically	intervenes	so	as	to	undermine,	already	today,	the	chronological	nature	of	time.
The	new	reality	of	the	eschaton,	which	Gregory	describes	as	the	“eighth	day”
(particularly	in	his	sermon	In	sextum	Psalmum),	is	one	in	which	the	life	of	virtue	and
upward	ascent	yields	its	ultimate	fruit	of	eternal	life—a	mode	of	existence	in	which	the
measurements	of	time	and	space	no	longer	apply.	Gregory	not	only	uses	the	temporal
metaphor	of	the	“eighth	day”	but	also	the	spatial	metaphors	of	Heaven	and	of	Paradise	to
describe	this	otherworldly	reality.	The	intelligible	life	of	the	heavenly	kingdom	is,
according	to	Nyssen,	both	our	origin	and	our	final	end.

(p.24)	Measuring	the	Creature	Only:	Contra	Eunomium
Gregory	was	plunged	into	debate	with	Eunomius,	Bishop	of	Cyzicus,	as	a	result	of	Basil’s
death	in	379.17	Basil	had	undertaken	a	systematic	refutation	of	the	neo-Arian
theologian.18	A	student	of	Aetius,	Eunomius	presented	a	Trinitarian	theology	that
distinguished	three	beings,	of	which	the	first	was	the	highest	and	was	properly	or
essentially	named	“unbegotten”	(ἀγέννητος).	The	implication	of	this	ontological
hierarchical	differentiation	in	the	Trinity	was	a	strong	emphasis	on	the	individuality	of	the
divine	Persons,	each	of	which,	so	Eunomius	believed,	had	its	own	simple	essence.
Furthermore,	since	unbegottenness	constituted	the	Father’s	essence,	the	Son,	as
begotten	(γέννημα)	of	the	Father,	had	come	into	being	through	the	Father’s	will.	Like
Arius	earlier	in	the	fourth	century,	so	Eunomius	believed	that	the	Son	had	not	always
been	in	existence.	Since	Eunomius	and	the	other	neo-Arians	spoke	of	the	relationship
between	the	unbegotten	(ἀγέννητος)	Father	and	the	begotten	(γέννημα)	Son	as	a
relationship	between	two	distinct	essences,	they	regarded	the	Father	and	the	Son	as
unlike	(ἀνόμοιος)	one	another.19	As	the	theological	party	that	emphasized	the
dissimilarity	between	Father	and	Son	most	strongly,	the	neo-Arians	became	known	as	the
Anomoians.	Eunomius’	confidence	that	it	was	possible	to	grasp	the	essence	of	God	in
human	language—with	ἀγέννητος	describing	this,	essence—lay	anchored	in	a	strongly
essentialist	epistemology.20	Eunomius	argued	that,	while	most	of	the	names	used	for	God
were	merely	human	concepts	(ἐπίνοιαι),	which	as	such	could	not	properly	describe	the
being	of	God,	the	notion	of	God’s	unbegottenness	was	different:	according	to	(p.25)
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Eunomius’	“logocentrism,”	by	speaking	of	God	as	“unbegotten,”	one	captured	his	very
essence.21

Gregory’s	three	books	Contra	Eunomium	constitute	a	lengthy	defense	both	of	the	full
divinity	of	the	Son	and	of	the	simplicity	of	the	one	essence	of	God’s	being.22	At	a	crucial
juncture	in	Book	I,	Gregory	takes	issue	with	the	Anomoian	distinction	between	the
Father	as	“senior”	(πρεσβύτερον)	and	the	Son	as	“junior”	(νεώτερον).	His	main	objection
to	this	distinction	is	that	it	introduces	an	interval	or	gap	(διάστημα)	between	the	Father
and	the	Son:	“If	one	holds	that	the	life	of	the	Father	is	senior	to	that	of	the	Son,	one	is
surely	separating	the	Onlybegotten	from	the	God	over	all	by	a	certain	interval
(διαστήματί	τινι).”23	Gregory	takes	Eunomius’	introduction	of	διάστημα	in	the	divine	life
as	a	straightforward	denial	of	divine	infinity:	interval	and	infinity	simply	do	not	go	together.
Once	we	introduce	διάστημα	into	God’s	life,	the	unbegotten	Father	himself,	too,	is
reduced	to	finitude,	measurement,	limits,	and	boundaries.

Using	an	example	to	drive	home	his	point,	Gregory	asks	his	reader	to	imagine	two	rods,
of	unequal	length.	By	putting	the	two	rods	beside	each	other,	it	becomes	possible	to
measure	the	difference	in	length:	“By	putting	the	end	of	the	shorter	one	alongside	we
know	from	it	how	much	longer	the	taller	one	is,	and	we	discover	how	much	the	shorter
one	falls	short	by	using	some	measurement	to	bring	the	smaller	up	to	the	size	of	the
larger	one,	whether	a	cubit	or	whatever	the	length	is	by	which	the	greater	exceeds	the
less.”24	Because	the	interval	(διάστημα)	between	the	two	rods	is	fixed	or	finite,	we	can
measure	it.	If	we	were	to	say	that	there	is	likewise	a	διάστημα	between	Father	and	Son,
this	would	imply	that	not	only	the	Son,	but	even	the	Father	himself	can	be	measured	and
so	is	finite.	By	insisting	on	“seniority”	for	the	Father,	argues	Gregory,	“you	will	be	setting
a	limited	beginning	to	the	existence	of	the	Father	too,	defined	by	the	supposed	interval	in
between.”25	In	short,	Gregory	insists	that	if	we	hold	that	the	Father	was	once	without
the	Son,	we	cannot	avoid	introducing	structures	of	measurement	into	the	Godhead,
including	the	unbegotten	Father	himself.

In	a	justly	famous	section,	Nyssen	then	elaborates	on	the	creator–creature	distinction.26

Here	he	faces	the	objection	that	if	a	“beginning	point”	for	the	Son	really	would	undermine
also	the	Father’s	infinity,	then	would	not	(p.26)	 the	beginning	of	creation	likewise
undermine	God’s	infinity?	Gregory	is	not	impressed	with	the	objection.	He	believes	that
there	is	a	vast	difference	between	saying	that	creation	has	a	beginning	and	saying	that
the	Son	has	a	beginning.	He	is	not	arguing	that	the	created	order	is	like	the	smaller	rod
that	we	can	measure	by	placing	it	alongside	God	as	the	longer	rod.	His	point	is	precisely
that	divine	infinity	does	not	allow	for	any	measurement	whatsoever,	while	creation	is
subject	to	time	and	space.	Explains	Gregory:

All	creation,	as	has	been	said,	having	come	to	exist	in	an	orderly	sequence	(κατὰ
τινα	τάξεως	ἀκολουθίαν),	is	measured	by	the	interval	of	temporal	periods	(τῷ
τῶν	αἰώνων	παραμετρεῖται),	and	if	one	goes	back	in	thought	through	the	series
(ἀκολουθίας)	of	created	things	to	the	beginning	(ἀρχήν)	of	what	exists,	he	will	end
his	quest	at	the	foundation	of	the	ages	(αἰώνων).	But	the	being	which	is	above
creation,	being	separate	from	all	concept	of	intervening	period	(διαστηματικοῦ
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νόηματος),	is	free	from	all	temporal	sequence	(χρονικὴν	ἀκολουθίαν);	it	has	no
such	starting-point	(ἀρχῆς),	no	end	(πέρας),	no	manner	which	involves	order
(τάξιν)	as	it	sets	out	and	ceases.27

The	radical	disjunction	between	creator	and	creature	that	Gregory	articulates	here	is
unmistakable.	The	creator	is	in	no	way	to	be	connected	to	either	interval	(διάστημα)	or
sequence	(ἀκολουθία).28	These	characteristics	are	the	result	of	a	creation	that	is
bounded	by	beginning	(ἀρχή)	and	end	(πέρας).	That	is	to	say,	the	created	order	is	made
up	of	finite	bodies,	subject	to	time	and	measurement.29	Unlike	created	life,	Gregory
explains,	the	life	of	God	is	entirely	separate	from	temporal	measurement:	“That	life	is	not
in	time,	but	time	came	from	it.”30	Time	(χρόνος)	is	a	characteristic	of	created	reality	only.
Thus,	Gregory	contrasts	God	(Father	and	Son)	as	eternal	(ἀΐδιος)	with	human	beings
who	are	in	space	(τόπος)	and	in	time	(χρόνος):

[T]he	self-sufficient,	eternal	nature,	which	encompasses	the	things	that	are,	is	in
neither	space	(ἐν	τόπῳ)	nor	time	(ἐν	τῷ	χρόνῳ),	but	on	an	unspoken	principle	is
perceived	by	faith	alone	as	before	and	above	these	things,	itself	by	itself,	measured
by	no	ages	and	concurring	with	no	times,	but	standing	by	itself	and	constituted	in
itself,	with	no	distinction	in	it	matching	past	and	future,	for	there	is	nothing	(p.27)
beside	it	and	external	to	it,	by	whose	passage	one	thing	passes	and	another
approaches.31

Gregory	clearly	works	with	a	concept	of	timeless	eternity,	which	does	at	least	two	things
for	him:	it	guarantees	a	radical	creator–creature	distinction,	and	it	allows	him	to	uphold
divine	infinity,	with	the	Son	unambiguously	being	on	the	side	of	divine	infinity.32	Only	the
creature	is	characterized	by	diastemic	measurement.

Virtuous	Progression	in	Time:	In	Ecclesiasten	homiliae
Although	we	cannot	establish	with	any	degree	of	certainty	when	Gregory	preached	his
eight	homilies	on	Ecclesiastes,	they	do	display	at	least	some	interest	in	the	issues	that
came	to	the	fore	around	the	time	of	the	Eunomian	controversy,	which	may	be	an
indication	as	to	when	Gregory	preached	In	Ecclesasten	homiliae.33	Be	this	as	it	may,
since	the	Ecclesiast’s	main	theme	is	the	futility	or	vanity	of	life	“under	the	sun,”	the
biblical	text	presented	Gregory	with	ample	opportunity	to	reflect	on	the	significance	of
temporal	existence.	What	is	more,	the	monotonous	but	intriguing	cadences	of	the	third
chapter	gave	him	reason	to	reflect	on	the	nature	and	the	significance	of	time.	Nyssen,	we
will	see,	did	not	use	the	poetic	passage	to	underscore	the	significance	of	history	or
temporal	life.	Instead,	he	saw	the	chapter’s	references	to	time	as	allusions	to	the	divinely
given	opportunity	to	live	a	life	of	virtue	and	thus	to	ascend	to	God.

Alluding	to	the	identification	of	the	Ecclesiast	as	“the	Son	of	David,	the	King	of	Israel”	(Eccl
1:1),	Gregory	leaves	no	doubt	whom	he	considers	to	be	the	author	of	the	book:	“For	the
true	Ecclesiast,	he	who	collects	into	one	body	what	has	been	scattered,	and	assembles
(ἐκκλησιάζων)	into	one	whole	those	who	have	been	led	astray	in	many	ways	by	various
deceits	(Jn	11,52)—who	else	would	he	be	but	the	true	King	of	Israel,	the	Son	of	God,	to
whom	Nathanael	said,	You	are	the	Son	of	God,	you	are	the	King	of	Israel	(Jn	1,49)?”34
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Gregory	defines	“futility”	(ματαιότης),	the	theme	of	Christ’s	discourse	in	this	book,	as
“either	a	meaningless	word,	or	an	unprofitable	activity,	or	an	(p.28)	 unrealized	plan,	or
unsuccessful	effort,	or	in	general	what	serves	no	useful	purpose	at	all.”35	The	aim	of	the
Ecclesiast’s	discourse	on	“futility”	is	to	lead	readers	away	from	it	and	to	bring	them	to	a
life	of	virtue	instead:	“Now	the	teaching	of	this	book	looks	exclusively	to	the	conduct	of
the	Church,	and	gives	introduction	in	those	things	by	which	one	would	achieve	the	life	of
virtue.”36	As	a	result,	the	homilies	display	a	consistent	concern	with	the	dangers	of
worldly	pleasure,	while	they	encourage	the	reader	to	choose	the	virtuous	life	instead.

The	last	three	homilies,	dealing	with	Chapter	3	of	Ecclesiastes,	raise	the	issue	of	how	one
can	live	the	virtuous	life	that	the	earlier	chapters	have	described:	“It	remains	to	learn
how	one	may	live	virtuously	(κατ᾽	ἀρετὴν),	by	obtaining	from	the	text	some	art	and
method,	so	to	speak,	of	successful	living.”37	In	order	to	determine	how	one	makes	the
virtuous	life	one’s	own,	Gregory	discusses	the	first	verse	of	Ecclesiastes	3:	“For
everything	there	is	a	time,	and	a	right	time	for	every	matter	under	heaven.”	He	explains
the	“time”	(χρόνος)	and	“proper	time”	(καιρός)	mentioned	in	verse	1	as	references	to
“measure”	(τὸ	σύμμετρόν)	and	“timeliness”	(τὸ	εὔκαιρον),	respectively.38	These	two,	he
explains,	are	“the	criteria	for	the	good.”39	Since	the	Aristotelian	“mean”	(τὸ	μέσον)
between	two	vices	allows	us	to	“measure”	virtue,	Gregory	believes	that	the	Ecclesiast’s
mentioning	of	“time”	(χρόνος)—which	is	the	basic	framework	for	measuring—must	refer
to	our	attempts	to	establish	virtue	as	the	proper	mean.	Virtuous	acts	are	acts	that	are
“measured”	or	moderate.	The	Aristotelian	mean	also	applies,	however,	to	our
determination	of	the	“proper	time”	(καιρός)	of	the	virtuous	action:	“In	the	part	which
concerns	timeliness	(εὐκαιρίαν),	too,	we	might	give	the	same	explanation,	that	neither
anticipating	the	proper	time	(εὐκαιρίαν)	nor	being	late	is	judged	a	good	thing.”40	Both
the	moderation	of	the	virtuous	act	(which	is	what	Gregory	believes	χρόνος	refers	to)	and
its	propitious	timing	(which	he	sees	in	the	mentioning	of	καιρός)	contribute	to	the
virtuous	act.	In	short,	virtue	has	to	do	both	with	rightly	measuring	the	mean	and	with
choosing	the	appropriate	timing	for	the	virtuous	action,	so	that	“neither	the	immoderate
nor	the	untimely	is	good.”41	The	important	thing,	Gregory	maintains,	is	that	measurement
(μέτρον)	and	timeliness	(εὐκαιρία)	should	go	hand	in	hand.

After	he	has	explained	the	distinction	between	the	moderation	of	χρόνος	and	the	proper
timing	of	καιρός,	Nyssen	expounds	in	more	detail	the	significance	of	the	former.	To	speak
of	virtue	as	the	mean	(τὸ	μέσον),	says	Gregory,	is	simply	another	way	of	talking	about
proper	“measurement”	(μετρόν):	“For	who	does	not	know	that	virtue	is	a	measurement
(μετρόν),	determined	(μετρούμενον)	by	the	middle	point	(τῇ	μεσότητι)	between
contrasting	things?”42	For	those	to	(p.29)	 whom	the	connection	between	χρόνος	and
μέσον	is	perhaps	not	immediately	evident,	Gregory	explains	that	χρόνος	measures	all
development	(pregnancy,	growth	of	crops,	ripening	of	fruits,	navigation,	a	journey,	a
person’s	age,	etc.).	As	such,	χρόνος	is	the	“standard	of	measurement	common	to	all
measured	things	(τῶν	μετρουμένων	μέτρον),	as	it	embraces	(περιέχων)	everything
within	itself.”43	In	similar	fashion,	the	proper	means	(μέσον)	has	everything	to	do	with
finding	just	the	right	nuance	between	two	opposing	vices.	Gregory	uses	the	example	of
the	mean	between	youth	and	old	age:
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As	in	the	course	of	human	life	advanced	age	is	weak,	while	immaturity	is
undisciplined,	and	the	mean	(τὸ	μέσον)	between	the	two	is	the	best,	precisely
because	it	avoids	the	undesirable	features	of	both	sides,	and	in	it	the	strength	of
youth	is	displayed	separated	from	its	indiscipline,	and	the	wisdom	of	age	detached
from	its	feebleness,	so	that	strength	is	combined	with	wisdom,	equally	avoiding	the
weakness	of	age	and	the	rashness	of	youth—in	the	same	way	the	one	who	decrees
a	time	(χρόνον)	for	all	things	by	his	words	excludes	on	each	side	the	evil	resulting
from	lack	of	proportion	(ἀμετρίας),	repudiating	what	is	beyond	its	time	(χρόνον)
and	rejecting	what	falls	short	of	it.44

For	Gregory,	to	find	the	right	proportionality	between	two	opposing	vices	is	to
“measure”	one’s	action	in	just	the	right	way.	Thus,	when	he	speaks	of	“time”	(χρόνος),
Nyssen	does	not	have	in	mind	the	right	moment	or	timing	within	chronologically	extended
time.	That	is	something	for	which	he	instead	uses	the	term	“proper	time”	(καιρός).	In	the
above	quotation	he	is	describing	the	need	to	determine	the	moderate	or	measured
character	of	one’s	virtuous	action.

When	Nyssen	proceeds	to	explain	the	various	pairs	of	opposites	that	the	chapter
mentions,	the	first	criterion—that	of	proper	measure	or	moderation—disappears	from
view,	seeing	that	the	text	mentions	“time”	(χρόνος)	only	in	verse	1,	while	it	goes	on	to
deal	with	timeliness	(εὐκαιρία)	in	each	subsequent	verse.	The	virtues	of	verses	3–8	all
have	their	“proper	time”	(καιρός)	according	to	the	repeated	use	of	this	term	throughout
the	passage.	The	timeliness	that	Gregory	consistently	deals	with	in	his	exposition	is	not,
however,	what	one	might	perhaps	expect.	Gregory	shows	remarkably	little	interest	in
determining	the	circumstances	or	situation	that	might	render	a	particular	point	in	time
expedient	for	a	certain	virtuous	action.	In	fact,	when	it	comes	to	virtue,	any	time	is	a	good
time	to	pursue	it.	Gregory	comments,	for	instance,	that	“if	someone	makes	himself	a	child
of	God	through	virtue…that	person	knows	the	moment	of	the	good	birth,”	while	giving
birth	at	the	“wrong	moment”	refers	to	the	possibility	of	turning	into	a	child	of	the	devil.45

The	stones	that	one	must	“throw”	and	“gather”	(Eccl	3:5)—words	from	Scripture	(p.30)
that	we	recall	to	destroy	evil	thoughts	that	come	up	in	our	minds—are	weapons	that
should	be	continually	in	use,	“so	that	we	always	cast	good	volleys	of	stones	for	the
destruction	of	what	is	bad,	and	the	supply	of	such	weapons	never	runs	out.”46	“Do	you
want	to	learn,	too,	the	right	moment	to	seek	the	Lord?	To	put	it	briefly—all	your	life.”47

Similarly,	the	“right	time”	for	“keeping”	(Eccl	3:6)	is	“the	whole	of	life.”48	One	keeps
“silent”	whenever	one	approaches	the	essence	of	the	God	who	is	beyond	speech	(Eccl
3:7).49	Love	and	hatred,	properly	understood,	both	are	activities	that	one	pursues	all	the
time:	“The	whole	life,	then,	is	the	moment	for	affection	for	God,	and	all	one’s	career	the
moment	for	estranging	oneself	from	the	Enemy.”50	For	Gregory,	any	time	is	a	good	time
for	virtuous	action.	The	timeliness	(εὐκαιρία)	of	virtue	cannot	be	determined	primarily	by
external	circumstances.	Timeliness,	so	it	appears,	loses	its	chronological	grounding	for
Gregory,	as	the	one	moment	becomes	just	as	good	as	the	next	for	engaging	in	virtuous
action.

In	the	light	of	his	overall	theology,	it	is	hardly	surprising	that	for	Gregory	every	moment
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in	time	is	a	“proper	time”	(καιρός)	for	a	virtuous	action.	This	gives	a	first	indication	that
although	Gregory	sharply	demarcates	creator	from	creature—as	we	have	seen	from	his
anti-Eunomian	discourse—he	is	nonetheless	impatient	with	the	diastemic	character	of
time.	Nyssen	is	an	anagogical	theologian	for	whom	the	διάστημα	of	time	is	an	obstacle	that
we	are	to	surpass.	He	is	interested	in	the	anagogical	orientation	both	of	the	text	of
Ecclesiastes	and	of	the	virtues	of	our	lives.	This	anagogical	drive	is	consistently	present	in
Gregory’s	exposition	of	the	passage.	With	regard	to	“giving	birth”	and	“dying”	(Eccl	3:2),
he	first	explains	that	the	cycle	of	birth	and	death	should	serve	“as	a	goad,	to	wake	from
sleep	those	who	are	sunk	deep	in	fleshly	existence	and	love	the	present	life.”51	Then,
appealing	to	a	variety	of	biblical	passages,	Gregory	maintains	that	the	reference	to	birth
and	death	may	also	be	explained	as	a	reference	to	spiritual	birth	and	mortification.52

When	it	comes	to	“tearing	down”	and	“building”	(Eccl	3:3),	Gregory	appeals	to	the	divine
charge	to	Jeremiah	“to	uproot	and	to	pull	down	and	to	destroy,”	followed	by	the
command	“to	rebuild	and	to	plant”	(Jer	1:10).	Gregory	insists:	“We	must	first	tear	down
the	buildings	of	evil	in	us	and	then	find	a	moment	and	a	clear	space	for	the	construction	of
the	temple	of	God	which	is	built	in	our	souls,	whose	fabric	is	virtue.”53	A	“right	time	to
embrace	and	a	right	time	to	be	far	from	embracing”	(Eccl	3:5)	could	either	be	read	as	an
encouragement	to	embrace	Zion	as	the	“pinnacle	of	conduct”	(in	line	with	Ps	47:13
(48:12)	and	Prov	4:8)	and	to	loathe	its	opposite,	or	it	could	be	viewed	as	an
encouragement	(p.31)	 to	escape	the	grip	of	earthly	wealth	and	instead	to	embrace	the
treasure	hidden	in	a	field	(Matt	13:44),	seeing	that	“the	things	that	are	seen	are
transient,	but	the	things	that	are	unseen	are	eternal”	(2	Cor	4:18).54	Finally,	the
references	to	“love”	and	“hate,”	as	well	as	to	“war”	and	“peace”	(Eccl	3:8),	are,	on
Gregory’s	understanding,	allusions	to	spiritual	warfare;	at	some	length,	he	traces	this
theme	throughout	the	Scriptures.	Gregory	concludes	from	the	text	that	if	“we	have	taken
stock	of	the	enemy’s	forces,	this	would	be	the	right	moment	(καιρὸς)	to	make	war	on
them.”55	The	focus	of	these	expositions	is	clearly	on	virtue	as	anagogical	progress.	The
significance	of	temporality	or	historicity	fades	for	Nyssen	as	he	wants	us	to	ascend	to	the
purity	and	incorruptibility	of	the	divine	life.	The	upward	character	of	the	ascent	of	virtue
implies	that	at	every	point	in	time	one	ought	to	take	the	opportunity	to	move	yet	higher.
The	vertical	logic	of	Nyssen’s	exposition	almost	demands	that	we	not	wait	till	later	to	do
what	the	text	requires	from	us.	For	Gregory,	temporality	is	something	we	are	to
overcome.

The	journey	of	virtuous	ascent	away	from	time	is,	however,	full	of	obstacles.	After	all,	as
human	beings	we	are	tethered	to	this	temporal	existence	with	its	diastemic	character.
Gregory	alludes	to	this	when	he	discusses	God’s	gift	of	“time”	(τὸν	αἰῶνα)	in	people’s
hearts	(Eccl	3:11):	“Time,	which	is	a	dimensional	(διαστηματικόν)	idea,	by	itself	signifies
the	whole	creation	which	comes	about	in	it.	Therefore	by	referring	to	the	container	(τοῦ
περιέχοντος)	the	sentence	points	to	everything	contained	(περιεχόμενον)	in	it.	Thus
everything	which	exists	in	time	God	gave	to	the	human	heart	for	good,	so	that	by	the
greatness	and	beauty	of	created	things	it	may	contemplate	thereby	the	Creator	(Wisdom
[1]3,5).”56	In	our	world,	human	beings	are	inescapably	temporal,	and	that	condition
means,	for	Gregory,	that	they	are	limited	to	creaturely	conditions.
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For	Gregory,	the	temporal	condition	of	created	existence	implies	that	it	is	unable	to
escape	its	diastemic	nature.	His	homilies	show	a	keen	awareness	of	this	bounded
character	of	measured	bodies.	When	he	discusses	the	Ecclesiast’s	comment	that	there	is
“a	right	time	to	keep	silence,	and	a	right	time	to	speak”	(Eccl	3:7),	Gregory	takes	the
former	as	an	indication	that	God	is	beyond	(p.32)	 language.	The	reason	for	our	inability
to	comprehend	the	infinite	God	is	the	fact	that	creation	“cannot	get	outside	itself”	by
means	of	thought	and	“always	stays	within	itself,	and	sees	itself,	whatever	it	looks	at.”57

The	reason	for	our	inability	to	escape	the	created	order	is	the	fact	that	time	and	space
form	a	receptacle	within	which	creaturely	διάστημα	has	received	its	place.	Thus,	our
understanding	“finds	no	method	of	speeding	past	the	concept	of	temporality	(αἰῶνος),	so
as	to	stand	outside	itself	and	transcend	the	temporality	(αἰῶνος)	envisaged	as	prior	to
existing	things.”58	As	in	his	controversy	with	Eunomius,	so	also	here	Gregory	directly
ties	the	succession	of	time	to	the	created	order	in	which	we	find	ourselves,	and	he	uses
it	as	a	word	of	caution	with	regard	to	our	lack	of	ability	to	name	God	properly.	If	the
receptacle	of	time	and	space	confines	human	understanding	to	the	created	order,	this
means	that	ascent	to	God	is	by	no	means	an	easy	or	straightforward	matter.

To	be	sure,	the	diastemic	limitations	of	creaturely	existence	are	not	something	negative.
Aware	that	the	Ecclesiast’s	emphasis	on	“futility”	may	leave	the	wrong	impression	with	his
hearers,	St.	Gregory	goes	out	of	his	way	to	make	clear	that	creation	itself	is	not	“futile”
and	is	not	to	be	rejected	in	Gnostic	fashion.	Thus,	already	when	commenting	on	Chapter
1:2	(“Vanity	of	vanities,	said	the	Ecclesiast,	Vanity	of	vanities!	All	things	are	vanity”)
Gregory	feels	compelled	to	explain:	“Let	no	one	suppose	that	the	words	are	an
indictment	of	creation.	For	surely	the	charge	would	also	implicate	him	who	has	made	all
things,	if	the	one	who	constructed	all	things	from	nothing	were	manifested	to	us	as
creator	of	things	of	this	kind,	if	indeed	all	things	were	futility.”59	Gregory	clarifies	by
distinguishing	between	the	temporal	and	the	eternal,	and	between	the	life	of	the	senses
and	the	“true	life.”	The	former,	he	insists,	is	not	simply	to	be	discarded	but	is	meant	for
the	pursuit	of	anagogy,	so	that	“the	knowledge	of	the	visible	world	might	become	a	guide
to	the	soul	for	knowledge	of	things	unseen,	as	Wisdom	says	that	by	analogy	from	the

greatness	and	beauty	of	his	creatures	the	originator	of	all	things	is	perceived	(Wisdom
13,5)….”60	He	then	mentions	the	possibility	of	“misjudgment”	(ἀβουλία),	which	reveres
the	created	order	rather	than	the	Good	that	really	is	and	that	shows	itself	through	the
physical	order.61	Gregory	returns	both	to	the	goodness	of	the	created	order	and	to	the
possibility	of	misjudgment	toward	the	end	of	his	last	homily,	when	he	reflects	on	the
“preoccupation”	or	“distraction”	(περισπασμός)	that	the	Ecclesiast	mentions	in	Chapter
3:10.	Again	insisting	that	God	“made	all	things	for	good”	(Gen	1:4),	Gregory	explains:	“But
when	the	reason,	perverted	from	what	is	right	by	evil	counsel	(Gen	3,1)	fell	away	from
correct	judgment	of	reality,	the	reversing	of	the	right	moment	turned	what	is	useful	in
each	case	(p.33)	 into	the	opposite	experience.”62	Gregory	thus	echoes	the	Ecclesiast	by
acknowledging	that	“each	thing	comes	from	God	for	all	good,”	but	by	way	of	caveat	he
adds,	“as	long	as	use	is	made	of	it	at	the	right	moment	for	a	proper	purpose,	but	the
perversion	of	right	judgment	about	reality	turns	good	things	into	the	beginning	of
evils.”63	Gregory	acknowledges	that	the	διάστημα	of	measured	bodies	can	potentially
serve	the	journey	of	virtuous	ascent;	whether	or	not	it	does	so	depends	on	one’s
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judgment	and	the	use	to	which	one	puts	the	material	object.

Acknowledgment	of	the	goodness	of	creation	does	not	mean,	however,	that	Gregory
permits	us	to	linger	with	temporal	or	visible	things.	Nyssen	is	a	thoroughly	anagogical
theologian.	His	reflections	on	the	nature	of	temporal	life,	throughout	the	homilies,	make
clear	that	there	is	a	great	deal	of	futility	here	on	earth.	For	instance,	after	a	lengthy	(and
by	no	means	atypical)	exposition	on	the	many	evils	of	our	temporal	existence,	Gregory
concludes	his	list	by	referring	to	human	nature	as	a	“dung-heap.”64	Realistic	reflection	on
the	temporal	conditions	of	this	life	should	make	us	eager	to	pursue	the	anagogical
journey.	St.	Gregory’s	conclusion	is	that	we	dare	not	focus	on	the	temporal	διάστημα	for
its	own	sake:	“For	if	the	use	of	God’s	creatures	at	the	right	moment	determines	what	is
good	in	human	life,	there	should	be	one	good	thing,	the	perpetual	joy	in	good	things,	and
that	is	the	child	of	good	deeds.”65	In	unambiguous	fashion,	Gregory	puts	the	Ecclesiast’s
notions	of	χρόνος	and	καιρός	in	the	service	of	a	life	of	virtue	that	is	anagogical	in
character.

Christological	Realignment	of	Time:	De	tridui	spatio
Nyssen	shows	himself	at	his	most	creative	in	a	lovely	(but	intricate)	homily,	entitled	De

tridui	spatio	(On	the	Three-day	Period),	which	he	preached	during	(p.34)	 an	Easter	vigil
service.66	Although	the	sermon	deals	with	a	variety	of	topics,	at	the	heart	of	each	of	them
is	the	question	of	the	nature	of	time.	The	liturgical	setting	for	Gregory’s	reflections	on
time	is	deeply	significant,	for	it	is	the	liturgy	that,	on	Nyssen’s	understanding,
transfigures	our	measurable,	chronological	time	into	something	far	more	significant,	since
through	Word	and	sacrament	the	eschaton	enters	into	earthly	realities.	St.	Gregory
begins	with	a	reflection	on	the	relationship	between	the	Old	Testament,	the	resurrection
of	Christ,	and	the	faith	of	the	neophytes	who,	presumably,	are	confessing	their	faith
during	this	service	and	are	entering	into	full	membership	of	the	church.	Despite	their
temporal	separation	from	one	another,	Gregory	insists	that	the	Scriptures	of	the	Old
Testament,	the	resurrection	of	Christ,	and	the	new	believers	at	this	Easter	Vigil	are	not,
ultimately,	divorced	from	one	another	through	the	inexorable	measurable	διάστημα	of
time.67	According	to	Gregory,	it	is	the	newness	of	the	Easter	event—Christ’s
resurrection—that	fundamentally	puts	into	question	the	diastemic	character	of	time.
Gregory’s	opening	sentence	links	the	neophytes	and	their	faith	(“this	present	grace”)	to
the	blessings	of	the	patriarchs,	of	the	Law,	of	the	historical	narratives,	and	of	the
prophets.68	The	present	grace	of	the	Easter	vigil	is	something	of	which	each	of	these	Old
Testament	witnesses	spoke.

Alluding	to	the	candles	that	the	neophytes	are	holding	in	their	hands,	Gregory	then	links
the	many	Old	Testament	passages,	as	well	as	the	many	neophytes,	to	the	one,
compounded	blessing	of	Christ:	“And	just	as	in	the	scene	before	our	eyes	one	light
blazes	about	our	vision,	though	constituted	by	a	multitude	of	candles,	so	the	whole
blessing	of	Christ,	shining	by	itself	like	a	torch,	produces	for	us	this	great	light
compounded	from	the	many	and	varied	rays	of	scripture.”69	Gregory’s	hearers	see	the
neophytes’	many	candle	(p.35)	 lights	uniting	into	one	light.	Similarly,	Gregory	insists,	the
many	rays	of	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures	make	up	the	one	blessing	of	Christ.	In	other
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words,	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures	not	only	speak	of	“this	present	grace”	of	the
neophytes,	but	they	also	unite	into	the	one	blessing	of	Christ.	And,	while	multiplicity
marks	the	many	candles	preceding	Christ	(the	“varied	rays	of	scripture”)	as	well	as	those
subsequent	to	Christ	(the	neophytes	carrying	“a	multitude	of	candles”),	the	“whole
blessing	of	Christ”	is	characterized	by	unity.70

The	conclusion	to	the	sermon	draws	attention	to	the	implication	of	the	connection
between	the	Paschal	mystery	and	the	liturgical	celebration	of	Easter.	Nyssen	draws	his
hearers	into	the	Gospel	narratives	by	asking	them	to	identify	with	the	various	characters
and	events	surrounding	Christ	at	the	time	of	his	resurrection.	Gregory	enjoins	us	to
follow	Joseph	of	Arimathea	in	his	acceptance	of	the	body	of	Christ.	Alluding	to	the
Eucharist,	Gregory	cautions	us,	“when	we	receive	that	gift	of	the	body,	not	to	handle	it
with	the	soiled	linen	of	conscience,	nor	to	lay	it	down	in	the	tomb	of	the	heart	in	the
stench	of	dead	men’s	bones	and	all	sorts	of	filth,	but,	as	the	apostle	says,	each	one	is	to
examine	himself,	so	that	the	grace	may	not	become	judgment	for	the	one	who	unworthily
receives	the	grace.”71	Gregory	speaks	of	“that	sweet	earthquake”	shaking	his	heart,
“rolling	away	the	heavy	stone	of	the	human	tomb.”72	He	encourages	us	to	run,	“or	we
may	arrive	after	the	women.”73	“Let	the	spices	in	our	hands	be	faith	and	conscience,”	he
urges,	“for	this	is	the	sweet	savour	of	Christ.”74	The	women	tell	us	the	good	news	of
Christ’s	resurrection	and	of	his	return	to	the	Father.75	Having	eaten	the	pre-Paschal
unleavened	bread	with	its	bitter	herbs,	we	may	now	see	the	honeycomb	with	which	the
post-resurrection	bread	is	sweetened:	“As	Peter	fishes,	you	see	bread	and	honeycomb
in	the	Lord’s	hand;	consider	what	the	bitterness	of	your	life	is	transformed	into.	So	let	us
also	rise	up	from	the	fishing	of	words	and	make	haste	now	to	the	bread,	which	is
sweetened	with	the	honeycomb	of	good	hope	in	Christ	Jesus	our	Lord.”76	With	the
sermon	(the	“fishing	of	words”)	coming	to	its	conclusion,	the	Eucharist	is	about	to	be
celebrated	(the	sweetened	“bread”).	While	Gregory	certainly	uses	great	rhetorical	skill
to	draw	his	hearers	into	the	narrative,	the	rhetoric	stands	in	the	service	of	a	realignment
(p.36)	 of	time	itself:	the	candles	that	constitute	his	hearers	really	do	become
contemporaneous	with	the	Paschal	mystery	(as	present	in	the	Eucharist)	and	with	the	Old
Testament	saints	who	witnessed	to	this	body	of	Christ.

The	Christological	reconfiguration	of	time	comes	to	the	fore	also	in	the	way	in	which	St.
Gregory	interprets	the	three	days	that	Christ	spent	in	the	grave.	First,	Nyssen	links	the
three	days	to	the	threefold	genesis	of	evil,	whose	disease	spread	from	the	serpent	via
the	woman	to	the	man.	Gregory	explains	that	all	three	are	healed,	since	one	day	in	the
grave	was	“allotted	to	the	healing	of	each	kind	of	those	infected	with	evil.”77	More
significantly,	Gregory	raises	the	difficulty	that	the	chronology	recorded	by	the	Gospels
does	not	seem	to	add	up	to	Christ	being	in	the	grave	three	days	and	three	nights	as
required	by	Matthew	12:40.	Gregory	engages	in	a	creative	readjustment	of	the	data.	He
explains	that	if	we	begin	our	calculation	on	Thursday	night,	the	evening	of	the	Last
Supper,	and	if	we	split	the	Friday	into	two	days	and	one	night	(because	of	the	three-hour
darkness	that	interrupted	the	day	of	the	crucifixion),	we	end	up	with	three	days	and
three	nights	by	late	Saturday	(referred	to	in	Matthew	28:1	as	the	time	of	the
resurrection).	Thus,	the	three	nights	are	Thursday	night,	Friday’s	three-hour	darkness,
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and	Friday	night;	the	three	days	are	Friday	morning,	Friday	afternoon,	and	Saturday.78

The	two	“creative”	moments	in	this	exegesis	both	hinge	on	a	reordering	of	time.	First,
Gregory	justifies	beginning	his	calculation	on	the	Thursday	evening	by	insisting	that
Christ,	who	voluntarily	lay	down	his	life	(John	10:18),	did	not	wait	for	the	betrayal	and
crucifixion	but	already	offered	himself	in	an	“ineffable	manner”	when	he	gave	his	body	to
the	disciples	as	sacrificial	food	during	the	Last	Supper.79	Comments	Gregory:

For	the	body	of	the	victim	would	not	be	suitable	for	eating	if	it	were	still	alive.	So
when	he	made	his	disciples	share	in	eating	his	body	and	drinking	his	blood,	already
in	secret	by	the	power	of	the	one	who	ordained	the	mystery	(τὸ	μυστήριον)	his
body	had	been	ineffably	and	invisibly	sacrificed	and	his	soul	was	in	those	regions	in
which	the	authority	of	the	ordainer	had	stored	it,	traversing	that	place	in	the
“Heart”	along	with	the	divine	power	infusing	it.80

According	to	Gregory,	in	some	“ineffable	manner”	Christ’s	body	entered	Hades	already
on	Thursday	night,	so	that	during	the	final	meal	with	his	disciples	his	sacrifice	was	really
present.81	Second,	when	he	explains	the	intervention	of	a	“night”	splitting	the	day	of	the
crucifixion	in	two,	Nyssen	insists	that	Christ	rules	the	“temporal	order,”	so	that	“his
works	should	not	necessarily	be	forced	to	fit	set	measures	of	time	(τοῦ	χρόνου	μέτροις),
but	that	the	measures	of	time	(τοῦ	χρόνου	τὰ	μέτρα)	should	be	newly	contrived	for
(p.37)	 what	his	works	required.”82	After	all,	Gregory	rhetorically	adds,	“the	one	who
had	power	both	to	lay	down	his	life	of	his	own	accord	and	to	take	it	up	again	had	power
when	he	wished	as	creator	of	the	temporal	orders	(τῶν	αἰώνων)	not	to	be	bound	by
time	(τῷ	χρόνῳ)	for	his	actions,	but	to	create	time	(τὸν	χρόνον)	to	fit	his	actions.”83	The
Paschal	mystery	implies	a	reconfiguring	of	time.	And	in	the	case	of	the	Eucharistic
celebration	of	Christ’s	sacrifice	prior	to	his	death	on	the	Cross,	the	realignment	was	such
that	a	chronologically	later	event	was	made	present	at	an	earlier	point	in	time.	Although
Gregory	does	not	elaborate	on	the	implications,	it	appears	he	believes	that	the	diastemic
limits	of	time	were	unable	to	contain	the	newness	of	the	Christ	event.

That	according	to	Nyssen,	Christ’s	death	and	resurrection	affected	the	temporal	order
becomes	evident	particularly	when	he	reflects	on	the	eschatological	reality	that	breaks
into	the	liturgical	celebration	during	the	Easter	vigil.	The	eschatological	day	in	which	his
congregation	shares—even	during	the	night	of	their	celebration—is	quite	different	from
any	other	day.	In	this	vein,	Zechariah	wondered	what	name	he	should	give	to	the
“present	grace.”	Zechariah	called	it	“not	a	day	and	not	a	night”	(Zech	14:10)	because	in
this	vesper	service	there	is	neither	sun	(“not	a	day”)	nor	darkness	(“not	a	night”),	the
latter	as	a	result	of	the	candle	light.	This,	then,	is	“the	day	which	the	Lord	made,”	insists
Gregory	with	reference	to	Psalm	117	(118):24,	a	day	that	is	“different	from	the	days
made	at	the	beginning	of	creation,	by	which	time	is	measured,	this	is	the	beginning	of
another	creation.”84	As	Robert	Wilken	puts	it,	“Gregory…sees	Easter	as	a	day	which	is
unlike	the	other	‘days	which	were	made	at	the	creation’.	Easter	is	a	new	day	which	only
God	could	make	for	only	God	is	free	of	the	bondage	of	time.”85

It	is	this	newness	of	the	invading	eschaton	that	justifies	for	Gregory	the	celebration	of
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Easter	on	the	14th	of	Nisan,	the	traditional	Jewish	date	for	celebrating	Passover,	despite
the	fact	that	Christians	have	abandoned	the	Jewish	custom	of	eating	unleavened	bread
with	bitter	herbs.86	One	might	wonder	why	Christians	would	keep	the	Jewish	date	for
celebrating	Easter,	while	abandoning	other	customs	associated	with	it.	According	to
Gregory,	however,	there	is	no	inconsistency	in	this.	The	unleavened	bread	spoke	of	the
need	to	stay	away	from	the	“relics	of	yesterday’s	evil,	lest	the	admixture	of	stale	evil
should	generate	sourness	and	acidity	in	today’s	dough,”87	while	the	“bitter	food	gets	rid
of	what	is	slack	and	uncontrolled	in	behaviour.”88	Now	that	the	newness	of	life	anticipated
by	the	unleavened	bread	and	the	bitter	herbs	has	arrived,	one	no	longer	needs	to	eat
them.	The	14th	of	Nisan,	however,	should	be	kept,	Nyssen	insists,	since	the	newness	of
life	is	precisely	what	the	(p.38)	 fourteenth	day	of	the	lunar	cycle	signifies,	during	which
“the	succession	of	the	heavenly	bodies”	guarantees	uninterrupted	“continuity	of	light.”89

Gregory	concludes	that	through	the	perceptible	and	material	light	of	the	14th	of	Nisan,
Christians	obtain	an	impression	of	the	immaterial	and	intelligible	light.90

De	tridui	spatio	illustrates	that	for	Gregory	the	diastemic	character	of	time	and	the	sharp
distinction	between	creator	and	creature	need	to	be	qualified.	This	does	not	mean	that
Gregory	intends	to	dispute	the	fact	that	the	temporal	order	of	creation	is	subject	to
διάστημα	or	that	he	believes	the	creator–creature	distinction	need	not	be	taken
seriously.	Both	aspects	pervade	his	entire	corpus,	and	the	Eunomian	controversy	made
clear	to	Gregory	how	important	both	aspects	were	for	the	upholding	of	genuinely
Trinitarian	thought.	At	the	same	time,	however,	Nyssen	recognizes	the	futility	of	the
diastemic	order	of	time,	so	that	human	beings	can	never	be	satisfied	with	the	emptiness
that	characterizes	it.	Gregory’s	homilies	on	Ecclesiastes—and,	as	we	will	see,	almost	all	his
other	writings	as	well—demand	that	we	not	linger	with	the	here	and	now,	but	that	we
take	seriously	the	ascetic	and	anagogical	quest	for	things	unseen.	Gregory	locates	the
possibility	for	this	ascent	in	Christ’s	Paschal	mystery.	In	a	variety	of	ways,	Gregory
explains	that	in	the	Paschal	mystery	the	eschaton	intrudes	upon	time	itself.	It	is	this
mystery,	therefore,	in	which	we	need	to	participate	if	we	are	to	join	in	the	transformed,
eschatological	life;	it	is	by	participation	in	this	Paschal	mystery	that	we	share	in	the
newness	of	the	resurrection	life.

The	Eighth	Day	as	Upward	Future:	In	sextum	Psalmum
One	of	Gregory’s	favorite	ways	of	speaking	about	the	resurrection	life	is	by	terming	it	the
“eighth	day.”	Gregory	often	reads	the	number	“eight”	in	biblical	passages	as	a	reference
to	the	eschaton,	in	contrast	with	our	earthly	lives,	which	he	understands	as	a	seven-day
week.91	While	the	contrast	between	the	(p.39)	 seven	days	of	earthly	existence	and	the
eighth	day	of	the	eschaton	is	by	no	means	Gregory’s	own	invention,	he	does	use	it	a
great	deal	and	also	shapes	it	in	line	with	his	own	distinct	emphases.92

St.	Gregory	alludes	to	the	eighth	day	when	in	De	tridui	spatio	he	mentions	“the	day	which
the	Lord	made”	(Ps	117	(118):24).	As	we	have	already	seen,	Gregory	interprets	this	day
as	a	day	that	is	“different	from	the	days	made	at	the	beginning	of	creation,	by	which	time
is	measured,	this	is	the	beginning	of	another	creation.”93	It	is	clear	from	the	context	that
Gregory	believes	the	eighth	day	already	to	have	arrived	in	some	way,	since	he	speaks	of
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the	virtues	of	the	neophytes	as	important	elements	of	this	new	creation:	“In	this	creation
pure	living	is	the	sun,	the	virtues	are	stars,	transparent	conduct	is	the	air,	the	depth	of
the	riches	of	wisdom	and	knowledge	is	the	sea,	good	teaching	and	divine	doctrines	are
herbage	and	plants,	which	the	people	of	his	pasture,	that	is	God’s	flock,	grazes	on,	the
performance	of	the	commandments	is	trees	bearing	fruit.”94	It	appears	that	the
believers’	faith	links	them	with	Christ,	which	in	turn	implies	that	his	resurrection	is	theirs,
so	that	in	both	instances,	resurrection	constitutes	the	inauguration	of	the	eschatological
eighth	day.

Gregory’s	homily	on	Psalm	6	(In	sextum	Psalmum)	is	particularly	instructive.95	The
homily	takes	its	starting-point	in	the	Septuagint	inscription	above	the	psalm,	which	reads
“Over	the	eighth”	(ὑπὲρ	τῆς	ὀγδόης).	Along	with	other	church	fathers,	Nyssen	sees	here
a	reference	to	the	“eighth	day,”	an	allusion	made	particularly	attractive	since	the	feminine
ending	of	the	adjective	“eighth”	(ὀγδόης)	makes	it	easy	to	supply	the	feminine	noun	“day”
(ἡμέρας).96	Gregory	recognizes	here	a	reference	to	circumcision	and	to	purification	rites
after	childbirth,	since	the	Law	connects	both	to	the	eighth	day	(Lev	12).97	Since	St.	Paul
declares	the	Law	to	be	“spiritual”	(Rom	7:14),	Gregory	maintains	that	we	should	look	for
the	spiritual	meaning	of	circumcision	and	purification.	Accordingly,	he	alludes	to	the	“true
circumcision,”	which	was	realized	“through	the	stone	knife”	(cf.	Josh	5:2),	and	he	sees	in
this	stone	knife	a	(p.40)	 reference	to	the	“rock	which	is	itself	Christ.”98	Similarly,	the
promise	of	purification	is	that	the	“flow	of	this	life’s	affairs,	which	makes	us	unclean,	will
cease	at	the	time	when	human	life	is	transformed	(μεταστοιχειωθείσης),	in	its	elementary
character,	into	something	more	divine.”99	A	spiritual	understanding	of	circumcision	and
purification	implies,	for	Gregory,	a	spiritual	interpretation	also	of	the	eighth	day.

These	reflections	set	the	stage	for	a	brief	but	fascinating	reflection	on	the	transformation
of	the	temporal	order.	After	mentioning	the	various	days	of	creation,	Gregory	continues:

The	seventh	day,	which	came	to	define	in	itself	the	limit	(πέρας)	of	creation,	set	the
boundary	(περιέγραψε)	for	the	time	(χρόνον)	that	is	co-extensive	with	all	the
furnishings	of	the	world.	As	a	result,	no	other	heaven	has	come	to	be	from	this	one,
nor	has	any	other	part	of	the	world	been	added	to	those	that	exist	from	the
beginning;	creation	has	come	to	rest	in	what	it	is,	remaining	complete	and
undiminished	within	its	own	boundaries	(μέτροις).	So,	too,	no	other	time	(χρόνος
ἄλλος)	has	come	into	existence	alongside	that	time	that	was	revealed	along	with	the
formation	of	the	world,	but	the	nature	of	time	(χρόνου)	has	rather	been
circumscribed	(περιωρίσθη)	by	the	week	of	seven	days.	For	this	reason,	when	we
measure	(ἐκμετρῶμεν)	time	(χρόνον)	in	days,	we	begin	with	day	one	and	close	the
number	with	day	seven,	returning	then	to	the	first	day	of	a	new	week;	so	we
continue	to	measure	(ἀναμετροῦντες)	the	whole	extension	of	time	(χρόνου
διάστημα)	by	the	cycle	of	weeks,	until—when	the	things	that	are	in	motion
(κινουμένων)	pass	away	and	the	flux	of	the	world’s	movement	(κινήσεως)	comes
to	an	end—“those	things”	come	to	be,	as	the	apostle	says,	“which	shall	never	be
shaken,”	things	that	change	(μεταβολὴ)	and	alteration	(ἀλλοίωσις)	will	no	longer
touch.	This	[new]	creation	will	always	(ἀεὶ)	remain	unchanged,	for	the	ages	to	follow
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(πρὸς	τοὺς	ἐφεξῆς	αἰῶνας);	in	it,	the	true	circumcision	of	human	nature	will	come
to	reality,	in	the	removal	of	our	bodily	life	(τῆς	σωματικῆς	ζωῆς	περιαιρέσει)	and
the	true	purgation	of	our	true	uncleanness.100

Gregory	contrasts	the	creation	of	the	seven	days	of	this	life	with	the	creation	of	the	eighth
day.	The	former	is	characterized	by	time	(χρόνος);	the	latter	is	described	as	ages
(αἰῶνες)	to	follow.	The	seven	days	of	time	are	characterized	by	διάστημα,	which	implies
that	they	are	subject	to	measurement,	boundaries,	movement,	and	change,101	while
there	is	no	change	in	the	eighth	day,	in	which	(p.41)	 we	will	attain	the	spiritual	reality	of
circumcision	and	purification,	which	Gregory	here	metaphorically	describes	as	the
removal	or	stripping	off	(περιαίρεσις)	of	bodily	life.102	While	Gregory	does	not,	at	this
point,	describe	the	unchanging	“ages”	to	come	by	using	the	term	“eternity”	(ἀϊδιότης),
he	nonetheless	explicitly	asserts	that	he	believes	the	eighth	day	is	not	subject	to
διάστημα	and	therefore	also	not	to	measurement	and	change.

Nyssen’s	language	is	similar	in	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum.	Commenting	also	here	on	the
inscription	of	Psalm	6,	he	explains:

The	inscription,	‘for	the	octave’,	advises,	therefore,	that	we	not	look	to	the	present
time	(χρόνον),	but	that	we	look	toward	the	octave.	For	whenever	this	transitory
and	fleeting	time	(χρόνος)	ceases,	in	which	one	thing	comes	to	be	and	another	is
dissolved,	and	the	necessity	of	coming	to	be	has	passed	away,	and	that	which	is
dissolved	no	longer	exists,	and	the	anticipated	resurrection	transforms
(μεταστοιχειούσης)	our	nature	into	another	condition	of	life,	and	the	fleeting
nature	of	time	(χρόνου)	ceases,	and	the	activity	related	to	generation	and
corruption	no	longer	exists,	the	hebdomad	too,	which	measures	time	(ἡ
ἐκμετροῦσα	τὸν	χρόνον),	will	by	all	means	halt.	Then	that	octave,	which	is	the	next
age,	will	succeed	it.	The	whole	of	the	latter	becomes	one	day,	as	one	of	the
prophets	says	when	he	calls	the	life	which	is	anticipated	the	great	day	[Mal	3:22
(4:5)].	For	this	reason	the	perceptible	sun	does	not	enlighten	that	day,	but	the	true

light	[John	1:9],	the	sun	of	righteousness	[Mal	3:20	(4:2)],	who	is	designated	‘rising’
[Zech	6:12]	by	the	prophecy	because	he	is	never	veiled	by	settings.103

Also	in	this	passage,	Gregory	explicitly	mentions	a	ceasing	of	the	measurement	of	time
(χρόνος)	in	the	eighth	day,	and	here	he	adds	that	in	line	with	this	change,	activities
connected	to	generation	and	corruption	will	no	longer	pertain.	The	resurrection	involves
a	far-reaching	“transformation,”	insists	Gregory.	The	absence	of	boundaries,
measurements,	and	hence	διάστημα	from	the	eighth	day	is	important;	it	means	that
despite	Gregory’s	keen	sense	of	divine	transcendence,	διάστημα	does	not	ultimately
characterize	the	creature.	This	conclusion	is	corroborated	by	the	fact	that	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione,	Gregory	is	quite	emphatic	that	hope	and	memory—both	characteristics	of
διάστημα	in	the	debate	with	Eunomius104—will	disappear	in	the	resurrection	life:	“Once
the	soul	has	divested	itself	of	all	the	varied	emotions	of	(p.42)	 its	nature	and	become
deiform,	and	has	mounted	above	desire	to	that	towards	which	it	was	once	elevated	by
desire,	it	offers	no	more	occupation	in	itself	for	either	hope	or	memory.”105	The	absence
of	hope	and	memory,	too,	indicate	the	disappearance	of	διάστημα	in	the	eighth	day.
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Although	we	are	headed	toward	the	eighth	day	of	the	new	creation,	Gregory	does	not
mean	to	give	us	the	impression	of	an	unhindered	forward	movement	or	horizontal
progression.	After	all,	unlike	the	seven	days,	the	eighth	day	is	not	set	apart	by	any	kind	of
boundary	and	is	thus	not	diastemic	in	nature.	We	saw	something	similar	in	the	debate
with	Eunomius.	There	Gregory	rejected	the	possibility	of	measuring	the	created	order
alongside	the	infinity	of	God:	creation	is	not	like	a	small	rod	beside	which	God	would	be	a
taller	rod,	as	it	were.	It	is	not	possible	to	move	in	univocal	fashion	from	creature	to
creator.	Likewise	here,	it	is	only	the	seven	days	of	this	creation	to	which	διάστημα
applies.	It	is	therefore	impossible	to	conceive	of	the	eighth	day	as	simply	the	“end	point,”
as	it	were—marked	off	by,	or	comparable	to,	the	other	seven	days.	While	Gregory	does
believe	that	it	is	at	the	end	of	history	that	the	eighth	day	will	be	inaugurated,	he	regards
the	ages	(αἰῶνες)	of	the	eighth	day	as	so	markedly	different	from	the	time	(χρόνος)	that
characterizes	the	seven	days	that	it	is	impossible	straightforwardly	to	move	from	here	to
there	as	if	on	a	linear	timeline.

The	result	of	this	impossibility	is	that	the	sermon	describes	our	entry	into	the	eighth	day
not	only	as	a	linear	or	horizontal	progression,	but	also—and	primarily	so—as	a	vertical
ascent.	Gregory	begins	his	sermon	In	sextum	Psalmum	as	follows:

Those	who	are	“progressing	from	strength	to	strength”	[Ps	83:8	(84:7],	according
to	the	prophet’s	words	of	blessing,	and	who	are	accomplishing	good	“ascents
(ἀναβάσεις)	in	their	own	hearts”	[Ps	83:6	(84:5)]	first	grasp	hold	of	a	good	thought
and	then	are	led	along	by	it	towards	a	thought	that	is	higher	(ὑψηλότερον)	still;	in
this	way,	the	ascent	to	the	very	summit	(ἐπὶ	τὸ	ὕψος	ἀνάβασις)	takes	place	in	the
soul.	So,	“reaching	out	always	to	what	lies	ahead”	[Phil	3:13],	a	person	never
ceases	to	travel	the	good	road	upwards	(ἀνόδου),	always	journeying	through	his
lofty	(ὑψηλῶν)	thoughts	towards	an	apprehension	of	the	things	that	are	above
(ὑπερκειμένων).106

One	might	think	that	language	of	ascent	(ἀνάβασις)	is	less	than	suitable	to	introduce	a
psalm	that	deals	with	the	final	eighth	day,	which	we	are	anticipating	in	the	future.	Gregory
nonetheless	employs	this	discourse	not	only	at	the	beginning,	but	also	in	the	homily’s
conclusion:	“This,	then,	is	the	sequence	of	the	good	ascent	(τῆς	ἀγαθῆς	ἀναβάσεως	ἡ
ἀκολουθία):	the	Fourth	Psalm	(p.43)	 distinguishes	the	immaterial	Good	from	bodily	and
fleshly	goods;	the	Fifth	prays	to	inherit	such	a	good;	the	Sixth	hints	at	the	moment
(καιρὸν)	of	inheritance,	by	recalling	the	Eighth	Day.”107	According	to	Nyssen,	the
sequence	of	the	three	psalms	is	devised	in	such	a	way	as	to	allow	for	ascent	into	the
inheritance	of	the	eighth	day.108	The	eighth	day	represents	a	drastic	break	from	the
regular	pattern	of	time	(χρόνος).

For	Gregory,	the	way	to	reach	the	eighth	day	(horizontally)	and	so	to	ascend	to	God
(vertically)	is	by	way	of	a	life	of	virtue.	Thus,	while	the	homily’s	“bookends”	speak	of
ascent,	much	of	its	contents	deal	with	the	need	for	repentance—the	life	of	virtue.	Brian
Daley	points	out	that	the	inscription	“Over	the	eighth”	(ὑπὲρ	τῆς	ὀγδόης)	caused
difficulties	for	ancient	interpreters	such	as	St.	Gregory:	the	psalm	itself	seemed	to
Gregory	to	be	dealing	with	repentance	and	judgment,	rather	than	with	the	eschatological
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promise	of	the	eighth	day	as	suggested	by	the	inscription.	“Christian	exegetes,”	explains
Daley,	“almost	without	exception,	solved	the	problem	as	Gregory	does:	by	seeing	the
confession	expressed	in	the	psalm	as	an	anticipation	of	the	last	judgment	of	Christ,	and	its
confidence	in	God’s	mercy	as	a	foretaste	of	eschatological	salvation.”109	The	prospect	of
the	eighth	day	presented	an	occasion	for	Nyssen	to	reflect	on	the	need	for	repentance,
so	that	the	hearer	might	be	induced	to	travel	upward	by	way	of	the	virtuous	life.
“Surely,”	insists	Gregory,	“when	one	considers	the	exactitude	of	that	judgment,	in	which
even	the	most	insignificant	of	our	sins	of	omission	will	be	subjected	to	investigation,	he	will
be	frightened	by	such	a	dreadful	prospect,	uncertain	where	the	process	of	judgment,	in
his	case,	will	reach	its	end.”110	Entry	into	the	eighth	day,	for	Gregory,	is	predicated	on
repentance	and	a	life	of	virtue.

(p.44)	 If,	as	Gregory	emphasizes	in	his	polemic	against	Eunomius,	διάστημα	sets	the
creature	apart	from	the	creator,	this	raises	the	question	how	the	ascent	of	which
Gregory	speaks	is	at	all	possible.	After	all,	experience	teaches	that	creatures	are	subject
to	time	and	space	with	its	measurements	and	limitations.	One	of	the	ways	in	which
Gregory	deals	with	this	dilemma	is	by	bracketing	the	diastemic	character	of	the
eschatological	eighth	day.	Repeatedly,	as	he	deals	with	this	theme,	he	suggests	that	the
measurements	of	diastemic	existence	apply	only	to	the	seven	days;	they	no	longer	obtain
in	the	eighth	day.	This	is	not	to	say	that	the	eighth	day	is	identical	to	divine	infinity.	St.
Gregory’s	doctrine	of	continuous	progress	(ἐπέκτασις)	implies	that	also	on	the	eighth
day,	God’s	being	will	infinitely	outdistance	human	ascent.	While	human	beings	may,	in
some	way,	come	to	participate	in	God	himself,	this	participation	never	grasps	the	essence
of	the	divine	life.111	Nonetheless,	the	newness	of	the	eschaton	does	suggest	to	Gregory
that	the	διάστημα	of	time	and	space	will	no	longer	apply.	The	resurrection	of	Christ	has
already	inaugurated	an	initial	participation	in	the	blessedness	of	this	eighth	day.	And
Gregory	is	convinced	that	a	life	of	virtue	will	allow	us,	already	today,	to	ascend	so	as	to
participate	more	fully	in	this	new	mode	of	life.

Heavenly	Paradise:	Diastemic	Space	and	Time?
One	might	be	tempted	to	accuse	Nyssen	of	radical	inconsistency:	on	the	one	hand,	over
against	Eunomius,	he	insists	that	διάστημα	characterizes	the	creature	rather	than	the
creator;	on	the	other	hand,	his	sermons	give	ample	evidence	that	διάστημα	does	not
constitute	our	final	prospect.	It	seems	to	me,	however,	that	although	there	is	a	tension	in
Gregory’s	thought	at	this	point,	it	hardly	constitutes	a	blatant	inconsistency.	We	will	see
that	the	tension	is	something	of	which	Nyssen	is	well	aware—an	issue	that	in	some	way	he
addresses,	but	that	he	ultimately	believes	is	theologically	necessary.	Up	to	this	point,	I
have	mostly	discussed	the	temporal	διάστημα	to	which	we	are	subject	in	this	life.	We
have	seen	that	with	regard	to	time,	Gregory	believes	that	the	(p.45)	 eighth	day	will	no
longer	be	subject	to	the	measurements	of	διάστημα.	This,	of	course,	still	leaves
unanswered	two	additional	questions.	First,	can	materiality—and	the	body,	in	particular—
ascend	so	as	to	participate	in	a	non-diastemic	eschaton?	And	if	so,	how	is	this	possible?
Second,	since	for	Gregory	human	beings	are	made	up	of	both	intelligible	and	sensible
elements,	how	does	this	distinction	function	in	relationship	to	the	creator–creature
distinction?	As	we	will	see,	while	Nyssen	never	logically	resolves	this	issue,	he
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nonetheless	makes	room	for	humanity’s	epektatic	ascent	both	by	downplaying	the	distinct
material	substratum	of	created	existence	and	by	excluding	diastemic	differentiation	from
our	heavenly	future.

The	question	of	the	relationship	between	matter	and	the	eschaton	is	particularly	acute.
The	Christian	confession	holds	both	to	the	goodness	of	creation	and	to	the	resurrection
of	the	body.	But	if	in	the	eschaton	material	existence	will	no	longer	be	subject	to
διάστημα	it	would	seem	difficult	to	uphold	either	the	inherent	goodness	of	created
materiality	or	the	resurrection	of	the	body.	Perhaps	the	best	way	to	approach	the	issue
is	by	first	probing	what	exactly	Gregory	understands	created	matter	to	be.	So	far,	we
have	seen	that	he	closely	links	διάστημα	with	time	(χρόνος).	But	the	link	between
διάστημα	and	matter	is	much	less	immediate.	The	reason	for	this	much	more	tenuous
connection	is	precisely	Gregory’s	conviction	that	while	matter	(including	the	body)	had	a
place	in	Paradise	and	will	have	a	place	also	in	Heaven,	διάστημα	is	absent	from	both
“locations.”	Gregory’s	acceptance	of	the	presence	of	matter	in	the	eighth	day	does	not
mean	the	inclusion	also	of	διάστημα.	Instead,	we	will	see	that	Gregory	chooses	to	define
matter	in	such	a	way	that	it	is,	potentially	at	least,	capable	of	the	adiastemic	life	of	the
eschaton	(and,	by	implication,	of	the	original	paradisal	state).

Both	the	first	and	the	last	of	the	Beatitudes	promise	the	happiness	of	the	kingdom	of
Heaven.	The	exposition	on	the	kingdom	of	Heaven	in	De	beatitudinibus	weaves	back	and
forth	between	talk	of	“Paradise”	and	of	“Heaven.”112	The	reason	is	that	Nyssen	believes
our	entry	into	the	kingdom	of	Heaven	will	be	a	return	to	Paradise.113	For	Gregory,	we
once	lived	in	Paradise	and	one	day	will	return	to	it.	It	is	in	our	current	location,	here	on
earth,	that	we	are	out	of	place	and	away	from	home:

The	high	has	been	brought	low,	that	made	in	the	image	of	the	heavenly	is	turned	to
earth	(cf.	1	Cor	15,39),	that	ranked	as	royal	is	enslaved,	what	was	created	for
immortality	is	destroyed	by	death,	what	lived	in	the	luxury	of	the	Garden	is
banished	to	this	place	of	disease	and	toil,	what	was	reared	in	passionlessness	has
(p.46)	 exchanged	it	for	a	life	of	suffering	and	mortality,	the	independent	and	self-
determining	is	now	dominated	by	such	great	evils	that	one	could	scarcely	count
our	oppressors.114

Gregory	here	comes	close	to	suggesting	that	the	“luxury	of	the	Garden”	is	identical	to
“Heaven,”	from	which	we	have	been	exiled	because	of	sin.115	Accordingly,	when	in	his
final	homily	he	discusses	the	saying,	“Blessed	are	the	merciful,”	Nyssen	reads	this	as	a
requirement	to	have	pity	on	ourselves	because	of	our	exilic	condition:

What	could	be	more	pitiful	than	this	imprisonment?	Instead	of	luxuriating	in
paradise	this	disease-ridden	and	irksome	place	is	our	inheritance	in	life;	instead	of
that	pain-free	existence	we	have	suffered	a	million	plagues	of	pain;	instead	of	that
sublime	regime	and	a	life	among	the	angels	we	have	been	condemned	to	share	a
home	with	the	beasts	of	the	earth,	exchanging	the	angelic	and	painless	for	the	way
of	life	of	cattle.116
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As	a	result	of	the	Fall,	Gregory	insists,	we	have	exchanged	the	angelic	life	for	a	beastly
existence.117	Accordingly,	in	his	sermons	on	the	Lord’s	Prayer,	he	maintains	that	the
prodigal	would	not	have	confessed,	“Father,	I	have	sinned	against	Heaven	and	before
thee”	(Luke	15:21),	“if	he	had	not	been	convinced	that	the	country	he	had	left	when	he
sinned	was	Heaven.”118	The	paradisal	sin	was	a	sin	against	Heaven	and	as	such	resulted
in	exile	from	Heaven.

The	eschatological	hope	that	Gregory	holds	out	is,	accordingly,	a	return	to	Paradise,
which	in	his	mind	is	the	same	as	a	return	to	Heaven.	By	fleeing	the	evils	of	the	world,
human	nature	can	find	its	way	from	earth	up	to	Heaven.119	It	is	“to	the	heavenly
fatherland”	(τῇ	οὐρανίῳ	πατρίδι)	that	God	will	“restore”	(p.47)	 (ἀποκαταστήσει)	us	as
prodigal	sons.120	In	the	Beatitudes,	the	sequencing	of	the	promise	of	the	“kingdom	of	the
heavens”	(the	first	Beatitude)	and	of	the	inheritance	of	the	“land”	(the	second	Beatitude)
may	at	first	seem	to	contradict	the	proper	order	of	ascent.	Nyssen	clarifies,	however,
that	when	he	speaks	of	the	future	promise	as	“land,”	the	“Word	condescends	to	the
lowliness	of	our	hearing.”121	Gregory	explains	that	“if	our	thought	could	take	wing,	and
we	could	stand	above	the	vaults	of	heaven,	we	should	find	there	the	supercelestial	land
(τὴν	ὑπεροὐράνιον	γῆν)	which	is	in	store	as	the	inheritance	of	those	who	have	lived
virtuous	lives….”122	The	word	“land,”	therefore,	should	not	“drag	you	back	down	to	the
land	below.”123	Instead,	Gregory	unambiguously	calls	his	hearers	to	an	otherworldly
hope:

If	indeed	we	have	in	mind	the	land	above	(ἡ	ὑψηλὴ	γῆ),	the	one	envisaged	as
higher	than	the	heavens	(ὑπεράνω	τῶν	οὐρανῶν),	on	which	is	built	the	city	of	the
great	King	(cf.	Ps	47/48,3),	of	which	“glorious	things	are	spoken,”	as	the	prophet
says	(Ps	86/87,3),	then	we	might	perhaps	no	longer	be	disconcerted	by	the	order
in	which	the	Beatitudes	follow	one	another.	It	would	be	rather	improbable,	I	think,
that	this	earthly	land	would	be	put	forward	in	benedictions	as	a	hope	for	those	who
are	to	be	snatched	up,	as	the	Apostle	says,	in	clouds	to	meet	the	Lord	in	the	air,
and	will	thus	be	ever	with	the	Lord	[1	Thess	4:17].	In	that	case	what	further	need
is	there	of	the	lower	land	(τῆς	κάτω	γῆς)	for	those	who	have	life	above	(μετάρσιος)
in	prospect?124

For	Gregory,	the	inheritance	of	the	land	is	identical	both	to	the	kingdom	of	Heaven	and	to
Paradise.	One	needs	to	go	upward,	past	the	angels	with	their	flaming	sword,	in	order	to
reach	this	heavenly	Paradise.125

Since	Paradise	is	for	Gregory	a	purely	intelligible	location,	there	are	no	animals,	trees,
rivers,	or	luminaries	in	Heaven	for	which	we	are	hoping,	at	least	(p.48)	 not	in	any	literal
sense.126	When	the	psalmist	expresses	his	hope	for	the	“land	of	the	living,”	he	is	speaking
of	a	land	“which	grows	no	caltrops	or	thorns	(cf.	Gen	3,18),	wherein	are	the	water	of
refreshment	and	the	green	pasture	(cf.	Ps	22/23,2)	and	the	four-fold	divided	spring	(cf.
Gen	2,10)	and	the	Vine	tended	by	the	God	of	the	universe	(cf.	Jn	15,1)	and	all	the	other
things	we	hear	of	in	riddles	(δι᾽	αἰνιγμάτων)	from	the	divinely	inspired	teaching.”127

Reflecting	on	the	physical	impossibility	of	the	tree	of	life	and	the	tree	of	the	knowledge	of
good	and	evil	both	being	in	the	middle	of	the	Garden	(Gen	2:9),	Gregory	explains	this	as
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indicating	that	evil	exists	only	by	way	of	privation	and	that	it	does	not	have	existence	on	its
own:	“Life,	then,	stands	at	the	midpoint	of	the	divine	plantings,	while	death	exists	as	the
result	of	a	falling	away	from	life.”128	And	when	he	describes	Paul’s	hunger	and	thirst	for
justice,	which	Nyssen	argues	is	nothing	else	but	the	desire	for	God	himself,	he	explains:
“So	I	believe	great	Paul	too,	who	has	enjoyed	a	taste	of	those	secret	fruits	of	Paradise,
and	is	full	of	what	he	had	tasted,	is	also	ever	hungry.”129	Gregory’s	well-known	teaching
that	the	“tunics	of	hide”	(Gen	3:21)	refer	to	humanity’s	fallen	condition	implies	not	just	an
allegorical	reading	of	Genesis	3,	but	it	also	means	that	there	were	no	animals	in	Paradise:
“For	what	kind	of	animals	were	they,	which,	when	slain	and	flayed,	supplied	the	covering
which	was	devised	for	them?”130	And,	as	we	have	already	seen,	Gregory	interprets	the
paradisal	luminaries,	too,	in	allegorical	fashion.131	In	line	with	this	understanding,	his
commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs	states	explicitly	that	in	the	beginning,	the	origin	and	full
actualization	of	each	of	the	creatures	were	adiastemically	(ἀδιαστάτως)	achieved
together,	“since	for	all	that	were	brought	from	nonexistence	to	existence	their	perfection
coincided	with	their	beginning.”132	For	Nyssen,	Paradise	is	the	intelligible	reality	for
which	we	aim	by	way	of	anagogy	(p.49)	 and	to	which	we	will	be	restored	after	death.133

The	obviously	adiastemic	condition	of	this	paradisal	existence	makes	clear	that	for
Gregory	it	is	only	after	the	Fall	that	human	beings	became	subject	to	the	diastemic
conditions	of	measured	bodies.134

The	fallen	condition	of	material	existence	does	not	mean,	however,	that	we	are	unable	to
ascend	into	Paradise;	nor	does	it	imply	that	bodily	resurrection	is	impossible,	according
to	Gregory.	He	accounts	philosophically	for	this	possibility	by	insisting	that	materiality
itself	is	simply	the	sum	of	the	various	intelligible	properties	that	make	up	the	created
objects.	Richard	Sorabji	points	to	three	passages	in	Gregory’s	corpus,	each	of	which
argues	that	it	is	simply	the	“convergence”	(συνδρομή)	of	various	intelligible	properties
that	result	in	a	material	object.135	In	the	context	of	each	of	these	passages,	Gregory
deals	with	the	question	of	how	the	visible	can	come	from	the	invisible,	the	material	from
the	immaterial.	And	he	links	this	question	with	the	creator–creature	distinction.136	While
Gregory	here	articulates	the	difficulty	in	terms	of	the	origin	of	the	visible	and	material
world,	the	question	is	of	course	closely	linked	to	the	difficulty	that	we	are	struggling	with
in	this	chapter,	namely,	how	to	account	for	the	possibility	of	material	bodies	ascending
into	paradisal	bliss.

In	De	hominis	opificio,	Nyssen	first	appeals	simply	to	the	divine	will	as	sufficient	cause	for
material	created	objects	to	come	out	of	nothing.137	Next,	however,	he	proceeds	to
argue	that	the	relationship	between	the	intelligible	God	and	the	material	creation	is
philosophically	plausible,	too:

If,	then,	colour	is	a	thing	intelligible,	and	resistance	also	is	intelligible,	and	so	with
quantity	and	the	rest	of	the	properties,	while	if	each	of	these	should	be	withdrawn
from	the	substratum,	the	whole	idea	of	the	body	is	dissolved;	it	would	seem	to
follow	that	we	may	suppose	the	concurrence	(συνδρομὴν)	of	those	things,	the
(p.50)	 absence	of	which	we	found	to	be	the	cause	of	the	dissolution	of	the	body,
to	produce	the	material	nature…138
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Gregory	maintains	that	material	bodies	are	simply	the	convergence	of	intelligible
properties.	Apart	from	these	properties	there	are,	in	his	opinion,	no	material	elements.
Furthermore,	since	our	perception	of	these	properties	is	also	intelligible,	Gregory
concludes	that	it	is	not	incongruous	to	posit	a	link	between	the	intelligible	nature	of	God
and	the	created	material	objects.139

This	understanding	of	materiality	as	simply	the	convergence	of	intelligible	properties
allows	Gregory	to	posit	a	link	between	the	spatio-temporal	order	of	creation	and	the
heavenly	paradisal	existence	of	the	eighth	day.	Nyssen	regards	materiality—including	the
human	body—as	fluid	in	character,	since	the	convergence	of	properties	is	subject	to	a
variety	of	configurations.	This	fluidity	allows	the	body	either	to	become	heavy	through
association	with	the	passions	and	so	to	be	dragged	down	to	earth	or	to	become	light
through	a	life	of	virtue	and	so	to	ascend	to	the	heavenly	Paradise.	Peter	Bouteneff	rightly
concludes	that	for	Gregory,	“the	difference	between	the	body’s	coarseness	in	the
present	life,	and	the	‘lighter	fibres’	with	which	our	body	will	be	spun	in	the	resurrection
again	rests	within	the	moral	realm.	For	Gregory	conceives	of	matter	itself	as	essentially
formless,	not	to	say	immaterial.”140	For	Gregory,	human	ascent	is	possible	in	part
because	of	the	ultimately	intelligible	character	of	matter.	It	would	appear	that	the	moral
(virtuous)	and	the	ontological	(bodily)	transformations	go	hand	in	hand.

Conclusion
The	fact	that	most	readers	of	Gregory	seem	to	agree	that	διάστημα	continues	also	in	the
life	hereafter	is	hardly	surprising.	This	reading	of	Gregory	is	driven	by	the	correct	insight
that	Gregory	is	primarily	a	Christian	thinker,	for	whom	(p.51)	 the	creator–creature
distinction	is	crucially	important.141	This	insight	also	implies	that	for	Gregory	our	desire
for	God	and	our	progress	into	the	infinite	divine	life	will	never	be	satiated.	This	doctrine	of
eternal	progress	(ἐπέκτασις)	should	not	be	confused,	however,	with	the	assumption	of
diastemic,	measurable	movement.	It	is	certainly	correct,	it	seems	to	me,	that	for	Gregory
the	creator–creature	distinction	is	always	the	most	significant	one,	no	matter	how	much
he	may	dichotomize	the	intelligible	and	the	sensible.142	After	all,	even	the	future	paradisal
dwelling	place	of	intelligible	creatures	does	not	imply	that	intelligible	creatures	will
somehow	outstrip	divine	infinity.	The	importance	of	divine	transcendence	over	all	created
being	is	particularly	clear	in	Contra	Eunomium.	Read	in	isolation,	Gregory’s	debate	with
Eunomius	might	well	tempt	one	to	conclude	that	διάστημα	characterizes	all	created
being,	including	intelligibles.	After	all,	here	Gregory	is	deeply	concerned	to	oppose	any
gradation	between	the	uncreated	and	the	created;	he	wants	to	locate	the	eternal	Word
of	God	unambiguously	on	the	uncreated	side	of	the	divide.	Nyssen	always	retains	this
deep	awareness	of	divine	transcendence.143

Nonetheless,	the	distinction	between	the	intelligible	and	the	sensible	is	also	of	great
significance	to	Gregory,	and	he	never	sacrifices	it	in	the	face	of	the	demands	either	of
divine	transcendence	or	of	the	goodness	of	created	material	bodies.	Although	Gregory
carefully	guards	against	a	denigration	of	the	physicality	of	the	created	order	in	general
and	of	the	human	body	in	particular,	there	is	little	doubt	that	he	has	much	higher	regard
for	intelligible	creatures	than	for	sensible	creatures.	The	reason	is	that	only	intelligible
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creatures	can	ascend	by	way	of	virtue	into	the	life	of	God.	Thus,	Gregory	needs	the
distinction	between	the	intelligible	and	the	sensible	in	order	to	allow	for	the	moral	and
ontological	ascent	of	the	human	person,	both	in	this	life	and	in	the	eschaton.	Gregory	thus
has	a	definite	theological	interest	in	articulating	also	the	distinction	between	intelligible	and
sensible	being.144	Accordingly,	when	he	discusses	the	implications	of	the	eschaton	for
time	and	space,	he	makes	(p.52)	 quite	clear	that	the	measurements	of	διάστημα	do	not
apply	to	the	intelligible	reality	of	the	heavenly	eighth	day	or	of	Paradise.	The	“good
ascent”	implies	for	Gregory	an	end	to	time	and	space.	In	the	resurrection	life,	the
ordinary	boundaries	and	measurements	of	life	on	earth	will	no	longer	apply.	As	a	result,
Gregory	struggles	to	describe	this	paradisal	life.	After	all,	how	does	one	give	expression
to	an	existence	that	will	be	drastically	different	from	the	sensible	objects	characterized
by	the	spatial	and	temporal	dimensions	of	this	life?	As	his	frequent	use	of	paradox	makes
clear,	however,	for	Nyssen	this	struggle	is	an	exhilarating	joy	rather	than	a	burden.145

The	joy	lies	in	the	otherness	of	the	eschatological	future.	The	otherness	is	such	that	it
escapes	the	grasp	of	measurement	and	thus	the	diastemic	realities	of	time	and	space.
Nyssen,	therefore,	cannot	accept	that	the	temporal	and	spatial	characteristics	of	this	life
would	belong	also	to	our	final	destiny.	The	anagogical	journey	into	a	significantly	other
mode	of	existence—the	infinite	life	of	God—is	the	ultimate	goal	that	Gregory	asks	us	to
pursue.

Notes:

(1)	Gregory’s	notion	of	ἐπέκτασις	is	predicated	on	the	understanding	that	God’s	infinity
always	immeasurably	outstrips	the	progress	of	human	ascent.	See	Daniélou,	Platonisme

et	théologie	mystique,	291–307;	Everett	Ferguson,	“God’s	Infinity	and	Man’s	Mutability:
Perpetual	Progress	according	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	GOTR	18	(1973),	59–78;	id.,
“Progress	in	Perfection:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Vita	Moysis,”	SP	14	(1976),	307–14;
Catherine	LeBlanc,	“Naked	and	Unashamed:	Epektasis	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s
Commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs”	(MA	thesis,	University	of	St.	Michael’s	College,
2007);	Kristina	Robb-Dover,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	‘Perpetual	Progress’,”	TTod	65
(2008),	213–25;	Paul	M.	Blowers,	“Maximus	the	Confessor,	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	and	the
Concept	of	‘Perpetual	Progress’,”	VC	46	(1992),	151–71.

(2)	David	L.	Balás,	“Eternity	and	Time	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Contra	Eunomium,”	in
Heinrich	Dörrie,	Margarete	Altenburger,	and	Uta	Schramm	(eds.),	Gregor	von	Nyssa

und	die	Philosophie:	Zweites	internationales	Kolloquium	über	Gregor	von	Nyssa;

Freckenhorst	bei	Münster	18.–23	September	1972	(Leiden:	Brill,	1976),	148.	Balás
(erroneously	in	my	view)	understands	Gregory’s	“notion	of	participation	as	the
foundation	of	temporality”	(ibid.,	150).	He	calls	this	“(quasi-)temporal	distension”	(ibid.,
148),	and	he	argues	that	although	the	notion	of	infinite	progress	means	that	for	Gregory
“man	has	to	transcend	the	temporality	of	the	material	world,”	his	perfection	“does	not
consist	in	escaping	‘distension’	but	rather	in	a	continuous	‘distension’	of	a	higher	order”
(ibid.,	149).	While	I	appreciate	Balás’s	nuance,	it	seems	to	me	that	he	does	not	do	justice
to	Gregory’s	explicit	disavowal	of	διάστημα	in	the	hereafter.

(3)	B.	Otis,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	the	Cappadocian	Conception	of	Time,”	SP	14	(1976),
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343.

(4)	Otis,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	344.	In	a	footnote,	Otis	is	forced	to	acknowledge	several
passages	in	Gregory’s	corpus	that	explicitly	deny	creaturely	διάστημα	and	time,	both	in
the	first	creation	of	man	and	in	the	hereafter	(ibid.,	345,	n.	1).	Trying	to	do	justice	to
Gregory’s	obvious	differentiation	between	this	(fallen)	existence	and	the	state	of	human
sinlessness	(both	before	the	Fall	and	in	the	eschaton),	Otis	posits	two	“extensions”:
“There	are	thus	in	effect	two	diastemata—one	corresponding	to	what	we	may	call	the
normal	or	uninhibited	movement	of	angelic	or	immaterial	spirits	toward	the	good;	the
other	corresponding	to	the	interval	necessitated	by	sin,	both	angelic	and	human”	(ibid.,
352).	This	solution	suffers	from	the	difficulty	that	Gregory	nowhere	suggests	two	distinct
extensions.

(5)	Alden	A.	Mosshammer,	“The	Created	and	the	Uncreated	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa	Contra
Eunomium	1,105–113,”	in	Lucas	F.	Mateo-Seco	and	Juan	L.	Bastero	(eds.),	El	“Contra

Eunomium	I”	en	la	Produccion	Literaria	de	Gregorio	de	Nisa:	VI	Coloquio	Internacional

sobre	Gregorio	de	Nisa	(Pamplona:	Ediciones	Universidad	de	Navarra,	S.A.,	1988),	353–
79;	id.,	“Historical	Time	and	the	Apokatastasis	according	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SP	27
(1993),	70–93.

(6)	Mosshammer,	“Created	and	the	Uncreated,”	372.	Mosshammer	rightly	rejects	the
notion	of	two	kinds	of	διάστημα.	He	insists,	however,	that	the	term	carries	many	nuances
in	Gregory’s	writings,	and	he	suggests:	“Rather	than	seeking	to	distinguish	between	two
kinds	of	διάστημα,	we	should	say	that	for	Gregory	interval	is	the	common	dimension	of
the	created	order,	with	somewhat	different	manifestations	for	intelligibles	as	compared
with	sensibles”	(“Historical	Time,”	91).	This	distinction	still	does	not	do	justice	to	the	fact
that	Gregory	never	applies	the	term	διάστημα	either	to	angels	or	to	sinless	human
existence	and	that	(as	we	will	see)	he	explicitly	denies	the	diastemic	character	of	the
eschaton.	Mosshammer	bases	his	argument	regarding	Gregory’s	increasingly	expansive
use	of	διάστημα	on	only	one	passage:	Eccl	7.412.10–14	(Hall	124–5)	(Mosshammer,
“Created	and	the	Uncreated,”	364;	id.,	“Historical	Time,”	83).	Here	Gregory	suggests
that	the	human	mind	“is	compelled	to	go	beyond	the	concept	of	extension
(διαστηματικὴν),	yet	it	does	not	get	beyond	it.	Together	with	every	concept	it	thinks	of,	it
surely	envisages,	comprehended	at	the	same	time	as	the	being	of	what	is	conceived,	its
extension	(διάστημα);	but	extension	(διάστημα)	is	nothing	but	a	creature”	(Eccl

7.412.10–14	(Hall	125)).	Gregory	also	suggests	here	that	human	understanding	“finds	no
method	of	speeding	past	the	concept	of	temporality	(αἰῶνος),	so	as	to	stand	outside	itself
and	transcend	the	temporality	(αἰῶνος)	envisaged	as	prior	to	existing	things”	(Eccl

7.413.2–5	(Hall	125)).	Two	observations	need	to	be	made.	First,	Gregory	does	not	define
“created	nature	as	nothing	other	than	διάστημα”	(Mosshammer,	“Historical	Time,”	83);
rather,	he	puts	it	the	other	way	around:	extension	(unlike	the	Good)	is	only	a	creature.
Furthermore,	while	Nyssen	indeed	often	distinguishes	creation	as	diastemic	from
creator	as	adiastemic,	this	is	always	in	the	context	of	this-worldly	existence;	the	eschaton
inevitably	complicates	matters.

(7)	Paul	Plass,	“Transcendent	Time	and	Eternity	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	VC	34	(1980),	183.
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(8)	Plass,	“Transcendent	Time,”	186.	Cf.	Plass’s	comment:	“Instead	of	being	abolished,
time	(and	with	it	creation)	is	transformed	into	quasi-extension”	(ibid.,	183).	He	suggests
that	when,	in	De	vita	Moysis,	Moses	sees	God’s	back,	this	becomes	a	“sign	for	an	elusive
intermediate	region,	a	quasi-space	and	quasi-time	between	God’s	totally	transcendent
face	and	the	spatial/temporal	creation”	(ibid.,	186).	Plass’s	account	is	quite	nuanced	and	in
many	ways	helpful.	Still,	the	expressions	“quasi-space”	and	“quasi-time”	are	less	than
helpful,	since	for	Gregory	human	beings	will	come	to	share	in	the	eternal	(ἀΐδιος)
character	of	divine	infinity.

(9)	J.	Warren	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise:	Human	and	Divine	Emotion	in	the	Thought	of

Gregory	of	Nyssa	(New	York:	Herder	&	Herder—Crossroad,	2004),	199.

(10)	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	223.

(11)	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	224.

(12)	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	224.

(13)	See	Chap.	7,	sect.:	De	vita	Moysis:	Modeling	Virtue.

(14)	Patterson	refers	to	Op	hom	XXII.5	(PG	44.205C)	(“The	Conversion	of	Diastēma	in
the	Patristic	View	of	Time,”	in	R.	A.	Norris	(ed.),	Lux	in	Lumine:	Essays	to	Honor	W.

Norman	Pittenger	(New	York:	Seabury,	1966),	105).	Ramelli	mentions	Trid	spat	278.10
(Hall	34);	Cant	2.69.3	(“Αἰώνιος	and	Αἰών	in	Origen	and	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SP	47
(2010),	58).	These	examples	could	easily	be	multiplied.	Cf.	Ilaria	Ramelli	and	David
Konstan,	Terms	for	Eternity:	Aiônios	and	Aïdios	in	Classical	and	Christian	Texts

(Piscataway,	NJ:	Gorgias,	2011).

(15)	Patterson,	“Conversion,”	104.	Several	of	the	authors	mentioned	earlier	also
recognize	that	time,	as	such,	will	cease	in	the	eschaton.	Smith	is	particularly	insistent	on
this	(Passion	and	Paradise,	198–202),	and	Balás	and	Plass	both	speak	of	“quasi-
temporality”	in	connection	with	the	hereafter	(Balás,	“Eternity	and	Time,”	148–50;	Plass,
“Transcendent	Time,”	186).	While	I	have	no	great	difficulty	with	the	term	“quasi-
temporality”	as	such	(since	Gregory	does	distinguish	between	God’s	infinity	and	our
progress	in	it),	we	do	need	to	recognize	(1)	that	for	Gregory,	human	beings	do
participate	in	divine	eternity	(αϊδιότης)	and	(2)	that	he	explicitly	insists	on	the	cessation	of
extension	(διάστημα)	in	the	eschaton.

(16)	Robert	L.	Wilken,	“Liturgy,	Bible	and	Theology	in	the	Easter	Homilies	of	Gregory	of
Nyssa,”	in	Marguerite	Harl	(ed.),	Écriture	et	culture	philosophique	dans	la	pensée	de

Grégoire	de	Nysse:	Actes	du	colloque	de	Chevetogne	(22–26	septembre	1969)	(Leiden:
Brill,	1971),	138–41.

(17)	Nyssen	wrote	Eun	I	and	II	in	380	(see	Epist	29.2;	GNO	VIII/2.87.8–15).	For
Eunomius,	see	especially	Richard	Paul	Vaggione	(ed.),	Eunomius:	The	Extant	Works

(Oxford:	Clarendon	Press,	1987);	id.,	Eunomius	of	Cyzicus	and	the	Nicene	Revolution
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(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2000).

(18)	The	expression	“neo-Arian”	should	not	be	taken	to	imply	that	there	were	no
differences	between	the	theologies	of	Arius	and	Eunomius.	Cf.	Lewis	Ayres,	Nicaea	and

Its	Legacy:	An	Approach	to	Fourth-Century	Trinitarian	Theology	(Oxford:	Oxford
University	Press,	2004),	145.

(19)	Michel	René	Barnes	observes	that	for	Eunomius	the	term	“Unbegotten”	names	the
essence	of	God,	since	different	names	imply	different	essences.	Comments	Barnes:	“This
apparently	epistemological	postulate	has	a	precise	theological	point	in	the	controversy.
Unbegotten	must	mean	Unbegotten	essence,	and	Begotten	must	mean	Begotten
essence”	(The	Power	of	God:	Δύναμις	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Trinitarian	Theology

(Washington,	DC:	Catholic	University	of	America	Press,	1998),	203).

(20)	Earlier	scholarship	has	tended	to	interpret	this	essentialism	as	Neoplatonic	in	origin
(Jean	Daniélou,	“Eunome	l’arien	et	l’exégèse	néo-platonicienne	du	Cratyle,”	REG	69
(1959),	412–32;	Paulos	Mar	Gregorios,	“Theurgic	Neo-platonism	and	the	Eunomius–
Gregory	Debate:	An	Examination	of	the	Background,”	in	Mateo-Seco	and	Bastero	(eds.),
El	“Contra	Eunomium	I,”	217–35).	Mark	DelCogliano,	however,	has	recently	called	into
question	the	influence	of	Platonism	on	the	Eunomian	view	of	the	origin	of	names	(Basil	of

Caesarea’s	Anti-Eunomian	Theory	of	Names:	Christian	Theology	and	Late-Antique

Philosophy	in	the	Fourth	Century	Trinitarian	Controversy,	Supplements	to	Vigiliae
Christianae,	103	(Leiden:	Brill,	2010),	49–95).

(21)	I	borrow	the	term	“logocentrism”	from	Khaled	Anatolios,	Retrieving	Nicaea:	The

Development	and	Meaning	of	Trinitarian	Doctrine	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Baker	Academic,
2011),	159.	Vaggione	argues	that	the	Nicene	party	may	have	misunderstood	Eunomius
on	this	score,	since	Eunomius	did	not	claim	to	have	discursive,	natural	knowledge	of	the
divine	essence	(Eunomius	of	Cyzicus,	249–64).

(22)	Cf.	Andrew	Radde-Gallwitz,	Basil	of	Caesarea,	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	and	the

Transformation	of	Divine	Simplicity	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2009),	175–224.

(23)	Eun	I.129.1–3	(Hall	85).

(24)	Eun	I.130.25–131.5	(Hall	86).

(25)	Eun	I.132.4–6	(Hall	87).

(26)	Eun	I.133.8–140.2	(Hall	88–91).

(27)	Eun	I.134.8–17	(Hall	88).

(28)	Hans	Urs	von	Balthasar	first	pointed	out	the	centrality	of	the	term	διάστημα	for
Gregory,	while	Jean	Daniélou	has	highlighted	the	broad	range	and	importance	of	the	term
ἀκολουθία.	See	von	Balthasar,	“The	Concept	of	Spacing,”	in	Presence	and	Thought,	27–
35;	Daniélou,	“Akolouthia	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	RSR	27	(1953),	219–49;	id.,	“The
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Development	of	History,”	in	The	Lord	of	History:	Reflections	on	the	Inner	Meaning	of

History,	trans.	Nigel	Abercrombie	(1958;	repr.	Cleveland,	Ill.:	Meridian—World,	1968),
241–52;	id.,	L’Être	et	le	temps	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse	(Leiden:	Brill,	1970),	18–50.

(29)	As	we	will	see	later	in	this	chapter,	Gregory	deals	not	only	with	created	bodies,	but
also	with	the	created	intelligibles,	both	human	and	angelic.

(30)	Eun	I.135.1–2	(Hall	89);	translation	adjusted.

(31)	Eun	I.136.14–22	(Hall	89).

(32)	The	terminology	in	this	section	of	Contra	Eunomium	is	in	line	with	Gregory’s	overall
use,	where	the	terms	αἰών	(age)	and	χρόνος	(time)	are	restricted	to	created	life,	and
where	the	term	ἀϊδιότης	(eternity)	usually	characterizes	the	life	of	God,	even	though
Gregory	uses	the	latter	term	also	for	human	beings	in	their	perfected	state.	See	Balás,
“Eternity	and	Time,”	151–3;	Ramelli,	“Αἰώνιος	and	Αἰών.”

(33)	See	Pierre	Maraval,	“Chronology	of	Works,”	in	BDGN.

(34)	Eccl	1.280.8–13	(Hall	34).	Cf.	Eccl	2.298.5–299.19	(Hall	48–9).

(35)	Eccl	1.282.7–9	(Hall	35).

(36)	Eccl	1.279.20–280.2	(Hall	34).

(37)	Eccl	6.373.11–13	(Hall	99).

(38)	Eccl	6.374.16–18	(Hall	100).

(39)	Eccl	6.374.15	(Hall	100).

(40)	Eccl	6.375.16–19	(Hall	101).

(41)	Eccl	6.376.12–13	(Hall	101).

(42)	Eccl	6.375.4–5	(Hall	100).

(43)	Eccl	6.377.13–14	(Hall	102).

(44)	Eccl	6.377.17–378.5	(Hall	102).

(45)	Eccl	6.380.12–14,	20	(Hall	104).

(46)	Eccl	7.397.13–15	(Hall	116);	emphasis	added.

(47)	Eccl	7.401.2–4	(Hall	118).	The	reference	here	is	Eccl	3:6.

(48)	Eccl	7.405.4–5	(Hall	120).
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(49)	Eccl	7.414.10	(Hall	126).

(50)	Eccl	8.425.16–18	(Hall	134).

(51)	Eccl	6.378.13–15	(Hall	103).

(52)	Eccl	6.379.14–381.18	(Hall	103–5).

(53)	Eccl	6.384.19–385.4	(Hall	107).

(54)	Eccl	7.397.16–400.9	(Hall	116–17).

(55)	Eccl	8.433.16–17	(Hall	138).

(56)	Eccl	8.440.3–9	(Hall	142–3).	Cf.	the	priestess	Diotima’s	advice	in	Plato’s	Symposium

(210a–212a)	that	one	should	begin	with	falling	in	love	with	the	physical	beauty	of
someone’s	body	in	order	to	arrive	ultimately	at	the	knowledge	of	Beauty	itself.	For
Gregory’s	notion	of	a	“container”	or	“receptacle,”	cf.	Eccl	6.377.13–14	(Hall	102),
referred	to	in	n.	43	above.	John	F.	Callahan	maintains	that	this	notion	goes	back	to	Plato’s
idea	that	space	serves	as	a	receptacle	(ὑποδοχή)	for	the	world	of	becoming	(Timaeus

49A)	(“Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	the	Psychological	View	of	Time,”	in	Atti	del	XII	Congresso

Internazionale	di	Filosofia	(Venezia,	12–18	Settembre	1958),	Storia	della	filosofia	antica	e
medievale,	11	(Firenze:	Sansoni,	1960),	60).	Cf.	Balthasar,	“Concept	of	Spacing,”	29–30.

(57)	Eccl	7.412.7–9	(Hall	125).

(58)	Eccl	7.413.2–5	(Hall	125).

(59)	Eccl	1.283.18–21	(Hall	36).

(60)	Eccl	1.284.22–285.4	(Hall	37).

(61)	Eccl	1.285.4	(Hall	37).

(62)	Eccl	8.438.10–14	(Hall	142).	While	I	am	unconvinced	by	Mosshammer’s	argument
that	Gregory’s	homilies	on	Ecclesiastes	indicate	a	transitional	stage	from	a	more	strictly
vertical,	Platonic	approach	to	a	more	horizontal	emphasis,	he	correctly	points	out	that	in
these	homilies,	the	misappropriation	of	the	created	order	has	to	do	with	sin,	not	with	the
created	order	itself:	“The	character	of	man’s	double	life	of	body	and	soul	is	indeed
miserable.	It	is	miserable,	however,	not	because	of	that	conjunction	in	itself,	but	because
of	the	distortion	of	nature	caused	by	sin”	(Alden	A.	Mosshammer,	“Time	for	All	and	a
Moment	for	Each:	The	Sixth	Homily	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	Ecclesiastes,”	in	Stuart
George	Hall	(ed.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	Ecclesiastes:	An	English	Version	with

Supporting	Studies:	Proceedings	of	the	Seventh	International	Colloquium	on	Gregory	of

Nyssa	(St	Andrews,	5–10	September	1990)	(Berlin:	de	Gruyter,	1993),	275).

(63)	Eccl	8.439.11–14	(Hall	142).
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(64)	Eccl	6.387.22	(Hall	109).

(65)	Eccl	8.441.3–7	(Hall	143).

(66)	Cf.	Stuart	G.	Hall,	“The	Interpretation	of	the	Old	Testament	in	the	Opening	Section	of
Gregory	of	Nyssa,	De	Tridui	Spatio	(De	Tridui	Spatio	273,5–277,9),”	in	Andreas	Spira
and	Christoph	Klock	(eds.),	The	Easter	Sermons	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Translation	and

Commentary:	Proceedings	of	the	Fourth	International	Colloquium	on	Gregory	of	Nyssa;

Cambridge,	England:	11–15	September,	1978,	Patristic	Monograph	Series,	9	(Cambridge,
Mass.:	Philadelphia	Patristic	Foundation,	1981),	139.	Opinions	about	the	dating	of	the
sermon	differ.	Daniélou	has	argued	for	382,	Drobner	for	a	date	between	386	and	394.
See	Maraval,	“Chronology,”	in	BDGN.

(67)	To	be	sure,	Gregory	does	display	an	awareness	of	temporal	intervals.	One	of	the
reasons	for	the	temporal	succession	of	the	three	days	of	the	Paschal	mystery	is	that	it
corresponds	to	the	initial	creation:	“And	do	not	be	surprised	if	the	creation	of	good	is
divided	into	intervals	of	time	(χρονικοῖς	διαστήμασιν),	for	at	the	first	creation	of	the
world	also	the	divine	power	was	not	unable	to	complete	all	that	is	in	a	split	second,	but
nevertheless	produces	along	with	the	construction	of	existing	things	the	intervals	of	time
(τὰ	χρονικὰ	διαστήματα),	so	that	one	part	of	the	creation	was	completed	on	the	first	day,
on	the	second	day	another,	and	so	on,	until	the	things	that	exist	were	finished	when	God
had	fitted	the	whole	creation	together	on	stated	days”	(Trid	spat	286.1–9	(Hall	38)).

(68)	Gregory	expands	on	each	of	these	elements	of	the	Old	Testament	witness	to	Christ	at
some	length	(Trid	spat	274.1–280.13	(Hall	31–5)),	but	since	this	is	not	my	immediate
concern	here,	I	omit	discussion	of	this	section	of	the	sermon.

(69)	Trid	spat	273.10–274.1	(Hall	31).

(70)	Gregory’s	skilful	linking	of	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures	via	Christ	to	the	neophytes
is	far	more	than	a	playful	connecting	of	various	distinct	lights.	Gregory’s	interpretation	of
Scripture—which	follows	the	Origenist	distinction	between	history	and	Spirit—regards
the	light	of	Old	Testament	history	as	full	of	types	in	which	the	light	of	Christ	and
subsequent	ecclesial	lights	(such	as	the	faith	of	the	neophytes)	are	already	present.	Thus,
Gregory’s	spiritual	exegesis	and	his	understanding	of	liturgical	time	are	both	premised
on	a	transposition	from	earthly	history	(or	χρόνος)	to	heavenly	eschaton	(or	ἀϊδιότης).

(71)	Trid	spat	303.17–304.5	(Hall	48–9).

(72)	Trid	spat	304.7–8	(Hall	49).

(73)	Trid	spat	304.11–12	(Hall	49).

(74)	Trid	spat	304.12–14	(Hall	49).

(75)	Trid	spat	304.21–305.8	(Hall	49–50).
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(76)	Trid	spat	306.3–8	(Hall	50).

(77)	Trid	spat	285.18–19	(Hall	38).

(78)	Trid	spat	286.13–290.17	(Hall	38–41).

(79)	Trid	spat	287.12–13	(Hall	39).

(80)	Trid	spat	287.21–288.8	(Hall	39).

(81)	Cf.	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Eucharist,”	in	BDGN.

(82)	Trid	spat	290.4–7	(Hall	40).

(83)	Trid	spat	290.14–17	(Hall	41).

(84)	Trid	spat	279.5–8	(Hall	34).

(85)	Wilken,	“Liturgy,	Bible	and	Theology,”	141–2.

(86)	Trid	spat	294.14–298.18	(Hall	43–6).

(87)	Trid	spat	296.11–14	(Hall	44).

(88)	Trid	spat	296.19–20	(Hall	44–5).

(89)	Trid	spat	297.17–18	(Hall	45).	It	is	not	easy	to	see	how	exactly	Gregory	means	to
refute	the	Jewish	objection	of	inconsistency	in	the	Christian	celebration	of	Easter.	After
all,	one	would	think	that	unleavened	bread	and	bitter	herbs	point	to	the	resurrection	life
no	less	than	does	the	light-filled	14th	of	Nisan.	Anthony	Meredith	suggests	that	perhaps
Gregory	sees	the	fourteenth	day	as	a	summary	of	the	other	two	regulations,	so	that	only
the	latter	no	longer	need	to	be	observed	by	Christians	(“The	Answer	to	Jewish
Objections	(De	Tridui	Spatio	p.	294.14–298.18),”	in	Spira	and	Klock	(eds.),	Easter

Sermons,	298,	300–1).

(90)	Trid	spat	298.11–13	(Hall	45–6).

(91)	For	studies	on	Gregory’s	understanding	of	the	eighth	day,	see	Jean	Daniélou,	“La
Typologie	de	la	semaine	au	IVe	siècle,”	RSR	35	(1948),	382–411;	id.,	The	Bible	and	the

Liturgy,	Liturgical	Studies,	3	(Notre	Dame,	Ind.:	University	of	Notre	Dame	Press,	1956),
262–86;	A.	J.	Visser,	“De	zesde	en	de	achtste:	Gregorius	van	Nyssa	over	de	zesde
psalm,”	HomBib	20	(1963),	126–31;	Hans	Christian	Knuth,	Zur	Auslegungsgeschichte	von

Psalm	6,	Beiträge	zur	Geschichte	der	biblischen	Exegese,	11	(Tübingen:	Mohr,	1971),
36–41;	Casimir	McCambley,	“On	the	Sixth	Psalm,	Concerning	the	Octave	by	Saint
Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	GOTR	32	(1987),	39–50;	Brian	E.	Daley,	“Training	for	‘the	Good
Ascent’:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Homily	on	the	Sixth	Psalm,”	in	Paul	M.	Blowers	et	al.	(eds.),
In	Dominico	eloquio:	In	Lordly	Eloquence:	Essays	on	Patristic	Exegesis	in	Honor	of

Robert	Louis	Wilken	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Eerdmans,	2002),	185–217.
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(92)	The	use	of	the	Ogdoad	as	salvific	reference	goes	back	at	least	to	St.	Irenaeus	(Adv

haer	I.xviii.3).	Both	Basil	the	Great	and	Gregory	of	Nazianzus	also	make	reference	to	the
“eighth	day,”	as	do	many	other	church	fathers.	See	McCambley,	“On	the	Sixth	Psalm,”
45–6.

(93)	Trid	spat	279.6–8	(Hall	34).

(94)	Trid	spat	279.13–280.1	(Hall	34–5).

(95)	Most	scholars	follow	Daniélou	in	dating	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum	to	the	years	of
Gregory’s	exile	from	Nyssa,	between	376	and	378.

(96)	Daley,	“Training,”	195.

(97)	Sext	ps	187.16–188.1	(Daley	212).

(98)	Sext	ps	188.6–9	(Daley	212).	Origen	also	discusses	the	reference	in	Josh	5:2	to	a
“second”	circumcision,	with	a	knife	made	out	of	“rock”	(Hom	Josh,	ad	loc.).	He	sees	here
a	move	from	the	Law	(the	first	circumcision)	to	the	gospel	(the	second	circumcision),
since	Paul	calls	Christ	the	“rock”	(1	Cor	10:4).	This	reference	must	have	appeared
particularly	fitting	since	the	Israelites	were	about	to	enter	the	Promised	Land	as	they
received	their	“second”	circumcision.

(99)	Sext	ps	188.10–12	(Daley	212).

(100)	Sext	ps	188.29–189.12	(Daley	213);	square	brackets	in	original.

(101)	For	Gregory’s	understanding	of	“movement”	(κίνησις)	as	typical	of	the	created
order,	see	von	Balthasar,	“Becoming	and	the	Immanent	Infinite,”	in	Presence	and

Thought,	37–45;	Tina	Dolidze,	“Der	κίνησις-Begriff	der	griechischen	Philosophie	bei
Gregor	von	Nyssa,”	in	Hubertus	R.	Drobner	and	Albert	Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:

Homilies	on	the	Beatitudes:	An	English	Version	with	Supporting	Studies:	Proceedings	of

the	Eighth	International	Colloquium	on	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(Paderborn,	14–18	September

1998),	Supplements	to	Vigiliae	Christianae,	52	(Leiden:	Brill,	2000),	421–45;	Scot
Douglass,	Theology	of	the	Gap:	Cappadocian	Language	Theory	and	the	Trinitarian

Controversy,	Theology	and	Religion,	235	(New	York:	Lang,	2005),	45–56.

(102)	Implicit	in	Gregory’s	description	is	a	clothing	metaphor:	the	body—Gregory’s
“tunics	of	hide”—is	removed	like	a	piece	of	clothing.	Cf.	Beat	8.161.21–2	(Hall	84).

(103)	Inscr	83.25–84.12	(Heine	136–7).

(104)	Eun	I.136.22–7	(Hall	89–90);	Eun	II.360.17–361.3	(Hall	163).

(105)	An	et	res	(PG	46.93A–C;	Silvas	210).	In	quoting	from	De	anima	et	resurrectione,	I
mention	the	PG	reference	followed	by	the	page	number	in	Anna	M.	Silvas’s	translation.

(106)	Sext	ps	187.3–10	(Daley	211–12).
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(107)	Sext	ps	192.25–193.2	(Daley	216).

(108)	The	same	theme	of	ascent	comes	up	again	when	in	De	beatitudinibus	Gregory	links
the	eighth	Beatitude	with	the	eighth	day.	Referring	to	the	“eighth	day”	in	the	inscriptions
above	Psalms	6	and	11	(12),	Gregory	comments:	“This	number	may	perhaps	have
something	to	do	with	the	eighth	blessedness,	which	like	a	pinnacle	(κορυφὴ)	of	all	the
Beatitudes	stands	at	the	highest	point	(ἀκροτάτου)	of	the	good	ascent	(τῆς	ἀγαθῆς
ἀναβάσεως).	It	is	there	that	the	prophet	points	to	the	day	of	the	resurrection	by	the
figure	of	the	eighth	day…”	(Beat	8.161.15–19	(Hall	84)).	Also	in	this	passage,	the	ascent
language	is	unmistakable,	and	in	this	context,	too,	Gregory	connects	the	eighth	day	to
purification	and	circumcision.

(109)	Daley,	“Training,”	199.

(110)	Sext	ps	190.11–15	(Daley	214).	Gregory	makes	a	similar	interpretive	move	(though
with	a	different	emphasis)	in	homily	15	of	his	commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs,	when	he
comments	on	the	words,	“There	are	sixty	queens	and	eighty	concubines”	(Song	6:8).	He
alludes	to	the	inscription	of	Psalm	6	and	then	comments	that	“the	soul	that	ranks	behind
the	queenly	soul—that	is,	the	one	that	works	the	good	out	of	fear	and	not	out	of	love—will
be	increased	in	number	until	she	achieves	eighty,	as	she	manifests	in	her	own	life,
unconfusedly	and	distinctly,	every	single	species	of	good	thing	that	fear	accomplishes.
The	result	is	that	in	the	case	of	this	soul	too	the	number	of	the	eighth	day	is	multiplied	in
virtue	of	the	soul’s	tenfold	increase;	and	in	this	way—by	drawing	near	to	the	good
through	servile	fear	rather	than	through	a	bride’s	love—she	becomes	a	concubine
rather	than	a	queen	because	of	her	fear	of	the	eighth	day,	a	fear	that	she	increases
tenfold	by	her	righteous	deeds,	attaining	the	number	eighty”	(Cant	15.465.5–15).

(111)	For	Gregory,	participation	in	God’s	life	is	a	participation	in	his	attributes,	never	a
comprehension	of	his	essence.	See	Balás,	Μετουσια	Θεου,	128;	Paulos	Mar	Gregorios,
Cosmic	Man:	The	Divine	Presence:	The	Theology	of	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(ca	330	to	395

A.D.)	(1980;	repr.	New	York:	Paragon,	1988),	110–23;	Elie	D.	Moutsoulas,	“‘Essence’	et
‘énergies’	de	Dieu	selon	St.	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	SP	18	(1989),	517–28;	Verna	E.	F.
Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom	according	to	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	Studies	in	the
Bible	and	Early	Christianity,	30	(Lewiston,	NY:	Mellen,	1992),	24–60,	88–131;	Giulio
Maspero,	Trinity	and	Man:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ad	Ablabium,	Supplements	to	Vigiliae
Christianae,	86	(Leiden:	Boston,	2007),	27–52;	Alexis	Torrance,	“Precedents	for	Palamas’
Essence–Energies	Theology	in	the	Cappadocian	Fathers,”	VC	63	(2009),	47–70.

(112)	De	beatitudinibus	is	usually	dated	between	376	and	378.

(113)	Cf.	Monique	Alexandre,	“Protologie	et	eschatologie	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	U.
Bianchi	and	H.	Crouzel	(eds.),	Arché	e	Telos:	L’antropologia	di	Origene	e	di	Gregorio	di

Nissa:	Analisi	storico-religiosa,	Studia	Patristica	mediolanensia,	12	(Milan:	Università
Cattolica	del	Sacro	Cuore,	1981),	122–5.
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(114)	Beat	3.105.27–106.7	(Hall	44).	In	line	with	this	language,	Gregory	repeatedly	speaks
of	the	current	conditions	of	our	earthly	existence	by	using	the	Platonic	metaphor	of	the
“cave”	(σπήλαιον)	(see	Plato’s	Republic	514A–517A).	See,	for	example,	Beat	3.103.15–
104.4	(Hall	42);	Inscr	151–4;	Mort	37–9.	Cf.	Jean	Daniélou,	“Le	Symbole	de	la	caverne
chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	Alfred	Stuiber	and	Alfred	Hermann	(eds.),	Mullus:

Festchrift	Theodor	Klauser,	Jahrbuch	für	Antike	und	Christentum,	Ergänzungsbände,	1
(Münster:	Aschendorff,	1964),	43–51;	Wilhelm	Blum,	“Eine	Verbindung	der	zwei
Höhlengleichnisse	der	heidnischen	Antike	bei	Gregor	von	Nyssa,”	VC	28	(1974),	43–9;	A.
Meredith,	“Plato’s	‘Cave’	(Republic	vii	514a–517e)	in	Origen,	Plotinus,	and	Gregory	of
Nyssa,”	SP	27	(1993),	49–61;	Giulio	Maspero,	“Cavern,”	in	BDGN.

(115)	This	exile	from	Heaven	is	not	to	be	confused	with	an	Origenist	pre-temporal	Fall
into	sin	or	with	a	cyclical	view	of	history.

(116)	Beat	5.132.11–17	(Hall	63).

(117)	We	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	according	to	Gregory,	both	pre-lapsarian	existence	in
Paradise	and	life	in	the	eschaton	are	closely	related	to	the	life	of	the	angels.	Had	it	not
been	for	the	Fall,	human	beings	would	have	procreated	according	to	the	“unspeakable
and	inconceivable”	angelic	mode	of	increase	(Op	hom	XVII.2–3	(PG	44.188C–189D)).	See
Chap.	3,	sect.:	Sex	in	the	Garden?	De	hominis	opificio.

(118)	Or	dom	2.27.10–11	(Graef	41).	The	dating	of	De	oratione	dominica	ranges	from
374–376	(Daniélou)	to	385	(Caldarelli).	See	Maraval,	“Chronology,”	in	BDGN.

(119)	Or	dom	2.28.2–5	(Graef	42).

(120)	Or	dom	2.30.22	(Graef	44).	Cf.	the	nearly	identical	language	in	Beat	8.162.1	(Hall	84).
For	Gregory’s	understanding	of	the	eschaton	as	man’s	“restoration”	(ἀποκατάστασις)
to	his	original	state,	see	E.	Michaud,	“St.	Grégoire	de	Nysse	et	l’apocatastase,”	RIT	10
(1902),	37–52;	Jean	Daniélou,	“L’Apocatastase	chez	saint	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	RSR	30
(1940),	328–47;	John	R.	Sachs,	“Apocatastasis	in	Patristic	Theology,”	TS	54	(1993),	617–
40;	Ilaria	L.	E.	Ramelli,	“Christian	Soteriology	and	Christian	Platonism:	Origen,	Gregory	of
Nyssa,	and	the	Biblical	and	Philosophical	Basis	of	the	Doctrine	of	Apokatastasis,”	VC	61
(2007),	313–56;	Giulio	Maspero,	“Apocatastasis,”	in	BDGN.

(121)	Beat	2.90.26–7	(Hall	33).

(122)	Beat	2.90.13–16	(Hall	32).

(123)	Beat	2.91.27–8	(Hall	33).

(124)	Beat	2.92.19–93.5	(Hall	34).	In	his	Apologia	in	Hexaemeron,	Gregory	distinguishes
three	heavens,	identifying	the	first	as	the	heaven	that	contains	clouds	and	birds,	the
second	as	a	fixed	circle	in	which	the	planets	move,	and	the	third	(mentioned	in	2	Cor
12:2)	as	the	very	edge	of	the	visible	world	leading	to	the	intellectual	creation.	Gregory
maintains	that	it	is	this	intellectual	creation—Paradise	itself—that	lies	beyond	the	three
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heavens	and	that	St.	Paul	was	caught	up	in	according	to	2	Cor	12:4	(Hex	81.1–83.9	(Risch
99–101)).	Cf.	Cant	1.40.2–12;	3.85.19–86.2.	Cf.	the	detailed	discussion	of	the	“third
heaven”	in	Jean	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	151–61.

(125)	See	Mart	Ib.155.20–156.20	(Leemans	106–7).

(126)	Cf.	E.	F.	Sutcliffe,	“St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	Paradise,”	EcRev,	NS	4	(1931),	342–4.
Gregory’s	allegorical	reading	of	Paradise	is	in	line	with	Origen.	See	Ilaria	Ramelli,	“The
Philosophical	Stance	of	Allegory	in	Stoicism	and	Its	Reception	in	Platonism,	Pagan	and
Christian:	Origen	in	Dialogue	with	the	Stoics	and	Plato,”	IJCT	18	(2011),	367–9.

(127)	Beat	2.92.15–19	(Hall	34).	Cf.	the	allegorical	explanation	of	the	paradisal	“water”
nourishing	the	human	race	(Gen	2:10)	in	Cant	5.152.8–153.9.

(128)	Cant	7.350.2–4.	Cf.	Cant	Prologue.10.4–11.7;	Or	cat	18.11–16	(Srawley	36):	“For
that	Paradise	of	which	he	speaks	and	the	special	character	of	the	fruits,	the	eating	of
which	bestows	upon	those	who	taste	them,	not	the	satisfaction	of	the	bodily	organs,	but
knowledge	and	eternity	of	life,	all	agrees	with	what	we	have	previously	observed	with
regard	to	man,	showing	that	our	nature	in	its	origin	was	good	and	surrounded	by	good.”

(129)	Beat	4.122.25–27	(Hall	56).	Cf.	Robert	Louis	Wilken’s	careful	analysis:	“Gregory	of
Nyssa,	De	beatitudinibus,	Oratio	VIII:	‘Blessed	are	those	who	are	persecuted	for
righteousness’	sake,	for	theirs	is	the	kingdom	of	heaven’	(Mt	5,10),”	in	Drobner	and
Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	the	Beatitudes,	243–54.

(130)	Or	cat	30.7–9	(Srawley	46).	Cf.	Sutcliffe,	“St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	343.

(131)	Trid	spat	279.13–280.1	(Hall	34–5)	(cf.	above,	n.	94);	Inscr	83.25–84.12	(Heine	136–
7)	(cf.	above,	n.	103).

(132)	Cant	15.458.1–3.

(133)	Interestingly,	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione,	Gregory	repeatedly	appeals	to	the
“non-dimensional	nature”	(ἀδιάστατος	φύσις)	of	the	soul	to	account	for	its	ability	to
remain	attached	to	the	various	elements	of	the	body	as	they	dissolve	after	death	(An	et

res	(PG	46.45B,	45C,	48A–B;	Silvas	186–7)).

(134)	This	is	not	to	say	that	Gregory	sees	embodiment	itself	(or	even	gender)	as	the
result	of	the	Fall.	We	will	see	in	Chap.	3	(sect.:	Sex	in	the	Garden?	De	hominis	opificio)
that	Gregory	regards	human	embodiment	and	gender	both	as	preceding	the	Fall.	With
the	post-lapsarian	situation,	however,	human	embodiment	takes	on	a	different	(diastemic)
character	(which	Gregory	characterizes	as	“tunics	of	hide”).	This	raises	an	obvious	point
of	tension:	how	it	is	possible	to	have	gendered	bodies	in	an	adiastemic	angelic-like
existence	in	Paradise?	To	my	knowledge,	Gregory	never	deals	with	this	question.

(135)	Richard	Sorabji,	Time,	Creation	and	the	Continuum:	Theories	in	Antiquity	and	the

Early	Middle	Ages	(1983;	repr.	Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2006),	290–1.	Cf.
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also	David	Bentley	Hart,	“The	Mirror	of	the	Infinite:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	the	Vestigia

Trinitatis,”	MTh	18	(2002),	548.

(136)	Hex	15.8–16.11	(Risch	63);	An	et	res	(PG	46.124B–D;	Silvas	226–7);	Op	hom	23.5–
24.2	(PG	44.212C–213B).

(137)	Op	hom	23.5	(PG	44.212C).

(138)	Op	hom	24.2	(PG	44.213A).

(139)	Op	hom	24.2	(PG	44.213B).	For	this	notion	of	materiality	as	simply	the	convergence
of	intellectual	properties,	Gregory	probably	relies	on	Origen	(who	rejected	it).	Gregory	is
not	always	consistent	in	his	adoption	of	this	theory	of	matter,	as	elsewhere	he	adopts	the
more	traditional	philosophical	notion	of	an	unformed	material	substratum	that	serves	as
the	basis	for	the	various	properties.	See	Monique	Alexandre,	“L’Exégèse	de	Gen.	1,	1–2a
dans	l’In	Hexaemeron	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	Deux	approches	du	problème	de	la
matière,”	in	Dörrie	et	al.	(eds.),	Gregor	von	Nyssa	und	die	Philosophie,	159–92;	Cinzia
Arruzsa,	“La	Matière	immatérielle	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	FZPT	54	(2007),	215–23.

(140)	Peter	C.	Bouteneff,	“Essential	or	Existential:	The	Problem	of	the	Body	in	the
Anthropology	of	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	in	Drobner	and	Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:

Homilies	on	the	Beatitudes,	418.	Bouteneff’s	use	of	the	word	“immaterial”	is	not	quite	to
the	point,	since	for	Gregory	it	is	precisely	matter	that	is	made	up	of	intelligible	properties.

(141)	By	designating	Gregory	as	“primarily	a	Christian	thinker”	I	have	in	mind	the
importance	that	the	Christian	distinction	between	creator	and	creature	holds	for	Nyssen.
In	fact,	Gregory	would	likely	question	the	very	distinction	of	Christian	(theological)	and
pagan	(philosophical)	elements	in	his	thought.	The	very	incorporation	of	philosophical
elements	in	his	thought	implies	for	Gregory	their	properly	Christian	character.

(142)	To	be	sure,	in	several	passages	Gregory	divides	being	into	intelligible	and	sensible
being,	and	then	subdivides	intelligible	being	into	uncreated	and	created	being	(Eun

I.105.19–107.22	(Hall	74–5);	Cant	6.173.7–174.20).	This	approach	classifies	angelic	life
and	the	human	soul,	along	with	God,	in	one	and	same	category,	and	it	also	regards	being
as	an	overarching	category,	to	which	even	God	is	subject.	Cf.	Balás,	Μετουσια	Θεου,	43–
4.

(143)	Hart	puts	it	well:	“Gregory’s	is	not	a	metaphysics	of	identity,	that	would	dissolve	the
divine	and	human	into	a	bare	unity	of	essence,	but	a	metaphysics	of	‘analogy’:	of,	that	is,
divine	self-sufficiency	and	its	entirely	gratuitous	reflection	in	a	created	likeness.	Between
God	and	the	soul	the	proportion	of	the	analogy	remains	infinite”	(“Mirror	of	the	Infinite,”
555).

(144)	That	is	to	say,	while	Gregory	obviously	borrows	heavily	from	Platonic	categories,
his	deepest	motivation	for	retaining	the	spirit–matter	distinction	is	a	Christian	one.	The
distinction	is	indispensable	for	an	articulation	of	human	participation	in	the	divine	life	by
conforming	oneself	to	divine	virtue.
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(145)	I	have	in	mind	expressions	such	as	“sober	inebriation,”	“luminous	darkness,”
“watchful	sleep,”	“learned	ignorance,”	and	“stationary	movement,”	which	characterize
especially	De	vita	Moysis	and	In	Canticum	canticorum.

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library
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Chapter	2	(‘Textual	Body’)	focuses	on	Scripture	as	one	instance	of	a	measurable,
diastemic	body.	For	Gregory,	interpretation	aims	to	leave	behind	the	fleshly,	historical

(and	diastemic)	sense	of	the	text,	so	that	along	with	Abraham	(in	Contra	Eunomium	II)	we

may	leave	behind	ratiocination	in	our	upward	pursuit	of	the	divine	life.	In	inscriptiones

Psalmorum	depicts	the	heavenly	future	both	as	the	ultimate	aim	of	the	Psalter	and	as	the

purpose	of	human	life.	The	need	for	anagogical	transposition	from	the	literal	(or	diastemic)

to	the	spiritual	(or	adiastemic)	comes	to	the	fore	particularly	clearly	in	Nyssen’s	homilies

on	the	Song	of	Songs,	In	Canticum	canticorum.	The	aim	of	the	Song	of	Songs	is	that	we

undergo	an	anagogical	‘transposition’	(metastasis),	so	as	to	participate	in	the	virtuous	life

of	God.

Keywords:			textual	body,	interpretation,	ratiocination,	anagogical	transposition,	metastasis,	contra

eunomium	ii,	in	inscriptiones	psalmorum,	in	canticum	canticorum
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In	his	debate	with	Eunomius,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	the	most	significant	ontological

distinction	is	that	between	creator	and	creature.	Sharply	attacking	Eunomius’	daring

application	of	a	measurable	interval	or	gap	(διάστημα)	to	the	divine	life,	Nyssen	defends

the	radical	transcendence	of	divine	infinity.	The	effect	of	this	anti-Eunomian	discourse	is

that	St.	Gregory	at	the	same	time	plays	up	creaturely	contingency.	As	we	saw	in	our

previous	chapter,	however,	while	Nyssen	never	wavers	in	his	acknowledgment	of	the

creator–creature	distinction,	he	is	a	profoundly	anagogical	thinker	with	a	deep	awareness

of	the	obstacles	that	the	fallen	conditions	of	time	and	space	impose	upon	us.	The

eschatological	reality	that	the	Scriptures	place	before	us	is	a	non-spatial,	heavenly,	or

paradisal	reality	that	Gregory	also	characterizes	by	means	of	the	metaphor	of	the	eighth

day,	which	he	believes	will	be	a	non-temporal	reality.	The	diastemic	character	of	time	and

space,	Gregory	argues,	will	ultimately	lose	its	hold	on	intelligible	creatures.	Measured

bodies,	while	integral	to	our	fallen	condition,	will	one	day	enter	into	a	mode	of	existence

that	will	no	longer	be	subject	to	measurement.

In	this	chapter,	I	raise	the	question	of	how	this	understanding	of	the	“measured	body”	of

time	and	space	relates	to	Nyssen’s	view	of	what	I	call	the	“textual	body”	of	Scripture.	I

will	argue	that	ultimately,	for	Gregory,	the	textual	body	of	Scripture	is	one	example	of	a

measured	body	that	is	subject	to	the	conditions	of	time	and	space.	We	will	see	that	while

Gregory	has	high	regard	for	Scripture	as	divine	revelation,	he	is	much	less	confident	of

the	ability	of	human	reason	to	comprehend	its	essential	meaning.	Just	as	the	anagogical

pursuit	means	that	we	ultimately	leave	behind	the	diastemic	character	of	our	fallen

material	and	temporal	condition,	so	it	also	means	that	we	dare	not	linger	with	the	fleshly

and	historical	interpretation	of	Scripture.	After	a	general	section,	in	which	I	briefly	outline

both	Gregory’s	epistemological	humility	and	his	insistence	that	anagogy	is	guided,

ultimately,	by	faith	rather	than	knowledge,	I	will	discuss	Nyssen’s	exegetical	approach	by

looking	at	four	of	his	writings.	First,	we	will	see	from	the	disputed	text	of	Proverbs	8:22

that—within	limits	determined	by	the	genre	and	order	of	the	text,	and	guided	by	the

New	Testament	revelation	of	Christ—Gregory	insists	(p.54)	 on	the	need	for	a	“turn”

that	opens	up	the	“enigmas”	in	the	text.	Second,	Gregory’s	defense	of	anagogical

exegesis	in	the	Preface	to	his	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs	illustrates	his	conviction	that

the	New	Testament	Scriptures	themselves	model	for	us	such	a	“turn”	to	the	spiritual

reality	of	the	text,	while	he	also	makes	clear	that	this	interpretive	“turn”	is	none	other

than	the	anagogical	entry	into	the	paradisal	eighth	day.	Third,	in	his	commentary	on	the

inscriptions	of	the	psalms,	Gregory	argues	that	the	harmonious	structures	of	the	physical

body	and	of	the	cosmos,	along	with	the	melodies	of	the	psalms,	are	divine	means	through

which	we	may	join	the	angelic	choirs	and	participate	in	divine	blessedness.	Finally,

Gregory’s	sermons	on	the	Song	of	Songs	present	the	paradox	of	reaching	the	impassible

life	by	means	of	words	“tinctured	with	passion.”	The	erotic	ascent	turns	out	to	be	a

never-ending	(“epektatic”)	anagogy,	which	allows	us	to	move	from	the	beauty	of	the

bodily	text	to	participation	in	the	life	of	God	himself.	Without	disregarding	the	contingency

of	the	“textual	body”	of	the	Scriptures,	Gregory	is	not	overly	concerned	with	questions

of	historical	meaning.	The	soteriological	ascent	through	time	and	space	into	the	paradisal

eighth	day	is	analogous	to	the	exegetical	ascent	from	the	historical	to	the	spiritual	meaning

of	the	text.	The	textual	body	of	Scripture	is	a	measured	body;	and	Nyssen	believes	we
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do	justice	to	its	limitations	only	by	means	of	anagogical	transposition.

Faith	as	Anagogical	Guide
The	contingency	of	created	existence,	which	is	one	of	the	central	points	of	Nyssen’s

argument	against	Eunomius,	carries	significant	epistemological	implications.	If	as	human

beings	we	are	constrained	by	diastemic	limitations,	this	means	not	only	that	God	is

infinitely	beyond	us	but	also	that	human	knowledge	cannot	possibly	plumb	the	reality	of

who	God	is.	As	a	result,	Gregory	takes	great	offense	at	Eunomius’	epistemological

optimism	and	in	particular	at	his	claim	that	the	Father’s	name	of	“unbegotten”

(ἀγέννητος)	constitutes	his	essence.	Eunomius’	argument,	according	to	Gregory,	ran	as

follows:	“God	is	called	Unbegotten;	but	the	Divinity	is	by	nature	simple;	and	what	is

simple	admits	of	no	composition.	If	therefore	God	is	by	nature	uncompounded,	and	the

name	‘Unbegotten’	applies	to	him,	then	‘Unbegotten’	is	the	name	of	his	very	nature,	and

his	nature	is	nothing	else	than	unbegottenness.”1	By	insisting	that	the	Father’s

unbegottenness	constitutes	his	very	nature,	Eunomius	set	this	description	of	God	apart

from	any	other	titles	that	might	be	applied	to	him.	Other	titles,	he	argued,	are	mere

“concepts,”	which	depend	on	God	being	the	(p.55)	 “unbegotten”	one.	The	point	of	this

distinction	between	unbegottenness	and	other	divine	names,	as	Gregory	recognized,

was	to	downgrade	the	divinity	of	the	Son:	“Thus	they	can	argue	that,	if	‘unbegottenness’

is	supreme	in	the	being,	and	the	remainder	of	the	divine	titles,	godhead,	immortality,

power,	and	the	rest,	depend	upon	this	one;—so	if	these	and	the	like	are

‘unbegottenness’,	then	surely,	if	something	is	not	called	the	one,	it	will	not	be	called	the

others.”2	In	other	words,	Eunomius’	point	was	that	since	the	Son	was	not	“unbegotten,”

he	did	not	fully	share	either	in	the	various	concepts	that	describe	the	Father.

It	is	this	debate	about	the	Father	being	ἀγέννητος	that	leads	into	a	discussion,	first	of	the

limitations	of	human	knowledge3	and	then	of	the	way	in	which	names	do	and	do	not	apply

to	God.4	The	entire	discussion	is	marked	by	Gregory’s	resistance	to	Eunomius’	claim	of

being	able	to	identify	the	divine	nature	(as	ἀγέννητος).	Gregory	disputes	not	just	the

human	ability	to	know	God’s	essence,	but	he	points	out	that	many	things	in	the	created

order,	too,	are	far	beyond	our	knowledge.5	In	fact,	Gregory	claims,	we	do	not	know	the

“essential	existence	of	anything.”6	We	live	in	“total	ignorance,”	he	goes	on,	“in	the	first

place	about	ourselves,	and	then	about	everything	else.”7	And	not	only	do	human	beings

live	in	ignorance	with	regard	to	God’s	nature,	but	even	the	angels	are	hardly	in	a	more

privileged	position,	at	least	from	God’s	viewpoint.8	The	conclusion	should	be	clear,

according	to	Gregory:	“If	then	the	lower	creation,	which	is	within	range	of	our	perceptive

faculties,	lies	beyond	the	limits	of	human	knowledge,	how	can	the	one	who	by	his	mere

will	constituted	the	universe	be	within	the	grasp	of	our	mind?”9	Like	children	trying	to

grasp	the	light	of	a	sunbeam	only	to	see	it	slip	from	their	hands	when	they	open	their

clasped	fingers,	so	Eunomius	and	his	followers	“overstep	the	mind’s	limitations	and	clutch

with	logical	tricks	at	the	intangible	to	catch	it	and	suppose	that	they	can	get	hold	of	it	with

syllogisms….”10	Gregory’s	concern	is	that	Eunomius	idolatrously	oversteps	the	limits	of

human	knowledge.11

(p.59)	 This	does	not	mean	that	according	to	Nyssen,	we	are	not	able	to	say	anything
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about	God.	There	is	an	important	limit,	however,	to	this	knowledge.	Human	knowledge	of

God	cannot	go	beyond	ascertaining	that	he	exists	by	claiming	to	know	what	he	is	or	how

he	exists.12	The	divine	names	that	we	use	to	apprehend	God	do	not	describe	God’s	being

itself.	Even	when	the	prophets	and	patriarchs	name	God	for	us,	they	recognize	their

limits	and	simply	make	known	“the	grandeur	of	their	thoughts	about	God.”13	Just	as	a

human	being’s	riches,	status,	rank,	and	age	may	name	him	without	describing	his

essence,	so	also	the	words	of	Holy	Scripture	that	name	God	simply	describe	a	feature	of

God	(e.g.,	that	he	is	powerful,	not	susceptible	to	evil,	without	cause,	etc.).	Such	positive

naming	of	God,	while	proper,	does	not	grasp	his	essence.14	In	fact,	Gregory	argues,

even	negative	names	(such	as	ἀγέννητος)	do	not	capture	the	nature	of	God.	After	all,

they	can	all	be	replaced	by	equivalent	positive	names.15	This	means,	Gregory	insists,	that

when	we	name	God	we	describe	his	actions,	not	his	being.16	To	claim	that	our	naming	of

God	describes	his	very	being	would	be	to	transgress	our	own	nature:	“One	would	not

expect	conceptual	thought	to	have	such	power	as	to	overstep	the	limits	of	our	nature,	to

attain	the	intangible,	and	to	include	in	our	knowledge	things	which	there	is	no	way	to

comprehend.”17	Put	differently,	Eunomius	does	not	just	lack	epistemic	humility,	but,

according	to	Gregory,	his	error	lies	in	an	actual	idolatrous	overstepping	of	creaturely

limitation.18

One	may	well	ask	whether	Gregory	has	pushed	too	far:	with	such	a	strong	affirmation

both	of	the	creator–creature	distinction	and	of	the	limitations	of	human	knowledge,	how	is

anagogy	still	possible?	Has	his	debate	with	Eunomius	perhaps	forced	Gregory	to	cut	off

every	possible	human	link	to	God?	In	the	midst	of	arguing	for	the	limitations	of	human

language,	however,	Gregory	presents	an	allegorical	reading	of	Abraham’s	journey,19	in

which	he	makes	clear	that	we	can,	in	fact,	reach	God,	but	that	we	do	so	by	faith	rather

than	by	means	of	human	concepts.	Gregory	explains	that	Abraham	left	his	own	native	land

(Gen	12:1),	which	is	the	“low	and	earthly	way	of	thinking,”	and	which	Gregory	associates

also	with	“material	limits”	and	the	“physical	senses.”20	(p.57)	 Abraham	thus	walked	“by

faith	and	not	by	sight,”	quotes	Nyssen	from	1	Corinthians	5:7.	Having	moved	by	faith

beyond	concern	for	sensible	realities,	Abraham	tries	to	come	to	“know”	(γνοὺς)	God	as

far	as	this	is	possible	for	him.21	Seeking	to	know	God,	however,	Abraham	actually	“did	not

know”	(οὐκ	ἐπιστάμενος)	where	he	was	going	(Heb	11:8).22	Despite	this	limitation	of

ignorance,	the	move	from	sensible	observation	to	rational	knowledge	meant	that

Abraham	had	made	an	important	step	upward,	since	“from	the	beauty	of	things	observed

and	the	harmony	of	the	heavenly	wonders	he	yearned	to	see	the	original	model	of

beauty.”23	Gregory	clearly	has	high	regard	for	the	process	of	rational	abstraction,	since

it	is	ratiocination	that	allows	one	to	move	upward	from	sensible	to	intelligible	realities.24

Everything	that	Abraham	grasped	as	his	reasoning	advanced	was	a	“means”	(ἐφόδια)	and

“staircase”	(ὑπόβαθρας)	for	his	upward	(ἄνω)	journey.25

This	upward	journey	ultimately	leads	Abraham	not	just	beyond	the	world	of	sensible

objects,	but	also	beyond	the	rational	faculty:

[W]hen	he	had	surpassed	every	verbal	description	(τὴν	ἐξ	ὀνόματος	γινομένην)	of

his	nature	which	might	be	applied	to	God,	having	cleansed	his	mind	of	such	notions,
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he	resorted	to	faith,	pure	and	unadulterated	by	any	ratiocination	(ἐννοίας),	and	he

took	as	his	indicator,	infallible	and	manifest,	of	the	knowledge	of	God	just	this—that

he	believed	God	to	be	greater	and	higher	than	any	epistemological	indicator

(γνωριστικοῦ	σημείου).26

Obviously	reading	the	Abraham	narrative	through	the	lens	of	Hebrews	11	(with	its

emphasis	on	faith),	Gregory	here	comes	to	the	climax	of	his	attack	on	Eunomius.	While	he

is	not	mentioned	by	name,	Eunomius	clearly	is	the	one	who	refuses	to	let	go	of	“verbal

description”	and	“ratiocination,”	and	who	takes	“unbegottenness”	of	God	to	be	the

“epistemological	indicator”	of	his	very	(p.58)	 nature.	Eunomius	has	forgotten	that

Abraham’s	journey	began	in	faith	and	that	it	now	peaks	in	faith:	“Abram	believed	God,	and

it	was	reckoned	to	him	as	righteousness”	(Gen	15:6).27	The	experience	is	one	of

“ecstasy”	(ἔκστασιν),	and	Abraham	recognizes	that	his	linguistic	abilities	are	entirely

inadequate	to	express	the	reality	of	what	he	has	experienced	in	this	third	stage	beyond

sensible	experience	and	rational	knowledge.28	As	a	result,	he	exclaims	that	he	is	but

“earth	and	ashes”	(Gen	18:27).29

Nyssen	accomplishes	two	goals	with	his	allegorical	reading	of	the	Abraham	narrative.	He

has	not	only	disputed	the	radical	rational	claims	of	Eunomius,	but	he	has	also	made	clear

that	epistemological	humility	in	no	way	means	that	we	have	to	give	up	on	the	anagogical

pursuit.	After	all,	where	knowledge	ceases,	faith	is	able	to	continue	the	upward	ascent	in

a	non-discursive	manner:

[I]t	is	faith	(πίστιν),	not	knowledge	(γνῶσιν),	which	God	credits	to	men	as

righteousness.	Knowledge	(γνῶσις)	adopts	a	sort	of	experiential	approach,

assenting	only	to	what	is	learnt,	whereas	Christian	faith	(πίστις)	is	different:	its

assurance	is	not	of	things	learnt,	but	of	things	hoped	for.30	What	is	possessed	is	not

hoped	for:	“Why	should	one	hope,”	it	says,	“for	what	he	has?”31	What	eludes	our

understanding	(κατανόησιν),	faith	(πίστις)	makes	ours,	by	its	own	assurance

guaranteeing	the	unseen.	That	is	how	the	Apostle	writes	of	the	faithful	one,	that,

“He	endured	as	seeing	the	invisible.”32	It	is	therefore	futile	to	claim	that

knowledge	(διὰ	γνώσεως)	vainly	puffed	up33	is	able	to	know	(ἐπιγνῶναι)	the	divine

Being.34

The	final	step	of	ascent	is	one	in	which	discursive	knowledge	is	left	behind	and	faith	alone

steps	forward.	At	this	point,	one’s	apophatic	experience	of	God	acknowledges	that	the

rational	creature	cannot	attain	knowledge	of	the	divine	essence;	only	by	faith	can	one

reach	the	reality	of	who	God	is.	Thus,	while	discursive	or	conceptual	knowledge	is	limited

to	this-worldly	realities,	faith	can	reach	beyond.35	It	is	true	that	Gregory	remains	keenly

aware	of	the	creator–creature	distinction	and	of	human	contingency—as	exemplified	in

Abraham’s	humble	acknowledgment	of	“earth	and	ashes.”	At	the	same	(p.59)	 time,

however,	he	believes	that	there	is	nonetheless	a	way	of	ascending	to	God.	It	is	the	way	of

faith	rather	than	of	knowledge.36

It	should	not	escape	our	attention	that	Gregory’s	reflections	on	the	inadequacy	of	human

language	take	the	form	of	an	allegory.37	This	means	it	is	not	only	Abraham	who	has	taken



Textual Body

Page 6 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

the	various	steps	of	the	“staircase”	from	sensible	knowledge	via	intellectual	knowledge	to

faith,	but	the	exegetical	procedure	itself	is	also	one	that	moves	upward	from	the	“surface

level	sense”	(as	Gregory	often	calls	it)	to	the	hidden	“enigma”	that	transcends	discursive

knowledge.	Thus,	Abraham’s	anagogical	transposition	from	knowledge	to	faith	is	identical

to	the	anagogical	transposition	from	the	historical	to	the	spiritual	meaning	of	the	text.	On

Gregory’s	understanding,	the	textual	body,	while	indispensable,	cannot	ultimately

capture	the	reality	of	God.38

The	“Turn”	of	Proverbs	8	in	Contra	Eunomium	III.i
In	several	of	his	writings,	St.	Gregory	reflects	at	some	length	on	the	need	to	move

beyond	the	historical	level	of	interpretation.39	The	issue	first	comes	to	the	fore	in	the

exegetical	dispute	with	Eunomius	over	Proverbs	8:22	(“The	Lord	created	me	as	the

beginning	of	his	ways”).40	The	passage	in	Contra	Eunomium	III.i	is	of	interest	because

here	Gregory	explicitly	discusses	his	(p.90)	 hermeneutical	approach,	while	at	the	same

time	the	passage	provides	an	actual	example	of	Gregory’s	anagogical	exegesis.41	The

debate	centers	on	the	meaning	of	the	word	“created”	in	verse	22.	Of	course,	many

modern	exegetes	reject	the	notion	that	“wisdom”—as	the	object	of	the	verb	“created”—

can	legitimately	be	identified	as	Christ.	In	some	sense,	therefore,	both	Eunomius	and

Gregory	allow	for	a	figurative	(Christological)	reading	that	has,	to	say	the	least,	become

contested	in	modern	times.	Nonetheless,	the	dispute	between	Eunomius	and	Gregory	is

very	much	a	dispute	over	the	legitimacy	of	figurative	interpretation.	Eunomius	takes	the

word	“created”	in	a	“straightforward”	sense	as	referring	to	wisdom’s	origin	(a	supra-

temporal	origin,	to	be	sure),	while	Gregory	believes	the	term	needs	to	be	read

“figuratively”	in	that	it	refers	to	the	Incarnation.	Eunomius’	“literal”	exegesis	implies	that

there	was	a	time	that	the	Son	did	not	exist	in	the	divine	life,	which	in	turn	means	that	the

Son’s	status	is	inferior	to	that	of	the	Father.	Gregory’s	designation	of	Eunomius	as	“slave

of	the	letter”	(ὁ	τῆς	λέξεως	δοῦλος)	makes	clear	where	the	basic	hermeneutical

disagreement	lies.42	Gregory	does	not	believe	one	should	take	the	word	“created”

literally,	as	referring	to	the	Son’s	eternal	begetting	(despite	the	reference	to	his

“begetting”	in	verse	25).	Instead,	he	reads	the	word	“created”	as	a	figurative—or,	we

might	say,	metaphorical—allusion	to	the	Incarnation.	One	of	the	key	junctures,	therefore,

of	the	Eunomian	debate	hinges	on	the	legitimacy	of	a	certain	kind	of	“figurative”	reading.

In	defense	of	his	figurative	reading	of	Proverbs	8:22,	Gregory	appeals	to	the	need	for

biblical	consistency,	as	well	as	to	theological	implications	and	to	natural	scientific	insights.

With	regard	to	biblical	consistency,	he	explains	that	for	Eunomius,	the	use	of	the	term

“begotten”	(γεννητὸν)	for	the	Son	means	that	it	is	appropriate	also	to	call	him	an

“offspring”	(γέννημα).43	Eunomius	insists	that	the	term	“offspring”	implies	that	the	Son’s

relationship	to	God	is	similar	to	the	relationship	that	“something	made”	or	“something

created”	has	to	God.44	Gregory,	however,	believes	that	this	claim	directly	contradicts	the

biblical	testimony	that	speaks	of	Christ	as	the	creator	and	sustainer	of	all	(Heb	1:3;	Isa

40:12),45	as	the	one	who	rules	“in	his	power	for	ever”	(Ps	65	(66):7),	who	has	“primacy

over	all	things”	(Col	1:18)46	as	“truly	(p.91)	 Lord	and	God	over	all”	(Rom	9:5)	and	as

the	one	through	whom	all	creation	has	been	made	(John	1:3).47
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It	is	at	this	point	that	Nyssen	raises	the	Eunomian	objection	that	Scripture	itself	refers	to

the	Son	as	“created”:

However,	that	passage	from	Proverbs	may	perhaps	be	quoted	to	us	by	them,

which	the	advocates	of	the	heresy	constantly	quote	as	proof	that	the	Lord	was

created:	‘The	Lord	created	me	a	beginning	of	ways	for	his	works’	(Prov	8.22).

Because	this	saying	is	uttered	by	Wisdom,	and	the	Lord	is	called	Wisdom	by	great

Paul	(I	Cor	1.24),	they	advance	this	verse	as	meaning	that	the	Only-begotten	God

himself,	speaking	as	Wisdom,	confesses	that	he	was	created	by	the	Maker	of	all

things.48

With	both	Eunomius	and	Gregory	assuming	that	the	“wisdom”	of	Proverbs	8	is	a

reference	to	Christ,	Eunomius’	obvious	objection	to	Gregory	is	that	verse	22	speaks	of

Christ	as	created.

Gregory	begins	his	refutation	with	some	hermeneutical	preliminaries	that	center	on	a

distinction	between	the	literal	and	the	spiritual	sense:	“It	is	generally	agreed	that	in

scriptural	usage	the	word	‘proverb’	is	not	applied	to	the	manifest	(φανεροῦ)	meaning,

but	is	used	of	some	improper	(κατάχρήσει)	sense.”49	This	is	why	Solomon	does	not	call

the	“sayings	in	the	book	‘maxims’	or	‘counsels’	or	‘clear	teaching’,	but	‘proverbs’,”	insists

Gregory.50	Referring	back	to	Proverbs	1:3,	Gregory	maintains	that	the	wisdom	that	the

book	teaches	comes	out	in	the	open	only	by	means	of	a	“turn”	(στροφή).51	This	“turn”	is

one	that	allows	for	“the	manifestation	of	hidden	things.”52	Gregory	uses	the	illustration	of

a	peacock	to	make	his	point:

The	same	happens	with	the	feathers	which	the	peacock	displays	in	its	tail.	If	one

sees	the	back	of	the	feathers	one	would,	because	of	the	unattractive	and	plain

appearance,	certainly	dismiss	the	spectacle	as	uninteresting;	but	if	one	turned	it

round	(ἀναστρέψας)	and	exposed	its	other	side,	one	sees	the	varied	artwork	the

species	has,	the	semi-circle	brilliant	in	the	middle	with	purple	tint,	and	the	golden

radiance	round	the	edge	alive	and	shining	with	many-coloured	rainbows.53

Only	by	“turning”	the	peacock	around	does	one	see	its	beauty.	The	beauty	of	the

proverbs,	likewise,	is	exposed	only	by	means	of	a	“turn.”

Gregory	here	addresses	one	of	the	dire	theological	implications	of	refusing	to

acknowledge	the	need	for	a	“turn”:	interpreting	the	chapter	literally	would	yield	a

meaning	quite	unworthy	of	God.	If	one	were	to	take	verse	16	(“Through	me	nobles	are

magnified,	and	tyrants	through	me	rule	the	earth”)	in	its	plain	sense,	this	would	make

Wisdom	a	“tyrant-	(p.92)	 maker.”54	The	theological	incongruity	is	sufficient	reason,	for

Gregory,	to	read	the	verse	allegorically,	with	the	monarchy	of	reason	subduing	bodily

and	earthly	desires.55

Gregory	then	applies	the	same	“turn”	to	the	controversial	passage	itself:

21aIf	I	report	to	you	the	things	that	happen	daily,
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I	will	remember	to	enumerate	the	things	of	old.56

22The	Lord	created	me	as	the	beginning	of	his	ways,

for	the	sake	of	his	works.

23Before	the	present	age	he	founded	me,	in	the	beginning.

24Before	he	made	the	earth	and	before	he	made	the	depths,

before	he	brought	forth	the	springs	of	the	waters,

25before	the	mountains	were	established

and	before	all	the	hills,	he	begets	me.

26The	Lord	made	countries	and	uninhabited	spaces

and	the	habitable	heights	of	that	beneath	the	sky.

27When	he	prepared	the	sky,	I	was	present	with	him,

and	when	he	marked	out	his	own	throne	on	the	winds.

28When	he	made	strong	the	clouds	above

and	when	he	made	secure	the	springs	beneath	the	sky,

29when	he	made	strong	the	foundations	of	the	earth,

30I	was	beside	him,	fitting	together;

it	was	I	who	was	the	one	in	whom	he	took	delight.

And	each	day	I	was	glad	in	his	presence	at	every	moment,

31when	he	rejoiced	after	he	had	completed	the	world

and	rejoiced	among	the	sons	of	men.

What	could	the	“slave	of	the	letter”	(ὁ	τῆς	λέξεως	δοῦλος)	possibly	make	of	this	passage?

Gregory	does	not	read	a	period	at	the	end	of	verse	21a,	so	that,	on	a	literal	reading	at

least,	the	Lord	creating	wisdom	(verse	22)	becomes	dependent	on	wisdom	reporting

“the	things	that	happen	daily”	(verse	21a).	This	does	not	appear	to	make	sense	to

Gregory.57	A	similar	impossibility	imposes	itself,	according	to	Gregory,	when	we	look	at

the	text’s	insistence	that	the	Lord	made	wisdom	(verse	22)	as	well	as	countries	and

uninhabited	spaces	(verse	26).58	To	say	that,	along	with	countries	and	uninhabited

spaces,	wisdom	is	one	of	the	Lord’s	creatures,	contradicts	John’s	Gospel,	which	maintains

that	the	Son	(i.e.,	wisdom)	himself	has	made	all	things	(John	1:3).59
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Turning	to	the	argument	from	natural	science,	Gregory	declares	the	next	few	verses	(vv.

27–8)	to	be	similarly	impossible	to	read	literally:	“What	is	the	throne	set	apart	upon

winds?	What	is	the	safety	of	the	well-springs	under	Heaven?	How	do	the	clouds	above

become	strong?	If	one	compares	the	text	(p.93)	 with	what	is	observed,	one	will	find

considerable	conflict	between	the	facts	and	what	is	said.”60	In	each	of	these	cases,

Nyssen	highlights	the	difficulties	inherent	in	a	literal	reading	of	the	text.	In	short,

problems	with	regard	to	biblical	consistency,	theology,	and	natural	science	combine	to

make	clear	that	a	proper	reading	of	verse	22	requires	a	“turn,”	for	which	Gregory

believes	one	requires	the	gift	of	the	Spirit.61

Having	set	the	hermeneutical	stage,	as	it	were,	St.	Gregory	then	moves	to	the	actual

interpretation	of	the	disputed	verse.	He	insists	that	verse	22	needs	to	be	read	as	a

prophecy.	Since	God	speaks	in	the	book	of	Proverbs,	one	may	expect	prophecy	to

accompany	wisdom.	For	example,	when	Chapter	9:1	mentions	that	“[w]isdom	built	herself

a	house,”	Gregory	sees	in	this	a	prophecy	of	the	Incarnation.62	It	is	quite	possible,	he

avers,	to	read	the	reference	to	wisdom	being	“created”	(8:22)	in	similar	fashion.	The

Eunomian	supposition	that	it	refers	to	a	pre-temporal	creation	is	one	that	Gregory

dismisses	out	of	hand:	“It	is	clear	to	every	one	that	the	God	who	is	above	all	has	in

himself	nothing	created	or	acquired:	not	power,	not	wisdom,	not	light,	not	word,	not	life,

not	truth,	nor	any	of	the	things	envisaged	in	the	fullness	of	the	bosom	of	God,	all	of	which

are	in	fact	the	Only-begotten	God,	who	is	in	the	Father’s	bosom	(Jn	1.18).”63	Gregory

summarily	rejects	the	possibility	that	the	one	who	is	eternally	in	the	bosom	of	the	Father

might	be	saying,	“The	Lord	created	me.”	Gregory	does	this	on	the	basis	of	his	underlying

distinction—common	among	the	Nicene	theologians—between	the	theology	(θεολογία)	of

the	inner-Trinitarian	life	of	God	and	the	economy	(οἰκονομία)	of	his	redemptive	actions	in

history.64	Gregory	wants	to	show	that	there	is	an	alternative	way	of	reading	the	text,

namely,	to	see	it	as	a	reference	to	the	economy	of	salvation.	Specifically,	he	believes	that

in	these	words	we	must	hear	the	Son	referring	to	the	origin	of	his	human	nature	in	the

Incarnation:	“Therefore	the	phrase,	‘created	me’,	is	not	spoken	by	the	one	who	is	purely

divine,	but,	as	we	have	said,	by	the	one	combined	in	the	Economy	with	our	created

nature.”65	Gregory	applies	the	theological	distinction	between	theology	and	economy—

and,	hence,	between	Christ’s	divine	and	human	natures—to	the	disputed	verse	in	the

book	of	Proverbs.

Nyssen	further	buttresses	this	exegesis	with	a	reference	to	the	New	Testament,	where

he	also	finds	references	to	the	incarnate	Christ	as	the	“new	man”	who	has	been

“created”	in	the	Incarnation,	and	whom	the	Christian	is	called	upon	to	“put	on”	as	the

garment	of	salvation	(Rom	13:14;	Eph	4:24).66	Gregory	sees	the	verbal	links	between

Proverbs	8	and	the	Pauline	letters	as	rationale	for	(p.94)	 importing	the	soteriological

contents	of	St.	Paul	into	the	book	of	Proverbs.	He	then	rhetorically	asks	which	of	the	two

interpretations,	that	of	Eunomius	or	his	own,	“better	preserves	the	thoughts	befitting

God	(θεοπρεπεῖς)	in	the	text.”67	The	passing	reference	to	exegesis	that	is	“befitting	God”

has	paramount	significance.	Gregory	often	refers	to	the	need	for	exegesis	to	be

θεοπρεπής,68	and	in	doing	so	he	echoes	a	common	patristic	concern.69	His	underlying

interest	is	the	same	as	the	one	expressed	in	the	petitio	principii	that	I	noted	earlier:	St.
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Gregory	simply	cannot	conceive	of	an	understanding	of	the	Trinity	that	allows	for

gradations	in	the	godhead.	As	a	result,	any	exegesis	that	might	support	such	obvious

“impiety”	needs	to	be	interpreted	in	line	with	the	orthodox	faith,	and	this	is	something	to

which	the	New	Testament	appears	to	be	lending	support.70

Gregory	also	appeals	to	the	“order”	(τάξις)	of	the	text	as	lining	up	with	his

interpretation.71	Noting	that	the	next	verse	speaks	about	wisdom	being	“founded,”

Nyssen	explains	that	the	“creation”	of	Christ	in	the	Incarnation	had	to	precede	the

“foundation”	of	the	future	ages,	so	that	he	might	become	the	“Father	of	the	future	age”

(Isa	9:5	(6)).	Gregory	summarizes	the	order	of	the	redemptive	economy	as	follows:

“First	therefore	came	the	mystery	of	the	Virginity	and	the	Economy	of	the	passion,	and

then	the	wise	masterbuilders	of	faith	laid	down	the	foundation	of	the	faith,	and	that	means

Christ	(cf	1	Cor	3.10–11),	the	Father	of	the	future	age,	on	whom	is	built	up	the	life	of

endless	ages.”72	The	“order”	of	the	text,	according	to	Gregory,	proceeds	from	the

Incarnation	(“created”)	to	the	contents	of	the	apostolic	faith	(“founded”),	both	of	which	he

sees	as	references	to	Christ	in	the	economy	of	salvation.	This	is	followed,	according	to

Gregory,	by	a	prophecy	about	wisdom’s	birth	in	believers	throughout	the	world.

Accordingly,	Proverbs	8	alludes	“figuratively”	(τροπικῶς)	to	the	gifts	of	the	Spirit,

speaking	of	righteousness	as	“mountains,”	naming	divine	judgments	“depths,”	and

referring	to	the	sowing	of	the	gospel	as	“earth”	(8:24–5).73	Similarly,	the	text	draws	our

attention	to	the	sowing	and	plowing	of	the	Word	by	mentioning	“countries,”	while	it

alludes	to	the	heart	that	instead	admits	“evil	residents”	by	means	of	the	word

“uninhabited	spaces”	(8:26).74	With	these	references	in	place,	Gregory	easily	finds	in	the

“habitable	(p.95)	 heights”	(8:26)	a	distinction	between	those	who	by	“downward

thoughts	become	subterranean	or	cavernous”	and	those	who	set	their	minds	on	things

above	(Col	3:2),	“touching	only	so	much	earth	as	necessity	requires.”75	The	Christian’s

“spiritual	conduct”—the	“winds”	of	verse	27—serve	as	his	throne,	while	he	puts	into

practice	the	instructions	of	the	“doctrine	of	the	clouds”	(8:28).76	In	the	end,	this	leads	to

the	joy	over	having	become	the	parent	of	godly	thoughts,	referred	to	in	the	text	as	“sons

of	men”	(8:31),	because	at	this	point	it	is	clear	that	wisdom	herself	has	been	“created,

born	and	founded	in	us.”77	In	line	with	Luke’s	Gospel,	Proverbs	thus	states	that	wisdom

herself	rejoices	(8:30)	over	the	rescued	son	who	has	been	saved	(cf.	Luke	15:7,	10,	23–

4).78

Gregory	concludes	that	his	reading	of	the	“riddles”	(αἰνίγματα)	is	far	more	likely	than

one	that	follows	the	“superficial	sense”	(τὸ	προχείρως	ὑπονοούμενον).79	He	makes	clear

that	the	rest	of	the	chapter	fits	the	“point	of	the	enigmatic	sentences”	that	he	has	brought

out,	since	verse	34	exhorts	the	reader	to	keep	wisdom’s	“ways”—“by	‘ways’	of	course

meaning	the	paths	towards	virtue	(τὴν	ἀρετὴν).”80	Thus,	toward	the	end	of	his

exposition,	Nyssen	makes	clear	that	the	Christological	discourse	of	Proverbs	becomes

meaningful	to	us	by	way	of	a	life	of	virtue—which,	as	we	will	see,	is	a	dominant	theme	in

his	overall	understanding	of	biblical	interpretation.

Gregory’s	reading	of	Proverbs	8	offers	significant	insight	into	his	overall	interpretive

approach.	Concern	for	the	genre	(proverbs	as	αἰνίγματα)	and	the	order	(τάξις)	of	the
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text,	along	with	the	conviction	that	a	literal	reading	often	renders	an	interpretation	that	is

not	befitting	of	God	(θεοπρεπής),	provide	Nyssen	with	a	general	sense	of	the	meaning	of

the	passage.	Reading	figuratively	(τροπικῶς)	demands	that	one	carefully	distinguish

between	theology	(θεολογία)	and	economy	(οἰκονομία);	it	is	Eunomius,	after	all,	who

takes	the	word	“created”	in	verse	22	in	a	literal	sense	as	referring	to	wisdom’s	origin,

while	Gregory	maintains	it	is	a	figurative	reference	to	the	Incarnation.	While	by	means	of	a

“turn”	(στροφή)	his	allegorizing	does	move	from	a	reading	that	is	literal	or	superficial

(πρόχειρος)	to	one	that	recognizes	the	enigmas	(αἰνίγματα)	in	the	text,	the	procedure	is

not	arbitrary;	rather,	it	is	based	on	a	prior	determination	of	the	general	drift	of	the

passage.81	While	certainly	(p.99)	 Gregory	uses	the	disputed	word	“created”	in	a

metaphoric	sense,	and	while	he	clearly	allegorizes	many	detailed	expressions	in	the

passage,	the	range	of	possibilities	for	“turning”	the	words	of	the	text	is	by	no	means

open-ended.

St.	Gregory	is	also	convinced	that	the	New	Testament	sheds	significant	light	on	Proverbs

8.	This	is	true,	first	of	all,	in	the	sense	that—along	with	Eunomius—he	believes	that

“wisdom”	is	a	reference	to	Christ,	something	he	takes	on	the	authority	of	St.	Paul’s

identification	of	Christ	as	wisdom	(1	Cor	1:24).82	This	appeal	to	1	Corinthians	is	important

because	it	shows	Gregory’s	willingness	to	look	to	the	New	Testament—and	to	its	verbal

clues—to	determine	how	to	“turn”	the	reading	of	Old	Testament	passages.	In	other

words,	Nyssen	determines	the	Christological,	soteriological,	and	moral	dimensions	of

Proverbs	8	by	means	of	verbal	similarities	found	in	the	New	Testament.	The	verbal

similarities	are	not,	however,	independent	or	autonomous	entities	to	be	exploited	as	one

sees	fit.	It	is	clearly	important	to	Gregory	how	the	New	Testament	passages	themselves

use	these	phrases.	He	tends	to	mention	verbal	similarities	only	where	the	figurative

meaning	of	an	Old	Testament	term	can	actually	be	drawn	from	the	New	Testament	use	of

the	same	word.	For	example,	because	the	reference	in	Ephesians	4:24	to	the	“new	man”

“created”	to	be	like	God	is	a	reference	to	Christ	and	his	economy	of	salvation,	Gregory

feels	justified	in	interpreting	the	word	“created”	in	Proverbs	8:22	in	similar	fashion.

Again,	it	is	because	Paul	identifies	Christ	as	the	“foundation”	that	he	has	laid	(1	Cor	3:10–

11)	that	Gregory	believes	the	mentioning	of	wisdom’s	founding	in	Proverbs	8:23	refers

also	to	the	economy	of	salvation	in	the	life	of	the	church.	And	finally,	it	is	because	Luke	15

alludes	to	heavenly	joy	over	a	sinner’s	conversion	that	the	joy	of	Proverbs	8:30	may	be

read	Christ’s	joy	at	his	own	birth	in	us.

The	Defense	of	Anagogy	in	the	Preface	to	In	Canticum	canticorum
Eunomius	is	not	the	only	“slave	of	the	letter”	with	whom	Gregory	had	to	do	battle.	As	is

well	known,	Antiochian	interpreters	of	the	Old	Testament	tended	to	be	more	historically

minded	and	less	prone	to	allegorizing	than	their	Alexandrian	counterparts—although	the

difference	between	the	two	schools	is	not	as	clear-cut	as	is	sometimes	thought.83	Nyssen

introduces	In	Canticum	(p.67)	 canticorum	with	a	Preface,	in	which	he	defends	his

anagogical	exegesis	over	against	certain	church	leaders	(τισι	τῶν	ἐκκλησιαστικῶν)—

likely	from	the	Antiochian	tradition—who	“stand	by	the	letter”	(παρίστασθαι	τῇ	λέξει)	of

Holy	Scripture	rather	than	take	into	account	the	“enigmas	and	below-the-surface

meanings”	(αἰνιγμάτων	τε	καὶ	ὑπονοιῶν).84	Gregory’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs



Textual Body

Page 12 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

presented	an	obvious	occasion	for	him	to	reflect	on	the	legitimacy	of	his	Christological	and

tropological	reading	of	the	book.85	The	Preface	thus	constitutes	a	lengthy	defense	of	the

hermeneutical	approach	that	Nyssen	uses	in	the	homilies	that	follow.

In	defense,	then,	of	his	exegetical	approach,	Gregory	turns	to	New	Testament	precedent.

Before	he	does	so,	he	acknowledges	that	literal	interpretation	may,	at	times,	be

appropriate:	“If	there	is	profit	(ὠφελοίη)	even	in	the	text	taken	for	just	what	it	says,	we

have	what	is	sought	right	before	us.”86	The	“plain	meaning”	(τὸ	πρόχειρον	νόημα),

however,	is	not	always	“profitable”	(εἰς	ὠφέλειαν),	since	Scripture	often	presents

matters	“by	way	of	enigmas	and	below-the-surface	meanings”	(ἐν	ὑπονοίαις	τισὶ	καὶ

αἰνίγμασιν).87	St.	Gregory	explains	that	the	resulting	requirement	is	“lofty	insight”

(ἀναγωγῆς	θεωρίαν).88	Speaking	of	“the	sayings	and	the	riddles	of	the	wise”	(ῥήσεις	τε

σοφῶν	καὶ	αἰνίγματα)	mentioned	in	Proverbs	1:6,	Gregory	mentions	also	here	the	need

to	“turn	over”	(ἀναστρέφειν)	in	our	minds	the	meaning	so	as	to	ascend	from	the	surface

of	the	text	to	a	higher	meaning.89

With	regard	to	terminology,	St.	Gregory	shows	himself	rather	indifferent.	The	Antiochians

tended	to	regard	the	term	“allegory”	(ἀλληγορία)	with	suspicion	because	of	its	allegedly

arbitrary	and	a-historical	connotations,	and	they	preferred	to	speak	of	“contemplation”

(θεωρία)	instead.	Gregory,	although	influenced	by	the	allegorical	tradition	of	Origen	and

the	other	Alexandrians,	refuses	to	make	terminology	an	issue.	He	often	adopts	the

language	of	θεωρία,	most	famously	in	the	twofold	division	of	De	vita	Moysis,	where	the

first	part	gives	a	historical	rendering	of	Moses’	life	(ἱστορία),	while	(p.98)	 the	second

part	provides	the	contemplative	meaning	(θεωρία).90	In	the	preface	to	his	Song	of	Songs

commentary,	Gregory	reiterates	his	indifference	regarding	terminology:	“One	may	wish

to	refer	to	the	lofty	insight	(ἀναγωγῆς	θεωρίαν)	of	such	sayings	as	‘tropology’

(τροπολογίαν)	or	‘allegory’	(ἀλληγορίαν)	or	some	other	name.	We	shall	not	quarrel

about	the	name	as	long	as	a	firm	grasp	is	kept	on	thoughts	that	edify	(ἐπωφελῶν).”91	The

Apostle	“does	the	work	of	interpretation	in	accordance	with	what	gives	him	satisfaction	in

his	search	for	what	edifies	(ὠφέλιμον).”92	The	notion	of	“edification”	or	“profitability”	is

an	important	category	throughout	Gregory’s	writings	and	is	closely	linked	to	virtue.93

Drobner,	therefore,	rightly	comments	that	“Gregory’s	allegorizing	is	based	on

soteriology	and	ethics.	At	the	beginning,	the	question	of	the	utility	(ὠφέλεια)	for	believers

is	asked.”94	For	Gregory,	right	interpretation	is	profitable	interpretation.	He	sees	this

same	concern	for	profitability	reflected	in	Romans	7:14,	which	says	that	the	Law	is

“spiritual”	(πνευματικὸν).	Gregory	takes	this	to	mean	that	both	the	Old	Testament	laws

and	its	historical	narratives	are	meant	to	lead	“toward	knowledge	of	the	mysteries	and

toward	a	pure	life.”95	What	matters	is	the	profitability	for	ascent	and	virtue,	rather	than

the	terminology	as	such.

Gregory	illustrates	his	relative	indifference	toward	terminology	by	mentioning	a	number

of	specific	Pauline	examples	of	anagogical	interpretation.	He	observes	that	there	is	a

“transposing”	(μετάγειν)	of	the	Genesis	narrative	of	Hagar	and	Sarah	in	Galatians	4,	to

which	the	Apostle	refers	in	verse	20	as	“changing	his	manner	of	speech”	(ἀλλάσσειν…

τὴν	φωνήν),96	and	in	verse	24	as	“allegory”	(ἀλληγορίαν),	while	in	1	Corinthians	10:11
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he	speaks	of	Old	Testament	events	occurring	as	“types”	(τυπικῶς).	Again,	when	referring

to	the	law	that	the	ox	should	not	be	muzzled	while	it	is	feeding	(Deut	25:4),	St.	Paul	simply

comments	that	God	is	not	concerned	with	oxen	but	that	instead	“these	things	were

surely	written	for	our	sakes”	(1	Cor	9:9–10).	Furthermore,	the	Apostle	(p.99)	 uses	the

words	“mirror”	(ἔσοπτρον)	and	“enigma”	(αἴνιγμα)	to	describe	our	partial	knowledge	(1

Cor	13:12),	and	insists	that	“the	movement	from	corporeal	to	intelligible	realities”	is	a

“turning”	(ἐπιστροφὴν)	to	the	Lord	and	the	“removal	of	a	veil”	(2	Cor	3:16).97	Paul’s

disregard	for	terminological	precision	indicates,	according	to	Gregory,	that	he	is

concerned	with	only	one	issue:

[O]ne	ought	not	in	every	instance	to	be	satisfied	with	the	letter	(since	the	obvious

sense	of	the	words	is	often	a	hindrance	to	the	virtuous	life),	but	one	ought	to	shift

(μεταβαίνειν)	to	an	understanding	that	concerns	the	immaterial	and	intelligible,	so

that	corporeal	ideas	may	be	transposed	(μεταβληθῆναι)	into	intellect	and	thought

when	the	fleshly	sense	of	the	words	has	been	shaken	off	like	dust	(cf.	Matt

10:14).98

Gregory	contrasts	a	corporeal	and	fleshly	sense	of	the	words	with	an	immaterial	and

intelligible	concern.	Richard	Norris	rightly	comments	that	for	Gregory,	“exegesis

involving	‘transposition’	is	seen	as	necessary	because	(1)	the	text	at	hand	gives	an

account	of	perceptible	realities,	but	(2)	the	reality	it	ultimately	concerns	is	of	the

intelligible	order.	It	is	the	gap	between	these	that	‘allegory’	bridges.”99	Thus,	it	is

anagogical	transposition	rather	than	any	particular	terminology	that	matters.

At	the	level	of	the	“letter,”	Gregory	believes,	Old	Testament	narratives	often	do	not

furnish	“models”	(ὑποδείγματα)	and	do	not	“profit	the	cause	of	a	virtuous	life”	(ὠφελεῖ

πρὸς	ἀρετὴν).100	The	Apostle,	therefore,	is	right	in	suggesting	that	the	letter	kills	while

the	Spirit	gives	life,	“for	it	transposes	(μετατίθησι)	a	meaning	that	is	incongruous	and

discordant	into	a	more	divine	sense.”101	Jesus’	words	and	deeds	present	numerous

examples	of	such	anagogical	transposition,	according	to	Nyssen.	For	instance,	Jesus	and

the	Father	are	the	two	witnesses	mentioned	in	Deuteronomy	19:15	(John	8:18).	The

brazen	serpent	that	was	lifted	up	for	people’s	healing	(Num	21:8–9)	was	a	reference	to

Christ’s	death	on	the	Cross	(John	3:14),	and	Jesus	reprimands	his	disciples	for	failing	to

grasp	that	the	word	“leaven”	referred	to	the	Pharisees’	teaching	(Matt	16:5–12).102	The

Old	Testament	provides	numerous	instances,	insists	Gregory,	where	a	literal	reading	is

either	impossible	or	unworthy	of	the	biblical	author.	The	“forbidden	tree”	in	the	Garden

cannot	possibly	have	been	(p.70)	 a	literal,	fruit-bearing	tree:	it	could	not	have	been	a

“death-dealer”	back	then	(Gen	2:17)	while	being	perfectly	edible	today;	a	literal	reading

would	also	contradict	Jesus’	words	that	nothing	entering	through	the	mouth	defiles	a

person	(Matt	15:11);	and	physically,	two	trees	cannot	both	be	located	in	middle	of	the

Garden	(Gen	2:9).103	Finally,	Gregory	maintains,	the	Prophets,	too,	are	impossible	to

understand	if	we	take	them	literally.104

Nyssen	regards	all	these	biblical	examples	as	“instances	in	which	one	thing	is	conveyed

by	the	obvious	sense	(τὸ	ἐκ	τοῦ	προχείρου	νοούμενον)	but	something	else	is	indicated

by	the	intelligible	meaning	(διάνοια)	of	what	is	said.”105	Gregory	is	intent	on	a	“higher”
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(ὑψηλότερος)	meaning	than	that	conveyed	by	the	“surface	sense”	(προχείρου),	so	as	to

lead	the	mind	to	something	“more	divine”	(θειότερά)	and	“incorporeal”	(ἀσώματα).106

As	we	have	seen	in	the	previous	chapter,	the	contrast	between	the	sensible	and	the

intelligible	is	important	for	Nyssen’s	overall	ontology.	In	this	Preface	to	In	Canticum

canticorum,	he	applies	this	contrast	to	exegesis.	Gregory	looks	to	virtue	as	a	means	of

overcoming	this	contrast	by	way	of	ascent.	Thus,	in	his	Preface	he	takes	virtue	as	a

criterion	for	proper	exegesis.	The	“transposition”	or	“turn”	involved	in	anagogical

interpretation	is	analogous	to	the	virtuous	ascent	from	the	material	mode	of	life	here	and

now	to	the	intelligible	existence	of	the	eighth	day.	Better	put,	perhaps,	the	“turn”

involved	in	interpretation	and	the	“ascent”	into	Paradise	are	one	and	the	same	thing,

looked	at	from	two	different	angles,	the	one	exegetical	and	the	other	moral.	Anagogy	lies

at	the	heart	both	of	interpretation	and	of	virtue.

Joining	the	Angelic	Choir:	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum
The	purpose	of	life,	according	to	Gregory,	is	to	make	music.	Fittingly,	therefore,	his

commentary	on	the	inscriptions	of	the	psalms,	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum,	is	as	much	a

commentary	on	the	purpose	of	human	existence	as	(p.71)	 it	is	a	commentary	on	the

psalms.	Since	Psalm	150	describes	the	ultimate	happiness	or	blessedness	that	we	can

attain,	this	psalm	situates	us	in	the	angelic	Paradise	from	which	we	have	come	and	for

which	we	aim.	When	the	psalm	asks	us	to	praise	God	with	“cymbals”	(Ps	150:5),	Gregory

interprets	the	two	plates	of	the	cymbals	as	a	combination	of	angelic	and	human	praise.	Sin

has	separated	the	cymbals,	while	God’s	mercy	re-unites	them,	so	that	in	the	end	the

entire	universe	will	resound	with	the	praise	of	God.107	As	Gregory	lyrically	puts	it	at	the

end	of	the	first	part	of	his	treatise:

Whenever	the	whole	creation,	consisting	of	all	things	superior	and	all	things	inferior,

has	been	united	in	one	choir,	both	the	spiritual	creation	and	that	which	has	been

separated	and	has	been	at	a	distance	on	account	of	sin	will	produce	the	good

sound,	like	a	cymbal	[Ps	150:5],	from	our	concord.	Whenever	our	humanity	unites

with	the	angels,	and	the	divine	company	has	taken	itself	up	from	the	confusion	at

the	slaughter	of	the	enemies	and	loudly	shouts	the	song	of	victory	to	the	one	who

holds	the	trophies,	then	the	praise	of	every	breathing	creature	[Ps	150:6]	occurs,

which	continues	the	gratitude	for	ever,	and	causes	the	blessedness	[Ps	1:1]	to

abound,	through	increase	to	perpetuity,	I	mean,	of	course,	the	true

blessedness.108

The	eschatological	blessedness	(μακάριον)	of	the	combined	angelic–human	choir	is	the

blessedness	of	the	paradisal	eighth	day	of	rest,	in	which	the	alleluias	of	praise	will

perpetually	ring	out.109	By	depicting	this	harmonious	future	as	the	purpose	both	of	the

Psalter	and	of	the	course	of	history,	Nyssen	makes	clear	that	he	believes	the	aim	of

interpretation	and	of	human	life	to	be	one	and	the	same.

St.	Gregory	is	meticulous	in	trying	to	discern	what	this	harmony	of	the	Psalter	and	of

human	life	looks	like.	He	begins	his	treatise	by	highlighting	the	harmonious	“aim”	(σκοπός)

of	the	Psalter.	He	insists	that	to	understand	the	book
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one	must	understand	the	aim	(σκοπὸν)	to	which	this	writing	looks.	Next,	one	must

pay	attention	to	the	progressive	arrangements	of	the	concepts	in	the	book	under

discussion.	These	are	indicated	both	by	the	order	(τάξις)	of	the	psalms,	which	has

been	well	arranged	in	relation	to	knowledge	of	the	aim	(σκοποῦ),	and	by	the

sections	of	the	whole	book,	which	are	defined	by	certain	distinctive	conclusions.110

(p.72)	 Gregory	takes	the	aim	(σκοπός)	and	the	order	(τάξις)	of	the	book	of	psalms	as

his	starting-point.111	Following	the	exegetical	practices	of	the	Neoplatonist	Iamblichus

(c.250–c.325),	Nyssen	identifies	the	σκοπός	by	looking	at	the	beginning	of	Psalm	1

(“Happy	the	man”).112	Since	he	regards	this	“happiness”	or	“blessedness”	as	the	“goal”

(τέλος)	of	the	virtuous	life,	Gregory	takes	the	Psalter	as	a	whole	to	be	a	means	of

attaining	this	eschatological	blessedness.	The	Psalter,	he	insists,	points	the	way	to

blessedness	“through	a	skilful	and	natural	sequence	(ἀκολουθίαν)	in	teaching	which	is

simple	in	its	appearance	and	lacking	in	artifice	by	setting	forth	systematically	in	various

and	diverse	forms	the	method	for	acquiring	the	blessing.”113	Nyssen	recognizes	this

ἀκολουθία	in	the	common	division	of	the	Psalter	into	five	sections,	since	they	all

“conclude	in	a	similar	manner	with	certain	ascriptions	of	praise	to	God.”114	Thus,

Gregory	outlines	in	much	of	the	first	part	of	his	commentary	what	he	believes	is	the

“systematic	order”	(τεχνικὴν	τάξιν)115	or	the	“orderly	sequence”	(τάξεως

ἀκολουθίαν)	of	the	five	books.116

Since	the	book	of	psalms	leads	one	to	the	“blessedness”	first	mentioned	in	Psalm	1	and

victoriously	celebrated	in	Psalm	150,	Nyssen	takes	each	section	as	a	stage	in	this	ascent

(ἀνάβασις)	to	blessedness.117	And	because	he	assumes	that	the	beginning	of	a	work

sets	out	its	overall	σκοπός,	the	first	psalm	of	each	section	gives	insight	into	the	section	as

a	whole	and	thus	allows	one	to	grasp	how	the	soul	advances	in	each	stage	of	her	ascent.

Psalm	1	holds	out	for	us	the	ways	of	virtue	and	vice,	and	thus	shows	the	“first	entrance

to	the	good,”	which	allows	for	an	initial	“participation”	(μετοχὴ)	in	what	is	superior.118

This	initial	participation	leads	to	the	ardent	desire	for	virtue	described	in	Psalm	41:2

(p.73)	 (42:1),	in	which,	like	the	doe,	the	soul	is	said	to	long	or	thirst	for	the	living	God.

The	participation	in	goodness	that	has	now	been	attained	gives	one	a	proper	perspective

on	life.	Psalm	72	(73)	thus	describes	the	kind	of	contemplation	that	has	become	possible

for	the	person	arriving	at	the	third	stage.	Here,	one	has	obtained	the	divine	ability	to

discern	justice	by	examining	“how	the	justice	of	the	divine	judgement	will	be	preserved

in	the	disparity	of	life.”119	Proper	contemplation	(ἐποπτική)120	no	longer	looks	at	what	is

currently	at	hand:	“When	he	enters	the	heavenly	shrines	he	upbraids	the	lack	of

judgement	of	those	who	basely	pervert	the	discernment	of	what	is	good	to	our	physical

members	capable	of	sense-perception.	This	is	why	he	says,	‘For	what	do	I	have	in

heaven,	and	what	do	I	desire	on	earth	besides	you?’	[Ps	72	(73):25].”121	In	Psalm	89

(90),	Moses,	who	according	to	the	heading	is	the	author,	guides	the	soul	to	the	next	step.

Since	Moses	himself	became	“unchangeable	in	the	changeable	nature,”	he	is	able	to

serve	as	a	boundary	(μεθόριος)	between	the	two	and	can	mediate,	leading	the	soul	to	the

height	that	he	himself	has	already	reached.122	No	longer	following	the	“delusion	of	the

material	life,”123	the	person	who	has	ascended	to	this	step	has	“removed	himself	from

things	that	are	inferior	and	earthly.”124	Finally,	the	ascent	comes	to	its	climax	at	the
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“mountain-peak”	of	the	fifth	step,	which	begins	with	Psalm	106	(107).125	Since	the	psalm

recounts	the	narrative	of	Israel’s	exodus	and	desert	journey,	Gregory	sees	here	“a

complete	consummation	and	recapitulation	of	human	salvation.”126	Having	flown	with	the

wings	of	an	eagle	to	the	highest	mountain	top,127	one	is	now	able	to	look	back	and	see

how	God	has	been	faithful	with	regard	to	all	the	obstacles	on	the	journey	of	ascent.	This

naturally	leads	into	the	eschatological	song	of	praise	of	Psalm	150.

Gregory’s	careful	attention	to	the	text	is	remarkable.	While	his	Iamblichian	exegetical

approach	may	no	longer	be	in	vogue,128	we	should	not	lose	sight	of	(p.74)	 the	fact	that

within	this	hermeneutical	framework,	Gregory	takes	scrupulous	care	to	discern	both	the

aim	and	the	orderly	sequence	from	the	biblical	text	itself.129	The	strictures	of	the	textual

body	are	authoritative,	and	only	if	taken	with	utmost	seriousness	does	it	allow	one	to

ascend	to	blessedness.	Of	course,	this	focus	on	the	text	does	not	mean	that	its	historical

meaning	is	ultimate.	Several	times,	Gregory	draws	attention	to	the	fact	that	the	psalms	do

not	always	follow	a	historical	sequence.	Psalms	50	(51)	and	51	(52)	present	the	most

obvious	example	of	this	difficulty,	with	the	former	being	connected	with	David’s	sin

against	Bathsheba	and	Uriah	(2	Sam	11)	and	the	latter	with	the	incident	involving	Doeg

the	Edomite	(1	Sam	22).130	Gregory,	however,	reminds	his	reader	that	the	psalms	are

not	concerned	with	the	“sequence	of	history”	(τῇ	ἀκολουθίᾳ	τῆς	ἱστορίας),	the

“chronological	interval”	(χρονικῷ	διαστήματι),	the	“sequence	of	the	events”	(τῇ	τῶν

πραγμάτων	ἀκολουθίᾳ),	or	the	“order	of	history”	(τῇ	τάξει	τῆς	ἱστορίας).131	After	all,

Nyssen	has	already	determined	the	aim	of	the	Psalter,	which	is	to	reshape	us	by	means

of	virtue	into	the	divine	likeness,	so	that	Christ	may	be	formed	in	us.132	Gregory

explains:	“The	order	of	the	psalms	is	harmonious	(σύγκειται),	therefore,	since	what	is

zealously	pursued	by	the	Spirit,	as	was	said,	is	not	to	teach	us	mere	history,	but	to	form

our	souls	in	accordance	with	God	through	virtue	(ἀρετῆς).”133	Similarly,	Gregory

comments:	“But	the	spiritual	Word	is	not	concerned	about	the	chronological	and	material

order	of	things	(τῆς	χρονικῆς	τε	καὶ	σαρκίνης	τῶν	πραγμάτων).	For	what	great	benefit

is	it	to	me	to	learn	first	that	about	the	Edomite,	and	then	to	be	taught	that	about

Bathsheba?	What	virtue	is	there	in	this?	What	sort	of	ascent	to	that	which	is	superior?

What	teaching	that	produces	desire	for	things	sublime?”134	For	Gregory,	the	lack	of

historical	order	is	of	little	consequence;	what	matters	is	the	spiritual	σκοπός	of	the	text,

along	with	the	virtue	that	allows	one	to	obtain	one’s	final	end.	The	underlying	assumption

throughout	is	that	the	exegetical	τέλος	is	identical	to	one’s	personal	τέλος.	Both	set	out

for	blessedness,	and	both	end	in	harmonious	praise	of	God.	The	τάξις	or	ἀκολουθία

does	not	remain,	therefore,	on	the	level	of	historical	realities.	The	purpose	throughout	In

inscriptiones	Psalmorum	is	that	of	ascent	(ἀνάβασις)	or	anagogy	(ἀναγωγή).135

Gregory’s	concern	to	leave	(p.75)	 behind	“material”	or	“earthly”	pleasures	is

constantly	in	the	background,	so	that	vertical	ascent	is	omnipresent	in	the	commentary.

The	aim	of	“anagogy”	dominates	throughout.

However	important	the	words	of	the	psalms	may	be,	they	do	not	by	themselves	produce

the	anagogical	aim.	For	Gregory,	we	reach	the	aim	of	joining	the	angelic	choir	by

participating	already	today	in	the	angelic	music	of	the	psalms.136	Thus,	Nyssen	begins	his

reflections	on	the	musical	character	of	the	psalms	by	noting	that	their	melodies	make	the
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teaching	“pleasant	and	easy	to	accept,”	since	people	appear	to	be	singing	them

everywhere:	“For	instance,	both	banquets	and	wedding	festivities	include	this	philosophy

as	a	part	of	the	rejoicing	in	their	celebrations,	so	that,	in	these	night	festivities,	by	means

of	these	psalms,	we	are	in	the	presence	of	enthusiastic	hymn	singing	and	the	philosophy

of	the	Churches	which	is	enthusiastically	pursued	in	them.”137	It	is	the	divine	“pleasure”

(ἡδονή)	that	one	gets	from	the	singing	of	the	psalms	that	renders	their	teaching

acceptable.138	More	importantly,	Gregory	maintains,	this	pleasure	is	in	line	with	the	fact

that	not	only	the	psalms,	but	also	the	cosmos	as	a	whole	and	man	as	a	“miniature	cosmos”

display	a	harmonious	character.139	Speaking	of	the	“diverse	and	variegated	musical

harmony”	of	the	cosmos,	St.	Gregory	comments:

For	just	as	when	the	plectrum	skilfully	plucks	the	strings	and	produces	a	melody	in

the	variety	of	the	notes,	since	indeed	there	would	be	no	melody	at	all	if	there	were

only	one	note	in	all	the	strings,	so	too	the	composition	of	the	universe	in	the

diversity	of	the	things	which	are	to	be	observed	individually	in	the	cosmos	plucks

itself	by	means	of	some	structured	and	unchanging	rhythm,	producing	the

harmony	of	the	parts	in	relation	to	the	whole,	and	sings	this	polyphonic	tune	(p.79)

in	everything.	It	is	this	tune	which	the	mind	hears	without	the	use	of	our	sense	of

hearing.140

Gregory	then	explains	that	the	“concord”	(συνῳδία)	of	creation	is	a	hymn	composed	by

the	interplay	between	rest	and	motion.	The	heavenly	bodies	are	in	perpetual	motion,

while	the	sequence	of	their	movement	is	always	static	and	never	changes.141	This

conjunction	of	rest	and	motion,	Nyssen	avers,	creates	a	“musical	harmony	which

produces	a	blend	and	marvellous	hymn	of	the	power	which	controls	the	universe.”142	In

this	way,	the	“accord”	(σύμπνοια)	and	“affinity”	(συμπάθεια)	of	the	heavenly	bodies

function	as	“the	primal,	archetypal,	true	music.”143	The	entire	cosmos	is	a	reflection	of

the	melody	that	will	be	produced	by	the	final	human–angelic	choir’s	hymn	of	praise.

The	human	person,	being	a	“miniature	cosmos,”	contains	in	himself	all	the	elements	of	the

cosmos.144	With	this,	Gregory	has	in	mind	that	the	sensible	and	the	intelligible	elements

of	the	cosmos	are	uniquely	combined	in	the	human	person.	Thus,	when	David	exhorts	the

“harp	and	lyre”	to	awaken	(Ps	56:9	(57:8)),	Gregory	sees	in	these	two	musical

instruments	a	reference	to	the	“harmonious	concord”	of	the	two	aspects	of	the	human

person.145	The	microcosmic	character	of	the	human	person	allows	the	instrumental

equipment	of	the	body	to	reflect	the	music	of	the	cosmos:	“Do	you	see	the	flute	in	the

windpipe,	the	bridge	of	the	lyre	in	the	palate,	the	music	of	the	lyre	that	comes	from	the

tongue,	cheeks,	and	mouth,	as	though	from	strings	and	a	plectrum?”146	Gregory	has

high	praise	for	the	physical	body,	even	if	he	often	(p.77)	 looks	to	the	body	as

problematic,	at	least	in	its	fallen	condition.	Our	bodies	continue	to	fit	the	musical	character

and	purpose	of	the	cosmos.

This	is	not	to	say	that	Gregory	celebrates	the	beautiful	arrangement	of	the	human	body

for	its	own	sake.	The	body	is	meant	to	produce	music,	which	is	to	say,	it	is	meant	to	serve

a	harmonious	or	virtuous	life.	Nyssen	sees	this	requirement	of	virtue	reflected	in	the	fact

that	in	the	harp	it	is	the	upper	portions	that	produce	the	sound;	in	similar	fashion,	our
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lives	are	to	be	psalms	that	produce	“pure	and	audible”	sounds	“from	the	upper	and

heavenly	realms.”147	And	just	as	in	a	song	the	meaning	of	the	words	is	accompanied	by

the	rhythm	of	the	melody,	so	our	contemplative	philosophy	of	reality	must	be	reflected	in

a	life	of	virtue.	People	that	pursue	virtue	thus	“make	the	rhythmical	order	of	their	life

known	publicly.”148	Such	a	rhythmical	life	of	virtue	demands	circumspection:	we	should

neither	draw	the	strings	overly	tight	nor	“slacken	the	tension	immoderately	through

pleasure.”149	Our	skillful	practices	will	thus	produce	a	genuinely	melodious	and

rhythmical	life.	Such	a	“proper	rhythm”	(εὐρυθμία)	of	life,	argues	Gregory,	is	nature’s

way	of	healing	itself,	as	is	illustrated	in	David’s	soothing	of	Saul’s	passions	with	a	song	(1

Sam	16:23).150	Thus,	the	melodies	of	the	psalms	themselves	function	as	“riddles”

(αἰνίγματα),151	whose	deeper	meaning	points	to	the	harmonious	or	virtuous	life.	The

purpose,	therefore,	of	the	melodies	is	the	subjugation	of	the	passions.152	The	psalms,	the

human	person,	and	the	cosmos	as	a	whole	have	one	and	the	same	σκοπός:	eternal

blessedness	in	praise	of	God.	Put	differently,	Nyssen	understands	the	harmony	of	the

psalms	to	reflect	both	human	nature	and	the	cosmos	as	a	whole,	so	that	the	psalms	are	a

particularly	fitting	means	of	growing	in	virtue	and	thus	participating	in	the	heavenly	choirs.

Interpretation	and	Anagogy	in	In	Canticum	canticorum
Whatever	the	precise	reason	she	requested	that	Gregory	expound	for	her	the	Song	of

Songs,	Olympias	can	hardly	have	been	oblivious	to	the	paradoxical	character	of	the

situation.	Having	been	widowed	several	years	earlier	after	only	a	very	brief	marriage,

the	pious	deaconess	from	Constantinople,	still	only	in	her	early	or	mid-twenties,	had

refused	Emperor	Theodosius’	request	that	she	marry	his	Spanish	relative,	Elpidius.

Olympias	reacted	to	the	Emperor’s	suggestion	with	the	comment:	“If	my	King	had

desired	me	to	live	with	a	male	He	would	not	have	taken	away	my	first	husband.	But	He

knew	that	I	cannot	(p.78)	 make	a	husband	happy,	so	He	liberated	him	from	the	bond

and	me	likewise	from	the	most	bothersome	yoke,	and	He	freed	me	from	subjection	to	a

man,	while	He	laid	on	me	the	gentle	yoke	of	chastity.”153	Olympias’	attitude	incurred

Theodosius’	wrath,	but	he	eventually	came	around,	and	Olympias	was	widely	rumored	to

have	remained	a	virgin	throughout	her	life.	The	wealthy	deaconess	was	no	stranger	to

the	life	of	renunciation,	and	it	is	quite	likely	that	she	expected	Nyssen’s	exposition	on	the

Song	of	Songs	to	assist	her,	as	well	as	other	Christians	in	Constantinople,	in	the	life	of

virtue.154	Certainly,	she	must	have	realized	that	Gregory	was	not	about	to	present	her

with	a	literal	interpretation	of	the	Song	of	Songs.

Olympias	was	not	alone	in	her	recognition	of	the	paradox	inherent	in	the	fact	that	she,	as

an	ascetic	widow	(and	perhaps	a	virgin),	would	request	a	commentary	on	a	biblical	book

that,	more	than	any	other,	appealed	to	fleshly	desires	and	passions.	For	Gregory	himself

such	a	paradox	lay	at	the	heart	both	of	his	understanding	of	the	Song	of	Songs	and	of	his

view	of	salvation.	Thus,	Gregory	comments	in	the	first	of	his	homilies:	“[W]hat	could	be

more	incredible	(παραδοξότερον)	than	to	make	human	nature	itself	the	purifier	of	its	own

passions,	teaching	and	legislating	impassibility	(ἀπάθειαν)	by	words	one	reckons	to	be

tinctured	with	passion	(ἐμπαθῶν)?”155	Nyssen	goes	on	to	explain	that	Solomon	“so	deals

with	the	soul	that	she	looks	upon	purity	by	means	of	instruments	that	seem	inconsistent

with	it	and	uses	the	language	of	passion	to	render	thought	that	is	undefiled.”156	Thus,
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whereas	the	Septuagint	had	modestly	restricted	itself	to	the	language	of	ἀγάπη,	Gregory

in	his	commentary	goes	beyond	this	and	introduces	the	language	of	ἔρως,	thereby

accentuating	the	paradox.	Aware	of	the	audacious	character	of	his	undertaking,	the

bishop	comments:	“Therefore	since	it	is	Wisdom	who	speaks,	love	her	as	much	as	you

are	able,	with	your	whole	heart	and	strength;	desire	(ἐπιθύμησον)	her	as	much	as	you

can.	To	these	words	I	am	bold	to	add,	Be	in	love	(ἐράσθητι),	for	this	passion	(πάθος),

when	directed	toward	things	incorporeal,	is	blameless	and	impassible	(ἀπάθὲς),	as

Wisdom	says	in	Proverbs	when	she	bids	us	to	be	(p.79)	 in	love	(ἔρωτα)	with	the	divine

Beauty.”157	Gregory	is	speaking	of	an	erotic	love	that	we	may	describe	with	the

paradoxical	expression	“dispassionate	passion.”158

The	paradox	is	more	than	just	an	interesting	peculiarity;	it	points	to	what	St.	Gregory	is

convinced	is	the	Song’s	ultimate	concern—salvation	itself.	In	his	first	homily,	Gregory

contrasts	salvation	through	fear	(διὰ	φόβου)	of	punishment	in	Hell	with	salvation	through

love	(διὰ	τῆς	ἀγάπης)	of	God	himself:	“For	by	what	is	written	there,	the	soul	is	in	a

certain	manner	led	as	a	bride	toward	an	incorporeal	and	spiritual	and	undefiled	marriage

with	God.	For	he	‘who	wills	all	to	be	saved	and	to	come	to	the	knowledge	of	truth’	(1	Tim

2:4)	manifests	in	this	work	the	blessed	and	most	perfect	way	of	salvation—I	mean	that

which	comes	through	love.”159	For	Gregory,	this	love	can	be	daringly	expressed	in	the

nuptial	language	of	the	Song	of	Songs.	The	sensuous	words	and	images	of	the	biblical	text

cannot	be	discarded;	it	is	through	erotic	desire	that	God	brings	about	anagogical	ascent.

For	Gregory,	the	sometimes	sensuous	body	of	the	text	is	an	indispensable	means	of

salvation	precisely	inasmuch	as	it	paradoxically	opens	up	the	way	into	the	goodness	and

beauty	of	God	himself.160

According	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	then,	God	saves	us	through	bodily	means.	However,	this

should	not	be	taken	to	mean	that	Gregory’s	ultimate	focus	is	on	earthly	or	material

bodies—whether	bodily	texts	of	passion	(such	as	the	Song	of	Songs)	or	bodily	acts	of

pleasure	(as	represented	in	the	surface	level	of	the	text).	To	focus	on	the	body	itself—

whether	the	obvious,	surface-level	meaning	of	the	text	or	the	bodily	passions—would	be

precisely	to	discard	in	rationalist	fashion	the	paradoxical	character	of	Gregory’s

“dispassionate	passion”	and	to	ignore	the	fact	that	for	Gregory	both	biblical	exegesis	and

the	process	of	salvation	involve	a	profound	transposition	(μετάστασις).161	This	(p.80)

transposition	implies	that	although	bodily	means	are	indispensable,	to	remain	strictly	with

the	body	would	mean,	ironically,	to	lose	sight	of	the	intended	transposition	and,	thereby,

to	lose	the	purpose	of	final	blessedness.

The	“obvious	sense”	(πρόχειρος	ἔμφασις)	of	the	text,	as	St.	Gregory	repeatedly	calls	the

literal	meaning,162	functions	in	a	manner	analogous	to	the	role	played	by	the	physical

body.	Like	the	physical	body,	the	“obvious	sense”	of	the	text—or,	as	I	call	it	here,	the

“bodily	text”—is	indispensable.	Without	the	obvious	sense,	Gregory	does	not	believe	it	is

possible	for	the	text	to	serve	in	the	profitable	way	that	it	is	meant	to	serve.	At	the	same

time,	the	obvious	sense	is	not	ultimate.	It	is	not	just	the	physical	body	that	must	be

anagogically	transposed;	the	bodily	text	of	Scripture	too	undergoes	a	transposition	that

allows	us,	through	a	redirection	of	the	passions,	to	move	away	from	the	straightforward
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meaning	of	the	text	in	order	to	contemplate	its	spiritual	reality.	For	Gregory,	salvation

requires	us	to	be	in	tune	with	the	purpose	of	Scripture;	that	is	to	say,	since	the	ascent

involves	a	redirection	or	transposition	of	the	passions,	our	reading	of	Scripture	should

follow	the	same	anagogical	pattern.	What	is	more,	the	ascent	from	the	bodily	senses

enables	the	anagogy	of	the	biblical	text	and	vice	versa.163

Anagogical	transposition	means,	according	to	Gregory,	transposition	into	the	goodness

and	beauty	of	God	himself.	Anagogical	interpretation	thus	leads	to	participation	in	divine

virtue.	Throughout	his	homilies,	St.	Gregory	comments	on	the	centrality	of	virtue,	noting

that	virtue	is	the	deeper	meaning	to	which	the	words	of	the	Song	refer.	Whether	the	talk

is	of	perfumes,164	of	the	vine’s	branches	that	shoot	out,165	of	necklaces,166	of	cedar

beams,167	of	blossoms,168	of	Solomon’s	crown,169	of	a	pomegranate,170	of

honeycomb,171	of	a	paradisal	garden,172	of	the	bride’s	teeth,173	or	of	lilies,174	in	each

case	Gregory	sees	a	reference	to	the	soul’s	life	of	virtue.	We	store	the	fruit	of	Wisdom	in

our	hearts	as	in	a	beehive,	imitating	the	wise	bee	in	the	“noble	work	of	the	virtues.”175

To	the	modern	reader,	such	omnipresence	of	virtue	(p.81)	 may	well	seem	arbitrary.176

To	Gregory,	however,	the	recognition	of	virtue	in	the	biblical	text	is	simply	a	matter	of

being	faithful	to	its	purpose	or	scope,	namely,	the	salvific	transposition	of	the	soul	into	the

life	of	God.	As	David	Ney	puts	it:	“When	we	interpret	Gregory’s	spiritual	interpretations

in	light	of	his	hermeneutic	of	virtue,	we	find	that	they	are	all	simply	different	expressions

of	his	allegorical	impulse	to	transform	the	literal	text	into	an	agent	of	perfection	in

virtue.”177	In	other	words,	for	Gregory,	the	bodily	text	is	simply	an	occasion	for

anagogical	transposition	into	a	life	of	virtue.

Not	only	is	the	life	of	virtue	the	very	purpose	of	the	exegetical	enterprise,	which	justifies

its	allegorical	approach,	but	virtue	is	also	a	prerequisite	for	proper	interpretation.

Searching	for	the	hidden	meaning	of	Scripture	is	like	moving	from	the	outside	of	the

Tabernacle	into	the	Holy	of	Holies	itself.	We	will	only	recognize	its	marvels	after	“washing

off	in	the	bath	of	reason	all	the	filth	of	shameful	thinking.”178	When	he	embarks	on	his

third	homily,	Gregory	comments	that	the	introductory	section	of	the	Songs,	on	which	he

commented	in	the	previous	two	homilies,	were	not	yet	“a	pure	light”	but	“were

calculated	to	point	us	to	the	rising	of	the	true	light.”179	Gregory	then	announces:

Now,	however,	the	voice	of	the	Bridegroom	himself,	like	a	sun’s	orb,	rises	up	and

eclipses	with	the	light	of	its	rays	all	the	brightness	both	of	the	stars	that	shone

earlier	and	of	the	glistening	dawn.

To	be	sure,	the	previous	passages	all	have	the	power	that	belongs	to	means	of

purification	and	lustration.	By	their	agency	souls	that	have	been	purified	are

prepared	for	the	reception	of	the	divine.	But	the	words	of	the	present	passage	are

a	participation	in	the	Godhead	itself,	since	the	divine	Word	in	his	own	voice	confers

on	the	hearer	a	fellowship	with	the	undefiled	Power.

(p.82)	 And	just	as	Israel,	at	Mount	Sinai,	was	prepared	beforehand	for	two	days

by	rites	of	purification	and	then,	at	dawn	on	the	third	day,	was	judged	worthy	of

the	theophany	(cf.	Exod	19:10–11),	being	no	longer	busied	with	the	cleansing	of
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garments	but	openly	receiving	God	himself,	for	whose	sake	the	soul’s	filth	had	been

washed	away	by	the	earlier	purifications,	so	now,	in	our	own	case,	the	insight	into

the	prefatory	parts	of	the	Song	of	Songs	that	we	achieved	on	the	preceding	two

days	in	our	earlier	homilies	has	been	of	profit	to	the	extent	that	the	sense	contained

in	the	words	has	been	washed	and	scrubbed	to	remove	the	filth	of	the	flesh.180

Preaching	his	third	sermon	of	the	Lenten	period,	Gregory	here	insists	that	the	first	two

sermons	affected	the	purgation	of	the	believers—just	as	the	Israelites	prepared

themselves	for	two	days	before	God	would	come	down	for	them	on	Mount	Sinai.	Only

after	two	days	of	extensive	preparatory	preaching	are	the	people	ready	to	enter	into	the

divine	presence	itself	and	can	they	take	the	next	step	in	the	interpretation	of	the	Song	of

Songs.181

Since	he	regards	the	soul’s	salvific	process	and	the	anagogical	interpretation	of	the	Song

as	linked,	Gregory	believes	that	the	Song	is	structured	in	such	a	way	as	to	enable	the

soul’s	growth	in	deification:	the	Song	follows	an	ordered	pattern	of	ascending	steps,

rather	similar	to	the	five	steps	of	the	book	of	Psalms.	We	already	saw	that	at	the	beginning

of	his	third	homily,	Gregory	explained	that	the	first	two	homilies	had	been	presented	by

way	of	purgation,	so	that	now	the	reader	is	able	enter	into	the	innermost	sanctuary	of	the

divine	presence.182	This	same	sense	of	structured	progression	comes	to	the	fore	when,

throughout	his	homilies,	Gregory	inserts	brief	sections	that	summarize	the	various	steps

of	ascent	that	the	soul	has	already	taken.183	Although	these	steps	are	orderly	and	each

one	allows	the	soul	genuinely	to	move	upward,	Gregory’s	doctrine	of	never-ending

ascent	(ἐπέκτασις)	means	that	every	ascending	step	is	like	a	new	beginning.184	Thus,

when	he	introduces	his	fifth	homily,	Gregory	comments:	“I	reckoned	that	the	soul	that

had	been	exalted	(p.83)	 through	so	many	stages	had	achieved	the	height	of

blessedness.	Yet	it	seems	that	what	has	already	been	accomplished	is	still	the	preliminary

stage	of	her	climb.”185	The	perpetual	progression	of	the	soul	matches	the	perpetual

progression	of	the	Song.

This	orderly	“epektatic”	anagogy	also	corresponds	to	an	anagogical	transposition	from

Old	to	New	Testament.	When	Chapter	2:9	says	that	the	Bridegroom	“stands	behind	our

wall,	leaning	through	the	windows,	peering	through	the	lattices,”	Gregory	comments:

The	anagogical	sense	(ἡ	δὲ	κατὰ	ἀναγωγὴν	θεωρία)	of	the	words,	however,

adheres	closely	to	the	line	of	thought	we	have	already	uncovered,	for	the	Word

follows	a	certain	path	and	a	certain	sequence	(ὁδῷ	γὰρ	καὶ	ἀκολουθίᾳ)	in	adapting

human	nature	to	God.	First	of	all	he	shines	upon	it	by	means	of	the	prophets	and

the	law’s	injunctions.	(This	is	our	interpretation:	the	windows	are	the	prophets,	who

bring	in	the	light,	while	the	lattices	are	the	network	of	the	law’s	injunctions.	Through

both	of	them	the	beam	of	the	true	Light	steals	into	the	interior.)	After	that,

however,	comes	the	Light’s	perfect	illumination,	when,	by	its	mingling	with	our

nature,	the	true	Light	shows	itself	to	those	who	are	in	darkness	and	the	shadow	of

death.	At	an	earlier	stage,	then,	the	beams	of	the	prophetic	and	legal	ideas,	which

illumine	the	soul	by	way	of	its	windows	and	lattices,	as	we	have	understood,	induce

a	desire	to	see	the	sun	in	the	open	air,	and	then,	in	the	way	indicated,	the	Desired



Textual Body

Page 22 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

steps	forward	to	do	his	work.186

The	windows	and	the	lattices—the	prophets	and	the	law—allowed	only	some	of	the	light	to

enter.	The	gospel,	by	contrast,	enables	the	fullness	of	the	light	to	shine	in	on	us.187	The

progress	of	anagogical	ascent	takes	place	only	in	and	through	the	newness	of	the	gospel,

that	is	to	say,	in	and	through	Christ—the	true	Solomon.188

The	bodily	text	of	the	Song—its	“obvious	sense”—is	not	unimportant	to	Gregory.

Nonetheless,	Gregory’s	approach	clearly	hinges	on	an	anagogical	transposition	away	from

the	bodily	text	to	a	spiritual	participation	in	divine	goodness	and	beauty.	It	is	true	that	the

words	of	the	text	are	important	for	Gregory—precisely	because	of	the	veiled	character

of	the	truth.189	Gregory	also	leaves	no	doubt	that	the	“obvious	sense”	must	be	taken

into	account—because	it	is	precisely	the	references	to	bodily	senses	and	bodily	passions

that	allow	the	spiritual	transposition	to	take	place.	But	just	as	“measured	bodies”	of

(p.84)	 time	and	space	are	not	of	ultimate	significance	but	are	the	means	of	pointing

beyond	themselves	to	the	heavenly	paradisal	eighth	day,	so	too	the	obvious	meaning	or

the	“textual	body”	of	Scripture	is	not	of	ultimate	concern	to	Gregory.	The	“turn”	involved

in	anagogical	exegesis	is	what	really	counts	for	Gregory.	In	each	of	the	writings	that	I

have	examined	in	this	chapter,	Nyssen	defends	or	engages	in	some	kind	of	exegetical

transposition.	It	is	not	a	transposition	that	acts	in	disregard	for	the	biblical	text.	But	it	is	a

transposition	that	ultimately	leaves	the	bodily	text	behind.	Gregory’s	deepest	concern	as

a	preacher	is	that	his	hearers	move,	by	way	of	anagogical	transposition,	through	the

bodily	text	in	order	to	attain	the	purpose	of	blessedness:	the	spiritual	reality	of

progressive	participation	in	the	life	of	God.

Notes:

(1)	Eun	II.223.11–17	(Hall	64).

(2)	Eun	II.244.5–10	(Hall	72).

(3)	Eun	II.245.18–262.15	(Hall	74–86).	Cf.	the	discussion	of	this	passage	in	Stephen

Pardue,	“On	Faithfully	Knowing	an	Infinite	God:	Humility	as	an	Intellectual	Virtue	in

Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Contra	Eunomium	II,”	IJST	13	(2011),	62–76.

(4)	Eun	II.262.16–281.21	(Hall	86–100).

(5)	Eun	II.247.4–250.2	(Hall	75–7).

(6)	Eun	II.257.28	(Hall	83).

(7)	Eun	II.257.28–258.1	(Hall	83).	The	reason	for	this	ignorance,	as	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison

shows,	is	that	Gregory	believes	that	while	through	the	senses	we	have	access	to	the

multiple	outward	qualities	(ποίοτες)	of	objects	around	us,	we	cannot	know	their

substratum	or	underlying	reality	(ὑποκείμενον),	which	is	simple	(Grace	and	Human

Freedom,	36–40).
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(8)	Eun	II.246.7–14	(Hall	74).

(9)	Eun	II.250.3–6	(Hall	77).

(10)	Eun	II.250.23–26	(Hall	77).

(11)	Cf.	the	more	broad-ranging	discussion	of	Gregory’s	appreciation	of	the	limits	of

human	knowledge	in	Boersma,	Heavenly	Participation,	159–63.

(12)	Eun	II.255.9–14	(Hall	81).

(13)	Eun	II.256.21–22	(Hall	82).

(14)	Eun	II.257.2–25	(Hall	82–3).

(15)	Eun	II.262.16–268.17	(Hall	86–91).

(16)	Eun	II.268.18–271.10	(Hall	91–3).

(17)	Eun	II.281.17–21	(Hall	100).	For	a	discussion	on	the	relationship	between	the	limited

diastemic	knowledge	of	human	beings	and	divine	“metadiastemic”	space,	see	Scot

Douglass,	“A	Critical	Analysis	of	Gregory’s	Philosophy	of	Language:	The	Linguistic

Reconstitution	of	Metadiastemic,”	in	Drobner	and	Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:

Homilies	on	the	Beatitudes,	447–65.

(18)	Eun	II.256.4	(Hall	82);	256.17	(Hall	82).

(19)	Eun	II.251.15–254.30	(Hall	78–81).	Cf.	the	expositions	of	this	section	in	Martin	Laird,

Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	the	Grasp	of	Faith:	Union,	Knowledge,	and	Divine	Presence

(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2004),	68–77;	and	Alexander	L.	Abecina,	“Time	and

Sacramentality	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Contra	Eunomium”	(M.C.S.	thesis,	Regent	College,

2011),	chapter	2.

(20)	Eun	II.252.2–5	(Hall	78).

(21)	Eun	II.252.12	(Hall	79).

(22)	Eun	II.252.17	(Hall	79);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(23)	Eun	II.252.28–253.1	(Hall	79).

(24)	Laird	rightly	emphasizes	this	point:	while	faith	transcends	knowledge,	there	is	no

rupture	between	the	two	such	that	the	value	of	knowledge	would	be	discounted	(Laird,

Gregory	of	Nyssa,	23–4).	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that	we	should	follow	Mariette

Canévet	in	her	claim	that	for	Gregory	the	grasp	of	faith	is	itself	a	form	of	knowledge

(Grégoire	de	Nysse	et	l’herméneutique	biblique:	Étude	des	rapports	entre	le	langage	et

la	connaissance	de	Dieu	(Paris:	Études	Augustiniennes,	1983),	63).	According	to	Nyssen,

faith	uses	knowledge,	but	in	the	end	knowledge	must	be	let	go.	That,	it	seems	to	me,	is
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precisely	the	anti-Eunomian	drift	of	the	entire	allegorical	account.

(25)	Eun	II.253.5	(Hall	79).	See	the	discussion	of	Gregory’s	use	of	the	Platonic	and

scriptural	“staircase”	imagery	in	Morwenna	Ludlow,	“Divine	Infinity	and	Eschatology:	The

Limits	and	Dynamics	of	Human	Knowledge	according	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(CE	II	67–

170),”	in	Lenka	Karfíková,	Scot	Douglass,	and	Johannes	Zachhuber	(eds.),	Gregory	of

Nyssa:	Contra	Eunomium	II:	An	English	Version	with	Supporting	Studies:	Proceedings	of

the	10th	International	Colloquium	on	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(Olomouc,	September	15–18,

2004),	Supplements	to	Vigiliae	Christianae,	82	(Leiden:	Brill,	2007),	217–37.

(26)	Eun	II.253.10–17	(Hall	79).

(27)	It	is	clear	that	Gregory	has	in	mind	Gen	15:6,	although	he	does	not	explicitly	quote	it

until	just	a	little	later	(Eun	II.253.29–30	(Hall	80)).

(28)	Gregory	elsewhere	describes	this	step	beyond	knowledge	as	akin	to	the	experience

of	vertigo	(Eccl	7.413.5–414.9	(Hall	125–6);	Beat	6.136.26–137.18	(Hall	66)).

(29)	Eun	II.253.20	(Hall	79).

(30)	Heb	11:1.

(31)	Rom	8:24.

(32)	Heb	11:27.

(33)	Cf.	1	Cor	8:1.

(34)	Eun	II.254.1–13	(Hall	80).

(35)	Gregory’s	approach	here	is	similar	to	his	description	of	Moses’	apophatic	ascent	into

the	heavenly	tabernacle	(Vit	Moys	86.11–89.14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	94–7)).	See	the

discussion	in	Chap.	7,	sect.:	De	vita	Moysis:	Anagogical	Participation	in	Christ.

(36)	Cf.	Theo	Kobusch’s	comment:	“Das	ständige	Weitereindringen	in	das	göttliche

Wesen,	das	nach	Gregor	das	Eigentliche	der	Glückseligkeit	ausmacht,	kann	somit	nicht	als

ein	Fortschreiten	der	sprachlich	begabten,	diskursiven,	neugierigen,	methodisch

vorwärtsgehenden	Vernunft	angesehen	werden.	Denn	die	neugierige	Epinoia	ist	in	ihrem

Wesen	endlich”	(“Name	und	Sein:	Zu	den	sprachphilosophischen	Grundlagen	in	der

Schrift	Contra	Eunomium	des	Gregor	von	Nyssa,”	in	Mateo-Seco	and	Bastero	(eds.),	El

“Contra	Eunomium	I”,	247–68).

(37)	Gregory	wants	to	“take	the	meaning	of	the	story	allegorically	(ἀλληγορικῶς)	(though

the	historical	truth	of	course	remains)…”	(Eun	II.251.23–5	(Hall	78)).

(38)	Cf.	While	I	think	Alden	A.	Mosshammer’s	deconstructive	reading	of	St.	Gregory	is

unpersuasive,	he	is	right	in	commenting:	“In	the	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs,	the	main

theme	is	that	the	bodily	text	with	its	bodily	meanings	is	the	material	disclosure	of	a	truth
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that	nevertheless	remains	hidden	and	undisclosed”	(“Disclosing	but	Not	Disclosed:

Gregory	of	Nyssa	as	Deconstructionist,”	in	Hubertus	R.	Drobner	and	Christoph	Klock

(eds.),	Studien	zu	Gregor	von	Nyssa	und	der	christlichen	Spätantike	(Leiden:	Brill,	1990),

111).

(39)	In	the	next	two	sections,	I	discuss	two	of	Gregory’s	hermeneutical	reflections:	Eun

III.i.21–65	(GNO	II.10.22–27.8)	and	Cant	Prologue.3.1–13.21.	He	also	discusses	the	need

for	spiritual	interpretation	in	Eun	II.290.3–292.2	(Hall	107–9);	III.v.1–17	(GNO	II.160.3–

166.10).

(40)	Eun	III.i.21–65	(GNO	II.10.22–27.8).	Gregory	discussed	the	passage	more	briefly

also	in	Eun	I.113.20–117.5	(Hall	78–80)	and	Ref	Eun	358.7–360.4	(NPNF	II/5.117–18).	Cf.

Michel	J.	van	Parys,	“Exégèse	et	théologie	dans	les	livres	contre	Eunome	de	Grégoire	de

Nysse:	Textes	scripturaires	controversés	et	élaboration	théologique,”	in	Marguerite

Harl	(ed.),	Écriture	et	culture	philosophique	dans	la	pensée	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	Actes

du	colloque	de	Chevetogne	(22–26	septembre	1969)	(Leiden:	Brill,	1971),	169–96.

(41)	The	exegesis	of	Proverbs	8	was	crucial	in	the	Arian	controversies.	Athanasius’

interpretation	of	this	passage	is	generally	similar	to	Gregory’s.	See	Allan	Lee	Clayton,

“The	Orthodox	Recovery	of	a	Heretical	Proof-Text:	Athanasius	of	Alexandria’s

Interpretation	of	Proverbs	8:22–30	in	Conflict	with	the	Arians”	(Ph.D.	diss.,	Southern

Methodist	University,	1988);	John	Behr,	The	Formation	of	Christian	Theology,	vol.	2/1,

The	Nicene	Faith	(Crestwood,	NY:	St.	Vladimir’s	Seminary	Press,	2001),	123–61;

Frances	M.	Young,	Biblical	Exegesis	and	the	Formation	of	Christian	Culture	(Peabody,

Mass.:	Hendrickson,	2002),	29–45;	Wendy	Elgersma	Helleman,	“Gregory’s	Sophia:

‘Christ,	the	Wisdom	of	God’,”	SP	41	(2006),	345–50.

(42)	Eun	III.i.33	(GNO	II.15.9).

(43)	Eun	III.i.4	(GNO	II.4.21–2).

(44)	Eun	III.i.7	(GNO	II.6.13–14).

(45)	Eun	III.i.11	(GNO	II.7.14–22).

(46)	Eun	III.i.15	(GNO	II.9.8–9).

(47)	Eun	III.i.17	(GNO	II.9.19–20).

(48)	Eun	III.i.21	(GNO	II.10.25–11.8).

(49)	Eun	III.i.23	(GNO	II.11.16–19);	translation	adjusted.

(50)	Eun	III.i.24	(GNO	II.12.2–4).

(51)	Eun	III.i.24	(GNO	II.12.11).

(52)	Eun	III.i.25	(GNO	II.12.15–16).
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(53)	Eun	III.i.25–6	(GNO	II.12.20–13.3).

(54)	Eun	III.i.29	(GNO	II.14.8).

(55)	Eun	III.i.30–31	(GNO	II.14.10–24).

(56)	Verse	21a	is	absent	from	the	Masoretic	text.

(57)	Eun	III.i.33	(GNO	II.15.7–17).

(58)	Eun	III.i.35	(GNO	II.15.25–16.6).

(59)	Eun	III.i.36	(GNO	II.16.6–14).

(60)	Eun	III.i.37–38	(GNO	II.16.20–4).

(61)	Eun	III.i.42	(GNO	II.18.11–14).

(62)	Eun	III.i.44	(GNO	II.19.3–6).

(63)	Eun	III.i.48	(GNO	II.20.10–15).

(64)	John	Behr	calls	this	approach	“partitive”	exegesis	(Formation	of	Christian	Theology,

2/1.209–15).

(65)	Eun	III.i.50	(GNO	II.21.5–7).

(66)	Eun	III.i.52–53	(GNO	II.21.25–22.18).

(67)	Eun	III.i.54	(GNO	II.22.21–2).

(68)	Gregory	uses	the	term	in	connection	with	exegetical	considerations	in	Cant	5.157.13;

15.448.6,	but	it	also	has	additional	applications	in	the	Gregorian	corpus.	See	LG,	s.v.

“θεοπρεπής,	ές.”

(69)	Cf.	Anthony	Meredith,	“God-fittingness	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SP	18	(1989),	507–15;

Shawn	W.	J.	Keough,	“Exegesis	Worthy	of	God:	The	Development	of	Biblical	Interpretation

in	Alexandria”	(Ph.D.	diss.,	University	of	St.	Michael’s	College,	2007).

(70)	Cf.	Young,	Biblical	Exegesis,	37–45.

(71)	Eun	III.i.55	(GNO	II.23.2).

(72)	Eun	III.i.55	(GNO	II.23.9–14).

(73)	Eun	III.i.56	(GNO	II.23.17–21).

(74)	Eun	III.i.57	(GNO	II.24.1–7).
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(75)	Eun	III.i.58	(GNO	II.24.8–9,	14–15).

(76)	Eun	III.i.59	(GNO	II.24.17–18;	25.1–2).

(77)	Eun	III.i.60	(GNO	II.25.12–13).	Gregory	more	often	explains	that,	through	the	use	of

our	“free	will”	we	become	our	own	parents.	See	Eccl	6.379.22–380.12	(Hall	104);	Vit.

Moys	34.11–14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	55–6);	Or	cat	98.21–99.12	(Srawley	113).	Cf.

Verna	E.	F.	Harrison,	“Gender,	Generation,	and	Virginity	in	Cappadocian	Theology,”	JTS,

NS	47	(1997),	62–5.

(78)	Eun	III.i.60–61	(GNO	II.25.16–21).

(79)	Eun	III.i.61	(GNO	II.25.23–26.1).

(80)	Eun	III.i.63	(GNO	II.26.7–11).

(81)	I	should	also	note	that	Gregory	does	not	speak	of	“allegory”	anywhere	in	this

passage;	nor	does	he	use	the	term	much	elsewhere.

(82)	Eun	III.i.21	(GNO	II.11.5–8).

(83)	Manlio	Simonetti	rightly	comments	that	“recent	decades	have	seen	a	tendency	to

reconsider	the	opposition	between	the	two	schools,	recalling	some	non-literalist

approaches	in	the	Antiochene	writers”	(Biblical	Interpretation	in	the	Early	Church:	An

Historical	Introduction	to	Patristic	Exegesis,	trans.	John	A.	Hughes,	ed.	Anders	Bergquist

and	Markus	Bockmuehl	(Edinburgh:	T.	&	T.	Clark,	1994),	67).	While	a	sharp	delineation	is

indeed	impossible	to	draw,	Antiochian	interpreters	such	as	Diodore	of	Tarsus,	Theodore

of	Mopsuestia,	and	Eustathius	of	Antioch	ground	their	spiritual	reading	(θεωρία)

generally	more	firmly	in	the	literal	or	historical	meaning	of	the	text	than	do	Alexandrians

such	as	Origen	and	Gregory.	See	Young,	Biblical	Exegesis,	161–85;	Peter	W.	Martens,

“Revisiting	the	Allegory/Typology	Distinction:	The	Case	of	Origen,”	JECS	16	(2008),	283–

317.

(84)	Cant	Preface.4.10–12.	For	discussion	of	Gregory’s	Preface,	see	Ronald	E.	Heine,

“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Apology	for	Allegory,”	VC	38	(1984),	360–70.	Heine	points	out	that

Gregory	must	have	met	Diodore	of	Tarsus	at	the	Councils	of	Antioch	(379)	and	of

Constantinople	(381)	(ibid.,	366).	See	further	A.	Meredith,	“Allegory	in	Porphyry	and

Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SP	16	(1985),	423–7.

(85)	There	is	general	agreement	that	In	Canticum	canticorum	is	one	of	Nyssen’s	latest

works	and	was	written	in	the	390s.	Cf.	Pierre	Maraval,	“Chronology	of	Works,”	in	BDGN.

(86)	Cant	Prologue.4.17–18.

(87)	Cant	Prologue.5.1–2.

(88)	Cant	Prologue.5.6;	translation	adjusted.
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(89)	Cant	Prologue.5.3–6.

(90)	The	term	θεωρία	has	a	broad	range	of	meaning	for	Nyssen.	It	refers	not	only	to	the

“hidden”	meaning	found	by	way	of	anagogical	transposition	but	also	to	scientific

knowledge	and	to	mystical	contemplation.	Cf.	Daniélou,	L’Être	et	le	temps,	1–17;	Giulio

Maspero,	“Theôria,”	in	BDGN.

(91)	Cant	Prologue.5.6–9;	translation	adjusted.

(92)	Cant	Prologue.5.16–17.

(93)	In	his	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs,	Scripture’s	“profitability”	is	something	we	come

to	know	“by	spiritual	inquiry	and	discernment	(διὰ	τῆς	πνευματικῆς	θεωρίας)”	(Cant

15.436.2).	Thus,	when	Gregory	discusses	the	Song’s	statement,	“As	the	apple	among	the

trees	of	the	wood,	so	is	my	kinsman	among	the	sons”	(Song	2:3),	he	rhetorically	questions

what	this	text	could	possibly	be	driving	at:	“[W]hat	guidance	in	virtue	would	there	be	in

this,	unless	there	were	some	idea	profitable	(τι	νόημα	τῶν	ὠφελοῦντων)	for	us

contained	in	the	words?”	(Cant	4.125.15–17).

(94)	Hubertus	R.	Drobner,	“Allegory,”	in	BDGN.	Cf.	also	Manlio	Simonetti,	“Exegesis,”	in

BDGN.

(95)	Cant	Prologue.5.14–15.

(96)	Cant	Prologue.5.19.	Gregory	takes	this	as	a	reference	to	the	allegorical	account	that

follows	in	Gal	4:21–31.

(97)	Cant	Prologue.6.10–12.

(98)	Cant	Prologue.6.14–7.1.

(99)	Richard	A.	Norris,	“Introduction:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	His	Fifteen	Homilies	on	the

Song	of	Songs,”	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs,	trans.	and	ed.

Richard	A.	Norris,	Writings	from	the	Greco-Roman	World,	13	(Atlanta,	Ga.:	Society	of

Biblical	Literature;	unpublished	manuscript),	xlii–xliii.

(100)	Cant	Prologue.7.4–5.	Gregory	refers	to	Hosea	having	a	child	by	adultery	(Hos	1:2)

and	Isaiah	going	in	to	a	prophetess	(Isa	8:3),	while	adultery	and	murder	combine	in

David’s	dealing	with	Uriah	and	Bathsheba	(2	Sam	11).

(101)	Cant	Prologue.7.14–16.

(102)	Cant	Prologue.8.3–9.1.

(103)	Cant	Prologue.10.4–11.7.	Cf.	Chap.	1,	sect.:	Heavenly	Paradise:	Diastemic	Space	and

Time?.

(104)	Gregory	refers	to	the	mountain	that	will	become	“visible	above	the	peaks	of	the
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mountains”	(Mic	4:1)	and	to	the	branch	and	new	shoot	that	will	spring	up	from	the	root

(Isa	11:1)	as	referring	to	the	Incarnation.	He	also	mentions	the	“curdled	mountain”	(Ps

67:16	(68:15)),	the	“chariot”	that	is	“a	thousandfold”	(Ps	67:18	(68:17)),	the	“herd	of

bulls”	let	loose	upon	“the	heifers	of	the	peoples”	(Ps	67:31	(68:30)),	the	“foot	bathed	in

blood”	and	the	tongues	“of	the	dogs”	(Ps	67:24	(68:23)),	and	Lebanon	with	its	cedars

“skipping”	like	a	calf	(Ps	28	(29):5–6)	(Cant	Prologue.11.8–12.1).	Each	of	these	prophetic

references	demands	some	kind	of	anagogical	turn,	according	to	Gregory.

(105)	Cant	Prologue.9.7–9.

(106)	Cant	Prologue.10.3–4.

(107)	Inscr	66.7–67.9	(Heine	120–1).	Cf.	Inscr	86.6–87.22	(Heine	138–40).

(108)	Inscr	68.13–22	(Heine	122–3).	Italics	in	quotations	from	Inscriptiones	in	Psalmorum

are	original	in	Heine’s	translation.

(109)	Gregory	notes	that	the	“alleluia”	inscriptions	occur	almost	strictly	in	the	fifth	section

of	the	book	of	psalms,	the	section	that	denotes	the	final	step	of	ascent	into	eternal

blessedness	(Inscr	89.29–91.16	(Heine	141–3)).

(110)	Inscr	24.14–25.5	(Heine	83).	Cf.	Hubertus	R.	Drobner,	“Skopos,”	in	BDGN.

(111)	Cf.	Bertrand	de	Margerie,	“Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa	Theoretician	of	Biblical

Connections	or	Chains:	Skopos,	Theoria,	Akolouthia,”	in	An	Introduction	to	the	History	of

Exegesis,	vol.	1,	The	Greek	Fathers,	trans.	Leonard	Maluf	(Petersham,	Mass.:	Saint

Bede’s,	1993),	213–39.

(112)	For	Gregory’s	reliance	on	Iamblichus,	see	Marie-Josèphe	Rondeau,	“Exégèse	du

psautier	et	anabase	spirituelle	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	Jacques	Fontaine	and	Charles

Kannengiesser	(eds.),	Epektasis:	Mélanges	patristiques	offerts	au	Cardinal	Jean

Daniélou	(Paris:	Beauchesne,	1972),	517–31;	id.,	“‘D’où	vient	la	technique	exégétique

utilisée	par	Grégoire	de	Nysse	dans	son	traité	‘Sur	les	titres	des	Psaumes’?,”	in	P.	Lévy

and	E.	Wolff	(eds.),	Mélanges	d’histoire	des	religions	offerts	à	Henri-Charles	Puech

(Paris:	Presses	Universitaires	de	France,	1974),	263–87;	Alain	le	Boulluec,	“L’Unité	du

texte:	La	Visée	du	psaultier	selon	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	P.	Hoffmann,	J.	Lallot,	and	A.	le

Boulluec	(eds.),	Le	Texte	et	ses	représentations,	Études	de	littérature	ancienne,	3	(Paris:

Presses	de	l’École	Normale	Supérieure,	1987),	159–66;	Ronald	E.	Heine,	“Introduction,”

in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Treatise	on	the	Inscriptions	of	the	Psalms,

trans.	and	ed.	Ronald	E.	Heine	(Oxford:	Clarendon	Press,	1995),	29–43.

(113)	Inscr	26.15–19	(Heine	84).

(114)	Inscr	38.9	(Heine	95).	Cf.	Inscr	65.5–12	(Heine	119–20).

(115)	Inscr	39.5	(Heine	96).
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(116)	Inscr	65.7	(Heine	119).	Nyssen	often	uses	the	words	τάξις	and	ἀκολουθία	to

describe	the	sequence	that	is	inherent	in	the	text	and	that	the	exegete	must	discern.

(117)	Cf.	the	more	elaborate	description	of	the	five	stages	in	Rondeau,	“Exégèse	du

psautier,”	522–8.	The	term	ἀνάβασις	is	used	repeatedly	throughout	Gregory’s

commentary.

(118)	Inscr	39.14–16	(Heine	96).

(119)	Inscr	40.25–6	(Heine	98).

(120)	Inscr	40.20	(Heine	98);	41.15	(Heine	99).	Ps	72	(73):1	states:	“How	good	is	God	to

Israel,	to	the	upright	in	heart!”	The	mentioning	of	“Israel,”	commonly	interpreted	as

meaning	“the	man	who	sees	God,”	allows	Gregory	to	reflect	on	the	soul’s	participation	in

divine	contemplation.	See	Rondeau,	“Exégèse	du	psautier,”	523.

(121)	Inscr	41.18–22	(Heine	99).

(122)	Inscr	45.4	(Heine	103).

(123)	Inscr	51.25	(Heine	109).

(124)	Inscr	45.13	(Heine	103).

(125)	Inscr	52.19	(Heine	109).

(126)	Inscr	52.20–1	(Heine	109).

(127)	Inscr	52.13–18	(Heine	109).

(128)	Even	so,	Rondeau	makes	the	case	that	there	is	“nothing	arbitrary	or	forced”	in

Gregory’s	exegesis	(“Exégèse	du	psautier,”	519)	and	that	Gregory	makes	a	solid	case

for	the	various	hinges	that	connect	the	five	sections	of	the	Psalter,	so	that	exegesis	and

spiritual	theology	influence	each	other	in	his	commentary	(ibid.,	531).	Jean-Marie	Auwers

argues	that	Gregory’s	identification	of	“blessedness”	as	the	σκοπός	of	the	text	is	in	line

with	the	overall	composition	of	the	book	of	Psalms	(“Grégoire	de	Nysse,	interprète	du

Psautier:	À	propos	d’une	récente	édition	de	texte,”	ETL	80	(2004),	174–80).

(129)	Morwenna	Ludlow	sees	a	contrast	here	between	Origen	and	Gregory,	with	the

latter	insisting	“there	is	a	sequence	to	be	discovered	in	the	structure	of	the	text	and	not

just	in	the	spiritual	meaning	underlying	it”	(“Theology	and	Allegory:	Origen	and	Gregory

of	Nyssa	on	the	Unity	and	Diversity	of	Scripture,”	IJST	4	(2002),	58).

(130)	Inscr	133.6–10	(Heine	178).	Cf.	Heine’s	discussion	of	the	issue	in	“Introduction,”

19–20.

(131)	Inscr	115.10–15	(Heine	163).
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(132)	Inscr	116.14–25	(Heine	164).

(133)	Inscr	117.1–4	(Heine	164).

(134)	Inscr	133.10–15	(Heine	178).

(135)	Inscr	does	not	use	the	noun	ἀναγωγή,	a	term	that	is	particularly	prominent	in	Vit

Moys.	In	its	verbal	form,	however,	the	notion	does	occur	in	Inscr.	Gregory	comments

that	the	“psalm	in	hymns	lifts	(ἀνάγει)	us	to	a	more	sublime	condition…”	(Inscr	77.6–7

(Heine	131));	that	“the	entire	aim	of	this	inspired	teaching	[of	the	inscriptions]	is	to	lead

(ἀναγαγεῖν)	the	understanding	up	to	that	which	is	truly	blessed”	(Inscr	69.13–14	(Heine

124));	that	“it	is	by	all	means	necessary	to	lift	up	(ἀναγαγεῖν)	what	lies	under	the

inscription	to	the	glorification	of	God”	(Inscr	90.27–8	(Heine	142));	and	that	more	sublime

psalms	“insert	into	the	sequence	something	that	is	capable	of	leading	(ἀναγαγεῖν)	the

understanding	up	to	what	is	superior”	(Inscr	110.12–14	(Heine	159)).

(136)	For	Gregory,	“blessedness”	is	a	human	notion	describing	the	life	of	God	itself.

Human	beings	are	blessed	to	the	degree	in	which	they	participate	in	this	life:	“Among

humans,	however,	that	beatitude,	which	is	the	nature	of	the	one	participated	in	(τοῦ

μετεχομένου),	occurs	to	a	certain	extent,	and	is	specified	by	participation	(τῇ	μεθέξει)	in

true	being.	Likeness	to	God,	therefore,	is	a	definition	of	human	blessedness”	(Inscr	26.8–

11	(Heine	84)).	Cf.	Beat	1.79.26–81.17	(Hall	24–5).	Since	this	participation	in	divine

blessedness	is	transformation	in	divine	likeness,	the	life	of	virtue	constitutes	participation.

Cf.	the	excellent	discussion	of	participation	in	Balás,	Μετουσια	Θεου.

(137)	Inscr	30.10–14	(Heine	88).

(138)	Inscr	30.15	(Heine	88).

(139)	Cf.	Henri-Irénée	Marrou’s	comment	that	Gregory’s	“musical	theory	became	part	of

a	cosmic	perspective”	(“Une	théologie	de	la	musique	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse?,”	in

Jacques	Fontaine	and	Charles	Kannengiesser	(eds.),	Epektasis:	Mélanges	patristiques

offerts	au	Cardinal	Jean	Daniélou	(Paris:	Beauchesne,	1972),	504).

(140)	Inscr	31.1–11	(Heine	89).

(141)	Inscr	31.24–32.2	(Heine	89–90).

(142)	Inscr	32.4–6	(Heine	90).

(143)	Inscr	32.11–14	(Heine	90).	The	notion	that	all	of	existence	is	musical	in	character

goes	back	to	Pythagoras	and	was	undoubtedly	common	fare	in	Gregory’s	Neoplatonist

environment.

(144)	Inscr	30.25	(Heine	88).	Gregory	may	have	derived	the	notion	of	man	as	a	“miniature

cosmos”	from	the	Stoic	philosopher	Posidonius	(Daniélou,	L’Être	et	le	temps,	53–4;	cf.

Juan	Antonio	Gil-Tamayo,	“Sympnoia,”	in	BDGN).	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that
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Gregory	conflates	the	sensible	with	the	intelligible;	nor	does	it	mean	that	the	sensible	and

intelligible	aspects	receive	the	same	valuation.	We	have	already	seen	that	Moses	came	to

function	as	mediator	precisely	because	through	his	ascent	from	the	sensible	world	he

came	to	function	as	a	boundary	(μεθόριος)	between	the	changeable	and	unchangeable

natures	(Inscr	45.7–9	(Heine	103)).	Furthermore,	Gregory	will	later	contradict	himself	by

explicitly	denying	that	the	human	person	is	a	“miniature	cosmos,”	precisely	because	he	is

afraid	that	this	notion	links	the	human	person	far	too	closely	with	the	animals	(Op	hom

XVI.1–2	(PG	177D–180C);	cf.	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	63–4).	Nyssen’s	insistence

that	the	human	person	is	a	“boundary”	between	the	sensible	and	the	intelligible	is	not

intended	to	undercut	the	creator–creature	distinction.	For	more	detailed	discussion,	see

Jean	Daniélou,	“La	Notion	de	confins	(methorios)	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	RSR	49

(1961),	161–87;	Eugenio	Corsini,	“L’Harmonie	du	monde	et	l’homme	microcosme	dans

le	De	hominis	opificio,”	in	Fontaine	and	Kannengiesser	(eds.),	Epektasis,	455–62;

Ladislav	Chvátal,	“Der	Mensch	als	Mikrokosmos	in	den	Werken	Gregors	von	Nyssa,”

ByzSlav	62	(2004),	47–70;	Giulio	Maspero,	“Methorios,”	in	BDGN.

(145)	Inscr	157.19–20	(Heine	198).

(146)	Inscr	33.4–6	(Heine	91).

(147)	Inscr	75.19–20	(Heine	129).

(148)	Inscr	76.5–6	(Heine	130).

(149)	Inscr	33.19	(Heine	91).

(150)	Inscr	33.12	(Heine	91).

(151)	Inscr	33.13	(Heine	91);	75.22	(Heine	129).

(152)	Inscr	33.30–34.2	(Heine	92).

(153)	In	Palladius,	Palladius:	Dialogue	on	the	Life	of	St	John	Chrysostom,	ed.	Robert	T.

Meyer,	Ancient	Christian	Writers,	45	(New	York:	Newman,	1985),	114	(no.	17).	For

background	information	on	Gregory’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs	I	rely	on	J.	B.	Cahill,

“The	Date	and	Setting	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs,”	JTS,	NS

32	(1981),	447–60.

(154)	Gregory	demurs	that	although	he	eagerly	takes	up	Olympias’	request,	she	herself

hardly	needs	the	commentary:	“The	reason	I	accept	your	proposal	with	alacrity	is	not

that	I	may	be	of	assistance	to	you	in	the	conduct	of	your	life—for	I	am	confident	that	the

eye	of	your	soul	is	clean	of	any	passionate	or	indecent	thought	and	that	by	means	of

these	divine	words	it	gazes	without	hindrance	on	the	undefiled	Beauty—but	rather	that

some	direction	may	be	given	to	more	fleshly	folk	for	the	sake	of	the	spiritual	and

immaterial	welfare	of	their	souls”	(Cant	Prologue.4.2–8).

(155)	Cant	1.29.3–6.	Cf.	the	fine	analysis	of	Gregory’s	commentary	on	the	Songs	in	Smith,



Textual Body

Page 33 of 35

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

Passion	and	Paradise,	183–227.

(156)	Cant	1.29.9–12.

(157)	Cant	1.23.6–12.

(158)	Jean	Daniélou	has	retrieved	the	significance	of	ἔρως	for	Gregory	of	Nyssa,

highlighting	that	it	is	consistent	with	ἀγάπη	and	really	constitutes	ἀγάπη’s	most	intense

form,	which	carries	the	soul	beyond	herself	toward	God,	on	whom	she	dependently

relies	(Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	199–208).

(159)	Cant	1.15.13–18.	1	Tim	2:4	is	a	key	text	for	Gregory.	Cf.	Cant	4.130.1–3;	4.131.12–

13;	7.214.19–215.2;	10.303.20–304.2.	God’s	desire	that	all	be	saved	is	connected,	on

Gregory’s	understanding,	to	the	final	restoration	of	all	things	(ἀποκατάστασις).	Cf.

Morwenna	Ludlow,	Universal	Salvation:	Eschatology	in	the	Thought	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa

and	Karl	Rahner	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2000).

(160)	The	Song’s	physical	descriptions	of	the	Bridegroom’s	beauty	led	to	speculation

about	God’s	“heavenly	body”	both	in	Tannaitic	literature	and	elsewhere.	See	Markus

Bockmuehl,	“‘The	Form	of	God’	(Phil.	2:6):	Variations	on	a	Theme	of	Jewish	Mysticism,”

JTS,	NS	48	(1997),	17–19.

(161)	Cf.	Gregory’s	comment	that	the	soul	must	learn	to	“turn	(μετενεγκοῦσαν)	passion

into	impassibility”	(Cant	1.27.11–12).	Bart	vanden	Auweele	rightly	comments:	“It	is

understood	more	as	a	translation	than	as	an	abolition	of	the	letter”	(“L’Écriture	sous	le

mode	du	désir:	Réflexions	sur	le	statut	de	l’Écriture	dans	les	Homélies	sur	le	Cantique

des	cantiques,”	in	Matthieu	Cassin	and	Hélène	Grelier	(eds.),	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	La

Bible	dans	la	construction	de	son	discours:	Actes	du	Colloque	de	Paris,	9–10	février

2007,	Collection	des	Études	Augustiniennes,	Série	Antiquité,	184	(Paris:	Institut	d’Études

Augustiniennes,	2008),	281).

(162)	Cant	Prologue.3.5–4.1;	Prologue.6.16;	Prologue.9.8;	Prologue.13.2;	1.28.19;	1.30.1;

5.140.2;	12.361.9.

(163)	Cf.	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison’s	comment	that	“the	conscious	transition	from	literal	to

spiritual	meaning	through	allegory	mirrors,	presupposes,	and	in	turn	teaches	and

encourages	the	ascetic’s	re-direction	of	desire”	(“Allegory	and	Asceticism	in	Gregory	of

Nyssa,”	Semeia	57	(1992),	124).

(164)	Cant	1.35.14–38.2;	3.88.7–93.9;	4.123.12–124.6;	9.266.4–268.15;	9.271.7–272.21;

10.305.14–306.8;	12.342.9–345.5.

(165)	Cant	2.60.10–11.

(166)	Cant	3.80.4–82.16.

(167)	Cant	4.109.1–111.12.
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(168)	Cant	5.151.8–154.14.

(169)	Cant	7.212.13–214.18.

(170)	Cant	7.229.21–231.4.

(171)	Cant	9.269.11–270.17.

(172)	Cant	9.274.18–283.12.

(173)	Cant	7.224.17–228.3.

(174)	Cant	15.441.4–442.9.

(175)	Cant	9.269.20.

(176)	The	question	of	arbitrariness	often	comes	up	by	way	of	objection	to	patristic	and

medieval	allegorizing.	A	full	response	to	this	objection	lies	beyond	the	scope	of	this

chapter	but	would	have	to	include	discussion	of	the	following	elements:	(1)	the	wide

variety	of	results	yielded	by	historical	critical	exegesis,	which	opens	it	up	to	the	same

charge	of	arbitrariness;	(2)	the	often	remarkable	similarities	in	approach	and	actual

exegetical	outcome	among	a	broad	range	of	premodern	interpreters;	(3)	the	church’s

liturgy	and	“rule	of	faith”	as	setting	boundaries	for	what	constitutes	proper

interpretation;	(4)	the	Spirit’s	guidance	of	the	faithful	in	the	church	in	adhering	faithfully	to

the	divine	intentions	of	the	church’s	book;	(5)	the	function	of	“profitability”	as	simply

being	more	important	to	the	believer	than	arriving	at	the	exact	authorial	intent;	and	(6)

many	premodern	interpreters’	openness	to	multiple	interpretations	of	one	particular	text.

(177)	David	Paul	Akins	Ney,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Hermeneutic	of	Virtue”	(Th.M.	thesis,

Regent	College,	2010),	167–8.

(178)	Cant	2.45.7–8.	For	detailed	discussions	of	Gregory’s	description	of	the	Song	of

Songs	as	Holy	of	Holies,	see	Richard	A.	Norris,	“The	Soul	Takes	Flight:	Gregory	of	Nyssa

and	the	Song	of	Songs,”	ATR	80	(1998),	517–32;	Martin	Laird,	“Under	Solomon’s

Tutelage:	The	Education	of	Desire	in	the	Homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs,”	MTh	18	(2002),

507–25.	The	innermost	sanctuary	(ἄδυτον)	plays	an	important	role	in	Gregory’s	theology

since	it	symbolizes	the	place	where	the	soul	comes	to	the	mystical	knowledge	of	God.	Cf.

Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	182–9;	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,

“Adyton,”	in	BDGN.

(179)	Cant	3.70.17–19.

(180)	Cant	3.70.20–71.18.

(181)	Cf.	Cant	9.262.12–14,	where	Gregory	enjoins	his	hearers	that	they	should	“attend

to	today’s	passage	as	persons	who	are	dead	to	the	body	and	draw	out	no	fleshly	meaning

from	its	words.”
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(182)	Cant	3.71.8–72.5.	Cf.	Norris,	“Introduction,”	xxxii–xxxiii.

(183)	See,	for	example,	Cant	4.115.1–116.3;	5.137.4–138.18;	6.175.16–179.19.

(184)	The	notion	of	ἐπέκτασις	comes	from	Phil	3:13–14,	in	which	St.	Paul	comments,

“Brethren,	I	do	not	consider	that	I	have	made	it	my	own;	but	one	thing	I	do,	forgetting

what	lies	behind	and	straining	forward	(ἐπεκτεινόμενος)	to	what	lies	ahead,	I	press	on

toward	the	goal	for	the	prize	of	the	upward	call	of	God	in	Christ	Jesus.”	Gregory	often

refers	to	this	verse,	both	in	these	homilies	and	elsewhere.	Cf.	Ferguson,	“God’s	Infinity

and	Man’s	Mutability”;	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	291–307;	Blowers,

“Maximus	the	Confessor”;	LeBlanc,	“Naked	and	Unashamed”;	Robb-Dover,	“Gregory	of

Nyssa’s	‘Perpetual	Progress’”;	Ovidiu	Sperlea,	“L’Usage	de	l’Écriture	dans	la	réflexion

sur	l’infinité	divine	et	sur	le	progrès	spirituel	sans	fin	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	Cassin

and	Grelier	(eds.),	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	La	Bible	dans	la	construction	de	son	discours,	41–

54;	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Epektasis,”	in	BDGN.

(185)	Cant	5.138.6–9.

(186)	Cant	5.144.17–145.13;	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(187)	Cf.	Cant	5.161.9–164.15;	9.267.4–268.15;	10.302.11–303.2.

(188)	Cant	7.201.3–207.13.

(189)	Witness,	for	example,	the	opening	words	of	Homily	10:	“The	task	now	set	before	us

of	probing	these	divine	words	taken	from	the	Song	of	Songs	involves	thoughts	that	are

difficult	to	understand	and,	because	of	their	obscurity,	hidden	and	ineffable.	We	have

need,	therefore,	of	greater	diligence—or	better,	of	greater	assistance	through	prayer

and	of	guidance	on	the	part	of	the	Holy	Spirit…”	(Cant	10.294.14–19).
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	3	(‘Gendered	Body’)	argues	that	Gregory	depicts	gender	as	something

ultimately	unstable.	This	instability	is	the	result	not	of	a	non-essentialist	(postmodern)

questioning	of	heteronormativity	but	of	an	anagogical,	upward	journey	away	from	gender

and	sexuality	altogether.	In	Canticum	canticorum	contrasts	the	temporary	(post-

lapsarian)	‘tunics	of	hide’	(which	will	not	enter	into	the	adiastemic	paradisal	future)	with

the	holy	garb	of	Christ	and	contrasts	the	bodily	senses	with	the	spiritual	senses.	In	De

hominis	opificio,	Nyssen	explains	that	embodiment	and	gender	do	not	belong	to	the

image	of	God,	and	if	any	procreation	would	have	taken	place	in	Paradise,	it	would	have

been	an	angelic,	non-sexual	kind	of	procreation.	In	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	Gregory	depicts	his

sister,	Macrina,	as	someone	who	through	virginity	reaches	the	angelic	life	and	so	in	Christ

overcomes	gender.
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Embodiment,	gender,	and	sexuality	have	become	prominent	themes	among	students	of

St.	Gregory	over	the	past	few	decades.1	This	contemporary	interest	is	hardly	surprising.

Recent	philosophical	and	cultural	trends	have	placed	questions	of	human	personhood	and

identity	at	the	centre	of	our	attention.2	And	with	the	modern	and	postmodern	rejection	of

“essentialism”—and	of	the	soul—the	body,	along	with	sexual	identity	and	gender,	have

become	pressing	concerns.3	As	Sarah	Coakley	observes,	however,	the	move	from	soul

to	body	as	the	locus	of	our	attention	has	not	necessarily	made	things	easier:	“It	is	as	if	we

are	clear	about	an	agreed	cultural	obsession,	but	far	from	assured	about	its	referent.”4

Indeed,	the	contemporary	focus	on	the	body	goes	hand	in	hand	with	an	increasing

inability	to	come	to	“grips”	either	with	the	body	or	with	sexuality.	The	postmodern

tendency	to	prize	difference	over	identity	has	led	to	protracted	and	apparently	insoluble

anthropological	and	moral	debates	about	the	stability	of	gender	and	about	sexual	identity.

In	such	a	context,	it	seems	both	legitimate	and	important	to	probe	the	Christian	tradition

with	questions	about	the	place	and	role	of	body,	gender,	and	sexuality.	In	the	case	of

Nyssen,	such	interaction	may	be	particularly	profitable	since	both	the	question	of	the

place	of	the	body	in	the	broader	context	of	human	identity	and	the	question	of	the

stability	of	gender	and	sexuality	are	explicit	and	significant	concerns	in	his	writings.	The

next	two	chapters,	therefore,	will	deal	with	the	question	of	what	role	Nyssen	assigns	to

gender	and	sexuality	within	his	overall	understanding	of	the	human	person.

The	relative	prominence	of	embodiment	and	sexuality	in	current	research	on	Gregory

does,	of	course,	raise	the	question	of	how	we	negotiate	the	gap	that	in	many	ways

separates	contemporary	Christians	from	those	in	late	antiquity.	(p.86)	 We	need	to	be

alert	to	the	danger	of	imposing	contemporary	philosophical	and	theological	values	and

concerns	onto	fourth-century	thinkers	such	as	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa.	The	next	two

chapters	will	argue	that	we	can	do	justice	to	the	concerns	of	Nyssen	only	if	we	bracket

common	contemporary	assumptions	about	the	inherent	value	of	materiality	in	general—

and	of	the	human	body	and	gendered	existence	in	particular—and	if	we	keep	in	mind	the

central	place	that	anagogy	occupies	in	Nyssen’s	theology.	We	have	already	seen	in	the

previous	two	chapters	that	although	Gregory	regards	time	and	space	as	opportunities,

they	are	also	limitations	that	we	are	meant	to	overcome.	Desire	for	the	life	of	God

renders	Gregory	impatient	with	the	creaturely	life	of	“extension”	(διάστημα);	his	hope	is

for	the	intelligible	life	of	the	heavenly	Paradise.	In	similar	fashion,	the	“obvious	sense”	of

the	biblical	text	is	something	that	St.	Gregory	believes	we	must	overcome	through	an

“epektatic”	ascent	into	the	impassible	life	of	God.	Thus,	while	measured	bodies	(including

the	textual	body	of	Scripture)	are	God’s	gifts	for	the	sake	of	salvation,	they	are	in	no	way

ultimate.	Anagogical	transposition	drives	St.	Gregory’s	approach	to	the	diastemic	realities

of	the	created	order	and	also	to	the	interpretation	of	Scripture.

The	next	two	chapters	will	make	clear	that	the	same	interest	in	anagogical	transposition

inspires	also	Nyssen’s	understanding	of	human	embodiment,	gender,	marriage,

sexuality,	and	virginity.	I	will	argue	that	some	contemporary	readings	of	Gregory	are	so

focused	on	Gregory’s	acknowledgment	of	the	beauty	and	goodness	of	the	body	and/or
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on	his	intriguing	and	repeated	employment	of	gender	reversal	that	they	either

misconstrue	his	approach	or	ignore	important	qualifications	and	clarifications	that	he

makes.	In	this	chapter,	I	will	focus	on	the	interpretation	of	John	Behr	with	regard	to	the

place	of	marriage	and	sexuality,	and	on	the	views	of	several	feminist	scholars	(most

notably	Elizabeth	Clark	and	Virginia	Burrus)	with	regard	to	gender	stability.	The	following

chapter	will	discuss	both	Mark	Hart’s	understanding	of	the	importance	of	virginity	in

Gregory’s	thought	and	Rowan	Williams’s	appraisal	of	Gregory’s	views	on	the	emotion	of

grief.	Each	of	these	interpretations	downplays	St.	Gregory’s	anagogical	approach	by

overemphasizing	his	appreciation	of	bodily	creation	and/or	human	passion.	Although	I	am

convinced	that	St.	Gregory	is	a	reader	of	Scripture	before	he	is	a	Platonist,	we	cannot

ignore	the	obvious	impact	of	Platonic	thought	on	his	thinking.	On	the	surface	at	least,	it

seems	ironic	that	scholars	with	a	(post-)	modern	disavowal	of	Platonist	essentialism	would

turn	to	one	of	the	most	Platonic	of	the	church	fathers	in	support	of	a	focus	on	this-worldly

goods	such	as	the	body	and	marriage,	and	that	they	would	mine	the	writings	of	Nyssen

for	allusions	to	this-worldly	gender	reversals	and	homoeroticism.	To	be	sure,	there	are

aspects	of	Gregory’s	thought	that	seem	to	provide	evidence	for	such	interpretations.	I

will	argue,	however,	that	such	evidence	needs	to	be	evaluated	within	the	radically

anagogical	character	of	Gregory’s	overall	theology,	which	marks	also	his	understanding	of

embodiment	and	sexuality.

(p.87)	 The	first	task	at	hand,	therefore,	is	to	illustrate	the	central	role	that	anagogical

transposition	plays	in	Nyssen’s	theology.	I	will	do	this	by	means	of	Gregory’s	In	Canticum

canticorum,	in	which	he	problematizes	both	the	current	constitution	of	the	human	body

(represented	as	“tunics	of	hide”)	and	human	sense	perception.	To	contemporary

sensibilities,	this	might	look	as	though	Gregory,	too,	has	difficulty	ascertaining	bodily

identity	and	stability.	I	will	argue,	however,	that	Nyssen’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs

are	in	fact	asking	us	to	engage	in	an	anagogical	transposition	as	the	way	to	rid	ourselves

of	our	“tunics	of	hide”	in	order	to	put	on	the	“holy	garb”	of	Christ—a	dress	reversal

rather	different	from	the	gender	instability	that	some	postmodern	scholars	advocate.

Ontological	instability	in	Gregory	is	actually	an	indication	of	human	teleology	rather	than	a

mark	of	non-essentialist	fragmentation.	I	will	reinforce	this	argument	by	showing	that	as

part	of	the	change	in	clothing	the	bodily	senses	give	way	to	spiritual	senses.	Nyssen’s

disavowal	of	sensible	existence	implies	that	he	believes	gender	and	sexuality—as	part	and

parcel	of	the	“tunics	of	hide”—do	not	enter	into	the	definition	of	what	it	means	to	be

human.5	This	chapter	will	make	clear	that	he	regards	the	“tunics	of	hide”	(the	post-

lapsarian	condition	of	the	body)	as	penultimate	and	as	problematic	in	significant	ways.

Gregory	is	deeply	impressed	with	the	need	for	an	anagogical	transposition	that	will	allow

us	to	leave	behind	all	of	the	diastemic	characteristics	of	the	mortal	body,	including

gender,	sexuality,	childbearing,	maturation,	nourishment,	bodily	functions,	disease,

bodily	passions,	and	death.6	In	short,	all	of	these	dimensions	characterize	the	life	that	we

have	in	common	with	the	“brutish	animals”	and	that	we	are	to	leave	behind.	It	is	the

virginal	life,	particularly	as	we	witness	it	in	Macrina,	which	gives	us	an	anticipatory	glance

into	the	virginal	life	of	the	resurrection.	None	of	this	is	to	say	that	Gregory	disregards	or

perhaps	even	despises	the	life	of	the	body.	Marriage	and	sexuality,	as	well	as	food	and

drink	and	the	human	passions	can	serve	in	positive	ways.	But	Nyssen	is	keenly	aware	not
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only	that	they	can	trip	us	up	in	our	upward	journey,	but	also	that	they	can	never	be

considered	as	ultimate,	considering	the	virginal,	even	non-gendered,	life	that	awaits	us.

Tunics	of	Christ	in	In	Canticum	canticorum
One	of	the	most	striking	elements	of	Gregory’s	views	on	gender	and	virginity	is	their

Christological	grounding,	something	that	comes	to	the	fore	particularly	(p.88)	 in

Nyssen’s	understanding	of	the	“tunics	of	hide.”	The	broad	contours	of	Gregory’s	take	on

the	“tunics	of	hide”	are	well	known.7	In	many	of	his	writings,	Gregory	maintains	that	the

“tunics	of	hide”	(χιτῶνες	δερμάτινοι)	that	God	provided	for	Adam	and	Eve	after	the	Fall

(Gen	3:21)	are	not	to	be	taken	literally	but	refer	to	the	human	body	in	its	fleshly	and

irrational	condition	(subject	to	the	passions)	and	thus	in	its	mortal	character.	This	means

that	the	tunics	of	hide	refer	to	the	fallen	and	mortal	condition	of	human	embodiment

(rather	than	to	the	body	as	such),	which	in	the	resurrection	will	give	way	to	a	form	of

embodied	existence	that	will	be	much	more	glorious	precisely	in	that	these	very	same

bodies	will	be	transformed	so	as	to	escape	both	the	passions	and	the	mortality	of	the

body’s	current	constitution.	The	resurrection	life,	for	Gregory,	will	involve	a	shedding	of

the	“tunics	of	hide”	so	that	human	beings	will	participate	in	a	radically	new	way	in	the

dispassionate	and	immortal	life	of	God.	This	overall	picture,	which	emerges	from	a

number	Gregory’s	writings,	is	consistent	and	uncontroversial.8

It	is	also	commonly	recognized	that	Nyssen	employs	the	“tunics	of	hide”	theme	in	his

own	distinct	manner.	Following	St.	Paul’s	mixed	metaphor	wherein	he	encourages

believers	to	“take	off”	the	“old	man”	so	that	they	can	“put	on”	the	“new	man”	(Eph	4:22;

Col	3:9),	the	Alexandrian	tradition,	following	Philo	and	Origen,	interpreted	the	“tunics	of

hide”	as	bodily	existence	per	se,	the	result	of	the	pre-temporal	Fall	of	human	souls	into

sin.	In	line	with	this,	the	“putting	on”	of	the	“new	man”	became	the	reversal	of	the	effects

of	the	Fall,	an	identification	with	Jesus	Christ	and	a	renewal	of	the	image	of	God	(cf.	Eph

4:24;	Col	3:10).	The	tradition	on	which	Gregory	draws	thus	tended	to	link	the	“tunics	of

hide”	more	closely	with	the	human	body	as	such.9	Gregory	himself,	however,	never

identifies	the	two,	and	in	charting	his	own	path	in	interpreting	Genesis	3:21,	he

deliberately	distances	himself	from	the	Origenist	tradition,	to	which	he	is	in	many	ways

deeply	indebted.	Gregory	never	considers	the	human	body,	in	itself,	problematic.	His

high	regard	both	for	the	created	order	in	general	and	for	the	human	body	in	particular	is

well	(p.89)	 known.	One	of	the	main	points	that	Nyssen	makes	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione	is	that	the	resurrection	body	will	be	the	same	as	that	which	has	dissolved

in	the	grave.	When,	therefore,	contemporary	readings	of	Gregory	highlight	Gregory’s

esteem	for	the	human	body,	they	rightly	draw	on	a	significant	element	of	Gregory’s

thought.

Gregory’s	high	regard	for	the	body	does	not,	however,	leave	it	unaffected.	This	becomes

clear	when	we	analyze	In	Canticum	canticorum,	a	work	not	often	looked	at	in	connection

with	the	“tunics	of	hide.”	These	homilies	are	important	not	only	because	of	the	rather

prominent	presence	of	the	“tunics	of	hide”	but	also	because	here	Nyssen	deals	with	this

theme	in	a	distinctly	Christological	fashion.	And	it	is	the	Christology	that	makes	clear	that

the	human	body	itself	undergoes	ontological	change	as	part	of	the	journey	to	the



Gendered Body

Page 5 of 34

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

heavenly	realm.	In	the	sermons	on	the	Song	of	Songs,	we	repeatedly	encounter	the

imagery	of	a	change	in	clothing	to	describe	the	anagogical	transposition	to	which	we	are

called.	Indeed,	we	could	say	that	this	transposition	is	predicated	on	a	contrast	between

“tunics	of	hide”	and	the	“holy	garb”	of	the	Lord	Jesus	Christ.	The	very	opening	words	of

the	first	homily	illustrate	the	contrast:

You	who	in	accordance	with	the	counsel	of	Paul	have	“taken	off”	the	old	humanity

with	its	deeds	and	lusts	like	a	filthy	garment	(περιβόλαιον)	(Col	3:9)	and	have

clothed	yourselves	by	purity	of	life	in	the	lightsome	raiment	(ἱμάτια)	of	the	Lord,

raiment	such	as	he	revealed	in	his	transfiguration	on	the	mountain	(cf.	Mark	9:2–3

and	par.),	or,	rather,	you	who	have	“put	on”	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ	himself	(Gal

3:27)	together	with	his	holy	garb	(στολῆς)	and	with	him	have	been	transfigured	for

impassibility	and	the	life	divine:	hear	the	mysteries	of	the	Song	of	Songs.10

The	believer’s	identification	with	Christ	in	the	“putting	on”	of	the	“new	man”	is	evident

not	only	in	the	passage	already	quoted,	but	also	in	Gregory’s	reflections	in	Homily	11	on

the	bride’s	words,	“I	have	removed	my	tunic	(χιτῶνά).	How	shall	I	put	it	on?”	(Song	5:3).

Not	surprisingly,	Gregory	immediately	spots	here	a	reference	to	Paradise	and	sees	here

a	reversal	of	the	effects	of	the	Fall:	the	bride	“put	off	that	‘tunic	of	hide’	(τὸν	δερμάτινον

ἐκεῖνον	χιτῶνα)	that	she	had	put	on	after	the	sin	(cf.	Gen	3:21).”11	This	“negative”

stripping	off	of	the	tunic	of	hide	has	for	its	“positive”	counterpart	one’s	identification	with

Christ.	Says	Gregory:

So	whoever	has	taken	off	the	old	humanity	and	rent	the	veil	of	the	heart	has

opened	an	entrance	for	the	Word.	And	when	the	Word	has	entered	her,	the	soul

(p.90)	 makes	him	her	garment	(ἔνδυμα)	in	accordance	with	the	instruction	of	the

apostle;	for	he	commands	the	person	who	has	taken	off	the	rags	(ῥακώδη)	of	the

old	humanity	“to	put	on	the	new”	tunic	(χιτῶνα)	that	“has	been	created	after	the

likeness	of	God	in	holiness	and	righteousness”	(Eph	4:24);	and	he	says	that	this

garment	(ἔνδυμα)	is	Jesus	(cf.	Rom	13:14).12

For	Gregory,	Jesus	is	the	new	tunic	that	the	believer	puts	on	when	removing	the	old

tunic	of	hide.	Put	differently,	Gregory	describes	the	anagogical	transposition	in	such	a

way	that	our	very	bodily	existence	changes	when	in	and	through	Christ	we	regain	the

immortality	lost	through	the	Fall.13

Human	beings	can	share	in	Christ	as	the	new	garment	because,	according	to	Gregory,

his	human	nature	is	ours.	Thus,	while	Gregory	at	times	refers	to	Christ	as	the	“new

tunic,”	he	specifically	has	in	mind	Christ’s	human	nature.	This	human	nature	functions	as	a

garment	that	mediates	his	divinity	to	us.	When	the	bride	says	to	the	Bridegroom,

“Behold,	you	are	fair,	my	beloved	and	beautiful,	overshadowing	(σύσκιος)	our	bed”

(Song	1:16),	the	mentioning	of	the	“bed”	is,	according	to	Gregory,	a	reference	to	the

“blending”	(ἀνάκρασις)	or	the	“union”	(ἕνωσις)	of	the	divine	and	human	natures.14

Gregory’s	exposition	is	worth	quoting	at	length:

Then	she	adds:	thickly	shaded	(σύσκιος)	at	our	bed.	That	is,	“Human	nature	(ἡ
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ἀνθρωπίνη	φύσις)	knows	you,	or	will	know	you,	as	the	One	who	became	shaded

(σύσκιος)	by	the	divine	Economy.	For	you	came,”	she	says,	“as	the	beautiful

kinsman,	the	glorious	one,	who	became	present	at	our	couch	thickly	shaded

(σύσκιος).	For	if	you	yourself	had	not	shaded	yourself	(συνεσκίασας),	concealing

the	pure	ray	of	your	Deity	by	the	‘form	of	a	slave’	(Phil	2:7),	who	could	have	borne

your	appearing?	For	no	one	shall	see	‘the	face’	of	the	Lord	‘and	live’	(Exod	33:20).

Therefore	you,	the	glorious	one,	came,	but	you	came	in	such	wise	as	we	are	able

to	receive	you.	You	came	with	the	radiance	of	Divinity	shaded	(συσκιάσας)	by	the

garment	(τῇ	περιβολῇ)	of	a	body.”	For	how	could	a	mortal	and	perishable	nature

be	adapted	to	live	together	with	the	imperishable	and	inaccessible,	unless	the

shadow	(σκιὰ)	of	the	body	had	mediated	between	the	Light	and	us	who	live	in

darkness	(cf.	Isa	9:1)?

In	a	figurative	turn	of	speech	the	Bride	uses	the	word	bed	to	mean	the	mingling

(ἀνάκρασιν)	of	the	human	race	with	the	Divine….15

(p.91)	 Gregory	here	describes	the	human	nature	of	Christ	as	a	bodily	garment

(περιβολή)	that	overshadows	his	divinity,	so	that	the	Incarnation	not	only	permits	the

divine	nature	to	be	present	in	and	with	the	human	nature	but	also	allows	us	to	see	the

very	Son	of	God.	The	removal	of	the	tunic	of	hide	(and	the	putting	on	of	a	new	tunic)	is

thus	for	Gregory	an	ontological	transposition	that	enables	us	to	identify	with	Christ.

While	this	transposition	is	obviously	a	Christological	matter,	human	virtue	is	also

intimately	connected	with	it.	In	fact,	growth	in	virtue	is	what	constitutes	our	anagogical

transposition	into	Christ.	Thus,	Gregory	reminds	us	in	his	first	homily	of	Moses’	decree

that	“no	one	should	dare	the	ascent	of	the	spiritual	mountain	until	the	garments	(ἱμάτια)

of	our	hearts	are	washed	clean	and	our	souls	are	purified	by	the	appropriate	sprinklings

of	reasoned	thoughts	(cf.	Exod	19:10,	14).”16	Nyssen	makes	the	identification	between	a

“new	tunic”	and	new	virtues	even	more	explicit	when	in	Homily	9	he	reflects	on	Chapter

4:11	(“the	fragrance	of	your	garments	(ἱματίων)	is	as	the	fragrance	of	frankincense”).

The	combined	mentioning	of	garments	and	of	frankincense	proves	irresistible	to	Gregory.

“This	statement,”	he	maintains,	“indicates	what	the	goal	of	the	life	of	virtue	is	for	human

beings.	For	the	limit	that	the	virtuous	life	approaches	is	likeness	to	the	Divine….”17

Gregory	then	goes	on	to	speak	about	the	weaving	of	a	garment	of	virtues:

Now	the	virtuous	manner	of	life	is	not	uniform	or	marked	by	a	single	style,	but	just

as	in	the	making	of	a	fabric	(ὑφασμάτων)	the	weaver’s	art	creates	the	garment	by

using	many	threads,	some	of	which	are	stretched	vertically	and	others	are	carried

horizontally,	so	too,	in	the	case	of	the	virtuous	life,	many	things	must	twine

together	if	a	noble	life	is	to	be	woven.	Just	so	the	divine	apostle	enumerates

threads	of	this	sort,	threads	by	means	of	which	pure	works	are	woven	together;

he	mentions	love	and	joy	and	peace,	patience	and	kindness	(cf.	Gal	5:22)	and	all	the

sorts	of	thing	that	adorn	the	person	who	is	putting	on	the	garment	of	heavenly

incorruptibility	in	place	of	(μετενδυόμενος)	a	corruptible	and	earthly	life	(1	Cor

15:53).	This	is	why	the	Bridegroom	acknowledges	that	the	adornment	of	the	Bride’s

garment	(ἐσθῆτι)	is,	as	far	as	its	fragrance	goes,	like	frankincense.18
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For	Gregory,	there	is	no	difference	whatsoever	between	putting	on	Christ	as	a	garment,

on	the	one	hand,	and	weaving	for	oneself	a	garment	of	virtue,	on	the	other	hand.

The	result	is	that	Gregory	can	apply	also	his	doctrine	of	continuous	ascent	(ἐπέκτασις)	to

clarify	what	takes	place	in	this	dress	reversal	(the	removal	of	the	tunics	of	hide	and	one’s

putting	on	the	garment	of	Christ).	We	already	saw	that	in	Homily	11	Nyssen	reflects	on

the	bride’s	comment,	“I	have	removed	my	tunic	(χιτῶνά).	How	shall	I	put	it	on?”	(Song

5:3).	He	refers	back	to	this	statement	when,	in	the	next	sermon,	he	notes	the	bride’s

comment	that	“the	(p.92)	 watchmen	of	the	walls	took	my	veil	(θέριστρον)	away	from

me”	(Song	5:7).	Gregory	begins	by	noting	an	apparent	incongruity:	“How,	then,	does	one

who	has	been	stripped	of	all	covering	(περιβλήματος)	still	wear	the	veil	(θέριστρον)	that

the	guards	now	remove	from	her?”19	Gregory	explains	this	by	referring	to	the	soul’s

continuous	(epektatic)	ascent	in	virtue:

But	is	it	not	the	case	that	these	words	show	how	much	progress	upward	she	has

made	from	that	previous	state?	She	who	had	removed	that	old	tunic	(χιτῶνα)	and

been	freed	of	all	covering	(περιβολῆς)	becomes	so	much	purer	than	herself	that	by

comparison	with	the	purity	that	now	becomes	hers	she	does	not	seem	to	have

taken	off	that	clothing	(περιβόλαιον)	but	again,	even	after	that	former	stripping,

finds	something	on	her	to	be	taken	off.20

The	stripping	of	the	garment	and	the	removal	of	the	veil	become,	in	Gregory’s	reading,

simply	subsequent	stages	of	the	continuous	growth	in	virtue,	a	growth	that	he	regards

identical	to	the	continuous	putting	on	of	Christ.	For	Gregory,	it	appears,	it	is	impossible	to

separate	the	saving	exchange	between	Christ	and	the	soul,	on	the	one	hand,	and	the

continuous	growth	in	virtue,	on	the	other	hand.21

There	is	little	doubt	that	St.	Gregory	questions	the	stability	of	the	body’s	identity.	When

he	does	so,	however,	he	does	not	refer	to	the	kind	of	gender	fluidity	commonly

advocated	in	contemporary	philosophical	and	theological	discourse.	Instead,	he	has	in

mind	the	increasing	participation	in	Christ	by	means	of	virtue.	Nyssen,	therefore,	insists

on	the	penultimacy	of	gender	because	he	is	so	deeply	impressed	with	the	fact	that

anagogical	transposition	implies	ontological	change,	as	our	“tunics	of	hide”	are

increasingly	being	removed	in	order	to	make	way	for	the	“garment	of	Christ.”	In	other

words,	Gregory’s	bodily	“instability”	is	the	result	of	a	growth	in	virtue	that	recognizes

that	our	ultimate	goal	is	a	spiritual	or	heavenly	body.

(p.93)	 Bodily	and	Spiritual	Senses	in	In	Canticum	canticorum
The	recent	focus	on	the	body	would	have	struck	Gregory	as	odd.	After	all,	the	dress

reversal	of	which	Gregory	speaks	is	not	one	that	either	puts	into	question	or	attempts	to

delineate	gender	or	sexual	identity	but	one	that	transcends	these	realities.	This	is	clear

particularly	from	his	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs.	Not	once	does	he	use	the	biblical	text

to	comment	positively	on	sexuality	or	on	the	bodily	passions.	Instead,	he	uses	the

descriptions	of	physical	beauty	and	desire	to	draw	the	soul	to	the	contemplation	of	the

eternal	beauty	of	God.	At	the	very	least,	then,	Gregory	subordinates	marriage	and

sexuality	to	the	pursuit	of	something	greater—which	in	our	next	section	we	will	see	he
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identifies	as	virginity.	The	transposition	involved	in	this	subordination	of	marriage	and

sexuality	to	virginity	lies	at	the	heart	of	Nyssen’s	anagogical	approach,	and	it	implies	a

fairly	drastic	subordination	also	of	the	physical	to	the	spiritual	senses.22	By	analyzing

Gregory’s	understanding	of	the	bodily	and	spiritual	senses,	therefore,	we	can	gain

significant	insight	also	into	the	relative	importance	that	he	attaches	to	gender	and

sexuality.

The	idea	that	the	bodily	senses	corresponded	to	(and	were	supposed	to	give	way	to)

spiritual	senses	originated	with	Origen	and	the	Alexandrian	tradition.23	The	doctrine	of

the	spiritual	senses	subsequently	made	its	way	into	St.	Augustine’s	theology	and	thus

became	a	mainstay	in	Western	spirituality.24	Origen’s	commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs

clearly	impacted	Gregory’s	homilies;	in	fact,	the	influence	is	such	that	Gregory	mentions

his	commentary	in	his	preface.25	The	doctrine	of	the	spiritual	senses	is	something	that

Gregory	inherited	from	Origen’s	work	and	puts	to	pervasive	use	in	his	own	(p.94)

commentary	on	the	Song	of	Songs.26	The	numerous	descriptions	of	sense	perception

throughout	the	Song	of	Songs	provide	Gregory	with	a	good	deal	of	opportunity	to

describe	salvation	as	a	process	of	anagogy	or	ascent.	As	we	will	see,	Gregory	regards	the

various	bodily	sensations	that	he	finds	described	in	the	Song	not	as	literal	descriptions	of

physical	pleasure	but	instead	as	references	to	spiritual	perception.	A	spiritual

transposition	is	required	to	interpret	properly	the	biblical	allusions	to	physical	perception

and	to	the	pleasure	that	it	yields.

Gregory	first	comments	on	the	spiritual	senses	when	he	discusses	Chapter	1:2,	“Let	him

kiss	me	with	the	kisses	of	his	mouth,	for	your	breasts	are	better	than	wine,	and	the	smell

of	your	perfumed	ointments	is	better	than	all	spices.”	Gregory	interprets	the

Bridegroom’s	kisses	as	identical	to	the	milk	that	flows	from	his	breasts:	by	kissing	the

bride,	the	Lord	touches	the	soul,	while	from	his	breasts—that	is	to	say,	from	his	heart—

he	nourishes	the	soul	with	divine	teaching.	The	bride’s	desire	for	the	Groom’s	mouth

stands	for	the	virginal	soul’s	thirsting	for	the	fountain	of	truth,	in	accordance	with	John

7:37—“If	any	one	thirst,	let	him	come	to	me	and	drink.”	The	result	of	this	teaching	of	the

truth	of	Christ	is	that	the	soul	comes	to	share	in	the	virtues	of	God—the	odors	of	the

divine	perfumes	mentioned	in	the	text.27

Since	the	Song	itself	thus	mentions	the	senses	of	touch,	of	taste,	and	of	smell,	Gregory

uses	the	opportunity	to	discuss	the	doctrine	of	the	spiritual	senses:

We	also	learn,	in	an	incidental	way,	another	truth	through	the	philosophical	wisdom

of	this	book,	that	there	is	in	us	a	dual	activity	of	perception,	the	one	bodily,	the

other	more	divine—just	as	Proverbs	somewhere	says,	“You	will	find	a	divine	mode

of	perception.”	For	there	is	a	certain	analogy	between	the	sense	organs	of	the

body	and	the	operations	of	the	soul.	And	it	is	this	that	we	learn	from	the	words

before	us.	For	both	wine	and	milk	are	discerned	by	the	sense	of	taste,	but	when

they	are	intelligible	things,	the	power	of	the	soul	that	grasps	them	is	an	intellectual

power.	And	a	kiss	comes	about	through	the	sense	of	touch,	for	in	a	kiss	lips	touch

each	other.	There	is	also,	though,	a	“touch”	that	belongs	to	the	soul,	one	that

makes	contact	with	the	Word	and	is	actuated	by	an	incorporeal	and	intelligible
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touching,	just	as	someone	said,	“Our	hands	have	touched	concerning	the	Word	of

life”	(1	John	1:1).	In	the	same	way,	too,	the	scent	of	the	divine	(p.95)	 perfumes	is

not	a	scent	in	the	nostrils	but	pertains	to	a	certain	intelligible	and	immaterial	faculty

that	inhales	the	sweet	smell	of	Christ	by	sucking	in	the	Spirit.

Thus	the	sequel	of	the	virgin’s	request	in	the	prologue	says:	Your	breasts	are

better	than	wine,	and	the	fragrance	of	your	perfumed	ointments	is	better	than	all

spices.28

Gregory	speaks	in	this	passage	of	an	analogy	(ἀναλογία)	between	sense	organs	of	the

body	and	operations	of	the	soul.29	The	latter	enable	us	to	take	in	the	divine	teaching

(through	taste	and	touch)	and	to	participate	in	the	virtues	of	God	(through	smell).

In	Homily	6,	St.	Gregory	again	finds	occasion	to	elaborate	on	his	understanding	of	the	five

spiritual	senses,	since	Chapter	3:7	mentions	“sixty	mighty	men”	standing	around

Solomon’s	bed:	“Behold	Solomon’s	bed:	sixty	mighty	men	surround	it	out	of	the	mighty

men	of	Israel.”	Convinced	that	the	number	of	soldiers	mentioned	here	must	have	a

spiritual	meaning,	Gregory	notes	that	five	multiplied	by	twelve	gives	the	number	sixty,

and	he	concludes	from	this	that	each	of	the	twelve	tribes	must	have	five	armed	warriors

guarding	the	royal	bed.30	While	this	interpretation	suggests	the	guarding	presence	of

five	warriors	from	each	tribe,	Gregory	explains	that,	really,	there	is	only	one	man	from

each	tribe,	yet	armed	with	five	spiritual	senses:

Now	is	it	not	plain	that	these	five	warriors	are	the	one	human	being,	with	each	of	its

senses	deploying	the	weapon	proper	to	it	for	the	consternation	of	its	enemies?	The

eye’s	sword	is	to	look	across	and	through	everything	toward	the	Lord,	and	to

contemplate	what	is	right,	and	not	to	be	defiled	by	any	unseemly	sight.	Hearing’s

weapon,	similarly,	is	hearkening	to	the	divine	teachings	and	refusal	to	take	in	vain

talk.	In	this	way	it	is	also	possible	to	arm	taste	and	touch	and	smell	with	the	word	of

self-control,	protecting	each	of	the	senses	in	the	appropriate	manner.	So	come

terror	and	amazement	upon	the	dark	enemies,	whose	plot	against	souls	finds	its

opportunity	in	darkness	and	at	night.31

Gregory’s	rendering	of	the	spiritual	senses	is	clearly	moral	in	character:	spiritual	sight

looks	to	the	Lord	instead	of	anything	unclean;	spiritual	hearing	listens	to	divine	precepts

rather	than	to	vain	words;	and	spiritual	taste,	touch,	and	smell	protect	our	temperance.

Furthermore,	since	the	text	seems	to	have	the	twelve	tribes	in	its	purview,	Gregory

explains	that	this	bespeaks	the	entire	church.	The	one	bed	refers	to	the	unity	of	all	who

find	rest	and	so	are	saved.	After	all,	the	Lord	comments	in	his	parable	that	“the	door	is

now	shut,	and	my	children	are	with	me	in	bed”	(Luke	11:7).	The	Lord’s	mentioning	of

children	must,	according	to	Gregory,	refer	to	those	who	have	reached	the	state	of

(p.96)	 dispassion	(τὸ	ἀπαθὲς).	Whether	one	has	never	experienced	passion	(children)

or	has	driven	away	passion	(warriors),	either	way,	one	has	found	true	happiness.	Thus,

Gregory	concludes	his	homily	by	commenting	that	in	such	persons	“there	is	found	the

child,	or	warrior,	or	true	Israelite	who	has	come	to	blessedness:	the	Israelite	who	with	a

pure	heart	sees	God;	the	warrior	who	stands	guard	in	invulnerability	and	purity	over	the



Gendered Body

Page 10 of 34

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

royal	bed—that	is,	his	own	heart;	the	child	taking	rest	upon	the	blessed	bed,	in	Christ

Jesus	our	Lord,	To	whom	be	glory	to	the	ages	of	ages.	Amen.”32

We	should	not	miss	the	strong	sense	of	duality	on	which	Gregory’s	understanding	of	the

senses	is	based.	His	theology	of	the	spiritual	senses	displays	the	paradoxical	character

that	he	believes	lies	at	the	heart	of	the	Song	of	Songs:	God	uses	the	material	senses	of	the

body	to	fortify	the	life	of	virtue	and	so	to	give	us	a	share	in	his	impassibility	(ἀπάθεια).

This	means,	that,	in	an	important	sense	at	least,	Gregory	contrasts	the	material	and	the

spiritual	and	that	he	regards	salvation	as	the	perfection	of	the	latter.	In	his	sixth	homily,

Gregory	divides	all	of	reality	into	two	categories:	on	the	one	hand,	the	intelligible	and	non-

material	has	neither	limit	nor	bound;	on	the	other	hand,	the	perceptible	and	material	is

limited	and	determined	by	quantity	and	quality.	Gregory	then	subdivides	the	spiritual

between	the	uncreated	or	First	Cause,	which	is	immutable,	and	the	created,	which

changes	for	the	better	by	being	enhanced	in	perfection	through	participation	in	that	which

transcends	it.33	Likewise,	in	Homily	11,	when	commenting	on	the	beloved	putting	his

hand	through	the	opening	and	the	bride’s	belly	crying	out	for	him	(Song	5:4),	Gregory

explains	that	the	human	soul	has	two	natures:	“One	of	them	is	incorporeal	and	intelligent

and	pure,	while	the	other	is	corporeal	and	material	and	nonrational.”34	The	bishop	of

Nyssa	immediately	follows	up	on	this	by	mentioning	the	need	for	anagogical	transposition:

“When,	therefore,	cleansed	as	soon	as	possible	of	her	inclination	toward	a	gross	and

earthly	life,	the	soul	looks	up	with	the	help	of	virtue	toward	what	is	akin	to	her	and	closer

to	the	divine….”35	Thus,	through	the	interpretation	of	Scripture	and	through	participation

in	divine	virtues,	the	soul	experiences	a	transposition	away	from	the	sensible	or	material

and	toward	the	intelligible	and	spiritual.36	Salvation,	for	Gregory,	implies	ascent	from	the

sensible	to	the	intelligible,	(p.97)	 from	the	material	to	the	spiritual.	We	can	only	properly

understand	Gregory’s	theology	of	salvation	if	we	do	justice	to	this	twofold	character	of

human	nature.	For	Gregory,	salvation	itself	is	the	anagogical	transposition	from	the	one	to

the	other.37

It	should	not	surprise	us	at	this	point	that	when	St.	Gregory	looks	for	a	place	in	the	text

that	might	legitimately	illuminate	this	salvific	transposition,	he	lingers	on	images	of	sleep

and	death.	Since	both	these	states	imply	inactivity	of	the	bodily	senses,	Gregory

interprets	descriptions	of	sleep	and	death	in	the	Song	as	indicative	of	the	transposition

from	bodily	to	spiritual	perception.	For	instance,	when	Gregory	reads	in	the	Song,	“I

sleep,	but	my	heart	is	awake”	(Song	5:2),	he	explains,	“This	sleep,	though,	is	a	stranger

and	alien	to	the	ordinary	course	of	nature.	For	in	the	usual	sort	of	sleep,	the	sleeper	is

not	awake,	nor	does	one	who	is	waking	sleep;	rather,	sleep	and	wakefulness	both	come	to

an	end	in	each	other—they	alternate	in	withdrawal	from	each	other	and	come	to	each

person	by	turns.”38	Mentioning	each	of	the	five	senses,	Gregory	insists	that	sleep	is	an

image	of	death,	since	there	“is	no	activity	of	seeing,	or	of	hearing,	or	of	smelling	or

tasting,	or	of	touching	in	the	season	of	sleep.”39	Gregory	then	explains	how	it	is	that	one

can	be	asleep	and	awake	at	the	same	time.	He	mentions	the	beautiful	objects	that	we	see

in	the	created	world	and	comments:

When	vision	of	the	truly	good	leads	us	to	look	beyond	all	such	things,	the	bodily
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eye	is	inactive,	for	then	the	more	perfect	soul,	which	uses	its	understanding	to	look

only	on	matters	that	are	beyond	seeing,	is	not	drawn	to	any	of	the	things	to	which

that	eye	directs	its	attention.	In	the	same	way	too	the	faculty	of	hearing	becomes	a

dead	thing	and	goes	out	of	operation	when	the	soul	occupies	itself	with	things

beyond	speech.

As	to	the	more	bestial	of	the	senses,	they	are	hardly	worth	mentioning.	Long	since,

like	some	graveyard	stench	attached	to	the	soul,	they	have	been	put	away:	the

sense	of	smell,	scenting	out	odors;	and	the	sense	of	taste,	bound	to	the	belly’s

service;	and	the	sense	of	touch	as	well,	the	blind	and	servile	organ	that	nature,	we

may	think,	created	only	for	the	sake	of	the	blind.	When	all	these	are	as	it	were

bound	in	sleep	by	disuse,	then	the	working	of	the	heart	is	pure,	and	its	discourse

is	focused	on	what	is	above	it,	untroubled	and	unaccompanied	by	the	noise	that

stems	from	the	stirrings	of	sense	perception.40

Anagogical	transposition	implies	a	sharp	disjunction.	We	now	look	beyond	all	perceptible

things;	the	more	perfect	soul	now	looks	only	on	matters	that	are	(p.98)	 beyond	seeing;

and	the	more	bestial	of	the	senses	have	“long	since”	(πόρρωθεν)	been	put	away.

In	like	manner,	since	hair	lacks	sensation,	Gregory	links	the	Bridegroom’s	comment,

“Your	hair	is	like	flocks	of	goats”	(Song	6:5),	with	St.	Paul’s	comment	that	a	woman’s	glory

is	her	hair	(1	Cor	11:15).	The	woman’s	hair,	in	both	texts,	refers	to	the	believers’	pursuit

of	the	beautiful	and	the	good:	for	the	wise,

[s]ight	does	not	serve	as	their	criterion	of	beauty,	taste	does	not	provide	their

assessment	of	goodness,	their	judgment	of	virtue	does	not	depend	on	smell	or

touch	or	any	other	organ	of	perception;	on	the	contrary,	all	sense	perception	is

done	to	death,	and	it	is	through	the	agency	of	the	soul	alone	that	they	touch	the

good	things	and	yearn	for	them	as	they	are	manifested	in	an	intelligible	form.	In	this

manner	they	bring	glory	to	the	woman,	the	church,	being	neither	puffed	up	by	the

honors	accorded	them	nor	shrunken	down	by	pusillanimity	in	the	face	of	pain.41

The	transposition	from	physical	to	spiritual	senses	involves	bodily	renunciation.	The	denial

is	of	such	a	radical	character	that	Gregory	latches	on	to	hair	as	one	of	the	few	bodily

elements	that	are	without	sensation	in	order	to	describe	the	required	attitude	toward

the	bodily	senses.

Furthermore,	since	myrrh	is	a	spice	used	for	burying	the	dead,	Gregory	looks	to	the

Song’s	references	to	myrrh	as	also	indicative	of	the	denial	of	the	passions,	and	he

contrasts	it	with	frankincense,	which	is	used	to	praise	God.	Thus,	myrrh	stands	for

mortification,	while	frankincense	implies	vivification.	Gregory	comments,	for	instance,	that

the	person	who	intends	to	dedicate	himself	to	the	worship	of	God	will	not	be

frankincense	burned	for	God	unless	he	has	first	become	myrrh—that	is,	unless	he

mortifies	his	earthly	members,	having	been	buried	together	with	the	one	who

submitted	to	death	on	our	behalf	and	having	received	in	his	own	flesh,	through
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mortification	of	its	members,	that	myrrh	which	was	used	to	prepare	the	Lord	for

burial.	When	these	things	have	come	to	pass,	every	species	of	the	fragrances	that

belong	to	virtue—once	they	have	been	ground	fine	in	the	bowl	of	life	as	in	some

mortar—produces	that	sweet	cloud	of	dust,	and	he	who	inhales	it	becomes	sweet-

smelling	because	he	has	become	full	of	the	fragrant	Spirit.42

Anagogical	transposition	implies,	for	Gregory,	a	mortification	of	the	bodily	senses,	so	that

one	becomes	dead	to	that	which	one	perceives	by	means	of	these	senses.	Conversely,	as

we	participate	in	the	virtues	of	Christ,	our	lives	begin	to	give	off	the	odor	of	frankincense

and	other	sweet-smelling	perfumes.43

(p.99)	 In	this	discussion,	Gregory	carefully	balances	the	otherness	of	God	with	the	fact

that	we	genuinely	image	him.	Commenting	on	Chapter	1:12	(“My	spikenard	gave	off	his

scent”),	Gregory	distinguishes	between	the	spikenard	itself	and	its	scent:	“[T]he	words	of

the	text	are	teaching	us	this,	namely,	that	that	Reality,	whatever	it	is	in	its	essence,	which

transcends	the	entire	structure	and	order	of	Being,	is	unapproachable,	impalpable,	and

incomprehensible	but	that,	for	us,	the	sweetness	that	is	blended	within	us	by	the	purity

of	the	virtues	takes	its	place	because	by	its	own	purity	it	images	that	which	is	by	nature

the	Undefiled….”44	St.	Gregory	also	uses	the	sense	of	sight	to	describe	this	same

participation	by	way	of	imitation.	The	eye,	he	maintains,	functions	as	a	mirror.	When	the

Bridegroom	says	that	the	bride’s	eyes	are	doves,	he	refers,	according	to	Gregory,	to

the	fact	that	when	a	person	looks	at	an	object,	its	image	is	reflected	in	the	eye.	We	do	not

gaze	upon	the	divine	glory	itself.	Nonetheless,	explains	Gregory,	when	the	soul’s

“purified	eye	has	received	the	imprint	of	the	dove,	she	is	also	capable	of	beholding	the

beauty	of	the	Bridegroom.”45	When	in	Chapter	5:12	the	Bridegroom’s	eyes	are

compared	to	doves—“doves	by	pools	of	waters,	Washed	in	milk,	sitting	by	pools	of

waters”—the	Cappadocian	preacher	comments	on	the	fact	that,	unlike	water,	milk	does

not	reflect	any	image.	This	should	stir	in	us	the	highest	praise	for	the	Bridegroom’s	eyes,

that	is,	for	the	church’s	teachers:	“[T]hey	do	not	mistakenly	image	anything	unreal	and

counterfeit	and	empty	that	is	contrary	to	what	truly	is	but	look	upon	what	is	in	the	full

and	proper	sense	of	that	word.	They	do	not	take	in	the	deceitful	sights	and	fantasies	of

the	present	life.	For	this	reason,	the	perfect	soul	judges	that	it	is	the	bath	in	milk	that

most	surely	purifies	the	eyes.”46	As	a	result,	in	the	clear	mirror	of	the	church	one

indirectly	sees	the	Sun	of	Righteousness	itself	(Mal	3:20	(4:2)).47	While	human	beings’

virtuous	lives	genuinely	mirror	God,	our	spiritual	senses	do	not	grasp	the	essence	of	the

divine	glory	itself.

A	word	of	caution	may	be	in	order	at	this	point:	Gregory’s	focus	on	the	spiritual	senses

does	not	mean	that	he	regards	the	bodily	senses	as	unimportant.	Contemporary	Gregory

of	Nyssa	research	is	right	to	highlight	the	commonality	between	animals	and	human

beings	in	terms	of	embodiment.	Without	the	sensuous	images	of	the	Song	of	Songs,	we

would	have	no	way	to	express	the	transposition	that	characterizes	the	Christian	life.	The

bodily	(p.100)	 senses	are	important	to	Gregory	precisely	because	they	allow	for	a

transposition	to	spiritual	perception,	which	is	to	say,	to	a	life	of	participation	in	divine

virtue.	Nonetheless,	his	theology	of	the	spiritual	senses	makes	clear	that	he	regards
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anagogical	transposition	as	absolutely	essential	to	the	process	of	salvation.	We	do	not	do

justice	to	the	Cappadocian	mystic	by	domesticating	his	theology.	We	must	keep	his	focus

on	bodily	renunciation	as	central.	To	regard	the	bodily	senses	themselves	as	ultimate

would	be,	according	to	St.	Gregory	at	least,	to	misconstrue	the	nature	of	the	good	and

the	beautiful.	Bodily	passions	serve	bodily	pleasure.	For	Gregory,	a	focus	on	bodily

passions	involves	a	radical	misconception	of	the	nature	of	salvation:	salvation	means

transposition	of	our	passions	from	this-worldly	to	otherworldly	realities.	Such	a

transposition	from	bodily	to	spiritual	senses	demands	a	radical	reorientation	of	human

desires	and	passions.

Sex	in	the	Garden?	De	hominis	opificio
Thus	far,	the	argument	would	seem	to	be	fairly	straightforward.	Gregory’s	anagogical

interpretation	of	the	Song	of	Songs	would	appear	to	place	him	squarely	in	the	Alexandrian

tradition	and	might	seem	to	render	this-worldly	concerns	inherently	problematic.	Thus,

the	demands	of	the	body,	including	sexuality,	would	hardly	appear	to	be	of	the	essence

of	what	it	means	to	be	human.	Indeed,	one	might	be	tempted	to	conclude	from	the

discussion	of	this	chapter	so	far	that	Gregory’s	anagogical	transposition	means	that	he	is	a

radical	Platonist,	for	whom	embodiment,	gender,	and	sexuality	can	only	be	regarded	in

negative	terms.	In	what	follows,	it	will	become	clear	that	in	reality	Nyssen’s	anthropology

is	more	nuanced;	Gregory	is	not	a	straightforward	dualist.	But	the	question	is	how	much

nuance,	and	of	what	sort,	we	need	to	get	a	true	picture	of	Gregory’s	thought.	Some	have

argued	that	we	should	not	only	nuance	dualist	interpretations	of	St.	Gregory	but	that	we

ought	to	challenge	them	at	a	rather	fundamental	level.	The	well-known	patristic	scholar

John	Behr	has	presented	a	reading	of	De	hominis	opificio	that	puts	into	serious	question

traditional	interpretations	of	Gregory’s	anthropology.48	According	to	Behr,	Nyssen’s

treatise	on	the	creation	of	the	human	person	traces	gendered	existence	and	bodily

sexual	activity	all	the	way	back	to	the	Garden,	so	that	they	are	fundamental	to	what	it

means	to	be	human.	Behr	maintains	that	this	(p.101)	 positive	appraisal	of	marriage	and

sexuality	is	consistent	with	Nyssen’s	holistic	anthropology,	which	sees	the	rational	soul	as

completing	and	encompassing	the	nutritive	and	sensitive	souls,	and	which	regards	the

human	body	and	the	desiring	faculty	as	belonging	to	the	psychosomatic	unity	of	the

person,	who	as	a	whole	is	created	in	God’s	image.	Thus,	on	Behr’s	reading	of	Gregory,

the	Fall	was	not	the	beginning	of	human	sexuality;	instead	the	Fall	meant	that	the	mind	no

longer	governed	the	irrational	animal	emotions	as	it	should,	so	that	the	latter	now	turned

into	passions	(ἐπιθυμίαι),	now	no	longer	subject	to	human	reason.

The	fact	that	the	“tunics	of	hide”	do	not	show	up	in	De	hominis	opificio	is	important	to

Behr’s	reading.	One	of	the	key	difficulties	that	Behr	sees	in	the	traditional	interpretation	is

that	it	takes	the	notion	of	the	“tunics	of	hide”	from	Gregory’s	other	writings	and	reads	it

into	De	hominis	opificio.49	Behr	believes	that	such	a	“synthetic”	reading	does	not	hold	up

in	the	face	of	a	careful	and	sustained	analysis	of	Gregory’s	treatise	in	its	entirety.	I	am	not

convinced,	however,	that	Behr’s	analysis,	however	meticulous	and	nuanced,	stands	up	to

scrutiny.	In	particular,	it	seems	to	me	that	De	hominis	opificio	should	not	be	read	in

isolation	from	Nyssen’s	other	works.	After	all,	Gregory	wrote	his	treatise	at	most	a	few

years	before	writing	De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	both	of	which	shed
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significant	light	on	Gregory’s	understanding	of	embodiment	and	gender	in	relation	to	the

Fall	and	the	eschaton.	The	obvious	and	numerous	similarities	between	De	hominis

opificio	and	Nyssen’s	anthropology	as	we	know	it	from	his	other	writings	would	seem	to

lend	significant	prima	facie	support	for	a	more	“synthetic”	reading.	Furthermore,	while	it

is	possible	to	detect	some	development	in	Gregory’s	theology,	his	overall	theological

approach	tends	to	be	relatively	homogeneous	throughout	his	writings.50	In	other	words,

even	though	Gregory	fails	to	use	the	term	“tunics	of	hide”	in	De	hominis	opificio,	this	is

hardly	reason	enough	to	exclude	from	consideration	the	theological	package	to	which	this

expression	belongs.

Before	turning	to	the	question	of	gender	and	sexuality	in	De	hominis	opificio,	however,	I

want	to	draw	attention	to	the	fact	that	for	St.	Gregory,	(p.102)	 human	embodiment	is	by

no	means	uniformly	negative.	In	fact,	Nyssen	makes	quite	abundantly	evident	in	this

treatise	the	high	regard	he	has	for	the	human	body	and	indicates	that	even	the	tunics	of

hide,	despite	their	connection	with	the	animal	passions,	serve	an	important	role	in	the

divine	economy.	St.	Gregory’s	positive	attitude	toward	the	human	body	comes	to	the

fore	in	several	ways.	The	beginning	of	the	treatise	indicates	that	God	has	made	the	human

body	in	such	a	way	that	it	enables	the	human	person	to	rule	in	the	paradisal	palace	in

which	he	has	been	placed.	Both	the	“superior	advantages	of	the	soul”	and	the	“very	form

of	the	body”	are	“adapted	for	royalty.”51	This	royalty	is	evident,	for	example,	in	the

upright	form	of	the	human	person,	which	provides	him	with	dignity.52	Hands	not	only

enable	human	beings	to	write,53	but	they	also	assist	in	eating,	so	that	the	human	face	did

not	have	to	be	“arranged	like	those	of	the	quadrupeds,	to	suit	the	purpose	of	his

feeding.”54	The	superiority	of	animals	over	humans	in	a	number	of	areas	serves	the

purpose	that	we	might	use	the	animal	world	in	precisely	those	areas,	in	order	to	assert

our	sovereignty	over	them.	For	example,	horses	help	increase	our	speed,	sheep	wool

gives	us	clothing,	dogs’	teeth	function	as	our	swords,	crocodiles’	hides	become	our

armor,	etc.55

Gregory	also	waxes	eloquent	about	the	body	serving	as	the	mind’s	musical	instrument:

Now	the	music	of	the	human	instrument	is	a	sort	of	compound	of	flute	and	lyre,

sounding	together	in	combination	as	in	a	concerted	piece	of	music.	For	the	breath,

as	it	is	forced	up	from	the	air-receiving	vessels	through	the	windpipe,	when	the

speaker’s	impulse	to	utterance	attunes	the	harmony	to	sound,	and	as	it	strikes

against	the	internal	protuberances	which	divide	this	flute-like	passage	in	a	circular

arrangement,	imitates	in	a	way	the	sound	uttered	through	a	flute,	being	driven

round	and	round	by	the	membranous	projections.	But	the	palate	receives	the

sound	from	below	in	its	own	concavity,	and	dividing	the	sound	by	the	two	passages

that	extend	to	the	nostrils,	and	by	the	cartilages	about	the	perforated	bone,	as	it

were	by	some	scaly	protuberance,	makes	its	resonance	louder;	while	the	cheek,

the	tongue,	the	mechanism	of	the	pharynx,	by	which	the	chin	is	relaxed	when

drawn	in,	and	tightened	when	extended	to	a	point—all	these	in	many	different	ways

answer	to	the	motion	of	the	plectrum	upon	the	strings,	varying	very	quickly,	as

occasion	requires,	the	arrangement	of	the	tones;	and	the	opening	and	closing	of	the
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lips	has	the	same	effect	as	players	produce	when	they	check	the	breath	of	the	flute

with	their	fingers	according	to	the	measure	of	the	tune.56

(p.103)	 This	detailed	physical	description	of	the	human	voice	as	the	mind’s	instrument	is

a	remarkable	illustration	of	Nyssen’s	keen	interest	in	the	functioning	of	the	human

body.57	It	evokes	in	him	obvious	wonder	and	awe.

There	is	a	sense,	moreover,	in	which	Gregory	may	be	said	to	view	the	human	person	as	a

“psychosomatic	whole.”58	The	three	aspects	of	the	soul—nutritive,	sensitive,	and

intellectual—are	not	three	distinct	souls	or	even	separable	aspects	of	the	human

person.59	The	mind	is	in	every	part	of	the	human	person,	so	that	the	“union	of	the	mental

with	the	bodily	presents	a	connection	unspeakable	and	inconceivable.”60	Thus,	the	mind

does	not	control	the	body	from	the	outside,	as	it	were.61	And	Gregory	makes	short	shrift

of	a	Platonic	transmigration	of	the	soul,	explicitly	repudiating	the	Origenist	“absurdity”	of

a	pre-existence	of	souls.62	For	Gregory,	body	and	soul	develop	together.	Most

significantly,	Gregory	is	emphatic	about	his	belief	that	the	resurrection	is	a	bodily

resurrection,	and	he	adduces	several	arguments	that	are	meant	to	make	this	doctrine

intellectually	plausible	despite	the	fact	that	at	the	point	of	death	soul	and	body	are

separated	and	the	bodily	elements	dissolve	into	the	various	elements	of	the	created

order.63	For	Nyssen,	bodily	life	is	integral	to	human	existence.

This	positive	view	of	embodiment	does,	however,	need	significant	qualification.	Mind	and

body	stand	in	an	unambiguously	hierarchical	relationship	for	Nyssen.	Only	the	mind	itself

is	created	in	the	image	of	the	most	beautiful	and	“remains	in	beauty	and	goodness	so

long	as	it	partakes	(μετέχει)	as	far	as	is	possible	in	the	likeness	to	the	archetype.”64	As

such,	the	mind	functions	as	a	mirror	(κάτοπτρον)	that	receives	the	figure	of	beauty	itself.

The	body,	Gregory	explains,	receives	beauty	only	indirectly,	from	the	mind,	so	that

physical	beauty	functions	as	a	“mirror	of	the	mirror.”65	In	line	with	this,	Gregory	is

anxious	to	maintain	that	pain	and	pleasure	not	be	allowed	to	dictate	the	mind,	(p.104)

for	this	would	bring	the	mind	“into	bondage	to	the	impulses	of	their	nature”	and	would

make	it	“pay	servile	homage	to	the	pleasure	of	sense.”66

Thus,	although	the	body	indirectly	displays	divine	beauty,	it	emphatically	is	not	part	of	the

image	of	God.67	This	is	precisely	why	St.	Gregory	rejects	here	the	notion	of	man	as	a

“miniature	cosmos”:	“Those	who	bestow	on	human	nature	such	praise	as	this	by	a	high-

sounding	name,	forget	that	they	are	dignifying	man	with	the	attributes	of	the	gnat	and	the

mouse.”68	For	Gregory,	the	image	of	God	consists	of	participation	in	goodness,69	and

particularly	in	freedom	from	necessity,	though	he	also	connects	it	with	virtue,

immortality,	righteousness,	rationality,	and	love.70	For	Gregory,	all	of	these	have	to	do

with	the	soul.	Gregory	appears	to	leave	no	doubt:	“In	what	then	does	the	greatness	of

man	consist,	according	to	the	doctrine	of	the	Church?	Not	in	his	likeness	to	the	created

world,	but	in	his	being	in	the	image	of	the	nature	of	the	Creator.”71	For	Gregory,	only

the	soul,	the	rational	aspect	of	the	human	person,	is	created	in	God’s	image.

This	distinction	between	body	and	soul,	with	only	the	latter	being	made	in	the	image	or

likeness	of	God,	is	important	to	Gregory,	and	it	is	an	issue	that	he	connects	directly	to	the
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distinction	that	he	makes	between	the	first	and	the	second	creation.	As	is	well	known,

Gregory	argues	for	a	“dual”	creation	on	the	basis	of	Genesis	1:27,	which	mentions	first

that	God	made	“man”	in	his	image	(Gen	1:27a),	while	it	then	continues	by	saying	that	he

created	them	“male	and	female”	(Gen	1:27b).	Gregory	associates	the	first	part	of	the

verse	with	God’s	creation	of	a	universal	humanity	made	in	the	image	of	God,	while	he	links

the	second	part	of	the	verse	with	the	creation	of	male	and	female,	“a	thing	which	is	alien

from	our	conception	of	God.”72	The	universal	“man”	is	something	that	Gregory	links	to

the	image	of	God,	as	well	as	to	the	rational	and	intelligible	soul;	the	distinction	between

“male	and	female,”	however,	he	connects	to	the	“irrational	life	of	brutes”	(τῆς	ἀλόγου	καὶ

κτηνώδους	ζωῆς).73	In	some	way,	Gregory	maintains,	the	former	“precedes”

(προτερεύειν)	the	latter.74	Likely,	(p.105)	 Gregory	means	with	the	first	creation	God’s

foreknowledge	of	the	fullness	(πλήρωμα)	of	all	human	beings	at	the	end	of	time;	this

means	that	he	regards	the	two	“creations”	as	two	different	angles	from	which	to	view	the

creation	(and	completion)	of	humanity.75	Unlike	the	first	creation,	however,	the	second

creation	takes	into	account	the	Fall	that	God	anticipates.	Nyssen	is	quite	clear	that

embodied	and	gendered	existence—two	aspects	inextricably	intertwined	here—have	to

do	with	the	second	creation,	which	is	not	made	in	the	image	of	God	and	which	instead

shows	itself	(at	least	to	us	today)	in	“misery”	(ἐλεεινὸν)	and	in	“wretchedness”

(ταλαιπωρίᾳ).76	Although	Gregory	does	not	speak	here	of	tunics	of	hide	(for	reasons

that	I	will	explore	below),	the	discourse	itself	cannot	but	remind	us	of	them:	Gregory

would	be	quite	ready	to	apply	the	terms	“misery”	and	“wretchedness”	to	the	tunics	of

hide.	At	the	very	least,	the	second	creation	is	less	significant	than	the	first:	gender

differentiation	is	not	part	of	God’s	initial	(nor,	as	we	will	see,	of	his	final)	intent.

An	obvious	question	arises	at	this	point:	why	did	God	bother	with	embodied,	gendered

existence	at	all,	seeing	he	created	only	the	universal,	rational	element	in	his	likeness?	In

order	to	answer	this	question	properly,	Gregory	distinguishes	between	angelic	and

sexual	procreation.	Although	there	is	no	marriage	among	angels,	their	armies	nonetheless

exist	“in	countless	myriads.”77	Apparently,	the	angels	have	multiplied	in	some	ineffable

fashion.	Gregory	is	convinced	that,	if	there	had	been	human	procreation	prior	to	the	Fall,

it	would	have	taken	the	form	of	this	same,	ineffable,	angelic	kind.	Since	the	paradisal	life

was	an	angelic	kind	of	life,	procreation	in	the	Garden	would	have	taken	the	same	form	as

that	of	the	angels:

[I]f	there	had	not	come	upon	us	as	the	result	of	sin	a	change	for	the	worse,	and

removal	from	equality	with	the	angels,	neither	should	we	have	needed	marriage

that	we	might	multiply;	but	whatever	the	mode	of	increase	in	the	angelic	nature	is

(unspeakable	and	inconceivable	by	human	conjectures,	except	that	it	assuredly

exists),	it	would	have	operated	also	in	the	case	of	men,	who	were	“made	a	little

lower	than	the	angels”	[Ps	8:6]	to	increase	mankind	to	the	measure	determined	by

its	Maker.78

(p.106)	 According	to	Gregory,	then,	the	pre-lapsarian	mode	of	procreation	would	have

been	modeled	on	that	of	the	angels.	Since,	however,	God	knew	that	human	beings	would

fall,	he	included	sexual	differentiation	in	paradisal	embodiment,	so	that,	once	exiled	from
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their	angelic	Paradise,	human	beings	would	still	be	able	to	procreate—although	now	in	a

sexual	rather	than	angelic	manner—and	would	thus	be	able	to	complete	the	ordained

number	of	human	beings:

[S]ince	He	saw	beforehand	by	His	all-seeing	power	the	failure	of	their	will	to	keep	a

direct	course	to	what	is	good,	and	its	consequent	declension	from	the	angelic	life,	in

order	that	the	multitude	of	the	human	souls	might	not	be	cut	short	by	its	fall	from

that	mode	by	which	the	angels	were	increased	and	multiplied,—for	this	reason,	I

say,	He	formed	for	our	nature	that	contrivance	for	increase	which	befits	those	who

had	fallen	into	sin,	implanting	in	mankind	instead	of	the	angelic	majesty	of	nature,

that	animal	and	irrational	mode	by	which	they	now	succeed	one	another.79

Gregory	distinguishes	between	pre-lapsarian	angelic-like	multiplication	and	post-

lapsaraian	sexual	procreation,	and	he	believes	that	the	reason	why	God	nonetheless

introduced	gender	differentiation	already	in	Paradise	is	so	that	human	beings	would	be

appropriately	equipped	to	procreate	once	they	would	fall	into	sin.80	All	of	this	is

predicated	on	Gregory’s	assumption	that	Jesus’	words	regarding	the	angelic	absence	of

marriage	in	the	eschaton	(Luke	20:35–6)	apply	to	the	initial	paradisal	state,	as	well—seeing

that	the	resurrection	will	be	a	restoration	(ἀποκατάστασιν)	of	the	paradisal	state.81

It	is	certainly	true	that	Gregory	locates	gendered	existence	in	the	paradisal	state.	But

Behr	goes	wrong,	it	seems	to	me,	in	linking	this	presence	of	gender	in	the	Garden	with

marriage	and	sexual	procreation,	thereby	implying	that	for	Nyssen,	gender	and	sexuality

are	integral	aspects	of	the	human	person.82	It	seems	hard	to	argue	this	on	the	basis	of

Gregory’s	treatise.	The	element	of	foreknowledge—God’s	anticipation	that	Adam	and	Eve

would	sin—is	the	only	reason	Gregory	gives	for	the	presence	of	gender	differentiation	in

Paradise.	Furthermore,	as	Warren	Smith	has	made	clear,	Gregory	argues	that	after	the

Fall,	the	“animal	and	irrational	mode”	of	procreation	came	“instead	of”	(ἀντὶ)	the	earlier

“angelic	majesty	of	nature.”83	If	embodied	animal	procreation	(p.107)	 replaced

multiplication	according	to	the	angelic	mode,	it	is	hard	to	see	how	the	latter	would	have

been	physical	and	sexual.	Gregory	clearly	appears	to	intimate	that	God	never	intended

sexual	activity	to	take	place	in	the	Garden.

This	conclusion	is	all	the	more	likely	because	of	the	fact	that	St.	Gregory	sees	marriage,

along	with	sexual	union,	as	inextricably	bound	up	with	the	passions.	After	discussing

God’s	creation	of	human	beings	as	male	and	female	in	anticipation	of	the	Fall	in	Chapter

17,	Nyssen	immediately	goes	on	to	discuss	the	connection	between	marriage	and	all	the

other	passions:

For	I	think	that	from	this	beginning	all	our	passions	(παθή)	issue	as	from	a	spring,

and	pour	their	flood	over	man’s	life;	and	an	evidence	of	my	words	is	the	kinship	of

passions	(ἡ	τῶν	παθημάτων	συγγένεια)	which	appears	alike	in	ourselves	and	in	the

brutes	(ἀλογοις);	for	it	is	not	allowable	to	ascribe	the	first	beginnings	of	our

constitutional	liability	to	passion	(ἐμπαθοῦς)	to	that	human	nature	which	was

fashioned	in	the	Divine	likeness;	but	as	brute	(ἀλογῶν)	life	first	entered	into	the

world,	and	man,	for	the	reason	already	mentioned,	took	something	of	their	nature
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(I	mean	the	mode	of	generation),	he	accordingly	took	at	the	same	time	a	share	of

the	other	attributes	contemplated	in	that	nature;	for	the	likeness	of	man	to	God	is

not	found	in	anger,	nor	is	pleasure	a	mark	of	the	superior	nature;	cowardice	also,

and	boldness,	and	the	desire	of	gain,	and	the	dislike	of	loss,	and	all	the	like,	are	far

removed	from	that	stamp	which	indicates	Divinity.84

Gregory	insists	that	the	qualities	of	the	irrational	“brutes”	became	“passions”	(πάθη)

when	they	were	transferred	to	human	life.85	And,	in	case	there	was	any	lingering	doubt

about	their	origin,	he	adds	about	these	passions:	“All	these	and	the	like	affections	entered

man’s	composition	by	reason	of	the	animal	mode	of	generation	(κτηνώδους	γενέσεως).”86

It	is,	accordingly,	our	likeness	to	the	animal	world	rather	than	our	likeness	to	God	that

inclines	reason	to	become	the	servant	of	the	passions.87	Nyssen,	therefore,	sees

gendered	embodiment	as	directly	linked	to	love	of	pleasure:	“Thus	our	love	of	pleasure

took	its	beginning	from	our	being	made	like	to	the	irrational	creation	(τὸ	ἄλογον),	and

was	increased	by	the	transgressions	of	men,	becoming	the	parent	of	so	many	varieties	of

sins	arising	from	pleasure	as	we	cannot	find	among	the	irrational	animals	(ἀλόγοις).”88

For	Gregory,	there	is	a	logical	connection	that	moves	from	gendered	existence	(in	the

likeness	of	the	irrational	animals),	via	sexual	union,	to	the	other	passions.	Gregory

nowhere	contemplates	sexual	(p.108)	 activity—in	some	“dispassionate”	manner—as

possible	in	Paradise.	Instead,	he	consistently	links	marriage	and	sexuality	with	the

passions,	which	took	their	starting-point	in	the	paradisal	provision	of	gendered	existence.

This	leaves	us	with	the	question:	why	does	St.	Gregory	not	use	the	term	“tunics	of	hide”

when	he	refers	to	this	initial	human	association	with	the	irrational	animal	body,	through

which	originated	both	sexuality	and	the	passions?	The	reason,	no	doubt,	is	that	in	the

biblical	narrative	God	gives	human	beings	the	tunics	of	hide	after	the	Fall	(Gen	3:21).

Gregory	cannot	possibly	introduce	them	into	Paradise	itself.	Therefore,	although	the

tunics	of	hide	inevitably	come	to	mind	when	Gregory	describes	the	human	animal	life	as

being	in	“misery”	(ἐλεεινὸν)	and	in	“wretchedness”	(ταλαιπωρίᾳ),89	and	although	he

goes	on	immediately	to	describe	the	creation	of	human	beings	as	male	and	female,	he

nonetheless	needs	to	tread	cautiously:	he	does	not	want	to	say	that	sexual	activity,	the

passions,	and	mortality	(which	he	elsewhere	describes	as	constituting	the	tunics	of	hide)

were	already	there	in	Paradise.	The	human	love	of	pleasure	may	have	taken	its	occasion

—its	“beginning”	(ἀρχὴν)—from	being	made	like	the	irrational	brutes,	but	this	does	not

mean	that	this	“brutish”	embodiment	is	necessarily	wrapped	up	with	the	passions.	The

free	choice	of	human	beings	stands	between	their	gendered	existence,	on	the	one	hand,

and	their	use	of	the	passions	and	their	mortality,	on	the	other	hand.

Gregory	wants	to	speak	of	the	transition	of	the	Fall	in	two	distinct	and	complementary

ways.	In	most	of	his	writings	he	emphasizes	the	discontinuity	that	the	Fall	introduced,

since	he	is	interested	in	the	question	how	we	rid	ourselves	of	our	strictly	post-lapsarian

mortal	condition.	The	result	is	that	he	speaks	of	the	tunics	of	hide	given	by	God	after	the

Fall	as	physically	“heavy”	garments	that	are	liable	to	the	passions	and	to	death.	This	is	the

way	we	have	seen	Gregory	speak	of	the	tunics	of	hide	in	his	commentary	on	the	Song	of

Songs.	These	tunics	obviously	had	no	place	in	Paradise:	there	human	bodies	had	been
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“light”	like	the	angels,	while	the	passions	and	death	had	no	control	over	them.	In	De

hominis	opificio,	however,	he	is	engaged	in	a	different	project.	Since	he	is	expounding	the

creation	narrative,	he	is	forced	to	deal	with	questions	about	the	origin	of	the	twofold

human	likeness	(like	God	and	like	brutes),	and	he	recognizes	that	he	needs	to	trace	this

twofold	character	back	all	the	way	to	Paradise	itself.	This	leaves	him	with	an	obvious	point

of	tension:	if	the	paradisal	body	was	“brutish”	and	gendered	in	character,	how	could	it,	at

the	same	time,	be	angelic	in	constitution?	Gregory	partially	solves	this	tension	by

separating	gender	from	sexuality,	passion,	and	death.	While	human	beings	in	Paradise

were	like	the	animals	(as	seen	in	the	presence	of	gender),	they	were	at	the	same	time

angelic	and	without	sin	(considering	the	absence	of	sexuality,	(p.109)	 passion,	and

death).	Of	course,	this	still	leaves	us	with	a	problem,	because	even	the	mere	fact	that

gender	has	a	place	in	Paradise	is	difficult	to	square	with	Gregory’s	overall	theology.

Nyssen	never	quite	explains	how	a	brutish,	gendered	body	was	able	to	reside	in

Paradise,	a	place	that	he	elsewhere	describes	as	heavenly	and	intelligible	in	character.90

Nor	does	he	explain	how	his	gendered	paradisal	life	fits	with	his	insistence	elsewhere	that

the	truly	virtuous	life	is	an	angelic	overcoming	of	gender.

Neither	Male	nor	Female:	Macrina’s	Angelic	Overcoming	of	Gender
If	Gregory	introduces	brutish	gendered	bodies	into	Paradise,	what	does	that	do	for	his

understanding	of	sexuality	and	gender?	This	has	become	a	much	debated	issue	over	the

past	few	decades,	and	Gregory	provides	ample	fuel	for	this	discussion	as	some	of	his

discourse	seems	to	display	remarkable	gender	fluidity.	This	is	the	case	particularly

(though	not	only)	with	regard	to	Macrina.	During	a	stopover	in	Antioch	on	his	way	to

Jerusalem	after	attending	the	Council	of	Constantinople	(381),	Gregory	had	told	the	monk

Olympius	about	his	experiences	at	the	deathbed	of	his	sister	Macrina,	two	years	earlier

(18–19	July	379).91	As	he	recalls	his	conversation	with	Olympius	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae,

Gregory	comments:	“The	subject	of	the	tale	was	a	woman—if	indeed	she	was	a	‘woman’,

for	I	know	not	whether	it	is	fitting	to	designate	her	of	that	nature	who	so	surpassed

nature….”92	At	the	outset	of	his	biographical	account,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	he	hardly

considers	his	sister	a	woman.	Interestingly,	in	his	account	of	her	passing	away,	it	is

Gregory	who	is	constantly	weeping,	while	the	dying	Macrina	is	characterized	by

“manliness”	(ἀνδρεία).93	Furthermore,	both	here	and	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione,

Macrina	takes	on	the	role	of	the	teacher	(ἡ	διδάσκαλος).94	These	initial	indications	are	at

least	reason	for	closer	reflection	on	Gregory’s	understanding	of	gender	and	sexuality,

particularly	with	regard	to	Macrina.

Elizabeth	Clark	has	argued	that	Macrina’s	role	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae	is	problematic.

Although	she	is	presented	as	a	teacher,	Clark	argues	that	we	ought	not	to	take	this

positive	valuation	at	face	value.	She	draws	attention	to	a	(p.110)	 parallel	between

Macrina	and	the	priestess	Diotima,	who	teaches	Socrates	about	Eros	in	Plato’s

Symposium.95	According	to	Clark,	Macrina	merely	serves	as	a	“trope”	for	Gregory

himself,	just	as	Diotima	stands	in	for	Socrates,	so	that	Macrina’s	presence	in	the	dialogue

does	not	mean	that	her	presence	as	a	woman	is	truly	valued.96	Clark	maintains	that

Gregory’s	attempt	at	appropriating	Macrina	for	his	own	purposes	is	not	entirely

successful,	however,	since	Macrina	leaves	“traces”	in	his	work,	through	which	she
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herself	continues	to	linger	on	in	Nyssen’s	dialogue.97	In	similar	fashion,	Virginia	Burrus,

borrowing	from	David	Halperin,98	maintains	that	in	the	Symposium,	Diotima	reflects

Plato’s	masculine	erotics,	which	re-inscribes	classical	pederastic	love	by	appropriating—

and	thereby	erasing—the	“feminine”	figure	of	Diotima.99	Much	the	same,	Burrus	argues,

happens	to	Macrina	at	the	hand	of	Gregory.	Her	dual	depiction	as	virgin	and	mother	in

Vita	s.	Macrinae	serves	to	entrench	the	“universalizing	discourse	in	the	male	culture	of

late	ancient	orthodox	Christianity”	and	as	such	is	a	reflection	of	a	“masculine	erotics.”100

Weeping	virgins	and	a	crying	Gregory	keep	intruding	into	the	text,	however,	rendering

both	Macrina’s	and	Gregory’s	gender	identity	highly	ambivalent:	“If	Macrina	is	Diotima,

then	Gregory	is	Socrates;	if	Gregory	is	the	weeping	virgin,	then	Macrina	must	be

Socrates	after	all.	The	‘woman’	is	everywhere	and	nowhere,	and	the	transgressive

element	of	excess	produced	by	‘her’	exclusion	from	discourse	is	for	Gregory	the

necessary	source	of	his	own	transcendence.”101	While	Burrus	believes	that	Gregory

appropriates	Macrina	as	a	feminized	“object,”	she	concludes	that	by	means	of

“disciplined	projection”	the	historian	can	nonetheless	read	Macrina	as	a	woman,

regardless	of	Gregory’s	own	intentions.102

Gregory’s	account	of	the	dialogue	with	his	dying	sister	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione	is

indeed	highly	stylized	and	deliberately	takes	the	form	(p.111)	 of	a	Platonic	dialogue.103

I	am	also	convinced	that	gender	roles—and	their	relativity—are	important	to	Gregory,

especially	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae.	But	accounts	such	as

those	of	Clark	and	Burrus	are	so	focused	on	contemporary	concerns	about	gender	that

they	end	up	misreading	Nyssen’s	real	concerns.104	His	“destabilizing”	of	gender	is	the

result	not	of	an	attempt	to	appropriate	Macrina	and	thus	to	assert	masculine	control.	The

discourse	that	Clark	and	Burrus	interpret	as	instances	of	gender	reversal	is,	in	fact,	part

of	a	larger	body	of	reflection	on	anagogical	entry	into	an	angelic	(and	thus	genderless)	or

virginal	life.	This	anagogical	discourse	is,	in	turn,	closely	wrapped	up	in	Gregory’s	overall

Trinitarian	and	Christological	thought.	This	means	that	the	misinterpretations	of	Clark	and

Burrus	are	deeply	ironic.	Gregory’s	theology	of	gender	is	focused	not	on	difference

(gender	fluidity,	gender	reversal,	and	the	like)	but	on	unity	(the	confluence	of	male	and

female	in	a	genderless	state).105	Whereas	Gregory	destabilizes	gender	by	means	of

anagogical	transposition	into	a	genderless	angelic	state,	Clark	and	Burrus	remain	focused

on	immanent	questions	of	gender	reversal.	The	concerns	of	Clark	and	Burrus	are

horizontal	and	this-worldly,	whereas	Gregory’s	are	vertical	and	other-worldly.

For	Gregory,	virginal	life	is	angelic	existence.	In	De	virginitate,	his	early	encomium	on

virginity,	Nyssen	insists	that	it	is	possible	to	move	beyond	“sympathy	with	one’s	own

body,”	so	as	not	to	be	subject	to	the	“evils	of	the	flesh.”106	Gregory	describes	this	as	a

transposition	from	a	life	concerned	with	the	body	to	one	that	is	devoted	to	the	soul	and

so	to	an	imitation	of	the	heavenly	angels:	“[T]his	means	living	for	the	soul	alone	and

imitating,	as	far	as	possible,	the	regimen	of	the	incorporeal	powers	(τὴν	τῶν	ἀσωμάτων

δυνάμεων	πολιτείαν),	among	whom	there	is	neither	marriage	nor	giving	in	marriage.

Their	work	and	zeal	and	success	consist	in	the	contemplation	of	the	Father	of

incorruptibility	and	in	beautifying	their	own	form	through	imitation	of	the	(p.112)

archetypal	beauty.”107	Gregory	uses	Jesus’	words	about	the	angelic	life	and	the	absence
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of	marriage	in	the	resurrection	(Luke	20:35–6)—a	passage	we	already	encountered	in	De

hominis	opificio—as	an	encouragement	to	pursue	the	life	of	a	virgin	already	today	and

thus	to	concern	oneself	with	the	life	of	the	soul	rather	than	that	of	the	body.	Sitting	at

Macrina’s	deathbed,	it	seemed	to	Gregory	that	this	virgin	par	excellence	had	already	left

behind	her	a	material	form	of	existence.	He	explains	that	her	unflinching	attitude	toward

death	made	him	think	“she	might	have	escaped	the	common	nature.”108	Her	continued

philosophizing	right	up	to	her	last	breath	filled	Gregory	with	awe	toward	his	sister:	“All

this	seemed	to	me	to	be	no	longer	of	the	human	order.	It	was	as	if	by	some	dispensation

an	angel	had	assumed	a	human	form,	with	whom,	not	having	any	kinship	or	affinity	with

the	life	of	the	flesh,	it	was	not	at	all	unreasonable	that	the	mind	should	remain	in	an

unperturbed	state,	since	the	flesh	did	not	drag	it	down	to	its	own	passions.”109	The	Vita

s.	Macrinae	is	thus	a	mystagogical	biography	that	depicts	for	us	Macrina’s	progress	as	a

virgin	mystic	toward	the	angelic	life.110

We	have	already	seen	that	Gregory	regards	eschatological	life	as	a	restoration	of	the

paradisal	or	heavenly	angelic	life.	It	now	becomes	clear	that	Gregory	identifies	the	ascetic

life	of	a	virgin	as	the	life	that	begins	most	closely	to	resemble	the	life	of	the	angels.	Virginal

life	characterizes	the	paradisal	life	of	the	beginning	as	well	as	the	paradisal	life	of	the

end.111	Huybrechts	captures	Gregory’s	concerns	well	when	he	insists	that	through	the

“life	of	virginity,”	“ascetics	revealed	in	a	prophetic	manner	that	the	true	condition	of	man

is	protological,	in	terms	of	the	image	of	Adam,	and	eschatological,	in	terms	of	the	image	of

the	angels.	The	sign	through	which	ascetics	display	this	twofold	challenge	of	the	human

condition	is	precisely	the	renunciation	of	marriage.”112	The	characterization	of	virginity

as	angelic	in	character	is	tremendously	important	because	it	puts	into	proper	focus

Gregory’s	understanding	of	human	embodiment.

(p.113)	 One	of	the	key	biblical	texts	that	St.	Gregory	quotes	in	De	hominis	opificio	is

Galatians	3:28.	After	mentioning	God’s	creation	of	male	and	female,	Gregory	comments:	“I

presume	that	every	one	knows	that	this	is	a	departure	from	the	Prototype:	for	‘in	Christ

Jesus,’	as	the	apostle	says,	‘there	is	neither	male	nor	female.’”113	Gregory	interprets	this

verse	in	a	quite	literal	fashion:	the	initial	creation	of	the	divine	fullness	(πλήρωμα)	was

genderless.	However,	Gregory’s	interpretation	is	more	than	a	literalist	curiosity.	His

mentioning	of	Galatians	3:28	means	the	insertion	of	a	Christological	element	into	the

creation	narrative.	The	first	(and	foremost!)	creation	of	the	human	person	is	modeled	on

Christ	himself.	Furthermore,	since	this	genderless	existence	also	makes	up	humanity	in

the	eschaton,	Christ	constitutes	not	only	the	protological	but	also	the	eschatological

reality	of	the	human	person.	For	Gregory,	we	come	to	understand	the	human	person

most	fully	in	Christ.

This	Christological	overcoming	of	gender	implies	for	Gregory	that	“spiritual	marriage”

with	Christ	is	for	both	men	and	women.	In	De	virginitate,	Nyssen	refers	to	Proverbs,

where	the	young	man	is	encouraged	to	follow	wisdom:

If	anyone	is	going	to	obey	Solomon	and	take	true	wisdom	as	the	companion	and

sharer	of	his	life,	concerning	which	he	says:	‘Love	her,	and	she	will	safeguard	you’

[Prov	4:6]	and:	‘Honor	her,	in	order	that	she	may	embrace	you’	[Prov	4:8]	he	will
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worthily	prepare	himself	for	this	longing,	keeping	festival	in	a	pure	garment,

rejoicing	with	those	in	this	marriage,	in	order	not	to	be	rejected	because	of	being

clothed	as	a	married	person.114

The	Proverbs	passages	encourage	the	young	male	figure	to	love	and	embrace	wisdom	as

the	female	figure.	Gregory,	however,	does	not	want	us	to	take	the	gender	language

literally.	It	needs	to	be	transposed	Christologically,	and	so	he	immediately	continues	with

a	reference	to	Galatians	3:28:

It	is	clear	that	the	eagerness	for	this	kind	of	marriage	is	common	to	men	and

women	alike,	for	since,	as	the	apostle	says,	‘There	is	neither	male	nor	female,’	and

Christ	is	all	things	for	all	human	beings,	the	true	lover	of	wisdom	has	as	his	goal	the

divine	One	who	is	true	wisdom,	and	the	soul,	clinging	to	its	incorruptible

Bridegroom,	has	a	love	of	true	wisdom	which	is	God.115

Gregory	uses	the	Christological	reference	in	Galatians	3:28	as	a	means	of	avoiding	a

gendered	reading	of	Proverbs.116	What	is	more,	he	then	goes	on	to	(p.114)	 explain

that	the	soul	(as	a	female	figure)	clings	to	the	incorruptible	Bridegroom	(as	a	male	figure).

Although	he	does	not	mention	it	explicitly,	he	probably	has	in	mind	the	Song	of	Songs	at

this	point.117	Gregory	appears	to	play	off	Proverbs	and	the	Song	of	Songs	against	one

another,	in	order	to	underscore	his	point—both	Christological	and	anagogical	at	the	same

time—that	gender	is	irrelevant	in	Christ.118	Fullness	in	Christ—which	is	for	Gregory	the

first	creation—means	that	gender	differentiation	and	gender	roles	are	not	highlighted	but

instead	are	excluded.	The	eschatological	life	in	Christ	is	angelic,	and	therefore	genderless,

in	character.119

The	genderless	character	of	the	true	virgin	is,	furthermore,	a	mirroring	of	the	Trinitarian

life	of	God.	In	a	careful	analysis	of	De	virginitate,	Verna	Harrison	explains	that	for

Gregory	there	are	four	kinds	of	generation:	“the	Father’s	begetting	of	the	Son	in	the

Trinity;	Mary’s	conception	and	bearing	of	Christ	as	human;	ordinary	human	generation;

and	the	spiritual	generation	of	virtues	o[f]	Christ	and	of	oneself.”120	As	she	discusses

each	of	these	modes	of	generation	in	turn,	Harrison	makes	clear	that	although	St.

Gregory	uses	the	same	language	for	each	of	these	modes	of	begetting,	he	has	a	keen	eye

for	the	differences	between	them.	Considering	his	general	insistence	on	the	difference

between	the	adiastemic	life	of	God	and	the	diastemic	character	of	this-worldly	existence,

that	is	exactly	what	we	would	expect.	Human	purity	and	incorruptibility	is	not	identical	to

divine	purity	and	incorruptibility	but	is	merely	a	participation	in	it.	While	Mary’s	virginity

is	closest	to	God’s	own—considering	the	absence	of	passion	in	Christ’s	generation	and

birth—nonetheless,	even	the	virgin	birth	was	subject	to	time	and	space.121	Ordinary

human	generation,	the	result	of	passion,	is	obviously	far	down	the	hierarchical	ladder.

The	purpose	of	De	virginitate,	we	could	say,	is	to	assist	the	reader	in	moving	away	from

the	(p.115)	 passion	involved	in	ordinary	generation	toward	a	participation	in	divine

virtue—which	Gregory	describes	as	spiritual	generation.

This	brief	summary	of	Gregory’s	broader	understanding	of	“generation”	shows	that	he

sees	bodily	virginity	as	a	way	to	overcome	human	passion	and	thus	to	begin	the	practice
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of	virginal	and	genderless	existence.	By	taking	on	the	life	of	bodily	virginity—and	thus

engaging	in	practices	of	spiritual	generation	of	virtues—women	and	men	take	on	the

“feminine”	role	of	spiritual	childbearing,	which	is	our	virtuous	participation	in	divine

virginity.122	To	live	the	life	of	virtue	thus	means	at	one	and	the	same	time	to	enter	upon	a

mode	of	life	beyond	physical	gender	and	to	become	spiritually	fecund.	It	is	also	clear	that

this	spiritual	childbearing—giving	birth	to	virtues—is	patterned	on	the	virgin	birth	and,

ultimately,	reflects	the	begetting	of	the	Son	in	eternity	as	its	great	archetype.123	Gender

itself,	we	could	say,	gets	anagogically	transposed	as	virtuous	persons	leave	behind	their

male	and	female	characteristics	through	practices	of	spiritual	childbearing.	Or,	as

Harrison	puts	it:	“Gregory	says	that	in	the	resurrection,	the	human	generative	faculty,

presently	embodying	the	distinction	between	male	and	female,	will	be	transformed	into	a

capacity	for	spiritual	motherhood.”124	In	the	future	paradisal	life,	the	virtues	of	the	risen

saints	will	transform	their	gendered	bodies	so	as	to	conform	them	to	the	intellectual	life	of

the	angels.

Gregory	must	have	felt	the	tension	that	he	caused	by	introducing	gender	into	the	pre-

lapsarian	angelic	Paradise.	After	all,	while	he	willingly	acknowledges	human	animal-likeness

in	the	Garden,	he	does	not	draw	gender	and	sexuality	into	the	future	eschaton.

Apparently,	the	resurrection	is	not	simply	going	to	be	a	restoration	(ἀποκατάστασις)	of

the	paradisal	state.125	The	“twofold”	human	creation	of	De	hominis	opificio	allows

Gregory	to	insist	that	it	is	the	first	of	these	two—the	rational,	intelligible	element,	made	in

the	image	of	God—that	will	inhabit	the	future	kingdom	of	Heaven:	the	gendered	existence

of	the	second	creation	will	not	make	it	into	the	eschaton.	This	means	that	Gregory

downplays	gender	in	two	ways,	both	by	insisting	that	it	is	not	(p.116)	 part	of	God’s	first

creation	and	by	excluding	it	from	the	eschaton.	For	Nyssen,	gender	is	a	divine

accommodation	to	the	fallen	human	condition,	which	anagogical	transposition	transcends

by	way	of	spiritual	childbearing.	Therefore,	Gregory	is	convinced,	the	eschaton	will

witness	the	overcoming	of	both	gender	and	passions.	The	resulting	genderless	angel-like

existence	will	at	the	same	time	be	the	most	fecund	participation	in	Christ.

Notes:

(1)	For	an	excellent	overview,	see	Ludlow,	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	161–227.

(2)	See,	for	example,	Terry	Eagleton,	After	Theory	(New	York:	Basic—Perseus,	2003);

Dominique	Janicaud,	On	the	Human	Condition,	trans.	Eileen	Brennan	(London:	Routledge,

2005).

(3)	See,	for	instance,	Judith	Butler,	Bodies	that	Matter:	On	the	Discursive	Limits	of	“Sex”

(New	York:	Routledge,	1993).

(4)	Sarah	Coakley,	“The	Eschatological	Body:	Gender,	Transformation,	and	God,”	MTh	16

(2000),	62.

(5)	As	will	become	clear	in	this	chapter,	Gregory	believes	that	while	there	was	gender

differentiation	in	Paradise,	this	was	strictly	in	anticipation	of	the	Fall	and	will	not	continue

in	the	eschaton.
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(6)	Cf.	Gregory’s	listing	in	An	et	res	(PG	46.148C–149A;	Silvas	240).

(7)	See	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	25–31,	55–60;	id.,	“Les	Tuniques	de

peau	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	Gerhard	Müller	and	Winfried	Zeller	(eds.),	Glaube,

Geist,	Geschichte:	Festschrift	für	Ernst	Benz	zum	60.	Geburtstage	am	17.	November

1967	(Leiden:	Brill,	1967),	355–67;	id.,	L’Être	et	le	temps,	154–64;	Lucas	Francisco

Mateo-Seco,	“Tunics	of	Hide,”	in	BDGN.

(8)	Some	of	the	most	well-known	passages	that	are	often	analyzed	and	that	give	us	this

view	are	Virg	12.302.24–13.303.22	(Woods	Callahan	46–7);	Mort	53.9–54.1;	An	et	res	(PG

46.148C–149A;	Silvas	239–40);	Vit	Moys	39.22–40.4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	59–60);

103.7–12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	106–7);	122.10–13	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	120);

Or	cat	29.22–30.20	(Srawley	46).

(9)	Cf.	Peter	W.	Martens,	“Origen’s	Interpretations	of	the	‘Garments	of	Skins’	(Gen

3:21),”	in	Susanna	Scholz	and	Carolina	Vander	Stichele	(eds.),	Esoteric	Readings	of

Genesis	1–3,	SBL—Semeia	Studies	(Leiden:	Brill,	2012),	forthcoming.	In	connection	with

Origen,	too,	we	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	he	repeatedly	fends	off	Valentinian	views	of	the

body	itself	as	problematic	and	that	he	regards	the	body	as	problematic	mainly	in	the

sense	that	it	often	tempts	us	to	sin.	At	the	same	time,	this	means	that	the	body	serves	for

him	as	a	sort	of	training	ground	for	salvation.

(10)	Cant	1.14.13–15.2.

(11)	Cant	11.327.14–15.	Elsewhere,	Gregory	sees	a	reference	to	the	Fall	in	the	parable

of	the	Good	Samaritan	(Luke	10),	in	which	Jesus	“relates	the	downward	journey	of	the

human	being,	the	thieves’	ambush,	the	stripping	off	of	the	incorruptible	garment

(ἀφθάρτου	ἐνδύματος),	the	wounds	of	sin,	death’s	occupation	of	the	half	of	human	nature

(the	soul	remains	immortal)”	(Cant	14.427.13–17).

(12)	Cant	11.328.5–11.

(13)	Cf.	J.	Warren	Smith’s	helpful	comment:	“Nyssen	grounds	his	understanding	of	the

transformation	of	our	earthly	bodies	into	spiritual	or	angelic	bodies	upon	his	ontology	of

quality.	Rather	than	basing	his	anthropology	on	a	hylemorphic	theory	of	substance	(i.e.,

prime	matter	given	identity	by	the	imposition	of	form),	Nyssen	sees	human	beings	as	a

collection	of	intelligible	properties	or	qualities	(ποιότητες)”	(“The	Body	of	Paradise	and

the	Body	of	the	Resurrection:	Gender	and	the	Angelic	Life	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De

hominis	opificio,”	HTR	92	(2006),	221).

(14)	For	a	helpful	discussion	of	the	Christological	understanding	behind	Gregory’s

phraseology,	see	Brian	E.	Daley,	“Divine	Transcendence	and	Human	Transformation:

Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Anti-Apollinarian	Christology,”	MTh	18	(2002),	497–506.

(15)	Cant	4.107.9–108.12.

(16)	Cant	1.25.12–15.
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(17)	Cant	9.271.10–12.

(18)	Cant	9.271.16–272.6.

(19)	Cant	12.360.2–3.

(20)	Cant	12.360.4–10.

(21)	Shifting	away	from	the	dress	metaphor,	Gregory	also	adopts	the	Platonic	imagery	of

“wings”	that	we	have	lost	in	the	Fall	and	that	we	regain	through	God’s	grace.	The	Song

comments:	“Turn	your	eyes	away	from	that	which	is	opposed	to	me,	for	they	give	me

wings”	(Song	6:5).	Gregory	connects	Scripture’s	attribution	of	wings	to	God	(Ps	16

(17):8;	90	(91):4;	Deut	32:11;	Matt	23:37)	with	our	being	made	in	his	image	and	likeness,

and	he	then	proceeds	to	explain	that	the	Fall	“robbed	us	of	such	wings	as	these”	(Cant

15.488.11–12).	When,	however,	God	looked	on	his	bride	in	love,	he	furnished	her	with

new	wings,	so	that	the	bride	takes	up	the	wings	of	a	dove	(Cant	15.448.5–450.3).	Cf.	Virg

11.294.8–10	(Woods	Callahan	40).	Cf.	Jean	Daniélou,	“The	Dove	and	the	Darkness	in

Ancient	Byzantine	Mysticism,”	in	Joseph	Campbell	(ed.),	Man	and	Transformation:	Papers

from	the	Eranos	Yearbooks,	trans.	Olga	Froebe-Kapteyn,	Bollingen	Series,	30/5

(Princeton,	NJ:	Princeton	University	Press,	1964),	276–9;	Gregorios,	Cosmic	Man,	180–

4;	Marguerite	Harl,	“Références	philosophiques	et	références	bibliques	du	langage	de

Grégoire	de	Nysse	dans	ses	Orationes	in	Canticum	canticorum,”	in	Herbert	Eisenberger

(ed.),	Hermēneumata:	Festschrift	für	Hadwig	Hörner	zum	sechzigsten	Geburtstag,

Bibliothek	der	klassischen	Altertumswissenschaften,	NS	2/7	(Heidelberg:	Carl	Winter

Universitätsverlag,	1990),	120–1.

(22)	Cf.	Gregory’s	comment	in	Virg	11.291.15–17	(Woods	Callahan	38):	“On	account	of

this	weakness	(ἀσθενείας)	of	knowing	things	through	the	senses,	it	is	necessary	for	us	to

direct	our	mind	to	the	unseen.”

(23)	See	Origen,	Origen,	Spirit	and	Fire:	A	Thematic	Anthology	of	His	Writings,	ed.	Hans

Urs	von	Balthasar,	trans.	Robert	J.	Daly	(1984;	repr.	Washington:	Catholic	University	of

America	Press,	2001),	218–57.

(24)	Cf.	Carol	Harrison,	“Senses,	Spiritual,”	in	Alan	D.	Fitzgerald	(ed.),	Augustine	through

the	Ages:	An	Encyclopedia	(Grand	Rapids:	Eerdmans,	1999),	767–8.

(25)	Cant	Prologue.13.3–9:	“If,	however,	we	are	eager,	even	after	Origen	has	addressed

himself	lovingly	and	laboriously	to	the	study	of	this	book,	to	commit	our	own	work	to

writing,	let	no	one	who	has	before	his	eyes	the	saying	of	the	divine	apostle	to	the	effect

that	‘each	one	will	receive	his	own	reward	in	proportion	to	his	labor’	(1	Cor	3:8)	lay	a

charge	against	us.	As	far	as	I	am	concerned,	this	work	was	not	put	together	for	the	sake

of	display.”	For	discussions	dealing	both	with	Origen’s	and	Gregory’s	commentaries	on

the	Song	of	Songs,	see	Mark	W.	Elliott,	The	Song	of	Songs	and	Christology	in	the	Early

Church,	Studies	and	Texts	in	Antiquity	and	Christianity,	7	(Tübingen:	Mohr	Siebeck,

2000),	15–18,	24–9;	Andrew	Louth,	“Eros	and	Mysticism:	Early	Christian	Interpretation
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of	the	Song	of	Songs,”	in	Joel	Ryce-Menuhin	(ed.),	Jung	and	the	Monotheisms:	Judaism,

Christianity	and	Islam	(London:	Routledge,	1994),	241–54;	Norris,	“The	Soul	Takes

Flight.”

(26)	Cf.	Frances	Young’s	comment:	“Perhaps	the	most	striking	thing	about	Gregory’s

exegesis	of	the	Song	is	his	emphasis	on	spiritual	senses.	He	believes,	not	unlike	Origen,

that	there	is	a	correspondence	between	the	motions	and	movements	of	the	soul	and	the

sense	organs	of	the	body,	and	it	is	soon	apparent	that	this	undergirds	his	positive

embracing	of	the	discourse	of	sexuality	to	describe	the	soul’s	advance	towards	God	and

response	to	the	divine	allure.	The	whole	point	is	that	our	earthly	response	to	beauty

gives	us	a	taste	of	what	it	would	mean	to	transcend	surface	appearance	and	discern	the

Lord	as	the	object	of	beauty	par	excellence”	(“Sexuality	and	Devotion:	Mystical	Readings

of	the	Song	of	Songs,”	TheolSex	14	(2001),	96).

(27)	Cant	1.33.2–38.2.

(28)	Cant	1.34.1–35.1.

(29)	Richard	T.	Lawson	highlights	the	fact	that	Gregory’s	homilies	regard	all	speech	of	God

as	analogous	in	character	(“‘A	Guide	for	the	More	Fleshly-Minded’:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	on

Erotic	and	Spiritual	Desire”	(M.S.T.	thesis,	School	of	Theology	of	the	University	of	the

South,	2009),	31–46).

(30)	Cant	6.194.20–195.13.

(31)	Cant	6.195.18–196.11.

(32)	Cant	7.199.1–7.

(33)	Cant	6.173.7–174.20.

(34)	Cant	11.333.14–15.

(35)	Cant	11.333.15–334.2.	Cf.	Cant	12.345.11–17:	“For	in	us	there	is	a	dual	nature.	The

one	is	fine	and	intelligent	and	light,	while	the	other	is	coarse	and	material	and	heavy.

Hence	it	is	inevitable	that	in	each	of	these	there	be	a	dynamic	that	is	proper	to	itself	and

irreconcilable	with	the	other.	For	that	in	us	which	is	intelligent	and	light	has	its	native

course	upwards,	but	the	heavy	and	material	is	ever	borne,	and	ever	flows,	downwards.”

(36)	Thus,	Gregory	comments	in	connection	with	interpretation	that	we	“should	not	stick

with	the	letter	but,	by	a	more	deliberate	and	laborious	way	of	understanding,	transpose

(μεταλαβεῖν)	what	is	said	to	the	level	of	spiritual	comprehension,	after	distancing	the

mind	from	the	literal	sense”	(Cant	6.190.15–18).

(37)	Cf.	the	comment	of	Franz	Dünzl:	“Erlösung	bedeutet	in	den	CantHom	vor	allem

‘Erziehung’,	‘Aufstieg’	und	den	‘Heilsweg	der	Liebe’…”	(Braut	und	Bräutigam:	Die

Auslegung	des	Canticum	durch	Gregor	von	Nyssa,	Beiträge	zur	Geschichte	der
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biblischen	Exegese,	32	(Tübingen:	Mohr,	1993),	396).

(38)	Cant	10.311.11–16.

(39)	Cant	10.311.21–312.1.

(40)	Cant	10.313.1–16.

(41)	Cant	15.451.19–452.4.

(42)	Cant	6.189.4–15.	Cf.	Cant	7.242.14–243.21;	8.249.7–250.7;	12.342.9–347.6;	14.404.1–

406.7.

(43)	For	an	excellent	exposition	of	the	way	in	which	perfume	and	its	fragrance	function	in

Gregory’s	homilies	on	the	Song,	see	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	99–107.

(44)	Cant	3.89.15–21.	Cf.	Cant	1.37.3–9:	“For	whatever	name	we	may	think	up,	she	says,

to	make	the	scent	of	the	Godhead	known,	the	meaning	of	the	things	we	say	does	not	refer

to	the	perfume	itself.	Rather	does	our	theological	vocabulary	refer	to	a	slight	remnant	of

the	vapor	of	the	divine	fragrance.	In	the	case	of	vessels	from	which	perfumed	ointment	is

emptied	out,	the	ointment	itself	that	has	been	emptied	out	is	not	known	for	what	it	is	in	its

own	nature.”

(45)	Cant	4.106.5–7.

(46)	Cant	13.396.17–397.3.	Cf.	Cant	7.216.17–219.20.	Gregory	uses	the	language	of	a

reflecting	mirror	not	only	for	the	eye	but	also	for	human	nature	as	a	whole.	Thus,	human

nature	either	reflects	Beauty	or	it	reflects	the	image	of	the	Serpent	(Cant	4.103.15–

104.16;	5.150.9–151.2;	15.440.1–441.4).

(47)	Cant	8.257.1–5.

(48)	Behr,	“The	Rational	Animal.”	Several	scholars	have	incorporated	Behr’s	basic

argument	in	their	own	interpretations	of	Gregory:	Laird,	“Under	Solomon’s	Tutelage”;

Jeremy	William	Bergstrom,	“Embodiment	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	His	Anthropology	and

Ideal	Ascetic	Struggle”	(Th.M.	thesis,	St.	Vladimir’s	Orthodox	Theological	Seminary,	2008).

For	a	careful	refutation	of	Behr’s	position,	see	Smith,	“Body	of	Paradise.”

(49)	Behr,	“Rational	Animal,”	223.

(50)	One	of	the	developments	in	Gregory’s	writings	is	of	interest	at	this	point.	It	is	true

that	Gregory’s	later	works	De	vita	Moysis	and	In	Canticum	canticorum	both	develop	the

notion	of	ἐπέκτασις	rather	significantly	and	that	they	highlight	the	abiding	role	of	desire

(ἐπιθυμία)	in	the	hereafter.	We	should	note,	however,	that	De	anima	et	resurrectione,

written	at	most	a	couple	years	after	De	hominis	opificio	and	bearing	many	similarities	to

it,	still	rejects	the	presence	of	desire	in	the	eschaton	and	instead	refers	to	enjoyment

(ἀπόλαυσις)	as	characterizing	our	final	state	(An	et	res	(PG	46.89B–C;	Silvas	208–9)).	Cf.



Gendered Body

Page 28 of 34

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	197–216;	id.,	“Body	of	Paradise,”	224.	It	would	thus	seem

unlikely	that	in	De	hominis	opificio	Gregory	would	endorse	a	much	more	positive	view	of

human	desire	than	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione.	Furthermore,	while	De	hominis	opificio

may	not	mention	the	tunics	of	hide,	De	anima	et	resurrectione	does	(An	et	res	(PG

46.148C–149A;	Silvas	239–40)).	Considering	the	close	chronological	and	thematic

proximity	of	the	two	writings,	one	would	be	hard	pressed	to	see	a	major	theological

divergence	in	terms	of	the	tunics	of	hide.

(51)	Op	hom	IV.1	(PG	44.136B).	The	theme	of	human	sovereignty	and	dominion	over	the

rest	of	creation	is	an	important	theme	especially	in	the	initial	five	chapters	of	De	hominis

opificio.

(52)	Op	hom	VIII.1	(PG	44.144A–B).

(53)	Op	hom	VIII.2	(PG	44.144C).

(54)	Op	hom	VIII.8	(PG	44.148D).	Cf.	Op	hom	X.1	(PG	44.152B).

(55)	Op	hom	VII.1–3	(PG	44.140D–144A).

(56)	Op	hom	IX.3	(PG	44.150C–152A).	Cf.	Op	hom	XII.8	(PG	44.162A–B).

(57)	Gregory	also	presents	fascinating	explanations	of	what	he	believes	happens

physiologically	in	connection	with	crying	and	laughter	(Op	hom	XII.4–5	(PG	44.157D–

160C)),	as	well	as	in	connection	with	sleeping,	yawning,	and	dreaming	(Op	hom	XIII	(PG

44.166A–175C)).	Almost	the	entire	last	chapter	of	the	treatise	consists	of	a	lengthy

description	of	the	human	body	and	its	constitution	and	functioning	(Op	hom	XXX	(PG

44.240C–256C)).

(58)	Behr,	“Rational	Animal,”	230.

(59)	Op	hom	XIII.6	(PG	44.168C–D);	XIV.1–3	(PG	44.173D–176B).

(60)	Op	hom	XV.3	(PG	44.177B).

(61)	This	point	is	emphasized	by	Susan	Wessel,	“The	Reception	of	Greek	Science	in

Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	hominis	opificio,”	VC	63	(2009),	24–46.	Cf.	Morwenna	Ludlow,

“Science	and	Theology	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	Anima	et	resurrectione:	Astronomy	and

Automata,”	JTS,	NS	60	(2009),	467–89.

(62)	Op	hom	XXVIII.4	(PG	44.232B).

(63)	Gregory	presents	several	arguments,	but	central	to	his	case	is	his	opinion	that	the

soul	leaves	on	the	bodily	elements	an	impression	like	that	of	a	seal,	which	the	soul

recognizes	at	the	time	of	the	resurrection	(Op	hom	XXVII.5	(PG	44.228A–B)).	Cf.	An	et

res	(PG	46.73B–80A;	Silvas	200–3).

(64)	Op	hom	XII.9	(PG	44.161C).
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(65)	Op	hom	XII.9	(PG	44.161C).

(66)	Op	hom	XIV.1	(PG	44.176A).

(67)	Pace	Behr,	“Rational	Image,”	230.

(68)	Op	hom	XVI.1	(PG	44.180A).

(69)	Op	hom	XVI.10	(PG	44.184B).

(70)	Op	hom	IV.1	(PG	44.136D);	V.1–2	(PG	44.138.A–C);	XVI.11	(PG	44.184B).	For

discussion	of	Gregory’s	views	on	the	image	of	God,	see	Johann	Bapt.	Schoemann,

“Gregors	von	Nyssa	theologische	Anthropologie	als	Bildtheologie,”	Schol	18	(1943),	31–

53,	175–200;	J.	T.	Muckle,	“The	Doctrine	of	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	Man	as	the	Image	of

God,”	MS	7	(1945),	55–84;	Roger	Leys,	L’Image	de	Dieu	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse:

Esquisse	d’une	doctrine	(Brussels:	L’Édition	universelle;	Paris:	Desclée	de	Brouwer,

1951);	Hubert	Merki,	‘ΟΜΟΙΩΣΙΣ	ΘΕῼ:	Von	der	platonischen	Angleichung	an	Gott	zur

Gottähnlichkeit	bei	Gregor	von	Nyssa,	Paradosis:	Beiträge	zur	Geschichte	der

altchristlichen	Literatur	und	Theologie,	7	(Freiburg:	Paulus,	1952);	S.	de	Boer,	De

anthropologie	van	Gregorius	van	Nyssa	(Assen:	Van	Gorcum,	1968),	148–86;	Jaroslav

Pelikan,	Christianity	and	Classical	Culture:	The	Metamorphosis	of	Natural	Theology	in

the	Christian	Encounter	with	Hellenism	(New	Haven,	Conn.:	Yale	University	Press,

1993),	120–35,	280–95;	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	21–33;	Giulio	Maspero,	“Image,”	in

BDGN.

(71)	Op	hom	XVI.2	(PG	44.180A).

(72)	Op	hom	XVI.8	(PG	44.181B).

(73)	Op	hom	XVI.9	(PG	44.181C).

(74)	Op	hom	XVI.9	(PG	44.181C).

(75)	This	is	the	viewpoint	expressed	in	Corsini,	“L’Harmonie	du	monde”;	David	L.	Balás,

“Plenitudo	Humanitatis:	The	Unity	of	Human	Nature	in	the	Theology	of	Gregory	of

Nyssa,”	in	Donald	F.	Winslow	(ed.),	Disciplina	nostra:	Essays	in	Memory	of	Robert	F.

Evans	(Philadelphia,	Penn.:	Philadelphia	Patristic	Foundation,	1979),	115–31,	205–8;	D.

Bentley	Hart,	“The	‘Whole	Humanity’:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Critique	of	Slavery	in	Light	of

His	Eschatology,”	SJT	54	(2001),	51–69.	For	recent	discussion	on	the	question	whether

or	not	Gregory	understands	“universals”	as	“collections	of	individuals,”	see	Johannes

Zachhuber,	Human	Nature	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Philosophical	Background	and

Theological	Significance,	Supplements	to	Vigiliae	Christianae,	46	(Leiden:	Brill,	2000),	61–

122;	Richard	Cross,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	Universals,”	VC	56	(2002),	372–410;

Johannes	Zachhuber,	“Once	Again:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	Universals,”	JTS	NS	56	(2005),

75–98.

(76)	Op	hom	XVI.6–7	(PG	44.181A).
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(77)	Op	hom	XVII.2	(PG	44.189A).

(78)	Op	hom	XVII.2	(PG	44.189A–B).

(79)	Op	hom	XVII.4	(PG	44.189C–D).	Cf.	Op	hom	XVI.14	(PG	44.186A).

(80)	In	De	anima	et	resurrectione,	Gregory	goes	beyond	this	by	insisting	that,	if	not	the

passions	(παθή),	then	at	least	desire	(ἐπιθυμία)—which	is	connected	to	our	gendered

animal	nature—can	become	an	instrument	of	virtue	and	so	guide	us	on	our	anagogical

journey	(An	et	res	(PG	64B–68A;	Silvas	196–7)).	Cf.	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	75–103.

(81)	Op	hom	XVII.2	(PG	44.188C).

(82)	Behr	interprets	the	angel-like	multiplication	that	Gregory	mentions	as	being	sexual	in

character	but	not	as	being	prone	to	base	passions,	which	would	have	been	inappropriate

to	human	beings’	original	“angelic”	dignity	(“Rational	Animal,”	240).

(83)	Smith,	“Body	of	Paradise,”	214.	See	Op	hom	XVII.4	(PG	44.190D).

(84)	Op	hom	XVIII.1	(PG	44.192A–B).

(85)	Op	hom	XVIII.2	(PG	44.192B).

(86)	Op	hom	XVIII.2	(PG	44.192C).	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison,	in	an	otherwise	excellent	article,

does	not	seem	to	put	it	quite	right	when	she	maintains	that	God	added	not	only	gender

but	also	the	passions	in	paradise	(“Male	and	Female	in	Cappadocian	Theology,”	JTS,	NS

14	(1990),	468).	For	Gregory,	God	did	indeed	add	gender	in	Paradise,	but	passions

were	the	post-lapsarian	result	of	human	beings	taking	their	starting-point	in	their

commonality	with	the	animals.	Admittedly,	Gregory	may	not	be	quite	consistent	on	this

point,	since	in	one	passage,	the	passions	appear	to	be	pre-lapsarian	in	character	(An	et

res	61A	(Silvas	194)).

(87)	Op	hom	XVIII.3	(PG	44.192D).

(88)	Op	hom	XVIII.4	(PG	44.193A).

(89)	Op	hom	XVI.6–7	(PG	44.181A).

(90)	Cf.	Chap.	1,	sect.:	Heavenly	Paradise:	Diastemic	Space	and	Time?.

(91)	For	the	chronology	of	these	events,	see	Anna	M.	Silvas,	Macrina	the	Younger,

Philosopher	of	God,	Medieval	Women:	Texts	and	Contexts,	22	(Turnhout:	Brepols,	2008),

49–51,	101–2.

(92)	Macr	371.6–9	(Silvas	110).

(93)	Macr	381.11	(Silvas	120).	The	term	ανδρεία,	which	is	used	twice	in	this	section,	has

as	denotation	“manliness”	as	well	as	“courage.”	Cf.	Harrison,	“Male	and	Female,”	445.
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(94)	Cf.	Ludlow,	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	208.

(95)	Clark,	“Holy	Women,	Holy	Words”;	ead.,	“The	Lady	Vanishes.”	This	parallel	between

Macrina	and	Diotema	is	also	maintained	in	Catharine	P.	Roth,	“Introduction,”	in	Gregory

of	Nyssa,	On	the	Soul	and	the	Resurrection,	trans.	and	introd.	Catharine	P.	Roth

(Crestwood,	NY:	St	Vladimir’s	Seminary	Press,	2002),	11;	Burrus,	“Begotten,	Not

Made,”	116–22;	id.,	“Is	Macrina	a	Woman?”;	Silvas,	Macrina	the	Younger,	156.	Some

caution	seems	required	regarding	this	alleged	literary	dependence.	De	anima	et

resurrectione	is	obviously	modeled	on	the	Phaedo,	both	in	form	and	contents,	and

(despite	Burrus’s	meager	evidence)	I	have	not	come	across	obvious	parallels	between

De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	the	Symposium	beyond	the	fact	that	a	highly	revered

woman	is	presented	as	the	teacher	of	the	main	figure	(either	Socrates	or	Gregory).

(96)	Clark,	“Holy	Women,	Holy	Words,”	425–6.

(97)	Clark,	“Holy	Women,	Holy	Words,”	430.	The	positions	of	Clark	and	Burrus,	which	I

outline	here,	are	helpfully	summarized	also	in	Ludlow,	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	211–13.

(98)	David	M.	Halperin,	“Why	is	Diotima	a	Woman?,”	in	One	Hundred	Years	of

Homosexuality:	And	Other	Essays	on	Greek	Love	(New	York:	Routledge,	1990),	113–51.

(99)	Burrus,	“Is	Macrina	a	Woman?”	256.

(100)	Burrus,	“Is	Macrina	a	Woman?”	258.

(101)	Burrus,	“Is	Macrina	a	Woman?”	261.

(102)	Burrus,	“Is	Macrina	a	Woman?”	262.

(103)	At	the	same	time,	I	am	much	less	convinced	than	Clark	is	of	Macrina’s	lack	of

philosophical	and	theological	knowledge	(“Holy	Women,”	423–4).	Such	a	position	requires

not	only	that	we	read	De	anima	et	resurrectione	as	shaped	significantly	by	Platonic

rhetorical	style	(which	it	is),	but	it	also	requires	us	to	seriously	question	many	of	the

historical	references	provided	by	Basil	and	Gregory	about	their	sister’s	organizational

and	philosophical	abilities.	Cf.	Silvas’s	rebuttal	of	Clark’s	more	skeptical	position	in	Macrina

the	Younger,	163–7.

(104)	Vasilika	M.	Limberis	rightly	cautions:	“The	philosophical	and	theological	tenets	that

informed	the	Cappadocians’	concepts	of	gender	and	defined	their	theoretical	universe

differ	radically	from	those	that	inform	the	modern	academy”	(Architects	of	Piety:	The

Cappadocian	Fathers	and	the	Cult	of	the	Martyrs	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,

2011),	160).

(105)	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison	rightly	comments:	“In	western	cultures	today	there	is	great

concern	about	the	diverse	properties	shared	by	some	groups	of	people	but	not	others,

the	kinds	of	things	summed	up	in	the	phrase	‘gender,	race,	and	class’.	In	Gal	3:28,	the

apostle	Paul	notes	that	precisely	these	kinds	of	diversities	are	absent	in	a	Christian’s	new
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baptismal	identity.	The	Fathers	also	are	wary	of	these	kinds	of	diversity	on	the	grounds

that	they	could	threaten	the	unity	of	the	body	of	Christ”	(“Gregory	of	Nyssa	on	Human

Unity	and	Diversity,”	SP	41	(2006),	336).

(106)	Virg	4.276.13–15	(Woods	Callahan	27).

(107)	Virg	4.276.15–21	(Woods	Callahan	27).	Cf.	An	et	res	(PG	46.144C;	Silvas	237).

(108)	Macr	395.21	(Silvas	132).	Thus,	Gregory’s	comment	“if	indeed	she	was	a	‘woman’”

(Macr	371.7	(Silvas	110))	is	not	intended	to	depict	her	as	masculine	but	to	describe	her

as	angelic	and	thus	as	beyond	gender.

(109)	Macr	396.1–6	(Silvas	132).	Cf.	similar	characterizations	of	Macrina’s	life	as	“angelic”

in	character	in	Macr	382.2–383.8	(Silvas	121–2);	387.9–16	(Silvas	126).

(110)	Here	I	follow	Silvas’s	designation	of	mystagogy	as	the	interpretive	key	of	Vita	s.

Macrinae	(Macrina	the	Younger,	104–8).

(111)	Peter	Brown	rightly	highlights	the	fact	that	Gregory	was	distressed	by	the

chronological	experience	of	time	introduced	by	the	entry	of	death	in	the	wake	of	the	Fall

(The	Body	and	Society:	Men,	Women,	and	Sexual	Renunciation	in	Early	Christianity,	2nd

edn.	(New	York:	Columbia	University	Press,	2008),	296–7).	He	also	comments:	“The

virgin	state,	therefore,	brought	with	it	a	touch	of	the	‘pure’	time	of	Adam”	(ibid.,	299).

(112)	P.	Huybrechts,	“Le	‘Traité	de	la	virginité’	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	Idéal	de	vie

monastique	ou	idéal	de	vie	chrétienne?”	NRT	115	(1993),	238.

(113)	Op	hom	XVI.7	(PG	44.181A).

(114)	Virg	20.327.20–328.2	(Woods	Callahan	64).

(115)	Vig	20.328.2–9	(Woods	Callahan	64).

(116)	Limberis	notes	that	while	he	attempts	to	trump	gender	in	applying	Galatians	3	to	the

metaphors	of	gender	and	marriage	in	Proverbs	4,	Gregory’s	language	actually	slips	back

into	the	trope	of	gender	(Architects	of	Piety,	169).	While	Limberis’s	observation	is

accurate,	Gregory’s	intent	is	nonetheless	clear:	his	continued	use	of	gendered	language

serves	to	point	to	a	transcendence	of	gender	altogether.

(117)	Gregory	also	links	Proverbs	4:6–8	with	the	Song	of	Songs	in	the	first	homily	of	In

Canticum	canticorum	(Cant	1.21.4–10).	For	further	discussion,	see	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison,

“A	Gender	Reversal	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	First	Homily	on	the	Song	of	Songs,”	SP	27

(1993),	34–5.

(118)	Gregory	is	emphatic	also	on	the	fact	that	God	is	beyond	gender,	and	here,	too,	he

at	least	alludes	to	Galatians	3:28	(Cant	7.212.14–213.6).	Cf.	Harrison,	“Gender,

Generation,	and	Virginity,”	JTS,	NS	47	(1997),	39–41.
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(119)	Sarah	Coakley	argues,	on	the	basis	of	the	continuously	shifting	gender	roles,	that

for	Gregory	gender	continues	to	have	a	role	in	the	ascent:	“[I]t	is	not	that	either	‘body’

or	gender	are	disposed	of	in	this	progressive	transformation	to	a	neo-angelic	status.

Rather,	as	advances	are	made	in	the	stages	of	virtue	and	contemplation,	eros	finds	its

truer	meaning	in	God,	and	gender	switches	and	reversals	attend	the	stages	of	ascent”

(“The	Eschatological	Body,”	69).	Valerie	Karras	follows	Coakley	in	this	approach

(“Sex/Gender	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Eschatology:	Irrelevant	or	Non-Existent?,”	SP	41

(2006),	367).	This	interpretation	does	not	do	justice,	however,	either	to	the	centrality	of

Gal	3:28	or	to	Gregory’s	strong	focus	on	virginity.	The	gender	switches	in	Gregory	are

metaphorical	allusions,	the	“obvious	sense”	of	which	must	be	transcended	by	way	of

anagogical	transposition.

(120)	Harrison,	“Gender,	Generation,	and	Virginity,”	39.

(121)	Harrison,	“Gender,	Generation,	and	Virginity,”	45.

(122)	Gregory’s	insistence	that	childbearing	becomes	also	a	male	activity	is	further

evidence	that	Clark	is	misguided	in	insisting	that	by	describing	women	such	as	Macrina	in

masculine	terms	Gregory	appropriates	her	for	his	own	patriarchal	ends.	Clark	ignores

here	the	fact	that	the	“gender	reversal”	goes	both	ways;	men	also	take	on	female

characteristics—though,	of	course,	only	by	way	of	anagogical	transposition,	since	we	are

talking	about	spiritual	childbearing.

(123)	For	this	spiritual	childbearing	of	virtues	(and	Gregory’s	fascinating	exegesis	of	Ps

112	(113):9;	Isa	26:17–18;	1	Tim	2:15;	and	Matt	12:50),	see	Virg	13.305.11–22	(Woods

Callahan	48);	14.308.9–19	(Woods	Callahan	50);	19.323.23–324.17	(Woods	Callahan	61–2);

Mort	63.15–27.	Cf.	Harrison,	“Male	and	Female,”	469–70;	ead.,	“Gender,	Generation,

and	Virginity,”	56–8.

(124)	Harrison,	“Gender,	Generation,	and	Virginity,”	62.	Cf.	Gregory’s	discussion	in	Mort

63	and	An	et	res	(PG	46.138B–160C;	Silvas	235–46).	Both	passages	make	quite	clear	that

on	Gregory’s	understanding,	the	notion	of	a	gendered	eschatological	existence	fails	to

take	into	account	the	drastic	anagogical	transposition	that	the	resurrection	effects.

(125)	Cf.	Op	hom	XVII.2	(PG	44.188C).
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	4	(‘Dead	Body’)	explains	that	Gregory’s	encomium	on	virginity	in	De	virginitate
must	be	taken	at	face	value.	Bodily	virginity,	which	denies	the	passions,	enables	us	to
participate	in	divine	incorruptibility	and	so	constitutes	the	defeat	of	death	and	a	proleptic
participation	in	God’s	life.	Although	Gregory	grieves	over	the	loss	of	his	sister	(in	Vita	s.
Macrinae	and	De	anima	et	resurrectione),	he	regards	grief	as	the	result	of	an	erroneous
rational	judgment,	which	fails	to	take	into	account	the	hope	of	the	resurrection.	The
picture	emerging	from	De	mortuis	oratio	and	Nyssen’s	three	funeral	orations	is	that	he
allows	his	audience	to	vent	their	grief,	but	his	purpose	is	for	them	to	overcome	it.	By
ridding	themselves	of	the	passion	of	grief,	those	who	are	mourning	make	progress	in
their	anagogical	journey	into	the	impassibility	of	the	virginal	life	of	God.

Keywords:			death,	incorruptibility,	impassibility,	grief,	hope,	virginity,	de	virginitate,	vita	s.	macrinae,	de

anima	et	resurrectione,	de	mortuis	oratio,	funeral	orations
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The	Paradoxes	of	Virginity	in	De	virginitate
Nyssen’s	insistence	on	an	ontological	transformation	of	the	human	body—articulated
metaphorically	as	a	change	in	tunics—has	consequences	for	the	way	in	which	he	regards
gender,	sexuality,	and	virginity.	The	latter	is	particularly	significant	as	a	key	to
understanding	St.	Gregory’s	anagogical	view	of	embodiment.	At	the	same	time,	Gregory
links	virginity	not	only	with	issues	of	gender	and	sexuality,	but	also	with	questions	of
death	and	mourning.	In	this	chapter,	therefore,	I	will	trace	how	Gregory	links	virginity
both	with	issues	of	gender	and	sexuality	and	with	questions	surrounding	death	and
grieving.	I	will	make	clear	that	Gregory	regards	physical	virginity	as	an	initial	embodied
manifestation	of	the	defeat	of	death	and	thus	as	the	highest	possible	stage	of	ascent.	The
notion,	put	forward	by	Mark	Hart,	that	Gregory’s	praise	of	virginity	in	De	virginitate
must	be	read	ironically	does	not	seem	to	me	to	comport	with	the	textual	evidence	of	this
early	treatise	and	also	runs	counter	to	Gregory’s	overall	understanding	of	the	anagogical
trajectory	of	the	human	person.1	St.	Gregory,	I	will	argue,	links	virginity	closely	to	divine
impassibility	and	to	the	defeat	of	death.	This	linking	of	virginity,	impassibility,	and	the
overcoming	of	death	implies,	in	turn,	that	physical	death	is	no	longer	something	either	to
be	feared	or	lamented.	Thus,	Rowan	Williams’s	insistence	that,	in	the	face	of	death,
Gregory	regards	the	emotion	of	grief	(λύπη)	as	something	positive	to	be	embraced	for
the	sake	of	better	self-knowledge	overlooks	the	fact	that	Nyssen	wants	us	to	overcome
the	passions	by	means	of	anagogical	transposition.2	Since	death	constitutes	for	Gregory
the	ultimate	anagogical	ascent	into	the	virginal	life	of	God,	he	sees	grief	as	a	passion	that	is
problematic,	even	if	great	pastoral	skill	is	required	in	dealing	with	it.

(p.118)	 At	the	outset	of	his	early	treatise,	De	virginitate,	Gregory	highlights	two
paradoxes.	The	first	lies	in	the	fact	that	he	is	about	to	praise	something	that	is	actually
beyond	praise.	Virginity’s	greatness	is	such	that	it	“has	no	need	of	verbal	support”	(τῆς
ἐκ	τῶν	λόγων	συνηγοριάς).3	It	is	precisely	virginity’s	astonishing	praiseworthiness	that
eliminates	the	need	for	praise.	As	Gregory	puts	it:	“The	only	sufficient	praise	of	virginity	is
to	make	clear	that	it	is	a	virtue	beyond	praise	and	that	purity	in	life	is	more	wonderful
than	the	spoken	word”	(λόγῳ).4	Gregory	explains	that	the	reason	he	nonetheless
proceeds	to	say	“a	few	words”	(βραχέα	τινὰ)	is	that	“it	may	appear	altogether	strange
that	we	be	silent	and	insensible	in	this	matter.”5	Gregory	cautions	his	reader,	however,
not	to	expect	too	much	from	him:

However,	let	no	one	expect	pompous	words	(κομπωδεστέρους)	from	me.	Perhaps
such	a	thing	would	be	impossible	for	us,	even	if	we	should	wish	it,	since	we	are
unpracticed	in	such	a	manner	of	speech.	But	even	if	we	possessed	this	ability,	we
would	prefer	what	would	be	to	the	common	(κοινῇ)	advantage	rather	than	what
would	be	esteemed	among	the	few	(ὀλιγοις).	For	I	think	that	every	intelligent
person	must	seek,	not	what	will	make	him	more	esteemed	than	others,	but	those
things	by	which	he	can	benefit	himself	and	others.6

Although	the	“few”—those	trained	in	rhetorical	skill—might	appreciate	pompous	or
boastful	words	in	praise	of	virginity,	Gregory	wants	to	write	for	the	common	good,	and
so	he	is	going	to	restrain	his	rhetorical	style	(for	which	he	may	lack	the	ability	anyway).7
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In	other	words,	De	virginitate	is	going	to	be	a	relatively	straightforward	treatise.	This	will
avoid	giving	the	impression	of	trying	to	capture	the	glory	of	virginity	by	means	of
“pompous	words”	and	will	allow	also	the	ordinary	person,	rather	than	just	those	with
training,	to	benefit	from	it.8

(p.119)	 The	paradox	of	praising	something	that	is	beyond	praise	is	predicated	on
Nyssen’s	identification	of	virginity	with	God	himself.	Gregory’s	insistence	that	human
words	are	unable	to	capture	the	divine	essence	is	well	known,	and	as	we	have	seen,	he
highlights	the	limited	character	of	human	discourse	rather	emphatically	in	his	debate	with
Eunomius.	Gregory	makes	clear	that	the	reason	for	his	inability	to	present	an	adequate
encomium	on	virginity	is	precisely	the	identification	between	virginity	and	divinity:

If	the	achieving	of	this	revered	virginity	means	becoming	blameless	and	holy	(but
these	are	words	used	properly	and	primarily	in	praise	of	the	incorruptible
(ἀφθάρτου)	God),	what	greater	praise	of	virginity	is	there	than	its	being	proved
that	in	some	way	those	who	have	a	share	(μετεσχηκότας)	in	the	pure	mysteries	of
virginity	become	themselves	partakers	(κοινωνοὺς)	of	the	glory	of	God,	who	is
alone	holy	and	blameless,	since	they	participate	(οἰκειουμένους)	in	His	purity	and
incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσίας).9

Gregory	identifies	virginity	with	the	divine	characteristics	of	blamelessness,	holiness,
purity,	and—above	all—incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσία).10	While	each	of	these	may	come	to
characterize	human	beings,	they	are	first	and	foremost	divine	characteristics.	Human
beings	merely	participate	in	them.	God’s	very	nature	is	virginity	(which	is	hence	beyond
praise),	and	human	beings	participate,	to	a	greater	or	lesser	degree,	in	this	divine
virginity.	The	paradoxical	character	of	praising	virginity	thus	hinges	on	St.	Gregory’s
identification	of	virginity	with	the	character	of	God.	Both	are	beyond	praise,	which
nonetheless	should	not	stop	us	from	engaging	in	such	praise.

The	second	paradox	to	which	Gregory	points	is	one	to	which	I	briefly	alluded	at	the	end
of	the	previous	chapter.	According	to	Gregory,	virginity	has	offspring.	This	can	be	seen	in
each	of	the	three	Persons	of	the	Trinity:

Indeed,	it	is	a	paradox	(παράδοξον)	to	find	virginity	in	a	Father	who	has	a	Son
whom	He	has	begotten	(γεννήσαντι)	without	passion	(δίχα	πάθους),	and	virginity
is	comprehended	together	with	the	only-begotten	(μονογενεῖ)	God	who	is	the
giver	of	incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσίας),	since	it	shone	forth	with	the	purity	(καθαρῷ)
and	absence	of	passion	(ὰπαθεῖ)	in	his	begetting	(γεννήσεως).	And	again,	the	Son,
conceived	through	virginity,	is	an	equal	paradox	(παράδοξον).	In	the	same	way,
one	perceives	it	in	the	natural	and	incorruptible	purity	(φυσικῇ	καὶ	ἀφθάρτῳ
καθαρότητι)	of	the	Holy	Spirit.	For	when	you	speak	of	the	pure	and	incorruptible
(καθαρὸν	καὶ	ἄφθαρτον),	you	are	using	another	name	for	virginity.11

The	purity	and	incorruptibility	of	the	triune	God	do	not	stand	in	the	way	of	“begetting”:
the	Father	eternally	begets	the	Son,	and	in	the	economy	of	(p.120)	 salvation	the	Son
was	conceived	through	a	virgin.12	One	witnesses	this	same	virginal	purity	(καθαρότης)
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and	incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσία)	in	the	Holy	Spirit,	which	implies	that	it	can	be	seen	in	the
virtuous	life	of	spiritual	childbearing.	A	great	paradox	(παράδοξον)	of	the	Christian	faith,
according	to	Gregory,	is	that	virginity	and	offspring	go	hand	in	hand.

By	grounding	his	discussion	of	virginity	in	God	himself,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	the
issue	is	not	one	of	sexuality	primarily.13	Bodily	renunciation	lies	embedded	in	a	grand
vision	of	human	beings	sharing	in	the	divine	life.	Thus,	De	virginitate	discusses	not	just
bodily	virginity,	but	it	warns	also	against	many	other	passions,	including	greed,	envy,
anger,	hatred,	and	the	desire	for	empty	fame.14	For	Gregory,	all	of	the	vices	are
connected	in	a	chain-like	fashion:	“If	the	beginning	of	a	chain	is	drawn	tight,	the	rest	of	the
links	cannot	remain	unmoved.	Each	link	is	always	moved	along	with	the	part	ahead	of	it
and	the	movement	continues	throughout.	It	is	thus	that	human	weaknesses	are	linked
together	and	related	to	each	other,	and	if	one	of	them	gains	control,	the	whole	train	of
passions	enters	the	soul.”15	Therefore,	to	limit	the	notion	of	virginity	to	bodily	chastity
would	be	to	lose	the	grand	perspective,	which	sees	virginity	as	identical	to	divine	purity
and	incorruptibility	and	therefore	as	encompassing	all	human	virtues.16	Indeed,	the	very
aim	(σκοπός)	of	Nyssen’s	treatise	is	“to	create	in	the	reader	a	desire	for	the	life	of	virtue
(ἀρετὴν),”	as	Gregory	puts	it	in	the	opening	line.17	Although	he	adds	there	that	the	life	of
virginity	(which	appears	to	mean	bodily	virginity	at	this	point)	is	“a	kind	of	door	or
entrance	into	a	nobler	state,”	the	remainder	of	the	book	makes	clear	that	virginity	(more
broadly	understood)	is	not	just	the	door	but	constitutes	the	very	purpose	of	life:
participation	in	divine	virtue.18	Thus,	Gregory	can	explain	that	“perfect	freedom	does	not
consist	in	this	alone,	in	abstaining	from	marriage.	Let	no	one	think	that	virginity	is	so	small
and	cheap	that	it	can	be	thought	of	as	attainable	through	a	slight	control	of	the	flesh.”19

Every	sin,	for	Gregory,	means	lack	of	holiness	and	purity	and	thus	implies	the	loss	of
virginity.

(p.121)	 The	issue	at	stake	is	not,	therefore,	whether	St.	Gregory	has	an	understanding
of	virginity	that	goes	well	beyond	bodily	virginity.	He	obviously	does.	The	real	issue	is
whether	his	deeply	theological	(and	ultimately	Trinitarian)	view	of	virginity	implies	that	he
downplays	physical	virginity	and	subordinates	it	to	a	properly	lived	marriage	(including
sexual	union).	Hart	goes	so	far	as	to	suggest:	“Chapters	3–9	constitute,	in	fact,	a	defense
of	the	body	and	its	pleasures,	placing	the	source	of	sin	and	vice	in	the	delusions	of	the
soul	alone.”20	Hart	is	well	aware	that	ascribing	to	Nyssen	such	a	positive	appreciation	of
the	body	and	its	pleasures	faces	serious	obstacles,	and	his	main	strategy	for	dealing	with
them	is	to	suggest	that	Gregory’s	sharp	denunciation	of	marriage	in	Chapters	3	and	4
must	be	read	as	irony,	something	which	only	the	“few”	are	able	to	see.	According	to
Hart,	the	real	problem	is	not	marriage	(or	even	sexual	pleasure)	itself—as	we	might
assume	from	a	superficial	reading	of	Chapters	3	and	4—but	the	undue	attachment	that
the	“public”	often	has	to	marriage,	as	if	it	provided	ultimate	stability:	“The	delusion	lies	in
believing	that	one	can	‘live’	in	the	minds	and	bodies	of	others	and	find	therein	a	certain
permanence,	security,	and	even	immortality.”21	Since,	according	to	Hart,	marriage	and
sexuality	themselves	are	not	the	problem,	this	means	in	turn	that	celibacy	is	not	the
solution.	Celibacy,	Hart	insists,	is	only	an	accommodation	to	the	“weakness”	of	those	who
are	unable	to	live	married	life	in	proper	moderation.	Those,	however,	who	are	able	to
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keep	marriage	in	proper	perspective,	no	longer	require	celibacy	to	keep	their	passions	in
check:

Gregory	wishes	to	restore	the	wholeness	of	the	human	being,	and	marriage,	more
than	celibacy,	is	the	image	of	that	wholeness.	Its	contribution	to	social	needs
imitates	God’s	love	of	humanity	(φιλανθρωπία)	in	Christ,	by	which,	for	human
benefit,	God	relinquishes	the	freedom	from	passion	(ἀπάθεια)	that	characterizes
the	divine,	incorporeal	state	and	enters	into	the	human	economy	of	the	body.	Such
love,	seen	in	God’s	function	as	benefactor	(χορηγός)	(De	virg.	2.1.15),	is	the
deepest	meaning	of	freedom	from	passion	for	Gregory.22

According	to	Hart,	then,	marriage—as	long	as	it	is	not	absolutized—is	a	higher	state	than
celibacy.	Far	from	being	an	encomium	on	bodily	virginity,	Gregory’s	treatise	turns	out	to
be	a	defense	of	the	goodness	of	bodily	existence	and	of	properly	ordered	married	life
and	sexual	activity.

As	I	have	already	suggested,	Hart	is	right	in	arguing	that	for	Gregory,	virginity	(as	well
as	marriage)	is	far	more	than	just	a	bodily	concern.	I	also	think	that	Hart	correctly
reminds	us	that	Gregory	regards	bodily	existence	as	a	good	gift	and	that	he	does	not
want	us	to	despise	marriage.	After	four	chapters	(p.122)	 that	all	serve	to	lead	the
reader	upward	to	the	contemplation	of	true,	archetypal	beauty,	the	reader	may	be
startled	to	read	the	opening	line	of	Chapter	7:	“Let	no	one	think	that,	for	these	reasons,
we	are	disregarding	the	institution	of	marriage.”23	Gregory	is	not	disingenuous	when	he
makes	this	comment.	He	proceeds	with	a	rather	sharp	attack	against	those	“who	tamper
with	the	teachings	of	the	Church	on	marriage,	whom	the	apostle	calls	‘those	having	their
conscience	branded’	[1	Tim	4:2],	and	who	‘are	truly	outside	of	the	court	of	the	mysteries
of	the	word’.”24	Gregory	charges	them	with	not	realizing	that	virtue	lies	in	the	mean.	He
maintains	that	“the	zeal	and	the	desire	for	divine	things	come	first,	but	that	one	should
not	scorn	the	moderate	and	measured	use	of	the	duty	of	marriage.”25	A	little	later,
commenting	on	the	pre-lapsarian	state	of	the	created	order,	Gregory	maintains
unequivocally:	“Every	creation	of	God	is	beautiful	and	not	to	be	despised	and	whatever
God	has	made	is	exceedingly	beautiful.”26	And	in	the	last	chapter	of	his	treatise,	Gregory
cautions	against	people	“who	consider	being	unsociable	and	brutish	a	virtue	without
recognizing	the	command	to	love”27	and	against	people	“who	starve	themselves	to
death.”28	Quite	possibly,	Gregory	has	in	mind	the	followers	of	Eustathius	(c.300–379),
with	whom	the	Annisa	household	of	Macrina	and	her	family	had	enjoyed	a	lengthy	and
close	relationship,	and	whose	radical	asceticism	had	been	extremely	influential	on
Gregory	and	his	family.29	Eustathius’	views	had	been	condemned	by	the	Council	of
Gangra	(340/1),30	however,	and	in	the	end	the	Cappadocians	broke	ties	with	the
Eustathian	party.	Whatever	the	exact	historical	background	to	Gregory’s	adamant
insistence	on	the	goodness	of	the	created	order	and	on	the	legitimacy	of	marriage	may
be,	his	positive	allusions	to	marriage	in	Chapters	7	and	23	are	genuine	and	in	line	with	his
overall	theology.

(p.123)	 Virginity	as	the	End	of	Death	in	De	virginitate
None	of	this,	however,	means	that	Gregory	places	marriage	above	celibacy.	Nyssen	has
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the	highest	regard	for	bodily	virginity	because	he	views	it	as	the	clearest	indicator	of
participation	in	the	incorruptible	beauty	of	God	himself	and	thus	in	the	eschatological
reality	of	Paradise.	We	have	already	noted	that	in	the	first	two	chapters	of	De	virginitate
Gregory	links	virginity	(παρθενία)	with	incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσία),	with	a	begetting
characterized	by	purity	(καθαρότης),	and	with	impassibility	(ἀπάθεια).	He	equates	the
first	two	of	these	notions,	and	he	maintains	that	this	virginity	or	incorruptibility
paradoxically	goes	hand	in	hand	with	a	begetting,	albeit	one	that	is	pure	and	impassible.
The	life	of	God	is	marked	by	virginity,	incorruptibility,	purity,	and	impassibility.	For
Gregory,	it	is	the	combination	of	these	four	characteristics	that	is	redemptive,	in	that	this
combination	means	the	defeat	of	death.	Thus,	he	alludes	in	several	places	to	the	virgin
birth	and	its	saving	effect:

It	is	for	this	reason,	I	think,	that	our	Lord	Jesus	Christ,	the	source	of
incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσίας),	did	not	come	into	the	world	through	marriage.	He
wanted	to	demonstrate	through	the	manner	of	his	becoming	man	this	great
mystery,	that	purity	(καθαρότης)	alone	is	sufficient	for	receiving	the	presence	and
entrance	of	God,	a	purity	that	cannot	be	otherwise	achieved	fully,	unless	one
alienates	himself	entirely	from	the	passions	of	the	flesh	(τῶν	τῆς	σαρκὸς
παθημάτων).	For	what	happened	corporeally	in	the	case	of	the	immaculate	Mary,
when	the	fullness	of	the	divinity	shone	forth	in	Christ	through	her	virginity,	takes
place	also	in	every	soul	spiritually	giving	birth	to	Christ,	although	the	Lord	no
longer	effects	a	bodily	presence.31

The	virgin	birth	demonstrates,	according	to	Gregory,	that	only	purity	and	alienation	from
the	passions	yield	the	presence	of	God.	Only	by	way	of	a	birth	characterized	by	absence
of	the	passions	could	Christ	become	the	source	of	our	incorruptibility.	Put	differently,
only	through	a	virgin	birth	can	we	also	become	virgins.

St.	Gregory	returns	to	this	theme	of	the	virgin	birth	when	in	Chapter	14	he	makes	the
startling	comment	that	bodily	procreation	“is	more	an	embarking	upon	death	than	upon
life.”32	“Corruption,”	he	goes	on	to	say,	“has	its	beginning	in	birth	and	those	who	refrain
from	procreation	through	virginity	themselves	bring	about	a	cancellation	of	death	by
preventing	it	from	advancing	further	because	of	them,	and,	by	setting	themselves	up	as	a
kind	of	boundary	stone	between	life	and	death,	they	keep	death	from	going	forward.”33

While	this	comment	may	be	startling	to	contemporary	sensibilities,	(p.124)	 it	will	not	do
to	classify	it	as	an	“odd	argument	for	virginity”	that	we	cannot	take	at	face	value.34	The
notion	that	bodily	virginity	is	a	way	of	overcoming	death	is	integral	to	Gregory’s	overall
position,	linked	as	it	is	both	to	divine	incorruptibility	and	to	the	incorruptibility	that	comes
to	us	through	the	virgin	birth	of	Christ.	After	all,	Gregory	comments	in	the	same	chapter:

After	accompanying	all	the	generations	and	going	along	with	those	who	were	always
coming	into	life,	death	found	in	virginity	a	limit	to	its	own	activity	which	it	was
powerless	to	overcome.	Just	as	at	the	time	of	Mary,	the	Mother	of	God,	death	who
had	been	king	from	the	time	of	Adam	until	then,	when	she	was	born,	was	shattered,
being	dashed	against	the	fruit	of	virginity	as	if	against	a	stone,	so	in	every	soul
which	through	virginity	rejects	life	in	the	flesh,	the	power	of	death	is	somehow
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shattered	and	destroyed,	since	it	cannot	apply	its	goad	to	them.35

According	to	Gregory,	just	as	it	is	Mary’s	bodily	virginity	that	put	an	end	to	death,	so	it	is
also	the	bodily	virginity	of	the	ascetic	that	puts	up	a	barrier	to	death.36	Salvation,
therefore,	on	Gregory’s	understanding,	is	the	overcoming	of	death	through	the	denial	of
the	passions	of	the	flesh	and	through	participation	in	the	incorruptibility	of	God	himself.	To
be	sure,	Gregory	does	not	want	to	limit	the	“passions	of	the	flesh”	to	sexual	passion.
Nonetheless,	the	issue	of	bodily	virginity	is	important	to	him	precisely	because	it	is
through	bodily	virginity	that	one	puts	a	stop	to	the	cycle	of	corruption	and	death.

If	bodily	virginity	puts	a	stop	to	corruption	and	death,	this	means	that	in	an	important
sense	marriage	must	lie	at	the	foundation	of	the	human	predicament.37	And	indeed,
Gregory	refers	to	marriage	as	“the	beginning	and	root	of	the	desire	for	vain	things.”38

Clearly,	this	is	not	a	throw-away	comment	in	which	Gregory	laments	the	institution	of
marriage	as	such.39	Instead,	he	means	the	comment	quite	literally—marriage	stands	as
the	first	item	in	a	sequence	of	events	that	led	us	away	from	Paradise:

Through	this	sequence	(ἀκολουθίας)	of	events,	we,	together	with	our	first	father,
were	excluded	from	paradise,	and	now,	through	the	same	sequence,	it	is	possible
for	us	to	retrace	the	steps	and	return	to	the	original	blessedness.	What	was	the
(p.125)	 sequence	(ἀκολουθία)?	It	was	pleasure	brought	about	through	deceit
which	initiated	the	fall.	Shame	and	fear	followed	upon	the	experience	of	pleasure
and	they	no	longer	dared	to	be	in	the	sight	of	God.	They	hid	themselves	in	leaves
and	shadows	and,	after	that,	they	covered	themselves	with	skins.	And	in	this	way,
they	came	as	colonists	to	this	place,	which	is	full	of	disease	and	toil	where	marriage
was	contrived	as	a	consolation	for	death.40

Although	he	describes	marriage	as	“consolation	for	death,”	it	is	clear	that	it	stands	at	the
end	of	a	sequence	(ἀκολουθία)	of	events	that	moved	from	pleasure,	via	shame	and	fear
and	the	covering	with	tunics	of	hide,	ultimately	to	marriage.	Marriage,	in	other	words,
sequentially	followed	God’s	clothing	of	Adam	and	Eve	with	tunics	of	hide.	Marriage,	for
Nyssen,	is	hardly	a	paradisal	reality.

Gregory	then	proceeds	to	discuss	the	possibility	of	a	return	from	our	exilic	state,	and	he
makes	clear	that	we	simply	need	to	retrace	our	steps	and	begin	with	marriage:	“Since	the
point	of	departure	from	the	life	in	paradise	was	the	married	state,	reason	suggests	to
those	returning	to	Christ	that	they,	first,	give	this	up	as	a	kind	of	early	stage	of	the
journey.”41	Thus,	bodily	virginity	is	the	first	step	in	our	return	to	Christ.	This	is	followed,
Gregory	insists,	by	getting	rid	of	the	tunics	of	hide:	“[T]hey	must	put	off	the	coverings	of
the	flesh,	the	garments	made	of	skin,	that	is,	they	must	put	aside	the	thought	of	the
flesh….”42	After	this,	we	should	no	longer	stand	in	the	shade	of	the	fig	tree,	“these
ephemeral	leaves	of	life.”43	We	are	to	“disdain	the	deceptions	of	taste	and	sight”	and	no
longer	follow	the	serpent	as	our	guide.	We	should	fasten	on	“beauty	alone.”44	If	we	thus
focus	on	God	alone,	insists	Gregory,	“it	is	perhaps	in	this	way	that	one	could	be	snatched
away	from	this	world	which	lies	in	shame	and	restored	to	paradise	where	Paul	saw	and
heard	things	unheard	and	unseen,	which:	‘It	is	not	granted	for	man	to	utter’	[2	Cor
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12:4].”45	The	sequence	of	the	reditus	is	a	perfect	mirror	image	of	that	of	the	exitus,	with
marriage	functioning	as	the	hinge	in	the	center.	Since	marriage	lay	at	the	origin	of	our
post-lapsarian	life	of	the	passions—and	thus	at	the	origin	of	corruption	and	death—
virginity	forms	the	portal	to	incorruptibility	and	life.

Chapter	11	of	De	virginitate	makes	clear	that	this	overcoming	of	corruption	and	death	is,
at	the	same	time,	a	participation	in	true	beauty.	Gregory	begins	the	chapter	by
encouraging	his	readers	to	direct	their	minds	to	“the	unseen”	(τὸ	ἀόρατον).46	In	order
to	do	this,	Gregory	explains,	one	needs	to	distinguish	between	body	and	soul:	the	body
does	not	give	us	a	full	grasp	of	the	human	(p.126)	 person.	If	the	eye	of	the	soul
properly	analyzes	and	evaluates	bodily	beauty,	Nyssen	continues,	she	will	recognize	its
limitations:

Accordingly,	in	the	seeking	of	the	beautiful,	the	person	who	is	superficial	in	his
thought,	when	he	sees	something	in	which	fantasy	is	mixed	with	some	beauty,	will
think	that	the	thing	itself	is	beautiful	because	of	its	own	nature	(τῇ	ἑαυτοῦ	φύσει),
his	attention	being	attracted	to	it	because	of	pleasure,	and	he	will	be	concerned
with	nothing	beyond	this.	But	the	man	who	has	purified	the	eye	of	his	soul	is	able	to
look	at	such	things	and	forget	the	matter	in	which	the	beauty	is	encased,	and	he
uses	what	he	sees	as	a	kind	of	basis	(ὑποβάθρᾳ)	for	his	contemplation	of	intelligible
beauty.	By	a	participation	(μετουσίαν)	in	this	beauty,	the	other	beautiful	things
come	into	being	and	are	identified.47

The	beauty	of	a	created	object,	Gregory	insists,	does	not	lie	in	“its	own	nature,”	which	is
not	surprising,	seeing	that	he	regards	matter	as	nothing	but	a	confluence	of	intelligible
properties.	It	is	only	inasmuch	as	material	objects	participate	in	intelligible	reality	that	they
have	any	beauty	at	all.	The	upshot	is	that	Gregory	feels	we	should	use	created	beauty	as
a	support	or	framework	(ὑπόβαθρα)	that	allows	us	to	contemplate	the	intelligible	beauty
itself.

As	an	aside,	we	should	not	miss	the	fact	that	Gregory	explicitly	insists	here	that	not	just
the	human	soul,	but	also	bodily	realities	participate	in	intelligible	beauty—which	Gregory
understands	as	God’s	own	purity	and	holiness.48	To	be	sure,	this	is	probably	the	most
explicit	affirmation	anywhere	in	his	writings	of	the	participation	of	material	objects	in	God’s
beauty;	wherever	else	Gregory	speaks	of	participation,	it	is	almost	always	intelligible
creatures	(angels	and	the	human	soul)	who	participate	in	God’s	being.49	Nevertheless,
participation	of	visible,	material	beauty	in	divine	beauty	is	in	line	with	viewpoints	that
Gregory	expresses	in	several	other	places.50	As	we	have	already	seen,	in	De	hominis

opificio,	he	explains	that	the	mind	is	created	in	the	image	of	God,	so	that	it	mirrors	and
participates	(μετέχει)	in	divine	beauty,	while	the	body	receives	its	beauty	by	functioning
as	a	“mirror	of	the	mirror.”51	And	in	one	of	his	late	works,	Oratio	catechetica,	Nyssen
explains	that	God’s	wisdom	arranged	for	“a	mixture	(μίχις)	and	blending	(ἀνάκρισις)	of
the	sensible	and	the	intelligible,	in	order	that	everything	may	equally	participate	(μετέχοι)
in	the	good	(καλοῦ),	and	none	of	the	things	which	exist	may	be	excluded	from	a	share	in
the	nature	of	that	which	is	superior.”52	Gregory	sees	this	blending	in	the	second	creation
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account,	where	God,	taking	dust	from	the	earth,	(p.127)	 “fashioned	man	and	by	His
own	breath	planted	life	in	the	creature”	(cf.	Gen	2:7).53	Thus,	according	to	Nyssen,	bodily
life	does	participate	in	divine	beauty,	even	if	this	participation	is	mediated	by	intelligible
creatures.

Despite	this	bodily	participation	in	beauty,	Gregory	clearly	does	not	want	us	to	linger	with
the	beauty	of	material	objects.	His	understanding	of	participation,	both	in	Chapter	11	of
De	virginitate	and	elsewhere,	is	such	that	we	are	to	transcend	physical	beauty—as	well
as	the	beauty	that	we	perceive	in	honor,	glory,	and	power.54	The	reason	we	should	not
linger	with	them	is	not	just	because	it	would	be	erroneous	to	locate	our	permanence,
security,	or	immortality	in	them;55	the	more	basic	reason	is	that	these	realities
themselves	are	of	a	lower	kind.	Once	we	have	located	the	path	to	beauty,	insists	St.
Gregory,	we	should	have	“disdain”	(ὑπεροψίαν)	for	and	should	“disregard”
(ὑπερβαίνοντας)	such	ephemeral	(πρόσκαιρα),	visible	things.56	It	is	“through”	(διὰ)	the
beauty	that	we	see	in	the	world	around	us	that	“the	soul,	rising	and	leaving	behind	all
notice	of	unimportant	things,	arrives	at	a	knowledge	of	the	grandeur	beyond	the
heavens.”57	Insisting	that	with	“heavenly	wings”	we	ascend	“above	all	low	and
earthbound	things,”58	Gregory	captures	the	intended	end	of	our	flight	with	the	typically
Platonic	expression	of	beauty	“of	itself	and	in	itself”	(ἐξ	ἑαυτοῦ	καὶ	δι’	ἑαυτοῦ).59	It	is	the
immaterial	beauty	of	divine	virginity	itself	that	forms	the	aim	of	the	anagogical	journey.	It
can	only	be	reached,	Nyssen	believes,	by	leaving	behind	all	material	beauty	that	points	to
and	participates	in	this	divine	beauty.	This	finally	leads	him	to	the	climax	of	his	eulogy	on
beauty,	as	he	explicitly	links	this	ineffable	beauty	to	virginity,	incorruptibility,	and	God
himself:	“The	goal	(σκοπὸν)	of	true	virginity	and	zeal	for	incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσίαν)	is
the	ability	to	see	God,	for	the	chief	and	first	and	only	beautiful	and	good	and	pure	is	the
God	of	all,	and	no	one	is	so	blind	in	mind	as	not	to	perceive	that	even	by	himself.”60	For
Nyssen,	we	reach	virginity	through	participation	in	beauty.	And	while	this	participation
does	not	negate	the	(participatory)	beauty	of	bodily	realities,	the	aim	of	virginity	requires
that	they	ultimately	be	left	behind.61

(p.128)	 Death	and	Mourning	in	De	mortuis	oratio
Not	surprisingly,	Gregory’s	view	that	bodily	virginity	is	a	proleptic	anticipation	of	our
eschatological	participation	in	God’s	virginity	and	incorruptibility	shapes	his	attitude
toward	grief	(λύπη)	in	the	face	of	bereavement.	Grief,	while	it	is	the	almost	inevitable
result	of	the	loss	of	a	loved	one,	is	for	Gregory	nonetheless	the	outcome	of	erroneous
judgment.	To	be	sure,	Nyssen	does	not	believe	that	the	most	effective	way	to	eradicate
the	passion	of	grief	is	simply	by	stifling	it.	Allowing	people	to	vent	their	pain	of	loss	serves
precisely	to	ease	the	removal	of	this	passion,	in	order	to	make	room	for	a	rational
consideration	of	the	Christian	hope	of	eternal	impassible	and	angelic	life.

The	question	of	the	appropriateness	of	grief	is	not	an	incidental	one	for	Gregory.	He	deals
with	it	in	at	least	three	distinct	groups	of	writings.62	First,	Gregory	grapples	with	the
question	of	grief	in	three	funeral	orations,	preached	at	the	death	of	Bishop	Meletius	of
Antioch	(Oratio	funebris	in	Meletium	episcopum),63	of	the	princess	Pulcheria,	daughter
of	Theodosius	and	Flacilla	(Oratio	consolatoria	in	Pulcheriam),	and	of	Empress	Flacilla
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(Oratio	funebris	in	Flacillam	imperatricem).64	Second,	Gregory	addresses	the	question
of	grief	in	De	mortuis	oratio,	a	treatise	whose	origin	is	unknown,	though	it	is	usually	dated
around	379	or	380.65	Third,	Macrina’s	death	(18–19	July	379)	was	an	occasion	for
Gregory	to	reflect	at	some	length	on	the	experience	of	grief,	both	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione	and	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae.

(p.129)	 The	question	of	the	appropriateness	of	grief	was	a	vexed	one	in	ancient
philosophy.	Robert	C.	Gregg,	in	an	excellent	book	on	the	Cappadocians’	approach	to
consolation	literature,	indicates	that	there	were	two	main	schools	of	thought.66	The
Platonists,	basing	themselves	on	the	Platonic	philosopher	Crantor	(†	c.275	BC)	as	well	as
on	Book	X	of	The	Republic,	tended	to	allow	for	“moderate	indulgence”	(μετριοπάθεια)
and	maintained	that	elimination	of	the	emotions	was	neither	desirable	nor	possible.	They
based	their	doctrine	of	the	“mean”	on	a	“partitive”	psychology	in	which	the	passions
were	considered	an	integral	part	of	the	soul	and	inseparable	from	reason.	One	of	the
implications	of	this	Platonist	position	was	that	grief	was	considered	an	involuntary
emotion,	though	reason	was	supposed	to	moderate	it.67	By	contrast,	Stoics	such	as	Zeno
(c.490–430	BC),	Cleanthes	(331–232	BC),	Chrysippus	(c.280–c.206	BC),	and	Cicero	(106–
43	BC)	regarded	impassibility	(ἀπάθεια)	as	the	ideal	and	insisted	that	since	grief	was	a
voluntary	emotion,	one	had	not	only	the	duty	but	also	the	ability	to	eliminate	it.	On	this
understanding,	the	emotions	were	regarded	as	irrational	and	destructive	of	virtue,	and
they	were	not	considered	as	part	of	the	human	soul.	Thus,	Stoics	tended	to	regard	grief
as	the	result	of	a	rational	error	in	judgment.68	Cicero,	explains	Gregg,	maintained	that
“[w]hat	needs	curing	is	folly,	not	sorrow.”69	The	sharp	distinctions	between	these	two
traditions	were	moderated	by	two	philosophers,	both	of	whom	took	reflections	on	grief	in
a	more	Platonic	direction.	The	middle	Stoic	philosopher	Posidonius	(130–46	BC)	rejected
the	Stoic	ideal	of	ἀπάθεια	and	returned	to	a	more	Platonic	partitive	understanding	of	the
soul.	Virtue,	on	his	understanding,	meant	not	the	abolition	but	the	ordering	and
regulation	of	the	passions.70	The	middle	Platonist	philosopher	Plutarch	(46–c.120)	also
opposed	the	abolition	of	the	irrational	element	of	the	soul	and	maintained	that	grief	came
in	differing	intensities	and	was	supposed	to	be	properly	managed,	not	abolished.71

Gregory	is	probably	too	eclectic	a	thinker	to	be	slotted	clearly	in	one	of	these
traditions,72	although	my	exposition	on	his	understanding	of	grief	will	make	clear	that	on
the	whole	his	approach	fits	better	with	a	Stoic	than	with	a	Platonic	approach,	even	while
elements	in	Gregory’s	thought	assume	a	more	(p.130)	 Platonic,	partitive	psychology.73

We	have	already	seen	evidence	of	his	Platonism	in	that	he	refuses	simply	to	separate	the
rational	soul	from	the	spirited	and	erotic	aspects	of	the	soul.	Also,	the	theme	of
moderation	does	play	an	important	role	in	his	overall	thought.	Nonetheless,	ἀπάθεια	is	an
obvious	ideal	for	Gregory	as	it	was	for	the	Stoics,	and	we	have	already	seen	that	he
regards	only	the	rational	element	of	the	soul	as	being	created	in	the	image	of	God.
Furthermore,	while	Gregory	does	highlight	the	role	that	desire	plays	in	the	ascent
toward	God,	he	regards	the	passions	(πάθη)	as	originating	with	the	Fall	and	as	oriented
toward	material	pleasure.	Finally—and	we	will	look	at	this	in	more	detail—although
Nyssen	does	give	room	for	grief	to	express	itself,	he	nonetheless	regards	it	as	an
essentially	negative	emotion	that	must	be	overcome.
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The	main	reason	why	I	resist	classifying	Nyssen	as	either	Platonic	or	Stoic	in	his	approach
to	grief,	however,	is	that	it	is	his	Christian	thought	rather	than	pagan	philosophy	that
primarily	shapes	his	thinking.	To	be	sure,	Platonic	and	Stoic	thought	both	shape	his
theology,	but	Gregory’s	primary	considerations	in	evaluating	the	emotion	of	grief	are
theological	in	character.	In	particular,	both	the	hope	for	the	soul’s	continued	existence
after	death	and	faith	in	the	resurrection	are	tremendously	significant	themes	in	all	of	his
writings	on	death	and	mourning.	Naturally,	Gregory’s	interpretation	of	biblical	texts	is
open	to	discussion	and	disagreement	and	undoubtedly	bears	the	stamp	of	Platonic	and
Stoic	philosophy.	Whatever	the	influences	on	his	thinking,	however,	Gregory	himself	is
clearly	convinced	that	the	gospel	ought	to	inform	and	shape	one’s	evaluation	of	grief.
Thus,	his	negative	attitude	toward	this	particular	passion	is	decidedly	theologically
informed.

The	question	of	the	role	that	grief	plays	in	Nyssen’s	thought	has	come	to	the	fore	through
an	important	essay	by	Rowan	Williams	on	De	anima	et	resurrectione.74	Williams	defends
Gregory	against	the	charge	that	he	regards	the	rational	faculty	as	a	separate,	additional
capacity,	isolated	from	the	“accretions”	of	animal	impulses,	and	exempt	from	moral
evaluation—a	stance	that	would	exemplify	an	unsatisfactory	characteristic	of	Platonized
Christianity.75	While	he	acknowledges	a	degree	of	ambiguity	in	Gregory’s	thinking,
Williams	argues	that	Gregory	has	a	remarkably	positive	view	of	the	passions—and
(p.131)	 of	grief	in	particular.	Like	Behr,	Williams	underscores	the	unity	of	the	human
person—body	and	soul.	According	to	Williams,	the	result	is	that	Gregory	regards	the
emotion	of	grief	in	a	positive	fashion.	Observing	that	in	the	dialogue	between	Gregory	and
Macrina,	the	latter	allows	Gregory	a	great	deal	of	space	to	explain	why	grief	is	natural,
Williams	points	to	a	pedagogical	reason:

Macrina…brings	the	pain	of	human	loss	within	the	pedagogy	of	the	spirit.	In	what
sense?	As	the	discussion	immediately	goes	on	to	show,	it	is	by	making	clear	to	us
our	fundamental	uncertainties	or	confusions	about	the	nature	of	the	soul,	its
independence	and	immortality.	The	remedy	for	this	disproportionate	grief	is	to
learn	what	the	soul	is;	but	we	should	not	know	how	little	we	understand	the	soul	if
we	did	not	give	way	to	the	full	instinctive	weight	of	grief.76

Williams	appears	to	be	suggesting	that	grief—one	of	the	passions—allows	us	to	gain
greater	self-understanding.	To	be	sure,	he	recognizes	that	for	Gregory,	human	impulses
(ὁρμαί)	such	as	grief	should	not	have	uncontrolled	sway.	When	they	do,	the	impulses
turn	into	passions	(πάθη).77	Nonetheless,	Williams	maintains	that	Gregory	sees	grief	of
bereavement	as	“understandable	and	permissible,	as	a	paradigm	of	desire.”78

In	what	follows,	I	will	suggest	that	although	Nyssen	is	remarkably	pastoral	in	his
approach,	particularly	in	his	funeral	orations,	and	while	he	recognizes	the	power	that	the
passions	do	exercise	also	on	the	intellect,	he	ultimately	regards	grief	of	bereavement	as	a
lack	in	the	theological	virtue	of	hope	(and	thus	as	an	error	in	judgment)	and	as	standing	in
the	way	of	anagogical	transposition.	Before	we	can	arrive	at	Gregory’s	approach	to
consolation,	however,	it	is	necessary	to	deal	with	De	mortuis	oratio,	since	in	this	treatise
Gregory	focuses	on	the	question	of	the	proper	attitude	toward	death	and	as	a	result	also
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deals	with	the	question	of	grief.79	The	opening	sentences	capture	the	drift	of	the	treatise
quite	well:

Those	who	consider	the	necessary	sequence	of	nature	among	those	who	depart
from	life	a	misfortune	and	who	grievously	mourn	(βαρυπενθοῦντες)	those	who
pass	from	this	life	to	that	which	is	intellectual	and	incorporeal	do	not	seem	to	me	to
have	examined	what	our	life	is,	except	the	suffering	of	many	things.	Through	some
irrational	habit	(συνηθείας)	they	love	their	present	state,	whatever	it	may	be,	as
good.	And	though	by	reason	and	understanding	he	is	ranked	above	the	(p.132)
irrational	nature,	he	has	been	on	guard	only	against	the	turning	of	the	scale	(τὴν
ῥοπὴν),	which	in	the	judgement	of	reason	appears	good	(καλόν)	and	desirable
(αἱρετὸν).	And	that	which	to	them	through	some	habit	(συνηθείας)	and	by	doubtful
judgement	appears	pleasant	and	satisfactory	is	not	to	be	preferred	above	all.
Wherefore	it	seems	good	to	me	that	they	would	give	up	an	opinion	(ἐπινοίᾳ)	of	the
matter	at	hand	that	they	have	by	habit	(σύνηθες),	in	order	to	lead	the
understanding,	if	at	all	possible,	toward	something	better	and	fitting	by	means	of
arguments.80

Gregory’s	treatise	is	meant	to	break	the	habit	(συνήθεια)	of	people	who	are	attached	to
this	present	life	and	who	irrationally	fear	the	“turning	of	the	scale”	toward	death.	Already
he	alludes	to	what	will	be	a	major	theme	in	the	treatise:	the	sufferings	that	characterize
our	present	existence.	The	rational	approach	toward	death,	he	insists,	is	not	to	fear	it	but
to	regard	it	as	good	and	desirable.	Thus,	De	mortuis	will	set	out	to	correct	the	erroneous
“opinion”	regarding	death	and	will	caution	against	regarding	death	as	a	misfortune	to	be
mourned.	Nyssen’s	articulation	of	the	purpose	of	his	treatise	follows	naturally:	“For	thus
the	investigation	(θεωρία)	may	proceed	to	the	aim	(σκοπὸν)	of	the	treatise,	so	as	to	move
the	many	from	habits	(συνήθους)	to	the	right	understanding.”81	Gregory’s	investigation
is	going	to	be	a	rational	one,	in	order	to	correct	people’s	habitual	attachments	to	this-
worldly	goods.	This	rational	investigation	is	meant	also	to	lead	to	a	correct	view	of	the
appropriateness	of	mourning	in	the	face	of	death.

For	Gregory,	the	question	of	one’s	attitude	toward	death	is	identical	to	the	question	of
what	constitutes	the	good.	He	insists,	therefore,	that	he	first	needs	to	ask	what	it	is	that	is
truly	good	(τὸ	ἀληθῶς	ἀγαθόν).82	He	answers	this	by	means	of	a	definition	that	identifies
goodness	with	unchangeability:	“What,	then,	is	the	character	of	true	goodness	(τῆς
ἀληθινῆς	ἀγαθότητος)?	That	which	has	profitability	not	just	in	one	respect,	or	appears
helpful	or	useless	at	certain	times,	or	is	beautiful	(καλὸν)	for	someone	in	one	way	but	not
another,	but	that	which	by	itself	according	to	its	own	nature	is	beautiful	(καλὸν)	and	has
it	in	everything	and	always	in	like	manner.”83	Gregory	then	contrasts	this	immutable
goodness	or	beauty	with	the	natural	elements,	such	as	water,	air,	and	fire,	which	are	not
always	beautiful	and	profitable	because	they	often	hurt	us.84	The	human	body	is	far	from
unchanging	beauty:	“Indeed,	the	life	of	our	body	is	both	filling	and	emptying,	operating	in
both	ways,	either	through	eating	and	drinking	or	through	breathing	in	air	and	exhaling	it,
without	which	life	according	to	the	flesh	does	not	have	the	nature	to	endure.”85	The
cycles	of	bodily	existence	make	for	continuous	change	and	as	such,	according	to
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Gregory,	cannot	possibly	be	associated	with	true	beauty:

(p.133)	 Since	therefore	there	is	opposition	of	that	which	is	truly	good	(τῷ	ἀληθῶς
ἀγαθῷ)	to	that	which	is	not	truly	good	(τὸ	μὴ	ἀληθῶς	ἀγαθόν),	and	since	there	is
conflict	between	these	two,	it	follows	that	a	change	takes	place	among	those	who
separate	themselves	from	what	is	not	truly	beautiful	(τοῦ	μὴ	ἀληθῶς	ὄντος	καλοῦ)
so	as	to	believe	in	what	is	beautiful	(καλὸν)	in	nature,	which	always	and	in
everything	and	through	all	things	is	good	(ἀγαθὸν),	neither	at	times	nor	in	some
respect	nor	toward	some	people	nor	because	of	something,	but	always	in	the	same
way	and	in	like	manner.86

It	is	clear	that	Nyssen	regards	nothing	better	than	a	turning	away	from	the	material	life	of
change	toward	that	which	is	constant	in	its	beauty	and	goodness.	The	insistence	on
anagogical	transposition	could	hardly	be	expressed	more	forcefully.

This	same	turn	toward	that	which	is	truly	good	and	beautiful	is,	for	Gregory,	what	allows
us	to	overcome	grief.	The	anagogical	transposition,	ultimately	achieved	through	death,
enables	us	finally	no	longer	to	be	led	astray	by	means	of	“sensible	passions”
(αἰσθητηρίων	ἡδοναῖς).87	With	our	“judgement	of	the	good”	(τὴν	τοῦ	καλοῦ	κρίσιν)	no
longer	being	erroneous,	the	cause	of	grief	itself	has	been	removed:	“Why	then	is	there
sadness	(σκυθρωπὸν)	in	the	situation,	because	of	which	we	are	downcast
(ἐπιστυγνάζομεν),	at	the	removal	of	physical	needs?”88	For	Gregory,	there	can	be
nothing	“distressing”	(λυπηρὸν)	about	a	change	to	“the	impassible	and	trouble-free	life”
(πρὸς	τὸν	ἀγαθῆ	τε	καὶ	ἀνενόχλητον	βίον).89	He	presents	a	lengthy	litany	of	this-worldly
hardships	(earthquakes,	shipwrecks,	captivity,	being	devoured	by	bloodthirsty	animals
and	bitten	by	serpents)	and	emotional	upheavals	(pride,	humiliation,	audacity,	fear,	and
anger),	and	he	emphatically	underscores	the	absence	in	the	afterlife	of	the	sadness	and
grief	that	come	from	bereavement	and	widowhood.90	For	Gregory,	the	absence	of	grief
and	sadness	in	the	hereafter	is	an	important	reason	for	us	to	not	to	fear	the	end	of	our
lives	here	on	earth.91

After	a	brief	discussion	of	self-knowledge	(with	an	appeal	to	Deuteronomy	15:9	and
Proverbs	13:10)92—which	for	Gregory	entails	a	focus	on	the	interior	life	rather	than	on
“outward	things”	(τὰ	ἒχω)—Nyssen	comes	to	the	heart	of	his	treatise,	explaining	the
basic	reason	why	death	should	not	cause	us	to	grieve.	As	he	begins	this	explanation,	he
radically	opposes	body	and	soul,	insisting	that	it	is	the	soul,	not	the	body,	by	which	we
approach	the	beauty	of	the	archetype.93	When	death	separates	body	and	soul,	it	is	the
latter	that	participates	(μετέχει)	in	the	intellectual	and	non-material	life.	St.	Gregory	thus
maintains	that	“if	the	body	were	the	true	good,	we	would	have	to	be	vexed	at	the	loss	of
the	flesh.”94	To	be	sure,	by	insisting	that	in	death	we	take	off	the	“fleshly	garment”	(τὴν
σαρκώδη	περιβολὴν),	Nyssen	may	well	be	alluding	to	(p.134)	 the	fact	that	the	body	we
leave	behind	in	death	consists	simply	of	the	post-lapsarian	tunics	of	hide.95	Later	on	in	the
treatise,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	the	resurrection	of	the	body	is,	in	fact,	important	to
him.	Nonetheless,	in	this	central	section,	he	leaves	no	doubt	that	he	considers	the
present	constitution	of	the	body	to	be	deeply	problematic,	so	much	so	that	he	presents	a
nearly	unqualified	duality	between	bodily	and	intellectual	life,	as	well	as	between	the
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present	life	and	life	after	death.	The	conclusion	of	this	all	seems	obvious	to	Nyssen:	“Such
an	understanding	should	be	a	matter	of	gladness	(ἐυφροσύνης)	not	sorrow	(κατηφείας)
….”96	It	is	precisely	because	of	the	strongly	anagogical	character	of	his	approach	that
Gregory	regards	grief	as	an	unwelcome	emotion	that	needs	to	be	overcome.

Before	he	draws	his	treatise	to	a	close,	St.	Gregory	deals	in	a	lengthy	section	with	the
obvious	question	that	his	exposition	raises:	what	value,	if	any,	could	the	body	possibly	still
have?97	Nyssen	responds	to	this	question	in	a	threefold	manner.98	First,	with	an	allusion
to	1	Corinthians	15:37,	he	insists	that	in	farming	there	is	a	proper	cycle	(περίοδόν)	and
sequence	(ἀκολουθίαν)	that	moves	a	plant	from	the	stalk,	via	them	stem,	to	the	fruit	of
the	ear.99	Just	as	there	is	maturation	in	plant	life	that	takes	time	and	that	aims	at	a
particular	goal,	so	also	the	bodily	life	of	human	beings	follows	a	pattern	leading	to	a	certain
aim.	The	goal	(σκοπός)	and	end	(πέρας)	of	the	journey	of	human	growth	and	maturation,
says	Gregory,	is	restoration	to	the	primeval	state	(ἡ	πρὸς	τὸ	ἀρχαῖον).	Thus,	he	appears
to	suggest	that	the	body	is	necessary	because	we	can	only	reach	the	end	of	our	journey
through	the	various	stages	of	bodily	maturation.

Second,	Gregory	explains	that	bodily	existence	is	indispensable	along	this	journey
because	it	allows	for	growth	in	virtue.	The	“tunics	of	hide”	(δερματίνου	χιτῶνος),
explains	Gregory,	offer	material	pleasure	and	thus	place	us	before	the	choice	between
virtue	and	vice.	The	tunics	of	hide	are	linked,	therefore,	to	free	will	(ἀυτεξούσιον),	which
we	can	use	either	to	follow	or	to	reject	material	pleasure.	Those	who	misuse	their
freedom	God	will	purify	after	death.100	The	material	body	thus	serves	as	a	means	of
spiritual	discipline,	we	could	say.	Paradoxically,	it	is	life	in	the	flesh	that	allows	us	to	reach
the	(p.135)	 spiritual	life	of	impassibility	(ἐν	ἀπαθείᾳ).101	This	means	that	bodily	life	itself
is	not	the	problem,	and	Gregory	is	rather	emphatic	in	his	insistence	on	this:	[S]ince
everyone	mindful	of	virtue	has	been	in	the	flesh	yet	not	in	evil,	it	is	clear	that	the	body	is
not	the	cause	(αἰτία)	of	the	misfortunes	but	that	free	will	(προαίρεσις)	is	the	maker	of	the
passions.”102	Gregory	goes	on	to	explain	that	it	is	slavery	to	pleasure	and	thus	lack	of
moderation,	rather	than	bodily	life	itself,	that	causes	problems.

Third,	Gregory	highlights	the	resurrection	of	the	body:	“Now	do	not	reproach	the	body
for	its	unseemly	parts,	because	after	this,	through	the	resurrection	(παλιγγενεσίας),	the
soul	will	be	reconstituted	(μετα-στοιχειωθέντι)	to	something	more	divine	(θειότερον)
and	will	be	beautified,	as	she	has	been	cleansed	from	superfluous	and	useless	elements
for	the	enjoyment	(ἀπόλαυσιν)	of	the	life	to	come.”103	Purified	of	its	dross,	the	bodily
impulses	will	no	longer	pursue	pleasures,	riches,	love	of	honor,	mastery,	temper,	conceit,
and	the	like.104	Explains	Gregory:	“With	all	these	things	stripped	away	and	purified,	the
appetite	(ὄρεξις)	will	be	channelled	in	its	operation	toward	that	which	alone	is	attractive,
desirable,	and	alluring,	not	completely	extinguishing	our	naturally	embedded	inclinations
(ὁρμὰς)	toward	such	things,	but	refashioning	them	for	immaterial	participation
(μετουσίαν)	in	good	things.”105	We	will	never	experience	satiation	(οὐδέποτε	κόρῳ)	of
this	desire,	insists	Gregory	with	an	obvious	allusion	to	his	doctrine	of	eternal	progress
(ἐπέκτασις).106	In	line	with	this	transformation	of	bodily	appetites	and	inclinations
Gregory	interprets	the	“breastplate	of	righteousness,”	the	“sword	of	the	Spirit,”	and	the



Dead Body

Page 15 of 32

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

“helmet	of	hope”	of	Ephesians	6:14,	17	as	referring	to	God’s	re-forging	(μεταχαλκεύσει)
of	our	bodies.107	This	eschatological	interpretation	of	Ephesians	6,	as	referring	to	our
reconstituted	bodies,	makes	clear	that	Nyssen	is	thinking	of	a	physical	transformation	that
reflects	a	moral	change	from	vice	to	virtue:	for	Gregory,	bodily	and	moral	transposition
go	hand	in	hand.108	Thus,	while	he	exhorts	his	readers	to	love	their	bodies,	since
(p.136)	 nobody	hates	his	own	body	(Eph	5:29),	he	makes	clear	that	the	resurrection
body	is	one	that	will	have	undergone	a	radical	makeover.109	At	the	same	time,	it	is
precisely	by	insisting	on	the	body’s	radical	transfiguration	that	Gregory	is	able	to	maintain
its	continuing	significance	for	the	resurrection	life.

The	conclusion	of	Gregory’s	treatise	returns	once	more	to	the	question	of	grief.	Taking
his	starting	point	in	1	Thessalonians	4:13	(“But	we	would	not	have	you	ignorant,
brethren,	concerning	those	who	are	asleep,	that	you	may	not	grieve	as	others	do	who
have	no	hope”),	Gregory	makes	clear	one	last	time	that	“low-minded	and	servile	grief”
must	be	rejected.110	He	adds,	however,	that	there	is	also	a	form	of	mourning	(πένθος)
that	leads	to	virtue.111	Here,	Gregory	has	in	mind	the	recognition	of	how	much	we	fall
short	of	the	divine	life.	This	is	not	“worldly	grief”	but	“godly	grief,”	insists	Gregory	with	a
reference	to	2	Corinthians	7:10.112	This	final	distinction	makes	clear	that	Gregory’s	point
is	not	that	the	emotion	of	grief	is	wrong	per	se.	And,	while	he	is	quite	troubled	by	the	fact
that	grief	usually	takes	the	form	of	human	passion	(which	would	almost	invariably	be	the
case	in	situations	of	bereavement),	Gregory’s	deepest	concern	is	that	such	worldly	grief
stands	in	the	way	of	eschatological	hope.	Thus,	whereas	lamenting	someone’s	death
betrays	inordinate	attachment	to	bodily	and	material	realities,	lamenting	the	loss	of
immortality	gives	evidence	of	an	appropriate	anagogical	orientation.	In	other	words,
Nyssen	wants	to	keep	the	focus	on	the	eschaton	and	on	immortality.	Mourning	in	the	face
of	death	is	based	on	erroneous	judgment,	he	maintains,	since	death	clearly	constitutes	a
change	for	the	good	(considering	the	difficulties	of	our	earthly	existence	and	the	soul’s
participation	in	true	beauty	after	death).	For	Gregory,	to	mourn	the	loss	of	loved	ones	is
to	fail	to	take	into	account	properly	the	positive	transformation	that	occurs	in	death.113

He	wants	the	focal	point	to	be	anagogical:	not	this-worldly	existence	but	the	life	to	come.

(p.137)	 Death	and	Mourning	in	Pastoral	Context
The	other	two	groups	of	writings	that	deal	with	bereavement	are	St.	Gregory’s	three
funeral	orations	(on	the	occasions	of	the	passing	away	of	Bishop	Meletius,	Princess
Pulcheria,	and	Empress	Flacilla)	and	his	theological	attempts	to	come	to	grips	with	the
death	of	his	sister	Macrina	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae.	In	each
of	these	writings,	Nyssen	deals	extensively	with	the	issue	of	grief.	Although	on	the
surface	it	might	seem	that	Gregory	espouses	contradictory	views	in	these	writings—at
times	appearing	to	tolerate	or	even	encourage	grief,	while	at	other	times	condemning	it—
I	will	conclude	that	throughout	his	writings,	St.	Gregory	appears	convinced	that	at	the
point	of	bodily	death,	the	corruptibility	and	passibility	of	this	life	give	way	to	the
incorruptible	and	impassible	life	of	God.	To	be	sure,	Nyssen	is	convinced	that	proper
consolation	enables	mourners	to	give	expression	to	their	grief,	but	the	purpose	of	this	is
to	offer	anagogical	guidance,	away	from	grief	to	the	joy	of	the	hope	of	resurrection.
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Two	preliminary	comments	about	the	funeral	orations	may	serve	to	guide	our
interpretation.	First,	their	pastoral	context	is	important	for	understanding	the	way	in
which	Nyssen	articulates	himself.	In	these	sermons,	Gregory	faces	the	necessity	to
express	himself	in	ways	suited	to	a	grieving	audience.	We	will	see	that	this	forces	him	to
take	their	emotional	upheaval	seriously.	Second,	although	traditional	rhetorical
conventions	impact	the	overall	form	of	the	funeral	orations,	my	analysis	will	focus	on
theological	rather	than	rhetorical	analysis.	I	am	not	convinced	that	formal	requirements
skew	or	determine	how	Gregory	evaluates	the	passions,	and	grief	in	particular.114	His
reflections	on	grief	in	these	sermons	fit	quite	well	with	how	he	expresses	himself
elsewhere	on	the	topic,	and	they	are	also	in	line	with	his	overall	anagogical	approach.

St.	Gregory	is	keenly	attuned	to	the	hold	that	the	passion	of	grief	(λύπη)	exercises	on
people	at	the	occasion	of	the	death	of	a	loved	one.	In	the	Vita	s.	(p.138)	Macrinae,	he
describes	both	his	own	grief	and	that	of	others	in	vivid	terms.	When	his	brother
Naucratius	died	on	a	hunting	expedition,	his	mother	Emmelia	reacted	violently:	“When
someone	came	to	tell	her	of	the	disaster,	though	she	was	perfect	in	all	that	concerns
virtue,	yet	nature	prevailed	over	her	all	the	same.	Her	soul	staggered,	she	at	once
became	breathless	and	speechless,	reason	(λογισμοῦ)	yielded	to	passion	(πάθει).	At	the
assault	of	the	evil	news	she	collapsed	on	the	spot,	like	some	noble	athlete	felled	by	an
unexpected	blow.”115	When	Gregory	sits	at	Macrina’s	deathbed,	and	“the	memory	of
the	great	Basil”	arises	in	the	conversation,	Gregory	acknowledges:	“[M]y	soul	drooped,
my	face	fell	dejected,	and	the	tears	(δάκρυα)	streamed	from	my	eyes.”116	Similarly,
when	his	sister	dies,	Gregory	completely	breaks	down	as	he	witnesses	the	“mournful
(γοερᾶς)	wailing	(οἰμωγῆς)	of	the	virgins”:117	“But	when	their	anguish	(πάθος)	could	no
longer	be	subdued	in	silence,	and	grief	(πένθους)	like	some	inward	fire	was	smouldering
in	their	souls,	all	at	once	a	bitter	and	irrepressible	cry	(ἦχος)	broke	out,	so	that	my
reason	(λογισμόν)	no	longer	remained	steady,	but	as	if	submerged	by	a	torrent	in	flood,
was	swept	under	by	passion	(πάθει).	Thereupon,	disregarding	the	duty	at	hand,	I
yielded	myself	up	wholly	to	the	lamentations	(θρήνων).”118	Upon	the	funeral
procession’s	arrival	at	the	tomb,	chaos	breaks	out	when	one	of	the	virgins	cries	out
(ἐκβοησάσης)	that	they	will	“never	look	upon	that	godlike	face	again”:119	“Thereupon	the
other	virgins	cried	out	(ἐξεβόησαν)	the	same	with	her,	and	a	disorderly	confusion
overthrew	the	orderly	and	sacred	character	of	the	psalmody,	with	everyone	else
sobbing	(ἐπικλασθέντων)	at	the	wailing	(οἰμωγὴν)	of	the	virgins.”120	While	these	are
some	of	the	most	poignant	descriptions	of	grief	in	the	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	it	is	fair	to	say	that
much	of	the	account	is	taken	up	by	descriptions	of	grief	and	lament.

De	anima	et	resurrectione,	situated	at	Macrina’s	deathbed,	likewise	gives	obvious
testimony	to	Gregory’s	recognition	of	the	power	that	the	passion	of	grief	exercises	at	the
prospect	of	his	sister’s	impending	death.	The	very	beginning	of	the	treatise	places	the
dialogue	in	the	context	of	grief:

When	Basil,	great	among	the	saints,	had	passed	from	this	human	life	to	God	and	a
common	access	of	sorrow	(πένθους)	came	upon	the	churches,	our	sister	and
teacher	remained	as	yet	in	this	life.	I	went	to	her	then	with	haste,	to	share	with	her
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the	calamity	of	our	brother.	Indeed	my	soul	was	keening	(περιώδυνος)	at	so
exceedingly	a	loss,	and	I	sought	one	with	whom	I	might	share	my	tears	(δακρύων),
one	who	bore	the	same	burden	of	grief	(λύπης).	Alas,	when	we	came	before	each
(p.139)	 other’s	eyes,	the	sight	of	the	teacher	only	rekindled	the	passion	(πάθος),
for	she	too	was	already	in	the	grip	of	a	mortal	illness.121

The	powerful	experience	of	Gregory’s	grief	then	becomes	the	occasion	for	a	fairly	sharp
exchange	with	his	sister	on	the	appropriateness	of	this	grief,	during	which	Gregory
continues	to	experience	an	inability	to	overcome	his	emotions:	“I	answered	rather
brashly,	without	considering	too	carefully	what	I	was	saying,	for	I	had	not	yet	recovered
my	reasoning	(λογισμὸν)	from	passion	(πάθους).”122	The	entire	dialogue	about	death
and	resurrection	is	thus	cast	as	a	response	to	Gregory’s	intense	experience	of	grief.

The	recognition	of	the	power	of	grief	is	palpable	also	in	each	of	the	three	funeral	orations.
Especially	the	rhetoric	of	the	oration	for	Bishop	Meletius	of	Antioch,	who	until	his	death	in
AD	381	was	presiding	over	the	Council	of	Constantinople,	gives	voice	to	the	reality	of
lament:	“How	can	I	lift	up	the	eyes	of	my	soul,”	exclaims	Gregory,	“veiled	as	I	am	with
this	darkness	of	misfortune?	Who	will	pierce	for	me	this	deep	dark	cloud	of	grief	(λύπης),
and	light	up	again,	as	out	of	a	clear	sky,	the	bright	ray	of	peace?”123	As	he	is	lamenting
the	loss	of	the	astounding	qualities	of	the	bishop,	Nyssen	suddenly	calls	out:	“I	feel	an
impulse	(προάγομαι),	as	if	I	were	on	the	stage,	to	shout	aloud	(ἀναβοῆσαι)	for	our
calamity.	Oh!	Church,	I	pity	you.	To	you,	the	city	of	Antioch,	I	address	my	words.	I	pity
you	for	this	sudden	reversal.	How	has	your	beauty	been	despoiled!	How	have	you	been
robbed	of	your	ornaments!	How	suddenly	has	the	flower	faded!”124

The	homily	that	Gregory	preached	when	Pulcheria,	the	daughter	of	Emperor	Theodosius
and	Empress	Flacilla,	died	at	the	young	age	of	six	or	seven,	also	begins	with	a	strong
acknowledgment	of	the	reality	of	grief,	as	Gregory	comments	on	the	fact	that	the	people
are	lamenting	two	earthquakes	at	the	same	time:	the	physical	earthquake	that	shook
Constantinople	probably	almost	exactly	a	year	earlier	and	the	earthquake	of	Pulcheria’s
death:	“I	do	not	know	how	I	should	make	use	of	the	discourse;	for	I	see	that	the	subject
is	twofold	and	gloomy	(σκυθρωπὴν)	in	each	case,	so	that	it	is	not	easy	to	proceed	with	the
discourse	without	tears	(δακρύων),	whichever	of	the	two	is	chosen.”125	As	he	reflects	on
the	death	of	such	a	young	girl,	Nyssen	laments:	“Who	passed	by	the	calamity	(πάθος)
without	groaning	(ἀστενάκτως)?	Who	did	not	bemoan	(ὠλοφύρατο)	the	loss	of	life?	Who
has	not	shed	tears	(δάκρυα)	at	the	calamity	(πάθει)?	Who	has	not	mingled	his	own	voice
with	the	common	funeral	lament?”126	When	only	a	little	later,	in	386,	the	Empress	herself
died	while	traveling	in	Thrace,	again	Gregory	was	called	upon	to	attend	to	people’s
suffering	and	loss:	“For	look	how	in	a	short	time	we	have	been	gripped	by	such	(p.140)
evils.	Not	yet	recovered	from	the	earlier	blow,	the	tear	(δάκρυον)	not	yet	wiped	from
the	eyes,	we	again	experience	terrible	misfortune.”127	Not	only	do	the	people	greet
Flacilla’s	coffin	with	lament	(θρήνοις),	but	the	clouds,	too,	are	“weeping	(ἐπεδάκρον)
gentle	drops”	of	tears.128	The	funeral	orations	leave	little	doubt	either	about	Nyssen’s
recognition	of	the	tremendous	hold	that	grief	can	exercise	on	a	person	or	about	his
pastoral	ability	to	enter	into	the	suffering	of	his	audience.
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This	recognition	of	the	presence	of	grief	often	slides	over	into	an	encouragement	of
lamentation.	This	is	of	particular	significance	because	such	encouragement	might	seem	to
entail	a	rather	positive	view	of	the	passions,	whether	for	their	own	sake	or	as	a
pedagogical	tool.	Such	a	positive	view	of	grief	would	seem	hard	to	reconcile	with
Nyssen’s	overall	anagogical	approach.	We	need	to	ask,	therefore,	how	this
encouragement	of	grief	functions	pastorally	and	theologically.	In	his	oration	for	Meletius,
St.	Gregory	asks	whether	passionate	grief	is	unreasoning,	and	he	then	comments:	“Is	it
not	rather	that	I	reach	not	the	full	extent	of	our	loss	(πάθους),	though	I	exceed	in	the
loudness	of	my	expression	of	grief?	Lend	me,	oh	lend	me,	my	brethren,	the	tear	of
sympathy	(συμπαθείας	δάκρυον).”129	He	then	reminds	his	audience	that	at	the	recent
installation	of	Gregory	Nazianzen	as	Bishop	of	Constantinople,	he	had	rejoiced	with	those
who	rejoice	(Rom	12:15).	And	he	continues	his	biblical	appeal	by	adding:	“This	we	have
done.	It	is	for	you	to	return	it	by	‘weeping	with	them	that	weep	(Κλαίειν	μετὰ
κλαιόντων)’.”130	A	little	later,	he	exclaims:	“Let	alone,	ye	that	would	console;	let	alone;
force	not	on	us	your	consolation	[Isa	22:4].	Let	the	widow	mourn	deeply	(πενθείτω).	Let
her	perceive	(αἰσθέσθω)	the	loss	that	has	been	inflicted	on	her.”131	In	the	funeral
oration	for	Empress	Flacilla,	St.	Gregory	calls	on	the	entire	world	to	mourn:	“Oh	cities
and	peoples	and	nations	and	the	entire	earth	and	wherever	there’s	a	ship	on	the	sea,	and
wherever	people	live,	oh	he	who	rules	our	whole	world	with	the	sceptre	of	the	kingdom;
oh	all	men	from	everywhere,	groan	(ἐπιστενάξατε)	together	over	our	suffering,	raise
together	the	funeral	lament,	bewail	(ἀπολοφύρασθε)	together	everyone’s	loss.”132	And
he	continues	a	little	later	on:	“Let	virginity	mourn	(πενθείτω),	let	widowhood	wail
(θρηνείτω),	let	orphan-hood	lament	(ὀδυρέσθω),	let	them	realize	what	they	had	now	that
they	have	no	longer.”133	There	is	little	doubt	that	Gregory	rather	freely	encourages
people	to	mourn.

We	need	to	be	cautious,	however,	not	to	jump	too	quickly	from	these	encouragements	to
theological	conclusions.	Closer	inspection	will	make	(p.141)	 clear	that	also	in	his	funeral
orations	Gregory	is	true	to	his	deep	reservations	with	regard	to	the	grief	of
bereavement	and	that	none	of	the	passages	that	I	have	adduced	above	should	be	read
as	an	attempt	to	give	any	kind	of	independent	role	to	the	passion	of	grief.	The	context	of
most	of	these	passages	is	one	in	which	Gregory	raises	the	question	of	how	grief	can	be
overcome.	We	have	already	seen	that	this	is	also	the	issue	at	stake	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione.	The	book	is	a	response	to	Gregory’s	experience	of	grief	over	the
impending	death	of	his	sister.	That	is	to	say,	the	dialogue	makes	an	argument	for	the
possibility	of	the	soul’s	continued	existence	after	death,	for	the	soul’s	purification	after
death,	and	for	the	final	resurrection	of	the	body,	all	of	this	as	an	answer	to	Gregory’s
inordinate	grief	at	the	beginning	of	the	dialogue.	It	is	by	way	of	rational	argument,	in
other	words,	that	Nyssen	sets	out	to	reject	the	notion	that	mourning	is	appropriate.
Gregory	comments	in	the	introduction	that	Macrina,	“like	an	expert	equestrian,	allowed
me	briefly	to	be	carried	away	by	the	torrent	of	my	passion	(πάθους).	Then	she…
endeavoured	to	bridle	me	with	words	and	to	steer	with	the	bit	of	her	own	reasoning
(λογισμῷ)	the	disorder	of	my	soul.”134	Macrina	then	rejects	grief	by	quoting	1
Thessalonians	4:13,	a	text	that	we	saw	plays	a	pivotal	role	also	in	De	mortuis	oratio	and
that	we	will	encounter	again,	since	Gregory	uses	it	in	almost	every	discussion	of	grief.
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Thus,	notwithstanding	Macrina’s	equestrian	skill	in	allowing	Gregory	to	vent	his	grief,	she
aims	to	eradicate	the	passion	of	grief	in	her	brother.

Macrina,	in	attempting	to	correct	her	brother’s	disordered	soul,	is	aware	of	the
antithesis	between	passion	(πάθος)	and	reasoning	(λογισμός),	an	opposition	that	we	have
already	encountered	several	times	before.	In	each	instance	where	Gregory	contrasts	the
two,	he	describes	the	difficulty	that	the	reasoning	faculty	has	in	subduing	the	passion	of
grief,	a	problem	that	he	is	obviously	keen	to	address	by	restoring	the	reasoning	faculty
to	its	position	of	proper	control.135	It	is	true,	as	Rowan	Williams	suggests,	that	Macrina’s
patience	as	an	expert	equestrian—deliberately	reminiscent	of	Plato’s	use	of	the	chariot
imagery	in	the	Phaedrus	to	describe	the	proper	relationship	among	the	faculties	of	the
soul136—is	an	educational	strategy:	“Letting	another	person	experience	their	pain
without	immediate	rebuke	is	the	necessary	preliminary	to	educating	them	in	a	true
perception	of	the	soul’s	nature.”137	This	does	not	mean,	however,	that	Gregory	wants	us
to	“give	way	to	the	full	instinctive	weight	of	grief”	or	that	grief	actually	serves	as	a
positive	means	to	give	us	insight	into	the	nature	of	the	soul.138	Instead,	in	his	dialogue
with	Macrina,	(p.142)	 Gregory’s	grief	functions	as	a	serious	obstacle.139	Warren	Smith
captures	Nyssen’s	overall	approach	in	the	dialogue	accurately	when	he	comments:
“Because	he	[i.e.,	Gregory]	is	already	very	emotional,	Macrina	must	allow	him,	like	the
high-spirited	horse,	to	get	the	pain	out	his	system	by	way	of	violent	weeping.	In	this
highly	emotional	state	he	is	not	capable	of	philosophical	inquiry.”140	In	other	words,
Macrina	wants	to	show	Gregory	that	it	is	unreasonable	to	grieve	over	her	death.	For	her
to	be	able	to	reach	her	brother’s	reasoning	faculty,	however,	she	first	must	allow	him	to
wear	out	his	passions.

This	interpretation	is	supported	by	the	structure	of	the	three	funeral	orations.	In	each	of
the	sermons,	the	encouragements	to	grieve	are	all	found	in	the	first	main	section,	after
which	the	orations	introduce	a	sharp	point	of	demarcation,	with	Gregory	unambiguously
rejecting	the	passion	of	grief	as	erroneous	and	starting	to	build	arguments	on	the	basis
of	experience	(the	miseries	of	this	life)	and	eschatological	hope.	From	this	point	of
demarcation	on,	the	consolation	takes	the	form	of	rational	argumentation.	In	the	funeral
oration	for	Meletius,	the	turning	point	occurs	when	Gregory	comments,	“But	let	me	have
all	tears	(δάκρυα)	wiped	away,	for	I	feel	that	I	am	indulging	more	than	is	right	in	this
womanish	sorrow	(πάθει	γυναικιζόμενος)	for	our	loss.”141	He	then	insists	that	Meletius,
whom	he	characterizes	as	the	congregation’s	bridegroom,	“has	not	been	taken	from	us”
but	“stands	in	our	midst,	though	we	see	him	not.”142	Meletius	has	taken	off	his	tunics	of
hide	and	is	enjoying	the	beatific	vision	in	the	promised	land.143	Gregory	rejects	grief	with
a	reference	to	1	Thessalonians	4:13,144	and	he	appeals	to	Proverbs	31:6	(“Give…wine	to
drink	to	those	in	sorrow”),	which	he	understands	to	speak	not	of	the	kind	of	wine	that
causes	drunkenness	but	of	wine	that	“gladdens	a	human	heart”	(Ps	103	(104):15).145

And	so	he	concludes	the	oration	with	a	word	of	encouragement	and	hope:	“Pledge	each
other	in	that	liquor	undiluted	and	with	unstinted	goblets	of	the	word,	that	thus	our	grief
may	be	turned	to	joy	and	gladness….”146	While	Gregory	gives	ample	time	and
opportunity	for	the	congregation	to	vent	their	grief—even	encouraging	them	to	lament—
the	purpose	of	this	is	not	to	integrate	passions	such	as	grief	in	an	overall	psychology	of
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the	human	person.	The	purpose	is	the	opposite:	to	subdue	grief	by	allowing	it	to	vent
itself,	so	that	the	gospel	message	of	hope	may	find	a	ready	entrance	into	the	rational
faculty	of	the	congregation.147

(p.143)	 The	tipping	point	in	the	oration	for	Pulcheria	comes	much	earlier	on.	After
emotionally	entering	into	the	grief	of	the	royal	family	and	the	rest	of	the	congregation	by
way	of	a	number	of	exhortations	to	mourn,	Gregory	presents	his	familiar	contrast
between	reasoning	and	passion:	“Now	since	reasoning	(λογισμός)	has	so	clearly	been
defeated	by	passion	(πάθους),	it	may	be	time	for	the	weary	mind	to	regain,	as	much	as
possible,	strength	through	the	deliberation	of	reasoning	(λογισμῶν).”148	Nyssen	then
moves	to	his	customary	quotation	from	1	Thessalonians	4:13,149	followed	by	an	extensive
exposition	on	the	benefits	of	life	after	death.150	Speaking	of	the	resurrection	of	our
nature	to	its	ancient	state	(ἀρχαῖον),	Gregory	concludes	that	death	is	a	“good”	(ἀγαθὸν),
since	it	is	the	“beginning	and	the	path	of	change	(μεταβολῆς)	toward	the	better.”151	For
Gregory,	death	is	the	ultimate	anagogical	transposition,	and	he	considers	it	his	pastoral
duty	to	skillfully	lead	the	grieving	congregation	away	from	their	grief	toward	hope	in	life
after	death.

A	rather	similar	pattern	emerges	from	St.	Gregory’s	oration	for	Flacilla.	After	he	has	in
many	ways	allowed	for	and	even	encouraged	his	congregation	to	grieve,	he	turns	around
half-way	into	the	oration,	explaining	that	as	a	physician,	he	is	going	to	take	the	“evangelical
treatment”	from	the	Scriptures,	in	order	to	offer	his	hearers	“consolation”
(παραμυθίαν).152	Nyssen	then	proceeds	to	explain	that	the	Empress	has	gone	to	“royal
places”	(βασιλείοις),153	a	kingdom	whose	innermost	sanctuary	one	can	enter	only	once
the	curtain	of	the	flesh	has	been	rent.154	In	this	oration,	too,	St.	Gregory	presents	a
number	of	biblical	passages	in	support	of	his	conviction	that	Flacilla	is	in	a	much	better
place	now	than	she	was	before	her	death.155	Her	soul	has	fled	distress	(ὀδύνη),	grief
(λύπη),	and	groaning	(στεναγμός);	while	impassibility	(ἀπάθεια),	blessedness,
estrangement	from	evil,	communion	with	angels,	contemplation	of	invisible	realities,	and
participation	(μετουσία)	in	God	are	hers	forever.156	Nyssen	concludes	from	this:	“Now
then,	is	it	proper	to	grieve	(λυπεῖσθαι)	over	the	Empress,	now	that	we	have	learnt	that
she	has	exchanged	some	things	for	others?	She	has	abandoned	an	earthly	kingdom,	but
has	received	the	heavenly	one;	she	has	laid	aside	a	crown	of	stones,	but	she	has	been
crowned	with	that	of	glory;	she	has	taken	off	the	purple	garment,	but	she	has	put	on
Christ.”157	Again,	while	the	first	half	of	the	oration	does	give	(p.144)	 voice	to	the	grief
of	the	congregation,	it	does	so	precisely	because	Gregory	wants	the	passions	to	be
depleted	so	that	the	message	of	hope	can	then	be	heard	by	the	reasoning	faculty.	St.
Gregory	wants	to	lead	his	audience	to	the	same	impassibility	and	absence	of	grief	that	he
believes	the	Empress	has	already	obtained.158

Conclusion
A	remarkably	consistent	picture	emerges	from	the	way	in	which	Nyssen	links	virginity,
gender,	impassibility,	death,	and	mourning.	Recent	interpretations	of	Gregory’s	theology
fail	to	do	justice	to	this	cluster	of	closely	related	theological	concerns.	By	downplaying
Gregory’s	insistence	on	the	value	of	bodily	virginity—as	if	he	regarded	marriage	rather
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than	virginity	as	the	truly	wholesome	life—we	fail	to	recognize	the	integral	role	that
virginity	plays	in	his	overall	theology.	While	for	Gregory	virginity	is	certainly	more	than
sexual	renunciation,	he	clearly	regards	the	latter	as	the	initial	participation	in	genderless,
angelic	existence,	and	so	as	participation	in	divine	purity,	incorruptibility,	and	impassibility.
Nyssen	does	regard	marriage	as	a	gift	of	God	for	the	purpose	of	procreation,	but	he	is
deeply	concerned	with	the	tendency	of	our	tunics	of	hide	to	pull	our	desires	downward
toward	a	passion	for	material	things.	Genderless	existence,	as	modeled	through	bodily
virginity,	thus	becomes	for	Gregory	the	perfect	anagogical	entry	into	the	impassibility	and
incorruptibility	of	God	himself.	While	marriage	leads	to	corruption	and	death,	virginity
yields	hope	and	life	eternal.

(p.145)	 The	defeat	of	death	through	participation	in	the	virginal	life	of	God	himself	comes
to	its	proper	climax	at	the	point	of	death.	Nyssen	is	convinced	that	the	very	death	that
causes	grief	for	those	who	are	left	behind	actually	constitutes	for	the	departed	saint	a
leaving	behind	of	all	passion	and	grief,	so	that	death	becomes	the	ultimate	advance	in	the
anagogical	progress.	What	makes	the	Vita	s.	Macrinae	such	a	fascinating	biography	is
precisely	the	constant	interweaving	of	the	themes	of	virginity	and	mourning.	Macrina	is
the	model	virgin,	whose	death	is	the	crowning	of	her	virginity	and	so	of	the	defeat	of
corruptibility	and	death.	Thus,	her	death	is	not	just	an	occasion	for	inevitable,
unfortunate	expressions	of	grief	(even	if	it	is	true	that	grief	requires	expression	so	that	it
can	run	its	course	and	can	then	be	dealt	with),	but	at	a	more	fundamental	level,	her
impassible	life	of	virginity	and	her	entry	into	divine	incorruptibility	upon	death	are	also
the	answer	to	the	grief	experienced	by	Gregory	and	the	virgins	of	the	monastery.

Nyssen’s	approach	to	grief	is	thus	not	easily	slotted	into	the	psychological	paradigms	of
Platonism	and	Stoicism.	In	the	end,	his	proclivities	probably	place	him	closer	to	the	latter
than	the	former,	considering	his	insistence	that	grief	is	a	passion	that	results	from	an
improper	relationship	between	the	rational	and	desiring	faculties,	so	that	it	stands	in	the
way	of	participation	in	divine	impassibility	and	as	such	needs	to	be	eradicated.	But
Gregory’s	insistence	on	the	erroneous	judgment	of	grief	is	shaped	in	profoundly
theological	ways.	Death	has	already	been	overcome,	particularly	for	those	whose	souls
have	completed	the	anagogical	journey	into	the	heavenly	realms.	Furthermore,	the
prospect	of	bodily	resurrection	induces	hope,	for	it	means	that	death	does	not	have	the
final	say	even	over	the	human	body.	To	grieve	over	the	loss	of	a	loved	one	is,	therefore,
in	Gregory’s	view	an	indication	that	one	has	not	yet	fully	arrived	at	a	state	of	perfect
virginal	purity	and	that	the	influence	of	corruption	and	death	is	still	being	felt.	By
acknowledging	that	he	himself—quite	unlike	Macrina—keeps	being	defeated	in	the	difficult
struggle	with	grief,	Gregory	thus	inserts	a	remarkable	note	of	humility	into	his
writings.159	But	this	acknowledgment	does	not	gainsay	the	fact	that	he	holds	up	for
himself—as	well	as	for	his	reader—the	prospect	of	eternal	life	as	the	proper	theological
response	to	the	erroneous	passion	of	grief.	Thus,	Gregory	is	deeply	convinced	that	a
“dead	body”	does	not	have	the	final	word	but	remains	inextricably	wound	up	with	the
theological	virtue	of	hope.

Notes:
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(1)	See	Hart,	“Marriage,	Celibacy,	and	the	Life	of	Virtue”;	id.,	“Reconciliation	of	Body	and
Soul”;	id.,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ironic	Praise.”	For	detailed	refutations	of	Hart’s	position,
see	Valerie	A.	Karras,	“A	Re-evaluation	of	Marriage,	Celibacy,	and	Irony	in	Gregory	of
Nyssa’s	On	Virginity,”	JECS	13	(2005),	111–21;	ead.,	“Sex/Gender	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s
Eschatology.”

(2)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited.”

(3)	Virg	1.252.18	(Woods	Callahan	9).

(4)	Virg	1.252.24–7	(Woods	Callahan	10);	translation	adjusted.

(5)	Virg	2.255.14–18	(Woods	Callahan	12).

(6)	Virg	2.255.20–28	(Woods	Callahan	12).

(7)	As	the	remainder	of	the	treatise	makes	clear,	Gregory	is	no	mean	rhetorician,	and	he
is	probably	guilty	of	a	degree	of	false	humility,	though	none	of	his	first	readers	is	likely	to
have	been	fooled	by	this	common	rhetorical	expression	of	modesty.

(8)	Mark	Hart	nearly	turns	the	meaning	of	this	passage	on	its	head	when	he	argues	that
the	“few”	are	“those	who	know	‘true	virginity’	and	would	be	suspicious	of	his	[i.e.,
Gregory’s]	attempt	to	give	it	an	aura	of	magnificence”	and	when	he	argues	that,	by
contrast,	the	“public”	“might	profit	from	his	ornate,	rhetorical	arguments”	(“Gregory	of
Nyssa’s	Ironic	Praise,”	7).	Hart	needs	this	understanding	of	the	“few”	and	the	“public”	in
order	to	make	the	argument	that	Gregory	deliberately	uses	rhetoric	to	deceive	the
public	in	order	to	lead	them	on	in	the	life	of	virtue.	While	Hart	is	certainly	correct	about
the	ambiguity	and	irony	in	Platonic	dialogues,	he	is	unpersuasive	in	trying	to	locate	these
also	in	Nyssen’s	treatise.	Gregory	does	not	state	that	the	“few”	may	be	suspicious	of	his
“pompous	words”	but	that	they	will	likely	enjoy	it!	He	is	going	to	avoid	“what	may	be
esteemed	among	the	few.”	Thus,	he	is	putting	his	reader	on	notice	that	he	is	not	going	to
cave	in	to	this	rhetorical	temptation.

(9)	Virg	1.252.3–11	(Woods	Callahan	9).

(10)	Gregory	explicitly	argues	that	virginity	(ἡ	παρθένια)	and	the	incorruptible	(τὸ
ἄφθορον)	are	“synonymous”	(συνονομαζομένης)	(Virg	1.251.18–19	(Woods	Callahan	9)).

(11)	Virg	2.253.11–19	(Woods	Callahan	10).

(12)	Cf.	the	excellent	analysis	in	Harrison,	“Gender,	Generation,	and	Virginity.”

(13)	Indeed,	it	is	commonly	recognized	(and	Mark	Hart	rightly	draws	attention	to	this)
that	Gregory	does	not	show	a	great	deal	of	aversion	to	sexual	activity	itself.	Cf.	Hart,
“Reconciliation,”	455.

(14)	See	especially	the	discussion	in	Virg	4.266.26–277.3	(Woods	Callahan	20–7).	Cf.	Hart,
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“Reconciliation,”	458–62.

(15)	Virg	4.273.5–12	(Woods	Callahan	25).	Cf.	Virg	17.313.16–315.20	(Woods	Callahan	54–
5).

(16)	Ilaria	Ramelli	points	out	that	Methodius	of	Olympus	had	insisted	on	a	similarly	rich
notion	of	virginity	(“L’Inno	a	Cristo-Logos	alla	fine	del	Simposio	di	Metodio:	alle	origini
della	poesia	filosofica	cristiana,”	in	Motivi	e	forme	della	poesia	cristiana	antica	tra

Scrittura	e	tradizione	classica.	XXXVI	Incontro	di	studiosi	dell’antichità	cristiana,	Roma

3–5	maggio	2007,	Studia	Ephemeridis	Augustinianum,	108	(Rome:	Augustinianum	2008),
257–80).

(17)	Virg	1.247.1–2	(Woods	Callahan	6).

(18)	Virg	1.247.5	(Woods	Callahan	6).

(19)	Virg	18.320.24–7	(Woods	Callahan	59).

(20)	Hart,	“Reconciliation,”	477.

(21)	Hart,	“Reconciliation,”	455.

(22)	Hart,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ironic	Praise,”	10.

(23)	Virg	7.282.3–4	(Woods	Callahan	31).

(24)	Virg	7.282.12–15	(Woods	Callahan	31);	282.21–2	(Woods	Callahan	31).

(25)	Virg	7.284.7–10	(Woods	Callahan	33).

(26)	Virg	12.299.14–16	(Woods	Callahan	43).

(27)	Virg	23.337.18–20	(Woods	Callahan	71).

(28)	Virg	23.337.24–338.1	(Woods	Callahan	71).

(29)	Cf.	J.	Gribomont,	“Le	Monachisme	au	IVe	s.	en	Asie	Mineure:	De	Gangres	au
Messalianisme,”	SP	2	(1957),	400–15;	id.,	“Saint	Basile	et	le	monachisme	enthousiaste,”
Irén	53	(1980),	123–44;	Huybrechts,	“Le	‘Traité	de	la	virginité’	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse”;
Susanna	Elm,	“Virgins	of	God”:	The	Making	of	Asceticism	in	Late	Antiquity	(Oxford:
Clarendon	Press,	1994),	106–11;	Philip	Rousseau,	Basil	of	Caesarea	(Berkeley,	Calif.:
University	of	California	Press,	1994),	73–6;	Jason	M.	Scarborough,	“Asceticism	as
Ideology:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	virginitate,”	USQR	57	(2003),	131–50;	Anna	M.	Silvas,
The	Asketikon	of	St	Basil	the	Great	(Oxford:	Oxford	University	Press,	2005),	56–60;
ead.,	Macrina	the	Younger,	22–8;	Terrence	G.	Kardong,	“Who	Was	Basil’s	Mentor?,”	ABR
60	(2009),	191–201.

(30)	For	discussion	on	the	dating	of	the	Council	of	Gangra,	see	Silvas,	Asketikon,	59,	486,
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n.	1;	ead.,	“The	Date	of	Gangra	and	a	Point	of	Comparison	between	Basil’s	Small	and	Great
Asketikon,”	SP	41	(2006),	409–13.

(31)	Virg	2.254.17–28	(Woods	Callahan	11).

(32)	Virg	14.306.1–2	(Woods	Callahan	48).

(33)	Virg	14.306.2–7	(Woods	Callahan	48).

(34)	Hart,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ironic	Praise,”	11.	Cf.	Hart,	“Marriage,	Celibacy,	and	the
Life	of	Virtue,”	287–9.

(35)	Virg	14.306.17–307.1	(Woods	Callahan	49).

(36)	Gregory	is	clearly	thinking	of	a	literal	rejection	of	marriage,	since	he	goes	on	to	ask
rhetorically,	“Can	anyone	lament	widowhood,	orphanhood,	calamities	concerning	children,
if	he	does	not	marry?”	(Virg	14.307.11–12	(Woods	Callahan	49)).	Nyssen	returns	to
Mary’s	virginity	once	more	in	Chapter	19,	when	he	describes	Miriam’s	virginity	(Exod
15)	as	the	prototype	of	Mary’s	(Virg	19.322.24–324.17	(Woods	Callahan	60–2)).

(37)	Cf.	Peter	Brown’s	comment:	“To	abandon	marriage	was	to	face	down	death”	(Body
and	Society,	298).

(38)	Virg	6.281.24–5	(Woods	Callahan	31).

(39)	The	comment	is	followed	immediately	by	Gregory’s	insistence	that	he	is	not
disregarding	marriage	(Virg	7.282.3–4	(Woods	Callahan	31)).

(40)	Virg	12.302.17–27	(Woods	Callahan	46).

(41)	Virg	13.303.9–12	(Woods	Callahan	46).

(42)	Virg	13.303.14–16	(Woods	Callahan	46).

(43)	Virg	13.303.18–19	(Woods	Callahan	47).

(44)	Virg	13.303.20–4	(Woods	Callahan	47).

(45)	Virg	13.304.11–14	(Woods	Callahan	47).

(46)	Virg	11.291.16	(Woods	Callahan	38).

(47)	Virg	11.292.5–15	(Woods	Callahan	38–9).

(48)	The	term	“beauty”	(τὸ	καλόν)	has	a	strong	moral	connotation	and	is	thus	closely
linked	with	moral	virtue;	some	translators	therefore	render	it	as	“beauty	and	goodness.”

(49)	Indeed,	we	should	note	the	paucity	of	references	to	bodily	participation	in	beauty,
which	is	a	telling	indication	that	this	is	hardly	Gregory’s	emphasis.
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(50)	Cf.	the	careful	discussion	in	Balás,	Μετουσια	Θεου,	65–6,	72–5.

(51)	Op	hom	XII.9	(PG	44.161C).

(52)	Or	cat	21.23–22.3	(Srawley	39).

(53)	Or	cat	22.13–15	(Srawley	39).

(54)	Virg	11.292.26–293.2	(Woods	Callahan	39).

(55)	Pace	Hart,	“Reconciliation,”	455.

(56)	Virg	11.293.10	(Woods	Callahan	39);	293.15–16	(Woods	Callahan	39).

(57)	Virg.11.293.22	(Woods	Callahan	40);	294.3–6	(Woods	Callahan	40).

(58)	Virg	11.294.9	(Woods	Callahan	40);	294.20	(Woods	Callahan	40).

(59)	Virg	11.296.16–17	(Woods	Callahan	41).

(60)	Virg	11.297.3–8	(Woods	Callahan	42).	Cf.	his	earlier	comment:	“[T]he	only	way	for	the
soul	to	be	attached	to	the	incorruptible	(ἀφθάρτῳ)	God	is	for	it	to	make	itself	as	pure
(καθαρὰν)	as	it	can,	by	means	of	incorruptibility	(ἀφθαρσίας).	In	this	way,	reflecting	as
the	mirror	(κάτοπτρον)	does,	when	it	submits	itself	to	the	purity	(καθαρότητι)	of	God,	it
will	be	formed	according	to	its	participation	(μετοχὴν)	in	and	reflection	of	the	prototypical
beauty”	(Virg	11.296.3–9	(Woods	Callahan	41)).

(61)	This	also	makes	sense	of	Chapter	20,	where	Gregory	argues	that	one	cannot	serve
bodily	pleasures	and	at	the	same	time	participate	in	spiritual	marriage.	As	Karras	puts	it:
“Physical	marriage	for	the	Cappadocian	father	inevitably	excludes	a	truly	eschatological
lifestyle.	Conversely,	the	true	virgin—who	lives	eschatologically—cannot	be	drawn	down
by	worldly	cares	and	concerns	without	regressing	to	a	post-lapsarian	mode	of	existence”
(“Re-evaluation,”	119).

(62)	Unfortunately,	most	of	the	literature	on	the	topic	of	grief	in	Gregory’s	thought
bypasses	the	first	two	groups	of	writings	almost	entirely.	I	am	trying	to	correct,	at	least	in
part,	the	narrow	focus	on	De	anima	et	resurrectione	and	on	Vita	s.	Macrinae.	For	an
excellent	exception,	which	traces	the	theme	of	grief	throughout	Gregory’s	writings,	see
Ilaria	Ramelli,	“Tears	of	Pathos,	Repentance	and	Bliss:	Crying	and	Salvation	in	Origen	and
Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	in	Thorsten	Fögen	(ed.),	Tears	in	the	Graeco-Roman	World	(Berlin:
De	Gruyter,	2009),	367–96.

(63)	Gregory	probably	preached	this	sermon	some	time	in	June	381,	since	Meletius,	who
presided	over	the	Council	of	Constantinople	(381),	passed	away	in	late	May.	For
historical	considerations	surrounding	this	funeral	oration,	see	Basil	Studer,	“Meletius	von
Antiochien,	der	erste	Präsident	des	Konzils	von	Konstantinopel	(381),	nach	der
Trauerrede	Gregors	von	Nyssa,”	in	Andreas	Spira	(ed.),	The	Biographical	Works	of
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Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Proceedings	of	the	Fifth	International	Colloquium	on	Gregory	of	Nyssa

(Mainz,	6–10	September	1982),	Patristic	Monograph	Series,	12	(Cambridge,	Mass.:
Philadelphia	Patristic	Foundation,	1984),	121–44.

(64)	Jean	Daniélou’s	dating	of	the	Oratio	consolatoria	in	Pulcheriam	to	25	August	385	(the
one-year	anniversary	of	an	earthquake)	has	been	put	in	doubt	by	Ulrike	Gantz,	Gregor
von	Nyssa:	Oratio	consolatoria	in	Pulcheriam,	Chrêsis:	Die	Methode	der	Kirchenväter	im
Umgang	mit	der	antiken	Kultur,	6	(Basel:	Schwabe,	1999),	19,	58.	The	Oratio	funebris	in
Flacillam	imperatricem	was	likely	preached	some	time	in	386.

(65)	Monique	Alexandre	argues	that	it	could	either	be	a	treatise	or	a	sermon	(“Le	De
mortuis	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	SP	10	(1970),	35).	I	am	inclined	to	the	former,	both
because	of	its	length	and	because	of	its	formal	and	theologically	demanding	nature.

(66)	Robert	C.	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy:	Greek	and	Christian	Paideia	in	Basil	and
the	Two	Gregories,	Patristic	Monograph	Series,	3	(Cambridge,	Mass.:	Philadelphia
Patristic	Foundation,	1975),	81–123.

(67)	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	83–94.

(68)	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	94–111.

(69)	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	105.

(70)	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	112–17.

(71)	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	117–20.

(72)	This	point	is	rightly	emphasized	in	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	48–74.

(73)	The	issue	of	Gregory’s	philosophical	background	is	further	complicated	by	the	fact
that	Gregory	also	uses	the	more	holistic	Aristotelian	distinction	between	nutritive,
sensitive,	and	intellectual	aspects	of	the	one	soul	(Op	hom	XIII.6	(PG	44.168C–D);	XIV
(PG	44.173D–176B)).

(74)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited.”	Williams’s	argument,	based	mostly	De
anima	et	resurrectione,	has	been	carefully	refuted	by	J.	Warren	Smith,	“Macrina,	Tamer
of	Horses	and	Healer	of	Souls:	Grief	and	the	Therapy	of	Hope	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De
anima	et	resurrectione,”	JTS	52	(2001),	37–60.	Smith	also	deals	with	the	role	of	grief	in	“A
Just	and	Reasonable	Grief:	The	Death	and	Function	of	a	Holy	Woman	in	Gregory	of
Nyssa’s	Life	of	Macrina,”	JECS	12	(2004),	57–84.

(75)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	229.

(76)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	231.

(77)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	235.
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(78)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	243.

(79)	Cf.	the	analyses	in	Alexandre,	“De	mortuis”;	Charles	Kannengiesser,	“Logique	et
idées	motrices	dans	le	recours	biblique	selon	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	in	Dörrie	et	al.(eds.),
Gregor	von	Nyssa	und	die	Philosophie,	85–103;	T.	J.	Dennis,	“Gregory	on	the
Resurrection	of	the	Body,”	in	Spira	and	Klock	(eds.),	The	Easter	Sermons	of	Gregory	of

Nyssa,	55–80.

(80)	Mort	28.4–18.

(81)	Mort	29.7–9.

(82)	Mort	29.14.

(83)	Mort	29.24–30.3.

(84)	Mort	30.7–26.

(85)	Mort	31.20–3.

(86)	Mort	34.8–14.

(87)	Mort	36.9.

(88)	Mort	36.9–11.

(89)	Mort	36.12–13.

(90)	Mort	36.13–37.10.

(91)	Mort	37.13–39.5.

(92)	Mort	40.1–22.

(93)	Mort	41.20–7.

(94)	Mort	42.10–12.

(95)	Mort	42.19.	Cf.	Gregory’s	references	to	the	tunics	of	hide	in	Mort	53.13–16.	T.	J.
Dennis’s	sharp	criticism	of	the	main	section	of	Gregory’s	work	as	“Platonic	dualism	at	its
most	extreme”	and	as	making	“a	nonsense	of	the	resurrection	of	the	body”	(“Gregory	on
the	Resurrection,”	71)	ignores	the	fact	that	Gregory	does	not	regard	the	body	in	and	of
itself	as	problematic	but	only	its	current	“heavy”	constitution	in	the	form	of	“tunics	of
hide.”	This	nuance	explains	why	Gregory	has	no	difficulty	whatsoever	in	acknowledging
the	resurrection	of	the	body	despite	its	current	tragic	constitution.

(96)	Mort	42.21–2.

(97)	Mort	48.26–66.16.
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(98)	For	a	careful	discussion	of	these	three	steps,	see	Alexandre,	“De	mortuis,”	40–2.

(99)	Mort	48.26–52.4.

(100)	Mort	53.9–56.7.

(101)	Mort	56.10–13.

(102)	Mort	58.5–8.	Cf.	Mort	59.19–22:	“Therefore,	the	body	is	not	the	origin	of	evils	but
free	will	(προαίρεσις)	turns	the	needs	into	the	goal,	misdirecting	desire	(ἐπιθυμίαν)
toward	foul	things.”

(103)	Mort	59.23–60.2.

(104)	Mort	61.8–14.

(105)	Mort	61.14–18.

(106)	Mort	61.22–4.	Gregory’s	concern	about	satiation	stems	from	the	Origenists’
teaching	that	the	creation	of	human	beings	was	the	result	of	pre-existent	rational	beings’
satiation	with	divine	beauty.	Cf.	Smith,	Passion	and	Paradise,	104–25.

(107)	Mort	61.24–62.1.	St.	Paul	in	Eph	6:17	speaks	of	the	helmet	of	“salvation”	(σωτηρίου)
where	Gregory	speaks	of	the	helmet	of	“hope”	(ἐλπίδος).

(108)	Gregory	makes	this	point	explicit	in	Mort	63.27–65.10.	Cf.	Brian	E.	Daley’s	comment
that	“the	determining	feature	of	these	bodies	will	be,	in	the	end,	their	virtue,	the	holiness
and	goodness	that	most	closely	resemble	the	holiness	and	goodness	of	God,	the	source
and	standard	of	virtue”	(“‘The	Human	Form	Divine’:	Christ’s	Risen	Body	and	Ours
according	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SP	41	(2006),	315).

(109)	Mort	62.4–63.27.	Gregory	typically	describes	the	transformation	in	terms	of	a
change	in	weight,	so	that	its	lighter	constitution	allows	it	to	be	caught	up	with	the	Lord	in
the	air	(1	Thess	4:17)	(Mort	62.18–24).

(110)	Mort	66.25–67.1.	Gregory	quotes	1	Thess	4:13	again	toward	the	end	of	the	treatise,
in	Mort	68.10–14.

(111)	Mort	67.10–12.

(112)	Mort	67.24–6.	Gregory	unpacks	these	observations	in	much	more	detail	in	his	third
homily	on	the	Beatitudes	(Beat	3.98.23–109.19	(Hall	39–46).	Cf.	also	Eccl	6.385.20–389.22
(Hall	108–10).

(113)	Cf.	Warren	Smith’s	comment	that	for	Nyssen,	“errant	judgment	was	corrected
through	instruction	in	the	theological	virtues.	In	the	case	of	grief,	which	results	from	the
doubts	about	the	immortality	of	the	soul,	the	mistaken	beliefs	about	the	soul	can	be
purged	and	the	order	of	the	soul	restored	when	it	is	grounded	in	the	orthodox	hope	of
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the	resurrection”	(Passion	and	Paradise,	98).

(114)	In	an	1892	dissertation,	Johannes	Bauer	highlighted	the	similarities	between
Gregory’s	funeral	orations	and	standard	rhetorical	approaches	(particularly	as
popularized	by	the	third-century	rhetorician	Menander	of	Laodicea),	characterizing
Gregory’s	funeral	orations	as	taking	the	form	of	a	“consolatory	oration”	(παραμυθητικὸς
λόγος),	which	imposed	distinct	requirements	of	form	on	the	sermons	(Die	Trostreden	des
Gregorios	von	Nyssa	in	ihrem	Verhältnis	zur	antiken	Rhetorik	(Marburg:	Koch,	1892)).
Bauer’s	approach	is	echoed	in	much	secondary	literature	(Louis	Méridier,	L’Influence	de
la	seconde	sophistique	sur	l’œuvre	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse	(Paris:	Hachette,	1906),	225–
74;	Andreas	Spira,	“Rhetorik	und	Theologie	in	den	Grabreden	Gregors	von	Nyssa,”	SP	9
(1966),	106–14;	Gregg,	Consolation	Philosophy,	63–72.	Ulrike	Gantz,	however,	rightly
questions	this	emphasis	on	formal	considerations,	both	because	the	various	elements	of
the	παραμυθητικὸς	λόγος	do	not	fit	Gregory’s	funeral	orations	with	any	precision	and
because	rhetorical	analysis	has	tended	to	overshadow	Gregory’s	theological
considerations	(Gregor	von	Nyssa,	9–14,	21–9).	Hartmut	Leppin	helpfully	outlines	why
Gregory’s	orations	on	Pulcheria	and	Flacilla	are	not	meant	simply	to	reinforce	the	official
“empress	ideology”	(“Das	Bild	der	kaiserlichen	Frauen	bei	Gregor	von	Nyssa,”	in
Drobner	and	Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	the	Beatitudes,	487–506).

(115)	Macr	380.10–16	(Silvas	120).

(116)	Macr	389.19–22	(Silvas	128).

(117)	Macr	399.24–5	(Silvas	136).	For	discussion	of	the	identity	of	the	“choir	of	virgins”
(τῆς	παρθενίας	χορὸς)	in	the	Annisa	community,	see	Elm,	“Virgins	of	God,”	92–100;	Philip
Rousseau,	“The	Pious	Household	and	the	Virgin	Chorus:	Reflections	on	Gregory	of
Nyssa’s	Life	of	Macrina,”	JECS	13	(2005),	165–86.

(118)	Macr	400.6–12	(Silvas	136).

(119)	Macr	408.23–409.2	(Silvas	144).

(120)	Macr	408.2–5	(Silvas	144).

(121)	An	et	res	(PG	46.12A;	Silvas	171).

(122)	An	et	res	(PG	46.17A;	Silvas	173).

(123)	Melet	442.11–15	(NPNF	II/5.513).

(124)	Melet	446.18–447.3	(NPNF	II/5.514).

(125)	Pulcher	461.3–6.	Translations	from	the	Oratio	consolatoria	in	Pulcheriam	are	my
own.

(126)	Pulcher	463.10–13.
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(127)	Flacill	481.8–11.	Translations	from	the	Oratio	funebris	in	Flacillam	imperatricem

are	my	own.

(128)	Flacill	482.9–14.

(129)	Melet	444.11–13	(NPNF	II/5.514).

(130)	Melet	444.15–16	(NPNF	II/5.514).

(131)	Melet	448.15–449.2	(NPNF	II/5.515);	translation	adjusted.

(132)	Flacill	478.2–8.

(133)	Flacill	480.24–5.

(134)	An	et	res	(PG	46.12A;	Silvas	171);	translation	adjusted.

(135)	Macr	380.17–20	(Silvas	120);	380.8–11	(Silvas	120);	400.6–12	(Silvas	136);	An	et	res
(PG	46.17A;	Silvas	173).

(136)	Phaedrus	246a–254e.

(137)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	231.

(138)	Williams,	“Macrina’s	Deathbed	Revisited,”	231.

(139)	See	in	particular	An	et	res	(PG	46.17A;	Silvas	173),	the	passage	quoted	above	in	n.
122.

(140)	Smith,	“Macrina,	Tamer	of	Horses,”	46.

(141)	Melet	454.3–4	(NPNF	II/5.516).

(142)	Melet	454.4–6	(NPNF	II/5.516).

(143)	Melet	454.6–456.1	(NPNF	II/5.516–17).

(144)	Melet	456.3–4	(NPNF	II/5.517).

(145)	Melet	457.4–6	(NPNF	II/5.517).

(146)	Melet	457.6–8	(NPNF	II/5.517).

(147)	This	is	illustrated	especially	clearly	when	Gregory	first	quotes	Jeremiah	9:17	(“Call
the	mourning	women”),	and	then	comments:	“In	no	other	way	can	the	burning	heart	cool
down,	swelling	as	it	is	with	its	affliction	(πάθους),	unless	it	relieves	itself	by	sobs
(στεναγμοῖς)	and	tears	(δακρύοις)”	(Melet	451.13–16	(NPNF	II/5.516)).

(148)	Pulcher	464.10–12.
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(149)	Pulcher	464.15–17.

(150)	At	this	point,	Nyssen	takes	four	main	steps.	First,	he	depicts	Pulcheria’s	presence	in
Paradise	in	the	presence	of	God	(Pulcher	464.28–465.26).	Second,	he	argues	that	she	has
avoided	the	miseries	of	old	age	(Pulcher	465.26–466.12).	Third,	he	explains	that	she	has
no	worries	regarding	final	judgment,	since	a	bad	conscience	can	only	come	through	sinful
actions	later	on	in	life	(Pulcher	466.12–17).	Fourth,	with	an	appeal	to	a	number	of	biblical
passages,	Gregory	concludes	from	the	negative	experiences	in	life	that	it	is	better	not	to
have	been	born	(Pulcher	466.17–467.21).	Finally,	he	adduces	Abraham,	Sarah,	and	Job
as	examples	of	saints	who	responded	properly	to	the	loss	(or	near-loss)	of	their	children
(Pulcher	467.22–471.6).

(151)	Pulcher	472.14–15.

(152)	Flacill	483.6;	483.9.

(153)	Flacill	483.14.

(154)	Flacill	484.1–2.

(155)	Flacill	484.3–486.3.

(156)	Flacill	486.11–15.

(157)	Flacill	486.15–487.1.

(158)	Two	other	passages	may	encourage	grief	for	different	reasons	than	I	have
described	here.	First,	in	the	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	when	Gregory	observes	the	virgins	crying
at	the	death	of	their	spiritual	mother,	he	comments	that	“to	me	the	occasion	for	the
virgins’	grief	seemed	just	and	commendable”	(Macr	400.13–14	(Silvas	136)).	Warren
Smith	makes	a	strong	case	from	the	context	of	the	passage	that	in	grieving	over	the	loss
of	Macrina,	they	are	concerned	about	their	eternal	well-being,	which	is	endangered	by
Macrina’s	absence	(“Just	and	Reasonable	Grief”).	This	interpretation	fits	with	Gregory’s
acceptance	of	grief	over	the	loss	of	the	good	and	of	immortality	(Mort	66.23–68.27;	Beat
3.98.23–109.19	(Hall	39–46);	Eccl	6.385.20–389.22	(Hall	108–10)).	On	the	other	hand,	it	is
also	possible	that	the	virgins’	grief	seemed	“just	and	commendable”	to	Gregory	at	the
time	because	he	himself	was	then	rather	emotionally	unstable.	Second,	in	De	anima	et

resurrectione,	when	Macrina	wants	to	highlight	the	fact	that	the	emotions	can	be	used
also	for	the	good,	she	comments	that	“whenever	their	movement	is	toward	what	is
better,	then	they	become	matter	for	praise,	as	was	desire	(ἐπιθυμίαν)	for	Daniel,	and
anger	(θυμὸν)	for	Phineas,	and	grief	(λύπην)	for	those	who	mourn	(πανθοῦντι)	worthily.
But	whenever	their	inclination	(ῥοπὴ)	turns	for	the	worse,	then	they	become	and	are
called	passions	(πάθη)”	(An	et	res	(PG	46.65C–68A;	Silvas	197)).	While	this	passage
genuinely	praises	grief,	it	immediately	distinguishes	it	from	the	passion,	so	that	it	is	highly
unlikely	that	Gregory	would	have	in	mind	“worldly”	grief	of	bereavement.

(159)	This	is	not	to	deny	the	rhetorically	stylized	contrast	between	Gregory	and	Macrina
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(both	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae	and	in	De	anima	et	resurrectione)	for	the	purpose	of	modeling
Macrina	for	the	sake	of	the	readers’	own	anagogical	pursuit	of	purity.	The	point	is	rather
that	as	part	of	this	rhetoric,	Gregory	is	not	embarrassed	to	implicate	himself	in	repeatedly
failing	to	overcome	the	erroneous	passion	of	grief.

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	5	(‘Oppressed	Body’)	shows	that	Gregory’s	unequivocal	rejection	of	slavery
(especially	in	In	sanctum	Pascha	and	In	Ecclesiasten	homilae)	is	based	on	the	equality	of
all	human	beings	made	in	the	image	of	God	and	on	the	redemption	of	the	resurrection,
anticipated	in	manumission	of	slaves.	The	sermons	on	poverty	and	leprosy	(De
beneficentia	and	In	illud	Quatenus	uni	ex	his	fecistis	mihi	fecistis)	and	on	usury	(Contra
usurarios	oratio)	indicate	a	deep	interest	in	bodily	and	material	well-being,	but	Nyssen’s
ultimate	concern	is	anagogical.	The	bodies	of	the	poor	must	be	treated	with	respect
because	they	are	like	‘coins’	stamped	with	the	image	of	the	king,	and	by	manumitting
slaves	and	caring	for	the	disadvantaged	in	society,	the	rich	secure	their	own	eternal
future.	Renunciation	of	wealth	and	anagogical	pursuit	of	eternal	life	are	foundational
reasons	to	invest	heavily	in	matters	of	social	justice.
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beneficentia,	in	illud	quatenus	uni	ex	his	fecistis	mihi	fecistis,	contra	usurarios	oratio

The	mystical	bent	and	the	anagogical	orientation	of	St.	Gregory’s	theology	do	not	leave
him	indifferent	to	social	injustice,	as	he	encounters	it	in	his	context	particularly	in	the
oppression	of	slavery	and	in	the	hardships	caused	by	poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury.
Sometimes,	the	duality	that	Gregory	posits	between	the	material	and	the	spiritual,
between	body	and	soul,	may	give	the	impression	of	a	thoroughgoing	dualism.	But	we
have	already	seen	that	a	straightforwardly	dualistic	reading	of	Nyssen	would	be
erroneous,	and	this	chapter	will	serve	to	reinforce	our	findings	in	this	regard.	I	will	make
clear	that	social	concerns	are	an	integral	aspect	of	Gregory’s	overall	thought.1	To	be
sure,	he	never	regards	temporal	and	material	conditions	as	ultimate	concerns.	But	the
distinction	between	temporal	(penultimate)	and	eternal	(ultimate)	significance	cuts	two
ways.	It	may	be	true	that	for	Gregory	social	and	economic	suffering	is	not,	in	and	of	itself,
a	matter	of	ultimate	significance	(since	on	his	view	all	suffering	will	be	overcome	in	the
eschaton).	But	it	is	also	true	that	people	who	own	human	beings	as	if	they	were	mere
bodies,	who	are	indifferent	to	the	sick,	and	who	oppress	the	poor	do	treat	pleasure	and
material	well-being	as	their	ultimate	ends,	and	it	is	this	selfish	focus	on	the	present	that
Gregory	wants	to	expose.	This	means	that	anagogical	and	eschatological	concerns	remain
of	paramount	importance	to	Nyssen,	also	when	it	comes	to	the	bodies	of	the	oppressed.

Nyssen	is	convinced	that	theological	convictions	carry	moral	implications.	The	material
conditions	of	slavery	and	of	economic	and	social	hardship	are	matters	on	which	he
repeatedly	expresses	himself.	Slavery,	although	it	is	not	the	subject	matter	of	a	separate
treatise,	is	a	topic	on	which	Nyssen	expresses	himself	both	frequently	and	forcefully,
particularly	in	his	sermons.	Poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury,	too,	are	issues	that	St.	Gregory
addresses	repeatedly	in	his	writings:	he	devotes	no	less	than	three	distinct	treatises	to
these	topics—De	(p.147)	 beneficentia,	In	illud	Quatenus	uni	ex	his	fecistis	mihi	fecistis,
and	Contra	usurarios	oratio—while	also	repeatedly	raising	the	same	issues	in	other
writings.

In	what	follows,	therefore,	I	will	deal	with	two	groups	of	oppressed	bodies:	enslaved
bodies	and	homeless	bodies	(the	latter	the	result	of	poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury).	In
Gregory’s	mind,	the	two	are	intimately	connected,	both	with	regard	to	the	social	justice
demand	that	they	place	before	the	well-to-do	and	in	terms	of	the	anagogical	role	that	this
social	justice	serves.	I	will	argue	that	Gregory’s	opposition	to	slavery	and	his	defense	of
the	poor	and	disadvantaged	are	both	grounded	squarely	in	theological	convictions	and
that	it	is	in	fact	his	anagogical	approach	that	renders	his	social	concern	intelligible.
Precisely	because	for	St.	Gregory	slavery	is	not	just	a	matter	of	“enslaved	bodies,”	he
feels	compelled	to	express	his	outrage	at	this	social	evil.	He	radically	rejects	the
ownership	of	human	beings	because	of	his	conviction	that	human	beings	are	more	than
merely	physical	entities.	Moreover,	the	leveling	of	relationships	that	manumission	implies
is,	for	Nyssen,	a	proleptic	implementation	of	eschatological	equality	and,	as	such,	is	part
and	parcel	of	his	anagogical	theology.	Similarly,	Nyssen’s	solicitude	for	the	poor	and	the
sick	is	ultimately	a	concern	not	just	for	a	“homeless	body”	(though	his	sermons
demonstrate	deep	compassion	for	the	horrible	physical	and	social	conditions	of	the
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marginalized).	Instead,	for	Gregory,	the	common	humanity	of	rich	and	poor	implies	that
homeless	bodies	point	beyond	themselves	to	their	souls	and	thus	to	the	very
countenance	of	God.	Moreover,	Gregory	confronts	the	rich	with	the	warning	not	to
ignore	their	own	salvation;	it	is	through	the	care	of	homeless	bodies	that	they	can
provide	a	home	for	their	own	souls.	Also	in	dealing	with	the	sick	and	the	poor,	therefore,
the	imitation	of	God’s	character	serves	as	a	practice	of	anagogical	engagement.

Manumission	in	Annisa
There	is	a	great	deal	of	disagreement	on	how	to	interpret	St.	Gregory’s	opposition	to
slavery.	A	number	of	authors	have	minimized	his	rejection	of	it.	Some	argue	that
Gregory,	like	his	brother	Basil,	must	have	owned	slaves	himself.2	Nyssen,	so	it	is	argued,
never	alludes	to	a	practical	solution	for	the	emancipation	of	slaves	and	certainly	does	not
directly	confront	the	public	social	system	on	which	slavery	depended,	in	particular	the
paterfamilias	(p.148)	 system,	which	included	slaves	in	its	households.3	Gregory’s
apparent	omission	of	overt	or	practical	demands	that	owners	emancipate	their	slaves	is
also	adduced	as	evidence	that	his	position	on	slavery	is	less	than	forthright.4	Faced	with
Gregory’s	sharp	denunciations	of	slavery,	these	readers	sometimes	explain	them	as
rhetorical	topoi	that	should	not	be	taken	at	face	value.5	By	contrast,	others	have	high
praise	for	what	they	see	as	Nyssen’s	prophetic	opposition	to	slavery.	In	his	dissertation
on	the	issue,	David	R.	Stains	interprets	Gregory’s	plea	for	“voluntary	emancipation”	as	a
“unique	ethic	of	slavery,”6	while	Daniel	F.	Stramara	characterizes	Gregory’s	views	on	the
abolition	of	slavery	as	“revolutionary”	and	“visionary.”7	David	Hart	maintains	that	there	is
no	other	ancient	text	that	“contains	so	fierce,	unequivocal	and	indignant	a	condemnation”
of	the	institution	of	slavery	as	Gregory’s	fourth	sermon	on	Ecclesiastes,8	and	J.	Kameron
Carter	regards	Gregory’s	“abolitionism”	as	an	“exegetical	imagination	that	reads	against
rather	than	within	the	social	order.”9	Several	others	should	be	added	to	this	list	of
scholars	who	take	Gregory’s	denunciations	of	slavery	at	face	value.10

Fortunately,	it	seems	to	me	that	we	can	gain	considerable	clarity	on	Gregory’s	position,	in
part	by	avoiding	some	of	the	more	common	pitfalls.	(p.149)	 For	example,	while
Gregory’s	most	lengthy	passage	on	slavery	is	clearly	his	denunciation	in	the	fourth	homily
on	Ecclesiastes,	some	of	those	who	do	uphold	the	prophetic	character	of	Gregory’s	views
fail	to	take	his	other	writings	into	account.	Such	investigation	would	lend	considerable
strength	to	their	conclusions.11	Also,	while	we	have	no	evidence	of	Gregory	lobbying	for
changes	to	the	empire’s	legal	structures,	and	while	his	denunciations	of	slavery
consistently	take	the	form	of	sermonic	appeals	to	slave	owners	to	recognize	the
theological	incongruity	of	their	ownership	and/or	treatment	of	slaves,	the	social	stature	of
the	Bishop	of	Nyssa	means	that	we	ought	not	to	underestimate	the	significance	of	these
appeals.	Furthermore,	as	we	will	see,	the	charge	that	Gregory	does	not	present	any
overt	pleas	for	emancipation	simply	does	not	stand	up	to	scrutiny.12

The	question	whether	or	not	St.	Gregory	himself	owned	slaves	is	difficult	to	answer	with
absolute	certainty.	It	is	clear	that	there	were	slaves	in	Gregory’s	family	background.	St.
Basil,	despite	his	obvious	concern	about	the	way	slaves	were	treated,	likely	owned
slaves.13	Accordingly,	in	De	spiritu	sancto,	he	puts	up	a	defense	of	slavery.14	This	is
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something	Gregory	never	does.	The	family’s	move	from	their	rich	urban	life	in
Neocaesarea	to	the	country	household	of	Annisa	appears	to	have	impacted	Gregory
deeply.	While	the	family	apparently	moved	away	from	the	city	in	the	late	340s,	around	356
a	much	more	radical	change	occurred.	Gregory	highlights	the	manumission	that	Macrina
enacted	in	her	monastic	household,	as	she	persuaded	her	mother	Emmelia	to	“put
herself	in	her	mind	on	the	same	level	(ὁμότιμον)	with	the	many,	and	to	share	a	common
way	of	life	(τὴν	ἰδίαν	ζωὴν)	with	the	virgins,	making	sisters	and	equals	(ὁμοτίμους)	of	the
slave	girls	and	domestics	who	were	with	her”;15	leading	her	mother	down	“to	her	own
standard	of	humility	(ταπεινοφροσύνης),”	she	showed	her	mother	“how	to	live	in	equality
(ὁμότιμον)	with	the	whole	body	of	virgins,	that	is,	by	sharing	with	them	the	same	one
table,	the	same	kind	of	bed,	and	all	the	necessities	of	life	on	an	equal	basis	(κατὰ	τὸ	ἴσον),
with	every	distinction	of	rank	(ἀξίαν	διαφορᾶς)	removed	from	their	life.”16	Anna	Silvas
explains	the	changes	as	follows:	“First	there	was	(p.150)	 the	emancipation	of	slaves,
then	in	c.356	the	abrogation	of	social	rank	with	Emmelia’s	adoption	of	the	common	life.	By
about	365	Annisa	had	emerged	as	a	fully	fledged	cenobitic	community,	with	an	ordered
place	for	ascetic	men,	women,	and	children.”17	To	be	sure,	Gregory’s	positive	appraisal
of	Macrina’s	actions	does	not	in	and	of	itself	imply	that	he	did	not	own	any	slaves.	Still,
seeing	that	his	theological	evaluation	of	slavery	is,	unlike	Basil’s,	unambiguously	negative,
there	is	no	reason	to	assume	that	Gregory’s	actions	were	inconsistent	with	his	theological
judgment.	There	is	simply	no	positive	evidence	of	Gregory	owning	slaves,	and	to	have
owned	them	would	have	made	it	difficult	for	his	congregation	to	take	his	sermons	on
slavery	seriously.18

We	have	already	noticed	the	influence	of	Eustathius	on	Gregory’s	views	regarding
asceticism,	and	regarding	virginity	in	particular.	Nyssen’s	attitude	toward	slavery	is	very
much	in	line	with	his	appreciation	of	Eustathius’	ascetic	teachings.	For	Macrina	and
Gregory,	two	issues	were	of	importance	in	connection	with	slavery.	First,	manumission
itself	was	required	because	of	the	inherent	evil	of	enslaving	other	human	beings.	I	will
discuss	Gregory’s	theological	argumentation	in	this	regard	momentarily.	Second,
however,	manumission	did	not	just	serve	the	social	and	economic	improvement	of	the
freed	slaves.	To	be	sure,	freeing	household	slaves	would	likely	involve	a	degree	of
upward	mobility,	even	if	the	freed	slaves	would	choose	to	remain	as	members	of	the
same	household.	But	Gregory	also	describes	a	downward	mobility	on	the	part	of	the
former	slave	owners.	He	speaks	of	Emmelia	“humiliating”	(ταπεινοφροσύνης)	herself	to
the	level	of	slave	girls,	a	humiliation	that	involved	the	equality	(ὁμότιμον)	of	“same	one
table”	and	the	“same	kind	of	bed.”19	The	change	in	life	was	one	in	which	Emmelia
voluntarily	gave	up	the	“ostentatious	(κομπωδεστέραν)	manner	and	the	services
(θεραπείας)	of	domestics”	to	which	she	had	been	accustomed.20	Similarly,	Gregory’s
second	eldest	brother,	Naucratius,	entered	upon	a	solitary	life	of	“voluntary	poverty”
(ἀκτήμονα).21	The	renunciation	of	slavery	was	part	and	parcel	of	a	“philosophical	and
immaterial	way	of	life”	that	was	“divorced	from	all	earthly	vanities	and	attuned	to	the
imitation	of	the	angelic	life.”22	In	short,	life	in	the	Annisa	landholding	was	characterized	as
much	by	downward	mobility	on	the	part	of	Emmelia	and	Macrina	as	it	was	by	upward
mobility	on	the	part	of	the	slaves.	This	is	not	to	deny	that	manumission	of	slaves	was
connected	to	Macrina’s	and	Gregory’s	views	of	the	human	person.	I	simply	want	to



Oppressed Body

Page 5 of 34

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

observe	that	anthropological	considerations	were	closely	connected	to	ascetic	concerns:
the	requirement	on	the	part	of	the	slave	owner	to	lead	a	life	(p.151)	 of	renunciation	and
poverty.	Ironically,	therefore,	the	decision	to	humble	oneself	by	a	downward	movement
to	the	life	of	a	slave	was	at	the	same	time	an	upward	(anagogical)	move:	a	proleptic
implementation	of	the	eschatological	equality	of	heavenly	existence.

Macrina’s	manumission	of	her	slaves	was	not	entirely	unusual.	Slavery	appears	to	have
been	on	the	decrease	in	the	empire	in	the	fourth	century,	and	Constantine	had	issued
several	edicts	that	gave	the	church	a	much	larger	say	in	how	to	deal	with	slaves,	even	if
this	legislation	did	not	always	assuage	the	situation	of	slaves	in	the	empire.23	In	his	edicts
of	316	and	323,	the	Emperor	had	legalized	manumissio	in	ecclesia,	allowing	churches	to
free	slaves	in	their	communities,24	a	practice	that	appears	to	have	taken	place	particularly
during	the	celebration	of	Easter.	Perhaps	this	is	the	process	that	Macrina’s	monastic
community	followed	as	well,	though	it	may	be	more	likely	that	she	freed	her	slaves
through	the	enactment	of	manumissio	inter	amicos,	in	which,	as	Elm	puts	it,	a	“master
simply	declared	a	slave	to	be	his	friend,	expressing	this	either	by	letter	(per	epistulam)
or	by	inviting	him	to	dine	at	the	same	table	(per	mensam).”25

The	radical	asceticism	of	Eustathius	and	his	followers	took	the	practice	of	ecclesial
manumission	to	a	new	level.	Their	ascetic	insistence	on	equality	became	such	a	concern	to
the	ecclesial	authorities	that	they	issued	a	number	of	sharp	condemnations	at	the	Council
of	Gangra	(340/1),	with	its	third	canon	directly	addressing	the	issue	of	slavery:	“If	anyone
teaches	a	slave,	under	pretext	of	piety,	to	despise	his	master,	to	withdraw	from	his
service	and	not	to	serve	him	with	goodwill	and	all	respect,	let	him	be	anathema.”26

Gregory,	deeply	influenced	by	Eustathius’	teaching,	can	hardly	have	been	impressed
with	the	Council’s	promulgation.27	To	be	sure,	St.	Gregory’s	sermons	mostly	addressed
slaveholders	rather	than	slaves,	and	so	he	never	directly	encouraged	slaves	to	flee	or	to
despise	their	masters.	Still,	his	unequivocal	condemnations	of	slavery	can	hardly	be	said
to	fit	the	spirit	of	the	Council	of	Gangra.

None	of	this	is	to	suggest	that	Nyssen	was	an	activist	or	a	lobbyist	with	state	authorities
for	the	abolition	of	slavery	or	that	he	was	entirely	immune	from	an	aristocratic	sense	of
superiority	toward	slaves.	We	have	no	indication	that	Gregory	went	beyond	denunciation
of	slavery	in	his	sermons	and	other	writings,	and	on	occasion	he	did	speak	in	derogatory
terms	about	slaves.	For	(p.152)	 example,	one	of	the	sermons	that	calls	for
manumission,	In	sanctum	Pascha,	also	mentions	final	judgment,	which	will	not	escape	“the
worthless	slave	(μαστιγίας	οἰκέτης)	who	pretended	to	have	the	rank	of	his	Master,”28

and	contains	the	illustration	of	“wicked	slaves	(οἱ	πονηροὶ	τῶν	δούλων)	who	have	spent
all	their	master’s	money.”29	Elsewhere,	Gregory	depicts	his	Eunomian	opponents	as
“unrehearsed	in	theological	doctrine,	perhaps	some	slaves	and	worthless	fellows	(οἰκέται
και	μαστιγίαι)	and	fugitives	from	menial	service	(δουλικῶν	διακονημάτων	δραπέται).”30

Thus,	Gregory	does	seem	willing	to	use	the	occasional	negative	stereotype	of	slaves	to
denounce	his	opponents.	He	may	not	quite	measure	up	to	today’s	attitudes	toward
slavery.	Nonetheless,	as	we	move	to	Gregory’s	views	on	the	topic,	it	will	become	evident
that	they	must	have	been	exceptionally	provocative	in	their	own	context.
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Slavery	and	the	Image	of	God
St.	Gregory	brings	to	the	fore	numerous	arguments	against	slavery,	which	one	could
classify	in	a	variety	of	ways.31	Two	clusters	of	arguments,	however,	predominate—
anthropological	and	eschatological—and	we	will	see	that	in	both	cases	Nyssen	links	the
slavery	question	closely	with	his	anagogical	theology.	Gregory	mentions	his
anthropological	concerns	particularly	in	his	sermons	on	the	Lord’s	Prayer,	on	the
Beatitudes,	and	on	Ecclesiastes.	Most	extensive	by	far	are	the	comments	in	his	fourth
homily	on	Ecclesiastes,	though	Gregory	adduces	a	number	of	the	same	anthropological
arguments	in	his	fifth	sermon	on	the	Lord’s	Prayer.

(p.153)	 The	core	of	his	logic	here	is	centered	on	his	belief	that	all	human	beings—slaves
as	well	as	masters—are	made	in	the	image	of	God.	We	saw	in	Chapter	3	that	Gregory	links
the	image	of	God	with	formal	characteristics	such	as	rationality	and	freedom	from
necessity,	with	virtues	such	as	goodness,	righteousness,	and	love,	and	also	with
immortality.32	To	understand	St.	Gregory’s	attacks	on	slavery,	we	need	to	explore	his
understanding	of	the	image	of	God	in	somewhat	greater	detail.	First,	the	notion	of
freedom	from	necessity—which	Gregory	describes	as	free	will	(αὐτεξούσια)—constitutes
for	him	the	very	core	of	what	it	means	to	be	a	human	being.	Thus,	after	mentioning	man’s
rule	over	the	animals	in	De	oratione	dominica,	Nyssen	comments:	“But	man	He	has
adorned	with	the	gift	of	free	will	(αὐτεξουσίῳ).	Therefore	he	who	is	subject	to	you	by
custom	and	law	is	yet	equal	(τὸ	ἴσον	ἔχει)	to	you	in	dignity	of	nature.	He	is	neither	made
by	you,	nor	does	he	live	through	you,	nor	has	he	received	from	you	his	qualities	of	body
and	soul.”33	Reflecting	on	Solomon’s	dangerous	boast	in	Ecclesiastes	2:7,	“I	acquired
male	and	female	slaves,”	St.	Gregory	comments	indignantly:	“What	do	you	mean?	You
condemn	men	to	slavery,	when	his	nature	is	free	(ἐλευθέρα)	and	possesses	free	will
(αὐτεξούσιος),	and	you	legislate	in	competition	with	God,	overturning	his	law	for	the
human	species.”34	On	most	other	occasions,	Gregory	distinguishes	quite	clearly	between
freedom	(ἐλευθερία)	that	is	opposed	to	slavery	(whether	physical	or	spiritual)	and
freedom	(αὐτεξούσια)	that	consists	of	self-determination,	that	is,	the	human	ability	to
choose	either	virtue	or	vice.35	In	this	passage,	however,	he	links	the	two,	suggesting	that
slavery,	as	an	attack	on	human	freedom	(ἐλευθερία)	is	at	the	same	time	an	assault	on	free
will	(αὐτεξούσια).	He	does	not	explicitly	state	how	it	is	that	enslavement	is	also	an	attack
on	free	will,	and	one	might	well	object	to	Gregory	that	the	external	imposition	of	slavery
cannot	possibly	obliterate	a	slave’s	free	will.	No	doubt,	Nyssen	is	aware	of	this.	His	point,
however,	is	not	that	the	slave	owner	is	actually	able	to	remove	αὐτεξούσια.	Rather,	what
is	at	stake	is	the	master’s	attempt	to	reduce	a	human	being	to	the	level	of	an	animal.	His
attack	on	another	human	being’s	dignity	(through	the	removal	of	ἐλευθερία)	does
violence	to	that	which	makes	him	human	and	as	such	denies	that	person’s	αὐτεξούσια.

Second,	Gregory	links	the	image	of	God	also	with	the	human	rule	over	creation.	This	link
is	clear	not	only	in	passages	treating	of	slavery,	but	also	in	De	hominis	opificio,	where
Gregory	describes	man	as	the	ruler	(ἄρχων)	who	has	dominion	(ἀρχή)	or	rule
(ἡγεμονία)	over	creation,36	and	where	he	explains	that	God

(p.154)	 made	our	nature	as	it	were	a	formation	fit	for	the	exercise	of	royalty
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(βασιλείας),	preparing	it	at	once	by	the	superior	advantages	of	soul,	and	by	the
very	form	of	the	body,	to	be	such	as	to	be	adapted	for	royalty	(βασιλείαν):	for	the
soul	immediately	shows	its	royal	(βασιλικόν)	and	exalted	(ἐπηρμένον)	character,
far	removed	as	it	is	from	the	lowliness	of	private	station,	in	that	it	owns	no	lord
(ἀδέσποτον),	and	is	self-governed	(αὐτεξούσιον),	swayed	autocratically
(αὐτοκρατορικῶς)	by	its	own	will;	for	to	whom	else	does	this	belong	than	to	a	king
(βασιλέως)?	And	further,	besides	these	facts,	the	fact	that	it	is	the	image	of	that
Nature	which	rules	(δυναστευούσης)	over	all	means	nothing	else	than	this,	that	our
nature	was	created	to	be	royal	(βασιλίδα)	from	the	first.37

Gregory	unambiguously	states	that	for	human	beings	to	be	created	in	the	image	and
likeness	of	God	means	that	they	have	royalty	and	as	such	rule	as	kings	over	the	created
order	(Gen	1:26).38	What	is	more,	since	a	king	does	not	have	a	master,	Gregory	goes
back	to	his	notion	of	free	will	by	insisting	that	the	soul	is	without	master	(ἀδέσποτον)	and
is	self-governed	(αὐτεξούσιον).39	While	at	this	point	Nyssen	does	not	spell	out	the
implications	for	slavery,	we	will	see	that	he	does	do	so	in	his	sermons	on	the	Lord’s
Prayer	and	on	Ecclesiastes.	For	St.	Gregory,	slavery	is	incompatible	with	human	kingship
over	creation	and,	as	such,	contradicts	the	confession	of	human	beings	as	made	in	the
image	of	God.

To	subject	fellow	human	beings	to	slavery	is,	for	Nyssen,	a	violation	of	the	human	person
as	ruler	made	in	the	image	of	God.	Immediately	before	he	mentions	free	will	in	De
oratione	dominica,	Gregory	comments:

You	do	not	consider,	when	you	are	burning	with	anger	against	your	servant
(οἰκέτην),	that	it	is	not	nature,	but	power	that	has	divided	(ἔσχιμεν)	mankind	into
servants	(δουλείαν)	and	masters	(κυριότητα).	For	the	Lord	(οἰκονόμος)	of	the
universe	has	ordained	that	only	the	irrational	nature	should	serve	(δουλεύειν)
man,	as	the	Prophet	says:	Thou	hast	subjected	all	things	under	his	feet,	all	sheep
and	oxen,	the	birds	and	the	beasts	and	the	fishes	[Ps	8:7–9	(6–8)].	He	even	calls
them	slaves	(δοῦλα),	as	is	stated	in	the	Prophet’s	words	elsewhere:	Who	giveth	to

beasts	their	food,	and	herbs	for	the	service	(δουλείᾳ)	of	men	[Ps	146	(147):9].	But
man	He	has	adorned	with	the	gift	of	free	will	(αὐτεξουσίῳ).40

Gregory	here	places	animals	in	the	position	of	slavery	vis-à-vis	human	beings,	whose	free
will	(αὐτεξούσια)	does	not	brook	slavery;	again,	to	treat	human	(p.155)	 beings	as
slaves	is	to	treat	them	as	animals.	Nyssen	makes	the	same	argument	in	In	Ecclesiasten
homiliae:

You	have	forgotten	the	limits	of	your	authority,	and	that	your	rule	is	confined	to
control	over	things	without	reason.	For	it	says	Let	them	rule	over	winged
creatures	and	fishes	and	four-footed	things	and	creeping	things	(Gen,	1,26).	Why
do	you	go	beyond	what	is	subject	to	you	(τὴν	ὑποχείριόν	σοι	δουλείαν)	and	raise
yourself	up	against	the	very	species	which	is	free	(ἐλευθέρας),	counting	your	own
kind	on	a	level	with	four-footed	things	and	even	footless	things?	You	have	subjected
(ὑπέταξας)	all	things	to	man,	declares	the	word	through	the	prophecy,	and	in	the
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text	it	lists	the	things	subject,	cattle	and	oxen	and	sheep	(Ps	8,7–8).	Surely	human
beings	have	not	been	produced	from	your	cattle?	Surely	cows	have	not	conceived
human	stock?	Irrational	beasts	are	the	only	slaves	(δουλεία)	of	mankind.	But	to	you
these	things	are	of	small	account.	Raising	fodder	for	the	cattle,	and	green	plants	for
the	slaves	(δουλείᾳ)	of	men,	it	says	(Ps	104/103,14).	But	by	dividing	(σχίσας)	the
human	species	in	two	with	‘slavery’	(δουλείᾳ)	and	‘ownership’	(κυριότητι)	you
have	caused	it	to	be	enslaved	(δουλεύειν)	to	itself,	and	to	be	the	owner	(κυριεύειν)
of	itself.41

In	this	passage,	too,	St.	Gregory	describes	animals	as	being	in	slavery	to	human	beings,
this	time	explicitly	referring	to	Genesis	1:26.	The	image	of	God	in	human	beings	is	visible
in	their	rule	over	the	animals.	One	can	justify	slavery	only	by	first	reducing	rational
human	beings	to	the	level	of	irrational	animals.	Hence	Nyssen’s	rhetorical	questions,
“Surely	human	beings	have	not	been	produced	from	your	cattle?	Surely	cows	have	not
conceived	human	stock?”	Defenders	of	slavery,	Gregory	charges,	fail	to	take	note	of	the
radical	distinction	between	humans	and	animals.42

Third,	Gregory	links	the	notion	of	the	image	of	God	to	the	unity	of	humanity.	In	De
hominis	opificio	Gregory	distinguishes	between	the	first	creation—his	foreknowledge	of
the	fullness	(πλήρωμα)	of	humanity—and	the	second	creation—the	creation	of	human
beings,	gendered	as	male	and	female.43	For	Gregory,	the	former	constitutes	the	image
of	God.44	This	unity	of	humanity	is	for	Gregory	ultimately	the	eschatological	unity	of	all
human	beings	in	Christ,	since	it	is	Christ	who	constitutes	the	πλήρωμα	of	God.45	This
means	that	it	is	also	Christ	who	is	the	actual	image	of	God	and	whose	humanity	renders
our	humanity	meaningful.	Nyssen	expresses	this	same	fullness	by	speaking	of	the	whole
lump	(φύραμα)	of	humanity	(cf.	Rom	(p.156)	 11:16;	1	Cor	5:6–7).46	This	Christological
and	eschatological	unity	of	humanity	has	obvious	social	implications.	Gregory,	we	saw,
maintains	in	one	of	his	sermons	on	the	Lord’s	Prayer	that	“it	is	not	nature,	but	power
that	has	divided	(ἔσχιμεν)	mankind	into	servants	(δουλείαν)	and	masters	(κυριότητα)”;47

and	in	a	nearly	identical	passage	in	his	fourth	sermon	on	Ecclesiastes,	he	states	that	“by
dividing	(σχίσας)	the	human	species	in	two	with	‘slavery’	(δουλείᾳ)	and	‘ownership’
(κυριότητι)	you	have	caused	it	to	be	enslaved	to	itself,	and	to	be	the	owner	of	itself.”48

David	Hart	rightly	points	out	the	significance	of	St.	Gregory’s	objection	to	any	“division”
of	human	beings	between	slave	and	master:

Gregory’s	rhetoric…presses	well	beyond	the	issue	of	mere	manumission	and
adumbrates	that	of	abolition;	the	logic	seems	as	irresistible	as	it	does	anachronistic
—and	therein	lies	its	mystery.	If	any	part	of	Gregory’s	sermon	[on	Ecclesiastes]
perhaps	provides	a	clue	to	the	deeper	currents	of	his	thought,	and	to	the
stridency	with	which	he	expresses	himself,	it	is	this	last	phrase:	“You	have	divided
human	nature…”49

Gregory,	Hart	rightly	maintains,	regards	slavery	as	a	sin	against	God’s	own	ultimate
purpose,	that	is,	the	unity	of	the	entire	πλήρωμα	of	humanity.

Whereas	the	word	“fullness”	(πλήρωμα)	has	primarily	an	eschatological	referent,	the
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expression	“of	the	same	race”	(ὁμόφυλος)	refers	more	unambiguously	to	the	common
“make-up”	of	humanity.	Gregory	uses	it	four	times	in	his	fourth	homily	on	Ecclesiastes,
three	times	in	explicitly	objecting	to	the	arrogance	in	claiming	ownership	over	someone
who	is	“of	the	same	race,”50	and	once	in	insisting	on	the	absurdity	of	regarding	someone
“of	the	same	race”	as	being	on	the	level	of	animals.51	Gregory	expounds	on	this	basic
“sameness”	of	human	beings	when	he	challenges	the	slave	owner	to	prove	his
superiority:

What	do	you	have	to	sustain	your	title	as	owner?	I	see	no	superiority	over	the
subordinate	accruing	to	you	from	the	title	other	than	the	mere	title.	What	does	this
power	contribute	to	you	as	a	person?—not	longevity,	nor	beauty,	nor	good	health,
nor	superiority	in	virtue.	Your	origin	is	of	the	same	ancestors,	your	life	is	of	the
same	kind,	sufferings	of	soul	and	body	prevail	alike	over	you	who	own	him	and
over	the	one	who	is	subject	to	your	ownership—pains	and	pleasures,	merriment
and	distress,	sorrows	and	delight,	rages	and	terrors,	sickness	and	death.	Is	there
any	difference	in	these	things	between	the	slave	and	his	owner?	Do	they	not	draw
in	the	same	air	as	they	breathe?	Do	they	not	see	the	sun	in	the	same	way?	Do	they
not	alike	sustain	their	being	by	consuming	food?	Is	not	the	(p.157)	 arrangement
of	their	guts	the	same?	Are	not	the	two	one	dust	after	death?	Is	there	not	one
judgment	for	them?—a	common	Kingdom,	and	a	common	Gehenna?52

The	basic	“sameness”	of	human	beings,	based	in	their	being	“of	the	same	race”
(ὁμόφυλος),	implies	a	radical	equality	with	obvious	social	implications.	In	his	sermon	on
Jesus’	blessing	of	the	“poor	in	spirit,”	Nyssen	warns	those	who	have	attained	high	office
and	power	against	the	danger	of	pride	and	conceit.53	They	“stay	no	longer	within	the
bounds	of	human	nature	(ὅροις),”	insists	Gregory,54	and	instead	“assume	divine	power
and	authority”	by	considering	themselves	masters	(κύριοι)	over	the	life	and	death	of
others.55	St.	Gregory	questions	this	arrogance:	“How	then	can	he	be	sovereign	(κύριος)
over	a	life	which	does	not	belong	to	him,	when	his	own	does	not	belong	to	him?	Even	that
person,	therefore,	if	he	becomes	poor	in	spirit,	looking	to	the	one	who	willingly	became
poor	because	of	us,	and	observing	the	equal	respect	(ὁμότιμον)	we	owe	to	members	of
our	own	race,	will	not	inflict	injury	on	those	who	share	his	origin	as	a	result	of	that
mistaken	masquerade	of	government….”56	Ownership	of	other	human	beings	violates,	on
Gregory’s	understanding,	the	equality	of	human	beings	that	is	grounded	in	a	basic
kinship	and	similarity	among	all	who	are	made	in	the	image	of	God.

Slavery	and	the	Resurrection
Considering	Gregory’s	anthropology,	it	does	not	come	as	a	surprise	that	he	regards
slavery	as	incompatible	with	the	resurrection.	This	comes	out	clearly	in	his	debate	with
the	neo-Arian,	Eunomius.	According	to	Eunomius,	the	inferiority	of	the	Son	in	relationship
to	the	Father	means	that	he	is	under	the	lordship	of	the	Father.	Gregory	quotes	his
opponent	as	follows:	“The	one	who	is	and	lives	because	of	the	Father	does	not	possess
this	rank	as	his	own,	(p.158)	 since	the	being	which	holds	even	him	under	his	lordship
attracts	to	itself	the	concept	of	that	which	is.”57	Gregory	concludes	from	this	that
Eunomius	equates	the	Son	with	a	slave:	“Eunomius	contradicts	Paul,	and	calls	Christ	a
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slave,	for	we	know	no	other	indicator	of	slavery	than	subjection	and	having	a	lord.”58

Gregory	then	pressures	Eunomius	to	make	up	his	mind	whether	to	call	Christ	lord	or
slave.59	Anything	less	than	lordship	in	the	full	sense	of	the	term	would	imply,	according	to
Nyssen,	that	Christ	is	being	dragged	down	to	the	level	of	a	slave—or,	at	the	very	least	it
would	entail	a	mixture	of	lordship	and	slavery.	Either	way,	it	would	be	to	place	the	Son	of
God	on	the	level	of	a	creature:

One	who	says	the	Only-begotten	God	is	slave	by	nature,	argues	by	these	words
that	he	is	a	fellow	slave	(ὁμόδουλον)	with	himself.	From	this	a	double	absurdity
must	necessarily	follow:	either	he	will	despise	his	fellow-slave	(ὁμοδούλου)	and
deny	the	faith,	discarding	the	yoke	of	Christ’s	dominion,	or	else	bow	down	to	the
slave	and,	turning	from	the	sovereign	(αὐτοκρατῆ)	and	absolute	(ἀδέσποτον)
nature,	will	somehow	worship	himself	instead	of	God.60

Gregory	takes	his	starting-point	in	an	understanding	of	“lordship”	that	is	absolute	in
nature.	Eunomius,	by	tinkering	with	this	absolute	lordship,	is	unable	to	avoid	turning
Christ	into	a	fellow	slave	(ὁμόδουλος)	alongside	ourselves—with	all	the	troubling
consequences	that	this	entails.61

It	is	at	this	point	that	Gregory	inserts	a	fascinating	diatribe	against	slavery:

For	our	part,	we	who	are	called,	as	the	Apostle	says,	for	freedom,	by	Christ	who
has	freed	us	from	slavery	(Gal	5.13),	I	will	briefly	explain	what	we	have	been	taught
to	think	by	the	scriptures.	Beginning	from	the	divine	teaching,	I	confidently	declare,
that	the	divine	word	does	not	intend	even	us	to	be	slaves,	since	our	nature	has
been	transformed	for	the	better,	and	he	that	took	all	that	is	ours,	in	order	to	give
what	is	his	in	exchange	(ἀντιδοῦναι),	as	with	disease,	death,	the	curse,	and	sin,	so
too	he	took	up	slavery,	not	so	that	he	himself	might	have	what	he	took,	but	so	as	to
cleanse	our	nature	of	these	things,	what	belongs	to	us	being	annihilated
(ἐξαφανισθέντων)	in	the	pure	nature.	So	just	as	there	will	be	in	the	future	life	no
disease,	no	curse,	no	sin,	no	death,	so	slavery	too	will	pass	with	them	(ἀφανισμὸν).
That	I	speak	the	truth,	I	call	Truth	himself	to	witness,	who	says	to	the	disciples,	“I
no	longer	call	you	slaves,	but	friends”	(Jn	15.15).62

(p.159)	 Nyssen	states	unequivocally	that	along	with	disease,	curse,	sin,	and	death,	also
slavery	will	be	abolished	in	the	eschaton.	It	is	an	abolition	that	is	marked	by	an
“exchange”	of	sorts:	Christ	took	our	disease,	death,	curse,	sin,	and	slavery—cleansing
our	nature	in	the	process—in	order	to	give	us	the	pure	nature	that	is	his.	While	many
exegetes	might	read	Galatians	5:13	and	John	15:15	as	referring	strictly	to	spiritual
freedom	from	sin,	Nyssen	reads	them	as	referring	to	the	social	evil	of	slave	ownership.
The	likely	reason	why	he	makes	this	exegetical	move	is	his	conviction	that	the
eschatological	reality	of	freedom	from	sin	must	take	shape	in	the	social	structures	of	this
world.	His	anagogical	theology	does	not	render	him	indifferent	to	material	and	bodily
concerns.

Nyssen	concludes	the	passage	by	returning	to	the	issue	of	the	Son’s	equality	with	the
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Father.	“If	our	condition	will	one	day	be	free	from	the	reproach	of	slavery,”	asks
Gregory,	“why	is	the	Master	of	the	universe	made	a	slave	by	the	frenzy	and	madness	of
these	lunatics?”63	This	concluding	question	makes	clear	that	Gregory’s	main	point	is	not
that	slavery	is	an	evil	that	Christ	has	come	to	abolish—though	Nyssen	is	convinced	that
this	is	what	Christ	has	done;	slavery	cannot	be	sustained	in	the	light	of	the	resurrection.
But	the	real	reason	for	the	discussion	on	slavery	lies	in	the	Trinitarian	debate.	In	other
words,	Gregory	uses	the	digression	on	slavery	to	show	that	the	Son	is	in	no	way	inferior
to	the	Father:	since	even	human	slavery	is	going	to	be	abolished	in	the	hereafter,	how
could	one	possibly	mix	Christ’s	eternal	lordship	with	slavery?64

Gregory	brings	to	the	fore	the	intimate	nature	of	the	link	between	the	doctrine	of	the
resurrection	and	the	abolition	of	slavery	much	more	clearly	in	a	sermon	entitled	In
sanctum	Pascha,	which	he	likely	preached	on	21	April	379,65	several	years	before	he
wrote	Contra	Eunomium.	Easter,	Gregory	makes	clear	in	this	sermon,	represents	the
dawn	of	the	resurrection	life,	and	as	such	implies	the	presence	of	the	eschatological	day
“which	the	Lord	has	made”	(Ps	117	(118):24)	in	congregational	worship—and,	we	may
add,	through	congregational	worship	in	the	social	structures	of	family	life.	The	overlapping
meanings	of	“the	day	which	the	Lord	has	made”—referring	at	one	and	the	same	time	to
the	historical	day	on	which	Christ	rose	from	the	dead;	to	the	annually	repeated	feast	of
Easter;	and	to	the	final	day	of	judgment66—allow	Nyssen	to	make	eschatological	demands
on	his	congregation.	Put	differently,	(p.160)	 he	regards	the	newness	of	the	invading
eschaton	as	fundamentally	at	odds	with	the	institution	of	slavery.

The	result	is	that	Nyssen	presents	here	his	most	daring	denunciation	of	slavery.	He	does
not	just	denounce	the	institution	as	such—something	he	does	in	numerous	other	places
as	well—but	Gregory	actually	calls	on	the	slave	owners	in	his	congregation	to	free	their
slaves.	The	passage	is	worth	quoting	in	full:

Now	is	the	prisoner	freed,	the	debtor	forgiven,	the	slave	liberated	by	the	good
and	kindly	(φιλανθρώπῳ)	proclamation	of	the	church,	not	being	rudely	struck	on
the	cheek	and	released	from	beatings	with	a	beating,	nor	being	exhibited	to	the
mob	on	a	stand	as	though	it	were	a	show,	getting	insult	and	indignity	as	the
beginning	of	his	freedom,	but	released	and	acknowledged	with	equal	decency.
Even	the	one	who	remains	in	slavery	benefits.	Though	his	offences	be	many	and
serious	and	surpassing	mitigation	and	pardon,	the	master	is	moved	by	the
peacefulness	of	the	day	and	accepts	with	kindness	(φιλάνθρωπον)	the	one	rejected
and	regarded	as	in	disgrace,	as	Pharaoh	did	the	cupbearer	from	prison.	For	he
knows	that	at	the	appointed	resurrection,	in	likeness	of	which	we	honour	this	day,
he	needs	also	the	indulgence	(ἀνεξικακίας)	and	generosity	(ἀγαθότητος)	of	his
master;	lending	mercy	now	he	awaits	the	repayment	in	due	time.	You	masters	have
heard;	mark	my	saying	as	a	sound	one;	do	not	slander	me	to	your	slaves	as
praising	the	day	with	false	rhetoric,	take	away	the	pain	from	oppressed	souls	as	the
Lord	does	the	deadness	from	bodies;	transform	their	disgrace	into	honour,	their
oppression	into	joy,	their	fear	of	speaking	into	openness;	bring	out	the	prostrate
from	their	corner	as	if	from	their	graves,	let	the	beauty	of	the	feast	blossom	like	a
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flower	upon	everyone.	If	a	royal	birthday	or	victory	celebration	opens	a	prison,
shall	not	Christ’s	rising	relieve	those	in	affliction?	Greet,	you	poor,	your	provider;
you	debilitated	and	physically	disabled,	the	healer	of	your	sufferings.	For	through
the	resurrection	hope	come	zeal	for	virtue	and	hatred	for	vice,	since,	if	we	take
away	the	resurrection,	one	saying	will	prevail	with	everyone:	“Let	us	eat	and	drink,
for	tomorrow	we	die”	(1	Cor.	15,32).67

Gregory	bases	his	appeal	for	manumission	squarely	on	the	resurrection	of	the	final	day.
Its	realities	must	take	shape	in	the	life	of	the	church.	Marguerite	Harl	points	out	that	St.
Gregory	compares	the	freedom	that	manumission	gives	with	the	freedom	that	results
from	resurrection,	when	he	asks	the	slave	owners	to	“bring	out	the	prostrate	from	their
corner	as	if	from	their	graves.”	Harl	rightly	adds:	“Freeing	slaves	from	disgrace…
prefigures	the	resurrection	from	the	dead.”68	Gregory’s	use	of	the	Joseph	narrative	of
the	cupbearer	and	the	baker	(Gen	40)	reinforces	this	link	between	redemption	from
slavery	at	Easter	and	redemption	from	sin	on	the	day	of	resurrection.	The	theme	of
judgment	and	forgiveness	is	present	not	only	in	the	Joseph	narrative,	but	also	in	the
(p.161)	 release	of	slaves	at	Easter	and	in	God’s	mercy	on	the	last	day.	The	Joseph
narrative,	we	could	also	say,	relates	to	us	both	the	resurrection	of	Easter	and	that	of	the
last	day.	In	each	of	these	instances,	there	is	a	release	of	some	kind,	whether	from	prison
(Joseph	narrative),	from	slavery	(Gregory’s	social	context),	or	from	the	grave	(final
resurrection).69

It	is	true,	of	course,	that	Gregory	envisions	the	possibility	of	some	remaining	in	slavery.
He	comments,	“Even	the	one	who	remains	in	slavery	benefits.”	While	Gregory’s
comment	is	somewhat	ambiguous,	I	suspect	that	he	does	not	have	in	mind	an	unchanged
continuation	of	slavery.	After	all,	he	immediately	follows	with	the	example	of	the
cupbearer	from	Genesis	40.	In	that	account,	the	cupbearer	was	forgiven	and	released
from	prison,	only	to	return	to	Pharaoh’s	service.	Gregory	may	well	have	in	mind,
therefore,	the	kind	of	manumission	that	was	practiced	by	Macrina’s	household:	while	the
slaves	were	released	and	henceforth	treated	as	equals,	they	remained	in	the	service	of
the	household,	though	from	now	on	in	a	voluntary	capacity.	Gregory,	therefore,
comments	that	also	those	who	continue	in	slavery	benefit:	like	the	cupbearer,	they
experience	their	masters’	kindness	and	forgiveness,	and	like	the	cupbearer,	they	are
received	back	into	their	masters’	service.	At	the	very	least,	the	new	condition	is	unlike
the	old.	Since	they	have	been	treated	with	kindness	and	mercy,	the	master–slave
relationship	cannot	but	be	affected.

For	Gregory,	at	stake	in	manumission	is	not	only	the	slave’s	freedom	but	also	the	slave
owner’s	own	ability	to	imitate	and	participate	in	God’s	character.	On	the	final	day	of
resurrection,	the	slave	owner	himself	“needs	also	the	indulgence	(ἀνεξικακίας)	and
generosity	(ἀγαθότητος)	of	his	master.”	All	of	us,	including	the	slave	owner,	hope	that
God,	the	master	of	all	human	beings,	will	one	day	show	his	indulgence	and	goodness.	It
stands	to	reason,	therefore,	that	the	human	slave	owner	should	display	a	similar
indulgence	and	goodness	toward	his	slaves	by	letting	them	share	tangibly	in	the	freedom
of	Easter.	Furthermore,	Gregory	intimates,	by	so	imitating	the	character	of	God,	the
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human	master	may	expect	repayment	in	due	time—no	doubt	alluding	to	the	day	of
resurrection.	The	slave	owner	may	be	assured	of	his	ultimate	redemption	at	the	end	of
time	if	in	anticipation	he	redeems	his	own	slaves	today.

We	find	a	similar	appeal	to	the	model	of	God’s	character	and	of	his	forgiveness	in
Gregory’s	fifth	homily	on	the	Lord’s	Prayer,	as	he	discusses	the	petition,	“And	forgive	us
our	debts,	as	we	also	have	forgiven	our	debtors.”	Gregory	explains	the	petition	with
reference	to	the	parable	of	the	unmerciful	servant	(Matt	18:23–35),	where	Jesus	tells	of
the	wicked	slave	whose	forgiveness	is	cancelled	because	of	his	own	refusal	to	forgive	a
fellow	slave	(σύνδουλος).	Without	disputing	the	many	ways	in	which	slaves	may	at	times
deserve	their	masters’	harsh	treatment,	Gregory	nonetheless	forcefully	(p.162)
challenges	the	slave	owners’	own	attitude	toward	God.	Appealing	to	the	basic	equality
between	master	and	slave,	Gregory	questions	the	slave	owner:	“Why,	then,	do	you	get
so	much	worked	up	to	anger	against	him	if	he	has	been	lazy,	or	revolted,	or	perhaps
shown	you	contempt	to	your	face?”70	Nyssen	is	convinced	that	the	slave	master	himself
has	acted	in	many	similar	ways	toward	God:

How	obedient	and	blameless	are	you	before	such	a	Lord	(δεσπότην)?	Have	you
not	revolted	against	His	sovereignty?	Have	you	not	run	away	to	sin	and	exchanged
it	for	the	sovereignty	of	evil?	Have	you	not	as	far	as	you	were	concerned	left
desolate	the	house	of	the	Lord	(δεσπότου)	and	run	away	from	the	place	where	you
were	appointed	to	work	and	keep	guard?71

Without	saying	that	he	condones	slaves	revolting	and	running	away	from	their	masters,
Gregory	makes	clear	that	the	slave	owner	himself	is	guilty	of	the	very	same	sins	in
relationship	to	his	own	master.	A	forgiving	attitude	toward	his	fellow	servant	(ὁμοδούλῳ),
then,	is	nothing	out	of	the	ordinary.72

As	the	above	given	lengthy	excerpt	from	In	sanctum	Pascha	makes	clear,	Gregory
appeals	to	the	slave	owner’s	φιλανθρωπία,	a	term	akin	to	our	words	“generosity,”
“benevolence,”	“kindness,”	or	“largesse.”	The	concept	was	common	in	late	antiquity,
describing	a	virtue	that	was	demanded	from	all,	but	particularly	from	gods	and	kings.73

The	term	came	into	prominence	especially	through	Stoic	philosophy,	and	Emperor	Julian
strongly	encouraged	the	pursuit	of	φιλανθρωπία	in	the	Roman	Empire	in	an	attempt	to
offset	the	gains	of	the	Christians,	whose	generosity	was	obvious	to	all.74	Nyssen,	too,
encourages	φιλανθρωπία	throughout	his	writings;	the	examples	from	In	sanctum	Pascha
are	illustrative	of	the	high	regard	that	he	displays	for	this	virtue	throughout	his	writings.
St.	Gregory	consistently	regards	it	as	a	divine	virtue	par	excellence,	and	he	maintains	its
importance	particularly	over	against	Eunomius,	for	whom	φιλανθρωπία	implies	weakness
—which	means	for	him	that	it	can	be	applied	only	to	the	Son,	not	to	the	Father.75	For
Eunomius,	the	Incarnation,	as	the	Son’s	display	of	φιλανθρωπία,	indicates	his	inferiority.
Gregory,	in	response,	insists	that	we	properly	describe	God’s	nature	as	φιλανθρωπία,
(p.163)	 since	we	dare	not	“exclude	the	Father	from	a	share	in	the	thanksgiving	for
things	restored.”76	When	Gregory,	therefore,	appeals	to	slave	owners’	φιλανθρωπία,	he
is	really	asking	them	to	reflect	the	love	of	God’s	self-condescension	in	the	Incarnation.
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We	may	conclude	that	Nyssen’s	objections	to	slavery	fit	squarely	within	the	overall
anagogical	drive	of	his	theology.	Slavery,	for	Gregory,	treats	a	fellow	human	being—made
in	God’s	image	and	meant	for	resurrection	freedom—as	a	mere	object	to	be	counted
among	one’s	possessions.	Gregory’s	anthropology	and	eschatology	cannot	tolerate	such
objectification	of	the	human	body.	In	sanctum	Pascha	makes	clear	that	by	freeing	his
slaves,	the	owner	gives	them	a	foretaste	of	the	eschaton’s	ultimate	Easter	redemption.
Furthermore,	Gregory’s	description	of	the	practice	of	manumission	in	Annisa	indicates
that	he	believes	that	it	benefits	not	just	the	slave	but	also	the	owner:	the	enactment	of
radical	equality	is	a	deliberately	anagogical	step	through	which	the	owner	comes	to	share
in	the	resurrection	life.

Preaching	on	Homeless	Bodies
The	dual	concern,	for	both	slave	and	master,	is	mirrored	in	the	way	in	which	St.	Gregory
deals	with	poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury.	Also	here,	Nyssen	inveighs	against	the	way	in
which	people—some	of	them	obviously	in	his	congregation—treat	the	poor,	and	in
particular	lepers,	as	outcasts	whose	homelessness	is	of	little	or	no	concern	to	the	rich.
The	body	of	the	sick—no	matter	how	repulsive—is,	according	to	Gregory,	deserving	of
the	touch	of	human	mercy.	Also	here	Nyssen	makes	clear	that	this	care	for	the	body	of
the	oppressed	is	at	the	same	time	care	for	the	soul	of	the	oppressor.	Gregory	confronts
the	rich	squarely	with	the	demand	of	renunciation	for	the	sake	of	securing	their	own
eternal	future.	And	he	maintains	that	by	providing	for	the	bodies	of	the	homeless,	the	rich
gain	a	heavenly	home	for	their	souls.

It	is	not	easy	to	determine	the	exact	historical	context	of	Gregory’s	sermons	on	poverty,
leprosy,	and	usury.	The	serious	famine	of	369	caused	widespread	and	enduring	poverty,
sickness,	and	homelessness	and	led	Gregory’s	brother	Basil	to	initiate	the	building	of	his
“poorhouse”	(πτωχοτροφεῖον),	commonly	known	as	the	Basileias,	close	to	Caesarea.77

Here	the	poor	were	fed	and	employed,	the	sick	could	receive	treatment,	and	the	liturgy
was	celebrated.	(p.164)	 The	poorhouse	was	constructed	between	369	and	372,78	and
it	appears	to	have	had	a	major	positive	impact.79	Gregory	may	have	preached	his	two
sermons	on	poverty,	De	beneficentia	and	In	illud:	Quatenus	uni	ex	his	fecistis	mihi
fecistis,	around	this	same	time	or	some	years	later.80	The	first	sermon,	De	beneficentia,
deals	more	generally	with	the	problem	of	greed	in	the	face	of	pervasive	poverty;	the
second,	Quatenus	uni,	deals	more	directly	with	the	proper	attitude	toward	those
suffering	from	leprosy.81	Nyssen	depicts	the	social	consequences	in	the	first	of	the	two
sermons:

We	have	seen	in	these	days	a	great	number	of	the	naked	and	homeless.	For	the
most	part	they	are	victims	of	war	who	knock	at	our	doors.	But	there	is	also	no	lack
of	strangers	and	exiles,	and	their	hands,	stretched	out	imploring,	can	be	seen
everywhere.	Their	roof	is	the	sky.	For	shelter	they	use	porticos,	alleys,	and	the
deserted	corners	of	the	town.	They	hide	in	the	cracks	of	walls	like	owls.	Their
clothing	consists	of	wretched	rags.	Their	harvest	depends	on	human	pity.	For
meals	they	have	only	the	alms	tossed	at	them	by	those	who	pass	by.	For	drink	they
use	the	springs,	as	do	the	animals.	Their	cup	is	the	hollow	of	their	hand,	their
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storeroom	their	pocket,	or	rather	whatever	has	been	put	into	it.	For	a	dining	table
they	use	their	joined	knees,	and	their	lamp	is	the	sun.	Instead	of	the	public	baths,
they	wash	in	the	river	or	pond	that	God	gives	to	all.82

Homelessness	appears	to	have	been	a	serious	and	continuous	problem	when	Gregory
preached	his	sermons.

The	third	sermon,	Contra	usurarios	oratio,	was	likely	preached	at	a	later	date	than	the
other	two	sermons,	perhaps	during	the	Lenten	season	of	379,	shortly	after	Basil’s
death.83	This	sermon	attacks	specifically	the	common	practice	of	usury,	and	in	so	doing
takes	up	Basil’s	earlier	sermon	on	the	same	(p.165)	 topic,	though	in	several	ways	from	a
different	perspective.84	As	such,	Gregory’s	sermon	on	usury	fits	with	the	common	and
unanimous	condemnation	of	usury	among	the	church	fathers.85	Thus,	although	Gregory
regarded	his	condemnations	of	slavery	and	usury	as	being	of	one	piece—using	several	of
the	same	arguments	to	combat	both	evils—most	of	his	contemporaries	looked	at	the	two
rather	differently,	often	excusing	the	former,	while	invariably	denouncing	the	latter.

Each	of	the	three	sermons	demonstrates	a	concern	for	the	embodied	existence	of	the
poor	and	the	sick.	After	discussing,	in	De	beneficentia,	the	requirement	to	be	generous
(φιλότιμος)	to	the	poor	(πτωχοί),86	Gregory	moves	to	the	sick,	whose	circumstances
renders	them	even	more	vulnerable:	“The	sick	who	is	poor	(πένης)	is	doubly	poor
(πτωχός),”	Gregory	insists,	since	the	sick	are	unable	to	go	from	door	to	door	and	are
“shut	up	in	their	narrow	rooms	and	narrow	nooks,”	waiting	for	others	to	come	and	give
them	alms.87	Nyssen	is	not	afraid	to	present	his	hearers	with	chilling	descriptions	of	the
circumstances	of	the	less	fortunate.	He	contrasts	the	wealth	and	luxury	of	the	rich—
described	in	great	detail,	with	references	to	“magnificent	beds	covered	with	flowery
hangings,	richly	embroidered,”	to	“bowls,	tripods,	jars,	ewers,	platters,	all	sorts	of
cups,”	and	to	“boys	with	effeminate	coiffures,	shameless	girls,	sisters	to	Herodias	in	their
indecency”88—with	the	plight	of	homeless	beggars:

While	this	is	going	on	in	the	house,	a	myriad	of	Lazaruses	sit	at	the	gate,	some
dragging	themselves	along	painfully,	some	with	their	eyes	gouged	out,	others	with
amputated	feet,	some	quite	literally	creep,	mutilated	in	all	their	members.	They	cry
and	are	not	heard	over	the	flutes’	whistling,	loud	songs,	and	the	cackling	of	bawling
laughter.	If	they	beg	more	loudly	at	the	door,	the	porter	of	a	barbarous	(p.166)
master	bounds	out	like	a	brute	and	drives	them	away	with	strokes	of	a	stick,
setting	the	dogs	on	them.89

The	vivid	description,	while	faithful	to	the	parable	of	Dives	and	Lazarus	in	Luke	16,	must
undoubtedly	have	upset	some	of	Gregory’s	parishioners.90

Gregory’s	sermon	Quatenus	uni	is	even	more	direct	in	its	descriptions.	He	insists	that
the	lepers'	“frightful	malady	has	changed	them	into	beasts	(τετραπόδου)”	or	animals
(ἄλογος),	correcting	himself	a	little	later	by	remarking	that	actually	their	“condition	is
worse	than	that	of	animals,”91	and	stating	yet	a	few	paragraphs	further	down	that	only
the	word	“monster”	(φαινομένου)	will	do.92	“Their	hands	serve	them	as	feet,”	the	bishop
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intones.	“Their	knees	become	heels;	their	ankles	and	toes,	if	they	are	not	completely
eaten	away,	they	drag	miserably	like	the	launch	boat	that	drags	the	ships.”93	Gregory
graphically	draws	attention	to	the	lepers’	loss	of	sense	experience:

All	that	they	ever	need	to	do	to	awaken	their	own	plaintive	cries	is	to	look	at
themselves.	For	they	do	not	know	whether	it	is	worse	to	lose	their	members	or
still	to	have	them:	should	they	be	sad	that	nature	sometimes	spares	them	rather
than	mutilating	them?	Which	is	worse:	to	be	able	to	see	the	evidence	of	their	loss	or
to	no	longer	have	it	in	sight,	the	malady	having	rendered	them	blind?	To	have	such
misfortunes	relate,	or	to	be	dumb	victims	for	whom	the	leprosy	has	eaten	away
their	tongue?	To	feed	miserably	on	a	mouthful	of	bread	or	to	have	lost	the	form	of
the	mouth	altogether	and	no	longer	be	able	to	eat	like	everyone	else?	To	have	the
experience	of	the	body	rotting	like	carrion,	or	to	be	completely	without	(p.167)
nerve	sensations?	Where	is	their	sight?	Their	smell?	Their	touch?	Where	are	the
other	sensations	that	the	infection	eats	away,	little	by	little?94

Gregory’s	mentioning	of	four	of	the	five	senses—taste,	sight,	smell,	and	touch—is
significant	especially	in	light	of	his	doctrine	of	the	spiritual	senses.	We	saw	earlier	that
Nyssen	is	hardly	shy	in	allegorizing	the	physical	senses	for	the	sake	of	the	more
significant	spiritual	senses.95	This	passage,	and	indeed	the	three	sermons	in	their
entirety,	makes	clear	that	Gregory	is	by	no	means	indifferent	to	the	value	of	God’s	gift	of
the	senses.	When	the	human	body	is	ravaged	by	sickness,	compassion	is	the	only	proper
response,	and	Nyssen	does	his	utmost	to	elicit	this	appropriate	posture	among	his
hearers.

Just	as	in	his	arguments	against	slavery,	so	also	in	connection	with	poverty	and	leprosy,
Nyssen	highlights	the	commonality	of	our	humanity.	Sharing	with	the	poor	is	important,
insists	Gregory	in	De	beneficentia,	since	they	are	the	“favorites	of	God.”96	He	then
insists:	“All	belongs	to	God,	our	common	father	(πατρός).	And	we	are	all	brothers
(ἀδελφοί)	of	the	same	race	(ὁμόφυλοι).	It	is	best	and	more	just	that	brothers	(ἀδελφοὺς)
reap	an	equal	part	of	the	heritage.”97	Similarly,	in	Quatenus	uni,	Gregory	appeals	to	his
listeners	not	to	“consider	as	strangers	(ἀλλοτριοῦσθαι)	those	beings	who	partake	of	our
nature	(κοινωνούντων	τῆς	φύσεως).”98	He	chastises	his	listeners	for	shying	away	from
the	horrible	condition	of	the	lepers:	“[Y]ou	do	not	pity	a	being	of	your	own	race
(ὁμόφυλον).”99	Instead,	he	says,	“you	who	share	the	nature	of	this	brokenness,	you	flee
your	own	race	(ὁμογενῆ).”100	This	cannot	be	for	Nyssen:	the	leper	is	“a	human	person
like	yourself,	whose	basic	nature	is	no	different	from	your	own.”101	He	warns	his
listeners,	therefore:	“In	condemning	the	sickness	that	preys	upon	the	body	of	this	man,
you	fail	to	consider	whether	you	might	be,	in	the	process	condemning	yourself	and	all
nature.	For	you	yourself	belong	to	the	common	nature	(παραπλησίως)	of	all.	Treat	all
therefore	as	one	common	reality	(κοινοῦ	τοῦ	πράγματος).”102	Is	it	not	out	of	place,	he
asks	a	little	further	down,	to	“disparage	our	own	kin	(ὁμογενῆ)	and	race	(ὁμόφυλον)	as
baser	than	the	animals?”103

(p.168)	 The	repeated	language	of	kinship	(ὁμόφυλος,	ὁμογενής),	which	we	also	saw
Gregory	use	in	connection	with	slavery,	makes	clear	that	Nyssen	believes	that	the
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common	humanity	of	rich	and	poor,	healthy	and	sick	overrides	their	obvious
differences.104	This	is	of	tremendous	significance	for	a	society	in	which	economic	survival
depended	on	gift	exchange	between	patron	and	client.	Essentially,	Nyssen	asserts	that
the	homeless	have	a	rightful	place	in	the	economic	gift	exchange	system	by	asserting	the
basic	kinship	of	all	human	beings,	regardless	of	their	situation.	As	Cheryl	Bransen	and
Paul	Vliem	put	it:	“[T]he	Cappadocian	Fathers	did	not	stop…with	simply	bringing	those	in
need	into	sharper	focus	and	depending	on	whatever	sense	of	sympathy	existed	in	the
rich	to	be	evoked.	They	went	beyond	this,	advocating	that	rights	previously	reserved
only	for	citizens	be	extended	to	the	needy,	regardless	of	citizenship	or	kin	ties.”105	In
highlighting	this	common	kinship	Nyssen	comes	close	to	asserting	the	need	for	a
reconfiguration	of	the	social	and	economic	fabric	of	society.

At	one	point,	Nyssen	explicitly	mentions	the	image	of	God,	when	he	questions	his
parishioners:	“And	do	you	not	know	who	it	is	who	lives	in	this	condition?	Man	born	in	the
image	of	God,	entrusted	with	the	governance	(κυριεύειν)	of	the	earth	and	the	rule
(ὑποχείριον)	over	all	creatures,	here	so	alienated	by	sickness	that	one	hesitates	to
recognize	him.”106	Also	those	suffering	from	leprosy	are	made	in	God’s	image	and	as
such	ought	to	be	ruling	all	creation.	Although	Gregory	does	not	explicitly	deal	with	the
image	of	God	elsewhere	in	these	sermons,	it	is	clear	that	when	he	appeals	to	the	unity	of
humanity	as	being	of	the	same	race,	he	has	in	mind	their	common	identity	as	made	in	the
image	of	God.	Again,	therefore,	the	squalid	conditions	of	homeless	bodies	ought	in	no	way
to	hinder	the	recognition	of	our	basic	commonality	with	them.

The	bodies	of	the	poor,	and	in	particular	of	the	lepers,	take	on	a	uniquely	valuable	quality
in	Gregory’s	discourse.	In	describing	their	worth,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	his	concern
for	the	bodily	condition	of	the	outcasts	is	predicated	on	the	belief	that	a	human	body	is
never	a	mere	object—let	alone	something	to	be	ignored	or	despised.	Susan	Holman
accurately	captures	Gregory’s	approach	when	she	comments:	“The	sick	bodies	of	the
destitute	poor	are	imbued	with	a	very	particular	importance	that	is	somehow	rooted
precisely	in	the	state	of	their	poverty	and	is	related	to	their	identification	with	Christ.
From	its	identification	as	the	prototype	of	all	religious	pollution,	(p.169)	 physical	leprosy
is	transformed	into	sanctity,	and	its	identification	with	pollution	is	reserved	for	‘spiritual’
leprosy,	the	diseased	soul.”107	In	other	words,	the	body—most	notably	that	of	the	leper
—always	points	beyond	itself	to	the	image	of	God	that	it	contains.	“Consider	who	they
are,”	urges	Gregory,	“and	you	will	discover	their	worth	(ἀξίωμα).	They	bear	the
countenance	(πρόσωπον)	of	our	Savior.	The	Lord	in	His	goodness	has	given	them	His
own	countenance	(πρόσωπον)	in	order	that	it	might	cause	the	hard-hearted,	those	who
hate	the	poor	(μισοπτώχους),	to	blush	with	shame,	just	as	those	being	robbed	thrust
before	their	attackers	the	images	of	their	king	to	shame	the	enemy	with	the	appearance	of
the	ruler.”108	By	comparing	the	poor	to	a	coin	stamped	with	the	image	of	the	emperor,
Nyssen	reinforces	his	conviction	that	they,	too,	are	made	in	God’s	image,	while	at	the
same	time	he	clarifies	that	to	mistreat	the	body	(the	coin)	of	the	poor	is	to	mistreat	the
one	in	whose	image	they	are	made.109

One	corollary	of	this	high	regard	for	the	body	of	the	poor	(as	carrier	of	the	image)	is
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Gregory’s	demand	for	a	program	of	radical	leveling.	Usury	is	of	course	the	most	obvious
way	in	which	inequalities	are	increased.	Gregory	thus	addresses	the	moneylender	by
insisting	that	both	parties	would	benefit	from	his	generosity:	“[Y]ou	do	not	assist	him,	so
that	he	might	both	be	freed	from	distress	and	pay	off	the	loan	for	you….”110	“Do	not	give
to	the	poor	(πένητι)	bread	made	from	the	groaning	of	their	fellow	poor	(συμπτώχων),”
insists	Gregory;	that	is	to	say,	he	is	demanding	that	the	usurer	stop	lending	to	the	poor
the	interest	gained	from	earlier	loans.	Nyssen	urges	the	usurer	to	be	equitable	instead:
“Restore	to	your	kin	(ὁμόφυλον)	that	which	you	have	wickedly	demanded,	and	I	will
consider	it	settled.	What	does	it	help	you	to	make	many	people	poor	while	comforting
one?”111	For	Gregory,	usury	amounts	to	theft.112	The	demand	for	compassion,	which
we	will	see	is	central	to	Contra	usurarios,	is	therefore	not	an	optional	act	of
supererogation.	For	Gregory,	compassion	and	justice	are	cut	from	the	same	cloth;	the
usurer	ought	to	restore	his	unjust	gain.	Gregory	makes	this	particularly	clear	in	a
passage	from	De	beneficentia,	where	he	insists:

That	which	you	withhold	from	your	belly,	give	to	the	hungry	(πεινῶντι).	Let	a	fear
of	God	level	out	the	differences	between	you	and	them:	with	self-control,	carefully
avoid	two	contrary	evils:	your	own	gorging	and	the	hunger	of	your	brethren.	This
is	how	the	physician	works:	he	puts	some	on	diets	and	gives	supplementary	foods
to	others,	so	that	by	additions	and	subtractions	health	can	be	managed	in	each
individual	case.	So	follow	this	salutary	advice.	Let	reason	open	the	doors	of	the
(p.170)	 rich	(εὐπόρων).	Let	wise	counsel	lead	the	poor	(πένητα)	to	the	wealthy
(ἔχοντα).113

Gregory’s	demand	that	fear	of	God	“level	out	the	differences”—literally,	that	it	be	a	“just
equalizer”	(δίκαιος	ἐπανισωτής)—is	unequivocal.114	His	argument	is	straightforward:	if
all	are	made	in	God’s	image,	then	all	are	to	be	treated	equitably	also	in	terms	of	livelihood
and	finances.

In	short,	Nyssen’s	genuine	concern	for	the	material	well-being	of	the	poor,	the	hungry,
and	the	sick	is	palpable	throughout	these	three	sermons.	The	body	of	the	oppressed	is	of
great	worth	precisely	because	it	is	not	just	an	object	that	can	be	discarded	at	will.	Social
and	economic	justice	is	important	for	St.	Gregory	because	at	a	deep	level	all	human
beings	are	brothers	and	sisters,	related	as	kin	inasmuch	as	they	are	all	created	in	the
image	of	God.	Gregory’s	sermons	on	poverty	thus	stem	from	his	awareness	that	sick	and
homeless	bodies,	regardless	of	their	monstrous	condition,	point	beyond	themselves	to
the	very	countenance	of	God.

Preaching	on	Homeless	Souls
Gregory’s	concern	is	not,	however,	only	with	the	bodies	of	the	homeless.	He	is
concerned,	too,	with	the	homeless	souls	of	the	rich.	They,	after	all,	are	endangering	their
eternal	salvation	by	oppressing	the	sick	and	the	poor.	The	judgment	of	God	as	Jesus
describes	it	in	the	parable	of	the	sheep	and	the	goats	(Matt	25:31–46)	plays	an	important
role	in	De	beneficentia	and	forms	the	starting-point	of	Quatenus	uni.115	The	parable	of
Dives	and	Lazarus	(Luke	16:19–31)—in	which	the	homelessness	of	Lazarus’s	body	here
on	earth	makes	way	for	the	homelessness	of	Dives’s	soul	in	the	hereafter—plays	a	role	in
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each	of	the	three	sermons.	We	already	noted	Gregory’s	comment	in	De	beneficentia
about	“a	myriad	of	Lazaruses”	sitting	at	the	gate.116	In	a	rhetorically	powerful	passage	in
Quatenus	uni,	Nyssen	reminds	his	hearers	of	the	request	of	Dives,	while	suffering	the
flames	of	hell,	that	Lazarus	dip	the	end	of	his	finger	in	water	in	order	to	cool	Dives’s
tongue	(Luke	16:24):

To	that	rich	man	of	luxury,	the	life-giving	hand	of	the	poor	man	was	not	loathsome,
but	he	expressed	a	desire	that	the	formerly	purulent	fingers	of	the	poor	man	might
procure	for	him	a	drop	of	water,	wanting	to	lick	the	wet	thumb	of	the	poor	man
with	his	tongue.	He	would	not	have	had	to	wish	this	if	he	had	known	enough	to
perceive	the	soul	beyond	the	ugliness	of	the	body.117

(p.171)	 Dives’s	unwillingness	on	earth	to	look	past	the	ugliness	of	Lazarus’s	bodily
wounds	to	the	beauty	of	his	soul	now	causes	him	bodily	suffering	in	hell,	while	Lazarus’s
soul	is	at	peace	in	Abraham’s	bosom.	Gregory	alludes	to	the	same	parable	also	when	in
Contra	usurarios	he	warns	of	the	judgment	seat	of	Christ,	who	on	the	last	day	will	remind
usurers	that	they	had	ample	warning:	“You	had	the	law,	the	prophets,	and	the	gospel
commands;	did	you	not	hear	them	all	together	calling	for	love	and	generosity
(φιλανθρωπίαν),	and	some	saying,	‘You	shall	not	charge	interest	to	your	brother	[Deut
23:20]’	and	others,	‘His	money	he	did	not	give	at	interest	[Ps	14	(15):5]’	and	again
others,	‘If	you	lend	to	your	brother,	you	shall	not	press	him	[Exod	22:25]’?”118	The
beginning	of	this	quotation	closely	echoes	Abraham’s	comment	to	Dives,	“They	have
Moses	and	the	prophets;	let	them	hear	them”	(Luke	16:29).119	Each	of	the	three
sermons,	therefore,	alludes	in	one	way	or	another	to	this	same	parable,	warning	of	the
reversal	of	fortunes	that	is	going	to	occur	in	the	hereafter.	Final	judgment	on	the	rich	is
an	important	theme	in	each	of	these	sermons.

One	of	the	corollaries	of	this	emphasis	on	judgment	is	that	throughout	these	sermons
Gregory	appeals	to	the	rich	to	change	their	ways.	Brian	Matz	rightly	speaks	of	Gregory’s
treatise	as	an	attempt	at	“reprogramming	the	wealthy”	and	as	an	attempt	to	reshape	their
psychology.120	Gregory	emphasizes	the	poverty	and	misery	of	the	creditor	no	less	than
that	of	the	debtor.121	The	difficulty	is	that	they	do	not	realize	their	terrible	predicament.
These	sermons	are	thus	meant	to	shock	their	audience	into	the	recognition	that	not	only
are	the	poor	in	a	horrible	position	but	that	also	the	rich	themselves—the	only	ones
addressed	in	the	sermons—find	themselves	in	a	frightful	predicament.	They	must	come
to	the	recognition	that	only	if	they	care	for	the	poor	will	they	truly	imitate	the	character	of
God	and	safeguard	their	eternal	well-being.

Gregory’s	three	sermons	on	poverty	are	thus,	in	an	important	sense,	ascetical	writings.
It	would	be	quite	inaccurate	to	contrast	Gregory’s	ascetical	writings,	such	as	De
virginitate	and	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	along	with	commentaries	such	as	De	vita	Moysis	and	In
Canticum	canticorum,	with	his	writings	in	which	social	concerns	of	slavery,	poverty,
leprosy,	and	usury	take	center	stage.	One	of	the	main	points	that	I	want	to	argue	in	this
chapter	is	that	also	in	the	latter	works,	Gregory’s	anagogical	concern	comes	to	the	fore.
We	have	already	seen	this	in	connection	with	slavery:	Gregory	treats	manumission	at
least	in	(p.172)	 part	as	a	practice	of	renunciation	and	voluntary	self-humiliation	on	the
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part	of	the	slave	owner.	We	see	much	the	same	in	each	of	these	sermons	dealing	with
social	issues.

Gregory	begins	De	beneficentia	with	a	discussion	about	the	nature	of	true	asceticism.
For	two	days	now,	Nyssen	has	“denounced	the	pleasures	of	the	mouth	and	the
belly.”122	The	topic	has	been	bodily	renunciation.	Having	finished	this	“elementary
lesson,”	today	the	bishop	is	moving	to	his	next	topic:

There	is	an	abstinence	(νηστεία)	that	is	spiritual,	and	self-control	(ἐγκράτεια)	that
is	immaterial:	this	is	the	renunciation	(ἀποχὴ)	of	sin	that	turns	toward	the	soul.	It	is
on	this	account	that	abstinence	(ἀποχὴ)	from	food	was	enjoined.	Abstain
(νηστεύσατε)	now	from	evil.	Practice	self-control	(ἐγκρατεύσασθε)	in	your	appetite
from	other	people’s	belongings!	Renounce	dishonest	profits!	Starve	to	death	your
greed	(φιλαργυρίαν)	for	Mammon.	Let	there	be	nothing	at	your	house	that	has
been	acquired	by	violence	(βίας)	or	theft	(ἁρπαγῆς).	What	good	is	it	to	keep	meat
out	of	your	mouth	if	you	bite	your	brother	with	wickedness?	What	good	does	it
serve	you	to	observe	a	strict	frugality	at	home	if	you	unjustly	steal	from	the	poor?
What	kind	of	piety	teaches	you	to	drink	water	while	you	hatch	plots	and	drink	the
blood	of	a	man	you	have	shamefully	cheated?123

Nyssen	piles	up	terms	that	describe	personal	asceticism.	Proper	treatment	of	the	poor,
he	insists,	is	no	less	a	matter	of	renunciation	as	is	fasting.	In	this	sermon,	therefore,
Gregory	is	going	to	deal	with	spiritual	or	immaterial	renunciation,	in	contrast	with	physical
or	material	abstinence,	which	has	been	the	topic	of	the	previous	two	days.124

His	concern	for	the	soul	of	the	rich	leads	to	warnings	against	greed	(φιλαργυρία)125	and
theft	(ἁρπαγή).126	The	former,	in	particular,	is	one	of	the	main	vices	at	which	Gregory
takes	aim	in	Contra	usurarios.	He	engages	in	a	lengthy	diatribe—common	among	the
church	fathers—against	interest	as	illegitimate	offspring	by	alluding	to	the	twofold
meaning	of	the	word	τόκος	as	referring	both	to	“offspring”	and	to	“interest.”127	Nyssen
takes	Ezekiel	as	his	(p.173)	 example	of	a	prophet	who	put	to	death	the	“miserable
children	(τέκνα)	of	the	loans,	that	is,	the	interest	(τόκους).”128	The	greedy	moneylender
is	consistently	worrying	about	the	financial	well-being	of	his	debtor,	for	fear	that	he	might
never	see	his	money	back:	“If	it	is	a	loan	for	seafaring,	he	hunkers	down	by	the	shore,
worries	about	the	movements	of	the	wind,	continually	checking	out	the	tempests,	where
a	shipwreck	has	been	rumoured	to	be,	where	more	are	at	risk.	His	soul	is	petrified
whenever	he	sees	the	sea	provoked;	he	sees	dreams,	pictures	images	in	his	soul
because	of	the	daily	concern	about	wrecks.”129	The	greed	of	the	moneylender	prevents
him	from	ever	being	at	peace.130	What	is	more,	usurers	and	people	who	hoard	their
possessions	tend	to	have	a	terrible	reputation—something	Nyssen	illustrates	with	the
graphic	story	of	a	usurer	who	hid	his	possessions	and	as	a	result	left	his	children
destitute,	causing	them	to	curse	their	father’s	vanity.131

Gregory	opposes	the	vice	of	greed	with	a	call	to	display	virtues	such	as	benevolence
(φιλότιμία),132	generosity	(φιλανθρωπία),133	beneficence	(εὐποιΐα),134	compassion
(συμπάθεια),135	having	mutual	love	(φιλάλληλος),136	and	goodness	(ἀγαθότης).137	Just
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as	in	connection	with	slavery,	so	here	Gregory	links	human	virtue	to	the	character	of
God.	“It	is	God	Himself,”	he	insists,

who	in	the	first	instance	manifests	Himself	to	us	as	the	author	of	good	(ἀγαθὰς)	and
philanthropic	(φιλανθρώπους)	deeds:	the	creation	of	the	earth,	the	arrangement	of
the	heavens,	the	well-ordered	rhythm	of	the	seasons,	the	warmth	of	the	sun,	the
formation,	by	cooling,	of	ice,	in	short,	all	things,	individually,	He	created	(p.174)
not	for	Himself—for	He	had	no	need	of	such	things—but	He	maintains	them
continually	on	our	behalf….138

Nyssen	continues	this	discussion	of	divine	generosity	by	describing	at	some	length	God’s
benevolent	care	of	the	created	order.139	“Do	you	see,”	Gregory	asks	his	hearers,	“his
benevolence	(φιλοτιμίαν)?	Do	you	discern	his	goodness	(ἀγαθότητα)?	The	shameless
moneylender	toils	hard	to	double	his	capital,	but	God	gives	a	hundredfold	to	the	one	who
does	not	afflict	his	brother.”140	According	to	St.	Gregory,	usury	cannot	be	justified	in	the
light	of	God’s	virtues.	In	a	dramatic	passage	he	contrasts	divine	and	angelic	behavior	with
that	of	some	of	his	parishioners:

You	see	a	man	and	in	him	you	have	no	respect	for	a	brother?	No,	you	do	not	pity	a
being	of	your	own	race	(ὁμόφυλον);	his	affliction	only	instills	horror	in	you,	his
begging	repels	you,	and	you	flee	his	approach	like	the	assault	of	a	wild	beast.	Think
a	little:	the	angels,	who	are	pure	spirit,	do	not	hesitate	to	touch	humankind,	and
your	body	of	flesh	and	blood	is	no	horror	to	them	at	all.	But	why	evoke	angels?	The
Lord	of	the	angels,	the	king	of	celestial	bliss,	became	man	for	you	and	put	on	this
stinking	and	unclean	flesh,	with	the	soul	thus	enclosed,	in	order	to	effect	a	total
cure	of	your	ills	by	his	touch.141

Gregory’s	disdain	for	the	post-lapsarian	body—“this	stinking	and	unclean	flesh”—is
unmistakable.	At	the	same	time,	he	argues	that	if	God	did	not	disdain	our	fallen	flesh,	we
have	much	less	reason	to	despise	a	leper’s	body.

Gregory	shows	his	concern	for	the	rich	perhaps	most	remarkably	when	he	explains	how
it	is	that	they	can	secure	an	eternal	home	for	themselves.	According	to	Nyssen,	it	is	the
poor	who	in	their	own	person	become	for	the	rich	the	means	to	enter	into	Heaven.142

Gregory,	we	saw	earlier,	describes	the	poor	as	bearing	the	countenance	of	the	Savior.
He	continues	by	saying:

The	poor	are	the	stewards	of	our	hope,	doorkeepers	of	the	kingdom,	who	open	the
door	to	the	righteous	and	close	it	again	to	the	unloving	and	misanthropists.	These
are	vehement	and	good	advocates.	They	defend	and	prosecute	not	by	speaking,
but	by	being	seen	by	the	judge.	For	the	deed	done	to	them	cries	out	to	the	one
who	fathoms	the	heart	in	a	voice	clearer	than	the	herald’s	trumpet.143

(p.175)	 In	Lazarus-like	fashion,	the	earlier	earthly	roles	are	being	reversed:	the	poor
open	and	close	for	the	rich	the	door	to	the	kingdom	of	God.
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The	reversal	goes	so	far	that	contagion	(μετάδοσις),	far	from	being	a	problem,	turns	out
to	benefit	those	who	are	in	touch	with	lepers.	Gregory	denies	the	risk	of	leprosy	being
contagious.	“There	is	nothing	to	fear	when	one	is	following	the	commandment,”	he
insists.144	Convinced	that	the	illness	develops	“in	the	interior,”	Gregory	argues	that	the
illness	cannot	be	transmitted	from	the	sick	to	the	healthy,	so	that	in	“preparing	for	the
kingdom	of	heaven,	there	is	no	[danger	of]	harm	to	the	body	of	the	one	who	serves.”145

At	the	same	time,	it	appears	that	for	Gregory	a	contagion	of	sorts	does	take	place:	the
beauty	of	the	leper’s	soul	will	“infect”	those	who	care	for	them.	Says	Gregory:	“The	foot
is	gangrenous	but	always	able	to	run	to	God;	the	eye	is	missing,	but	it	discerns	invisible
goodness	nonetheless,	to	the	enlightenment	of	the	soul.	Don’t	despise	their	misshapen
body;	yet	a	little	while	and	you	will	contemplate	a	vision	more	astonishing	than	a	complete
miracle.”146	Nyssen	believes	that	the	leprous	body	is	able	to	lead	his	hearers’	infected
souls	to	salvation.	Susan	Holman	has	aptly	spoken	of	this	as	“reverse	contagion.”147	And
indeed,	Gregory	refers	to	the	healing	of	his	listeners’	souls	by	means	of	leprous	bodies:
“If	we	want	to	be	received	by	them	in	the	eternal	places	(αἰωνίους	σκηνάς),	let	us
receive	them	in	ours	now.	If	we	wish	to	heal	(θεραπευθῆναι)	the	wounds	(τραύματα)	by
which	our	sins	have	afflicted	us,	heal	today	the	ulcers	that	break	down	their	flesh.”148

Gregory	envisions	a	direct	exchange:	our	eternal	homes	are	secured	by	providing	for
the	homeless,	and	our	healing	is	guaranteed	by	caring	for	the	bodies	of	the	sick.	The
leprous	poor	are	the	embodied	means	enabling	the	rich	to	engage	in	concrete	practices
of	anagogy	that	heal	their	souls	and	provide	for	their	entrance	into	eternal	life.

Conclusion
Gregory’s	concern	with	social	justice	pervades	his	entire	corpus.	His	care	for	the
oppressed	is	never,	however,	a	merely	horizontal	interest	in	“oppressed	bodies.”
Throughout,	Nyssen	keeps	his	eye	on	the	ascent,	both	of	the	oppressed	and	of	the
oppressor,	beyond	the	purely	bodily	existence	of	animal	life.	Indeed,	the	social	concerns
discussed	in	this	chapter	have	as	their	ultimate	aim	not	the	well-being	of	bodies	but	the
eternal	future	of	oppressor	and	oppressed	(p.176)	 alike.	This	is	certainly	not	to	suggest
that	St.	Gregory’s	objections	to	slavery	should	be	dismissed	as	a	mere	rehearsal	of
rhetorical	topoi.	In	no	way	does	Gregory	ignore	the	material	conditions	of	slavery	in	view
of	the	spiritual	freedom	gained	in	the	eschaton;	clearly,	he	regards	the	former	as
intimately	connected	to	the	latter.	Nonetheless,	for	Gregory	it	is	the	possibility	of	ascent
and	the	future	of	the	eschaton	that	drive	his	protest	against	the	oppression	of	slavery
and	poverty.	Nyssen	is	convinced	that	the	issue	of	slavery	goes	to	the	heart	of	the
Christian	understanding	of	the	human	person	and	of	the	eschatological	redemption	that
Christ’s	resurrection	has	accomplished.	It	is	precisely	because,	according	to	St.	Gregory,
the	egregious	evil	of	slavery	reduces	human	beings	to	the	level	of	beastly	bodies	that	he
objects	to	it:	slavery	does	not	merely	vitiate	people’s	physical	freedom	(ἐλευθερία),	but	it
also	negates	their	free	will	(αὐτεξούσια).	By	reducing	human	beings	to	the	level	of
irrational	animals,	the	slave	owner	denies	them	a	proper	share	in	the	royal	dominion	that
human	beings	are	called	to	exercise	over	the	animals	(Gen	1:26).	Such	a	reprehensible
division	of	the	human	race,	which	reduces	some	to	the	level	of	brute	animals	(and	so	to
the	life	of	the	body),	is	according	to	Gregory	an	attack	on	the	essential	unity	of	the
fullness	of	humanity.	An	anthropology	grounded	in	the	image	of	God	will	recognize	the
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basic	kinship	among	all	humans,	something	that	Gregory	argues	must	entail	a
reconfiguration	of	common	kinship	patterns	and	thus	also	of	the	patronage	system.
Slavery	is	incompatible	with	this	reconfiguration	as	Gregory	envisages	it.	Furthermore,
slavery	contradicts	the	eschatological	freedom	that	Christ’s	resurrection	inaugurates	and
that	we	recognize	in	the	annual	celebration	of	Easter.	Freedom	is	a	celebration	of	divine
redemption,	which	means	that	slavery	runs	counter	to	God’s	anagogical	purposes	for
humanity.

Gregory’s	concern	for	the	bodies	of	the	poor,	the	lepers,	and	the	homeless	is	driven	by	a
similar	anagogical	vision.	Here,	too,	his	belief	that	the	soul	constitutes	the	image	of	God	in
no	way	leads	him	to	ignore	the	plight	of	the	bodies	of	the	poor.	Instead,	he	regards	their
bodies	as	valuable	“coins”	that	are	stamped	with	the	image	of	the	king	and	that	therefore
are	deserving	of	great	respect.	While	leprosy	may	appear	to	turn	human	beings	into
animals	or	monsters,	they	are	nonetheless	of	the	same	race	(ὁμόφυλοι)	and	of	the	same
kin	(ὁμογενῆ)	as	other	people,	and	as	such	are	deserving	of	proper	care	and	attention.
For	Nyssen,	homeless	bodies	are	never	mere	objects,	which	as	such	one	might	be
tempted	to	mistreat	or	disregard.	The	fact	that	their	souls	are	stamps	of	the	king’s	image,
imprinted	on	their	bodies,	entails	a	responsibility	also	for	the	latter.	Part	and	parcel	of	this
responsibility	toward	homeless	bodies	is	the	demand	that	economic	differences	between
rich	and	poor	be	leveled	out.	Justice,	Gregory	insists,	demands	an	end	to	usury—which
at	heart	is	theft	from	the	poor—so	that	reconfigured	kinship	patterns	may	alleviate	the
homelessness	that	is	suffered	by	the	bodies	of	the	poor.

(p.177)	 The	eternal	well-being	of	slave	owners,	of	the	rich,	and	of	usurers	is	never	far
from	Gregory’s	mind	as	he	discusses	“oppressed	bodies.”	Since	the	oppressors,	too,	are
made	in	the	image	of	God,	their	virtues	must	reflect	the	character	of	God.	Slavery,
neglect	of	the	sick,	and	usury	all	run	counter	to	the	divine	virtues,	the	most	significant	of
which	is	generosity	(φιλανθρωπία).	This	generosity	is	something	that	Gregory	demands
the	slave	owner	to	demonstrate	in	the	forgiveness	of	a	fellow	slave	(σύνδουλος),
regardless	of	how	deserving	the	latter	may	be	of	punishment.	In	fact,	this	generosity
must	go	further,	Gregory	maintains,	by	taking	the	form	of	self-humiliation	and	of	the
renunciation	of	privileges,	as	masters	return	to	the	slaves	their	freedom.	Gregory	sees
this	same	generosity	demonstrated	as	people	overcome	both	their	hesitation	to	associate
with	lepers	and	their	greed,	which	is	manifested	particularly	in	lending	at	interest.
Generosity,	as	the	imitation	of	divine	virtue,	is	thus	an	embodied	anagogical	practice	that
enables	the	privileged	in	society	to	secure	a	heavenly	home	for	their	souls.	It	is	when
caring	for	homeless	bodies	that	their	own	homeless	souls	are	provided	for	at	the	same
time.	The	sick	bodies	of	the	homeless	are	for	Gregory	indispensable	means	in	this
anagogical	pursuit.	Their	bodies—maimed	though	they	may	be—have	access	to	God.
Ironically,	it	is	through	the	contagious	touch	of	the	leper	that	the	wounds	of	the	souls	of
the	rich	can	be	healed.	Thus,	Gregory’s	deepest	concern,	when	he	discusses	social	and
economic	issues	no	less	than	when	he	deals	with	virginity	and	death,	is	ascent	into	the	life
of	God.	For	Nyssen,	the	tangible	care	for	enslaved	and	homeless	bodies	is	an
indispensable	practice	of	anagogical	engagement.
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Notes:

(1)	Adolf	Martin	Ritter	loses	sight	of	this	when	he	suggests	that	in	Gregory’s	thought
“dominiert	die	‘Individualethik’—wie	im	Griechentum—über	die	‘Sozialethik’”	(“Die
Gnadenlehre	Gregors	von	Nyssa	nach	seiner	Schrift	‘Über	das	Leben	des	Mose’,”	in
Dörrie	et	al.	(eds.),	Gregor	von	Nyssa	und	die	Philosophie,	229–30).

(2)	Elm,	“Virgins	of	God,”	103,	n.	87;	Richard	Klein,	“Gibt	es	eine	Sklavenethik	bei	Gregor
von	Nyssa?	Anmerkungen	zu	David	R.	Stains,	‘Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery	and
Emancipation’,”	in	Drobner	and	Viciano	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	the
Beatitudes,	597.

(3)	Lionel	Wickham,	“Homily	IV,”	in	Hall	(ed.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on
Ecclesiastes,	179;	Klein,	“Gibt	es	eine	Sklavenethik,”	598–9,	602;	id.,	Die	Haltung	der
kappadokischen	Bischöfe	Basilius	von	Caesarea,	Gregor	von	Nazianz	und	Gregor	von

Nyssa	zur	Sklaverei,	Forschungen	zur	antiken	Sklaverei,	32	(Stuttgart:	Steiner,	2000),
213–14.

(4)	Rachel	Moriarty,	“Human	Owners,	Human	Slaves:	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	Hom.	Eccl.	4,”
SP	27	(1993),	62–9.

(5)	Moriarty,	“Human	Owners,	Human	Slaves,”	68.	Faced	with	the	apparent	rejection	of
slavery	in	Vita	s.	Macrinae	and	De	anima	et	resurrectione,	Klein	comments	“daß	in
diesen	spätantiken	Preisreden	sehr	viel	Topik	enthalten	ist,	wobei	der
Bescheidenheitstopos	an	erster	Stelle	steht”	(“Gibt	es	eine	Sklavenethik,”	508–9).	But
when	he	comments	on	Gregory’s	fourth	homily	on	Ecclesiastes,	he	rejects	this	argument:
“Da	sich	Mahnungen	dieser	Art…in	einer	Reihe	anderer	Schriften	finden,	die	sich	mit
konkreten	Problemen	befassen,	darf	das	Fehlen	des	praktischen	Bezugs	keinesfalls	dazu
führen,	diese	Predigt	lediglich	als	ein	rhetorisches	Prunkstück	anzusehen	oder	Gregor
gar	als	weldfremden	Theologen	einzustufen.	Der	Protest	ist	durchaus	ernst	gemeint	und
erschöpft	sich	keineswegs	in	kunstvollen	Topoi,	wie	gelegentlich	geäußert	wurde”
(Haltung	der	kappadokischen	Bischöfe,	213).

(6)	David	R.	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery	and	Emancipation”	(Ph.D.	diss.,
University	of	Pittsburgh,	1994),	1,	5.

(7)	Daniel	F.	Stramara,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa:	An	Ardent	Abolitionist?”	SVThQ	41	(1997),	37.
Stramara’s	article	is	framed	as	a	refutation	of	the	views	put	forward	by	Moriarty	and	Elm.

(8)	D.	Bentley	Hart,	“The	‘Whole	Humanity’:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Critique	of	Slavery	in
Light	of	His	Eschatology,”	SJT	54	(2001),	51.

(9)	J.	Kameron	Carter,	“Theology,	Exegesis,	and	the	Just	Society:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	as
Abolitionist	Intellectual,”	ExAud	22	(2006),	183.

(10)	Trevor	Dennis,	“The	Relationship	between	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Attack	on	Slavery	in
His	Fourth	Homily	on	Ecclesiastes	and	His	Treatise	De	hominis	opificio,”	SP	17	(1982),
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1065–72;	id.,	“Man	beyond	Price:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	Slavery,”	in	Andrew	Linzey	and
Peter	J.	Wexler	(eds.),	Heaven	and	Earth:	Essex	Essays	in	Theology	and	Ethics
(Worthing:	Churchman,	1986),	129–45;	Maria	Mercedès	Bergadá,	“La	Condamnation	de
l’esclavage	dans	l’Homélie	IV,”	in	Hall	(ed.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Homilies	on	Ecclesiastes,
185–97.

(11)	This	is	most	clearly	the	case	when	Trevor	Dennis	wrongly	maintains	that	“there	is	no
other	attack	on	slavery	to	be	found	anywhere	else	in	his	[i.e.,	Gregory’s]	writings”	(“Man
beyond	Price,”	142;	cf.	ibid.,	139).

(12)	It	seems	to	me	that	Klein’s	harsh	denunciation	of	Stains’s	dissertation	is	particularly
problematic	considering	the	generally	solid	character	of	the	dissertation	and	the	limited
nature	of	Klein’s	own	discussions.

(13)	Basil	of	Caesarea,	“Letter	XXXVII,”	in	Saint	Basil:	The	Letters,	trans.	Roy	J.
Deferrari,	Loeb	Classical	Library,	190	(1926;	repr.	Cambridge,	Mass.:	Harvard
University	Press,	1972),	194–5.	Cf.	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”	187,
213–24.

(14)	St	Basil	the	Great,	On	the	Holy	Spirit,	trans.	Stephen	Hildebrand,	Popular	Patristics
Series,	42	(Yonkers,	NY:	St	Vladimir’s	Seminary	Press,	2011),	87–8	(Chapter	20).

(15)	Macr	378.2–5	(Silvas	118).

(16)	Macr	381.21–7	(Silvas	121).

(17)	Silvas,	Macrina	the	Younger,	43.

(18)	Elm	essentially	charges	Gregory	with	hypocrisy	(“Virgins	of	God,”	103,	n.	87).

(19)	Macr	381.22–5	(Silvas	121).

(20)	Macr	377.26–378.1	(Silvas	118).

(21)	Macr	378.17	(Silvas	118).

(22)	Macr	381.28	(Silvas	121);	382.5–6	(Silvas	121).

(23)	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”	56–78.

(24)	William	L.	Westermann,	The	Slave	Systems	of	Greek	and	Roman	Antiquity,	Memoirs
of	the	American	Philosophical	Society,	40	(Philadelphia:	American	Philosophical	Society,
1955),	154–5;	Elm,	“Virgins	of	God,”	85.

(25)	Elm,	“Virgins	of	God,”	85.

(26)	Silvas,	Asketikon,	490.	Cf.	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”	154–6.
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(27)	Cf.	Terrence	G.	Kardong’s	comment:	“Basil	and	his	whole	family	were	essentially
partisans	of	the	‘old	church’.	As	such,	they	were	skeptical	of	the	new,	‘political’	church,
which	included	the	bishops	at	Gangra	who	censured	the	Eustathians”	(“Who	Was	Basil’s
Mentor?,”	196).

(28)	Sanct	Pasch	246.18–19	(Hall	6)	Cf.	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”	344.

(29)	Sanct	Pasch	264.19–20	(Hall	19).	Cf.	Stains,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”
344.

(30)	Deit	fil	120.19–121.2;	translation	by	Stains	(“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”
207)	adjusted.	In	debate	with	Eunomius,	Gregory	insists	that	“to	allege	that	the	Lord
exists	in	the	form	of	a	slave	before	he	comes	in	the	flesh	is	the	same	as	alleging	that	we
say	the	stars	are	black,	the	sun	murky,	the	sky	flat	on	the	ground,	water	dry,	and	all	that
kind	of	thing”	(Eun	III.iii.55	(GNO	II.127.19–23)).	Neither	of	the	two	passages	quoted	in
footnotes	28	and	29	advocates	lashing	of	run-away	slaves	(as	claimed	by	Klein,	“Gibt	es
eine	Sklavenethik,”	597).	The	mere	use	of	the	term	μαστιγίαι	hardly	justifies	such	an
assertion.	In	fact,	one	could	argue	that	the	passage	from	Eun	III	presents	a	negative
picture	of	slavery	rather	than	of	slaves.

(31)	Maria	Mercedès	Bergadá	classifies	Gregory’s	arguments	into	three	main	groups:
philosophical	arguments	(based	on	the	common	human	race);	theological	arguments
(based	on	the	freedom	of	rational	beings	made	in	God’s	image);	and	personal	arguments
inspired	by	Gregory’s	anthropology	(based	on	his	understanding	of	free	will)
(“Condamnation	de	l’esclavage,”	185–97).	This	classification	is	helpful,	but	it	does	not	deal
with	Christology,	and	the	second	and	third	sets	of	arguments	seem	to	me	almost
identical.	The	various	arguments	that	Gregory	uses	in	his	fourth	homily	on	Ecclesiastes
are	enumerated	in	Dennis,	“Man	beyond	Price,”	138–9;	Moriarty,	“Human	Owners,”	63.

(32)	Cf.	Chap.	3,	sect.	Sex	in	the	Garden?	De	hominis	opificio.

(33)	Or	dom	5.71.4–8	(Graef	81).

(34)	Eccl	4.335.5–8	(Hall	73).

(35)	Cf.	Bergadá,	“Condamnation	de	l’esclavage,”	188,	191–2.

(36)	Op	hom	II.1	(PG	44.132D);	Op	hom	III.1	(PG	44.133D).

(37)	Op	hom	IV.1	(PG	44.136B–C).	Gregory	goes	on	to	explain	that	humanity’s	likeness	to
the	king	showed	itself	not	in	a	purple	robe	but	in	virtue,	not	in	a	scepter	but	in
immortality,	and	not	in	a	royal	diadem	but	in	a	crown	of	righteousness	(Op	hom	IV.1	(PG
44.136C)).

(38)	Cf.	Dennis,	“Man	beyond	Price,”	140.

(39)	Cf.	the	very	similar	passage	in	Oratio	catechetica	magna:	“For	He	Who	wields
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authority	over	the	universe,	by	reason	of	the	exceeding	honour	in	which	He	held	man,
has	left	something	in	our	own	power,	of	which	each	of	us	is	master.	And	this	is	the	will
(προαίρεσις),	a	faculty	free	from	bondage	(ἀδούλωτόν)	and	possessing	the	power	of
choice	(ἀυτεξούσιον),	seated	in	the	independence	(ἐλευθερίᾳ)	of	the	mind”	(Or	cat
75.13–17	(Srawley	90)).

(40)	Or	dom	70.20–71.5	(Graef	81).

(41)	Eccl	4.335.11–336.5	(Hall	73–4).

(42)	The	sharp	distinction	between	human	beings	and	animals,	which	is	evident
throughout	Gregory’s	writings,	is	important	in	light	of	recent	scholarship	that
misunderstands	Gregory	as	positively	evaluating	the	animal	passions	in	human	beings.

(43)	Cf.	Chap.	3,	sect.	Sex	in	the	Garden?	De	hominis	opificio.

(44)	Op	hom	XVI.8	(PG	44.181B).

(45)	Cf.	Johannes	Zachhuber,	“Plêrôma,”	in	BDGN.

(46)	Cf.	Johannes	Zachhuber,	“Phyrama,”	in	BDGN.

(47)	Or	dom	70.21–2	(Graef	81).

(48)	Eccl	4.336.4–5	(Hall	74).

(49)	Hart,	“The	‘Whole	Humanity’,”	53.

(50)	Eccl	4.334.15	(Hall	73);	349.7	(Hall	82);	351.16	(Hall	83).

(51)	Eccl	4.335.16–17	(Hall	73).	Cf.	Bergadá,	“Condamnation	de	l’esclavage,”	186,	194.

(52)	Eccl	4.337.18–338.14	(Hall	75).	Moriarty	helpfully	highlights	the	similarity	between
Seneca’s	Letter	47	and	the	second	part	of	this	quotation	from	Gregory	(“Human
Owners,”	65).	Indeed,	it	seems	clear	that	Gregory’s	anti-slavery	rhetoric	builds	on	Stoic
attempts	to	ameliorate	the	plight	of	slaves.	He	clearly	saw	in	the	Stoic	insistence	on	a
common	humanity	a	point	of	contact	with	his	own	Christian	convictions.

(53)	Gregory	connects	pride	not	just	to	the	holding	of	high	office,	but	also	to	slavery	(Eccl
4.334.5–335.4	(Hall	73)).	It	goes	much	too	far,	however,	to	suggest	with	Lionel	Wickham
that	in	Homily	4	on	Ecclesiastes,	“it	is	not	so	much	a	condemnation	of	slavery	or	about	the
evils	of	owning	slaves,	as	a	condemnation	of	pride	in	the	sense	of	overweening
arrogance”	(“Homily	IV,”	179).	Klein,	too,	suggests	that	pride	(along	with	slave	trade
rather	than	slave	ownership)	is	Gregory’s	main	target	(Haltung	der	kappadokischen
Bischöfe,	214–15).

(54)	Beat	1.87.32	(Hall	29).	Cf.	Gregory’s	warning:	“You	have	forgotten	the	limits	(ὅρων)
of	your	authority…”	(Eccl	4.335.11–12	(Hall	73)).
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(55)	Beat	1.87.32–88.1	(Hall	30).

(56)	Beat	1.88.11–15	(Hall	30).	Cf.	Or	dom	71.5–6	(Graef	81):	“Therefore	he	who	is
subject	to	you	by	custom	and	law	is	yet	equal	to	you	(τὸ	ἴσον	ἔχει	σοι)	in	dignity	of
nature.”

(57)	Eun	III.viii.43	(GNO	II.254.27–255.3).

(58)	Eun	III.viii.44	(GNO	II.255.10–13).

(59)	Eun	III.viii.44–51	(GNO	II.255.10–258.13).

(60)	Eun	III.viii.52	(GNO	II.258.14–21).

(61)	Gregory	argues	elsewhere	on	the	basis	of	Phil	2:6–11	that	“slavery”	is	an	economic
condition	that	the	Son	takes	upon	himself	in	the	Incarnation	(Eun	III.iii.15–25	(GNO
II.112.10–116.28)).

(62)	Eun	III.viii.54–5	(GNO	II.259.3–20);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(63)	Eun	III.viii.55	(GNO	II.259.20–3);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(64)	Stains	argues	that	Gregory’s	point	is	that	only	a	truly	divine	Savior	has	the	ability	to
emancipate	human	slaves	(“Gregory’s	Ethic	of	Slavery,”	351–4).	Gregory,	however,
nowhere	makes	this	point.	While	Gregory’s	digression	on	slavery	is	indeed
unambiguously	clear	on	the	absence	of	slavery	in	the	eschaton,	he	makes	that	argument
in	order	to	illustrate	the	ludicrous	nature	of	Eunomius’	position	on	Christ’s	divinity.	He
does	not	use	the	doctrine	of	the	Trinity	as	a	stepping	stone	to	matters	of	soteriology	or
slavery.

(65)	Jean	Daniélou,	“La	Chronologie	des	sermons	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	RSR	29	(1955),
350–1.

(66)	Thus	rightly	Marguerite	Harl,	“L’Éloge	de	la	fête	de	Pâques	dans	le	Prologue	du
Sermon	In	Sanctum	Pascha	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse	(In	Sanctum	Pascha	p.	245,	4–253,
18),”	in	Spira	and	Klock	(eds.),	The	Easter	Sermons	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	92–3.

(67)	Sanct	Pasch	250.15–251.16	(Hall	8–9);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(68)	Harl,	“Éloge	de	la	fête,”	91.

(69)	Cf.	Harl,	“Éloge	de	la	fête,”	92.

(70)	Or	dom	71.8–11	(Graef	81);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(71)	Or	dom	71.18–23	(Graef	82).

(72)	Or	dom	72.3–5	(Graef	82).
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(73)	See	Glanville	Downey,	“Philanthropia	in	Religion	and	Statecraft	in	the	Fourth	Century
after	Christ,”	Historia	4	(1955),	199–208;	Demetrios	J.	Constantelos,	Byzantine
Philanthropy	and	Social	Welfare	(New	Brunswick,	NJ:	Rutgers	University	Press,	1968),
3–16,	43–61;	Brian	E.	Daley,	“Building	a	New	City:	The	Cappadocian	Fathers	and	the
Rhetoric	of	Philanthropy,”	JECS	7	(1999),	434–7.

(74)	Downey,	“Philanthropia,”	203–4;	Daley,	“Building	a	New	City,”	436–7.

(75)	Eun	III.x.36	(GNO	II.303.8–22).	For	the	connection	between	Gregory’s	anti-
Eunomian	doctrine	of	the	Trinity	and	his	insistence	on	divine	φιλανθρωπία,	see	Giulio
Maspero,	“Philanthrôpia,”	in	BDGN.	For	Gregory’s	use	of	the	term	in	the	Oratio
catechetica	magna,	see	Downey,	“Philanthropia,”	204.

(76)	Eun	III.x.37	(GNO	II.303.23–4).

(77)	For	detailed	discussion,	see	Timothy	S.	Miller,	The	Birth	of	the	Hospital	in	the
Byzantine	Empire	(1985;	repr.	Baltimore,	Md.:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	1997),
85–8;	Rousseau,	Basil	of	Caesarea,	133–44;	Daley,	“Building	a	New	City,”	440–2;	Susan
R.	Holman,	The	Hungry	Are	Dying:	Beggars	and	Bishops	in	Roman	Cappadocia	(Oxford:
Oxford	University	Press,	2001),	74–6.

(78)	Susan	R.	Holman,	“Healing	the	Social	Leper	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	and	Gregory	of
Nazianzus’s	‘περὶ	φιλοπτωχίας’,”	HTR	92	(1999),	300.

(79)	Cf.	Gregory	of	Nazianzus,	Or.	43.63	(PG	36.580A–B):	“We	no	longer	have	before	our
eyes	the	terrible	and	pitiable	spectacle	of	men	who	are	living	corpses,	dead	in	most	of
their	limbs,	driven	away	from	their	cities	and	homes,	public	places,	fountains,	even	from
their	dearest	ones,	and	more	easily	recognized	by	their	names	than	by	their	bodily
features.	They	no	longer	appear	at	our	public	assemblies	or	social	gatherings	as	objects,
not	of	pity	for	their	disease,	but	of	loathing,	expert	in	singing	piteous	songs,	if	any	voice	is
still	left	in	them”	(Funeral	Orations	by	Saint	Gregory	Nazianzen	and	Saint	Ambrose,	trans.
Leo	P.	McCauley	et	al.,	The	Fathers	of	the	Church,	22	(Washington,	DC:	Catholic
University	of	America	Press,	1953),	81).

(80)	Holman	dates	the	sermons	between	Gregory’s	ordination	as	bishop	in	371/2	and	the
early	380s	(“Healing	the	Social	Leper,”	300–1).	Daley	points	out	that	Gregory	was
possibly	ordained	at	an	earlier	point	already	as	a	presbyter	in	Caesarea,	so	that	he	may
already	have	preached	his	two	sermons	under	his	brother’s	sponsorship	between	369
and	372.

(81)	De	beneficentia	is	often	referred	to	as	De	pauperibus	amandis	oratio	I;	In	illud:
Quatenus	uni	ex	his	fecistis	mihi	fecistis	is	commonly	known	as	De	pauperibus	amandis
oratio	II.	Susan	Holman	has	provided	an	English	translation	of	both	in	The	Hungry	Are
Dying,	193–206.

(82)	Benef	96.17–97.6	(Holman	194).
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(83)	Daniélou,	“Chronologie,”	348–9.	Cf.	Jean	Bernardi,	La	Prédication	des	pères
cappadociens:	Le	prédicateur	et	son	auditoire,	Publications	de	la	faculté	des	lettres	et
sciences	humaines	de	l’Université	de	Montpellier,	30	(Paris:	Presses	Universitaires	de
France,	1968),	264–5.

(84)	Cf.	Basil	of	Caesarea,	Homilia	in	psalmum	14	(PG	29.264–80).	ET:	“A	Psalm	of	David
against	Usurers	(On	Psalm	14),”	in	Exegetic	Homilies,	trans.	Agnes	Clare	Way,	The
Fathers	of	the	Church,	46	(Washington,	DC:	Catholic	University	of	America	Press,	1963),
181–91.	The	differences	between	the	two	sermons	have	been	helpfully	analyzed	in
Brenda	Llewellyn	Ihssen,	“Basil	and	Gregory’s	Sermons	on	Usury:	Credit	Where	Credit
Is	Due,”	JECS	16	(2008),	403–30;	id.,	They	Who	Give	From	Evil:	The	Response	of	the

Eastern	Church	to	Moneylending	in	the	Early	Christian	Era	(Eugene,	Ore.:	Pickwick,
2012),	134–83.

(85)	Cf.	Robert	P.	Maloney,	“The	Teaching	of	the	Fathers	on	Usury:	An	Historical	Study
on	the	Development	of	Christian	Thinking,”	VC	27	(1973),	241–65,	which	traces	the
fathers’	condemnation	of	usury	in	the	writings	of	Clement	of	Alexandria,	Tertullian,
Lactantius,	Athanasius,	Cyril	of	Jerusalem,	Hilary	of	Poitiers,	Basil	of	Caesarea,	Gregory
of	Nyssa,	Gregory	of	Nazianzus,	Ambrose,	John	Chrysostom,	Jerome,	Augustine,	and
Leo	the	Great.

(86)	Benef	97.9–21	(Holman	194–5).

(87)	Benef	98.1	(Holman	195);	98.5–6	(Holman	195).

(88)	Benef	105.14–15	(Holman	198);	105.19–20	(Holman	198);	105.22–4	(Holman	198).
Gregory	presents	a	similar	list	of	inordinate	luxury	in	Or	dom	54.12–18	(Graef	66).
Indeed,	although	I	am	focusing	on	the	three	sermons	specifically	dealing	with	wealth	and
poverty,	we	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	Gregory	deals	with	these	issues	also	in	other
writings,	perhaps	most	notably	in	De	oratione	dominica,	De	beatitudinibus,	and	In
Ecclesiasten	homiliae.

(89)	Benef	106.1–10	(Holmes	198).

(90)	Toward	the	end	of	his	sermon	against	usury,	Gregory	comments,	“I	know	those	of
you	who	are	muttering	under	your	breath”	(Usur	206.6–7).	Translations	from	Contra
usurarios	oratio	are	my	own.

(91)	Quat	uni	114.13–14	(Holman	201);	114.24	(Holman	201).

(92)	Quat	uni	116.12	(Holman	202).	We	saw	earlier	in	this	chapter	that	Gregory	is
convinced	that	slavery	perversely	classifies	slaves—made	in	God’s	image	to	rule	over
creation—among	the	animals,	thereby	splitting	up	the	unity	of	humanity.	The	“beastly”
character	of	leprous	bodies	is	terrifying	precisely	because	it	seems	to	annihilate	people’s
basic	humanity.	As	a	result,	lepers	are	often	treated	worse	than	animals:	“Are	we	not
willing	to	shelter	pigs	and	dogs	under	our	roof?	The	hunters	are	often	not	separated,



Oppressed Body

Page 31 of 34

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

even	at	night,	from	their	dogs.	Look	at	the	love	that	the	peasant	has	for	his	calf.	Even
better,	the	traveler	washes	his	donkey’s	hoofs	with	his	own	hands,	brushes	his	back,
carries	out	his	dung,	and	cleans	the	stable.	And	will	we	disparage	our	own	kin	and	race	as
baser	than	the	animals?”	(Quat	uni	120.2–9	(Holman	203)).	We	will	see	that	Gregory
counters	this	“beastly”	treatment	by	insisting	that	lepers	are	made	in	God’s	image.	In
fact,	he	argues,	the	person	who	ignores	the	sick	is	worse	than	a	dog	or	a	wolf	and	acts
like	“a	craving	beast,	eagerly	swallowing	the	whole	meal	himself,	a	beast	far	more
ferocious	than	the	entire	animal	kingdom”	(Benef	104.4–6	(Holman	197)).

(93)	Quat	uni	115.5–8	(Holman	201).	For	detailed	discussion	of	the	various	skin	diseases
termed	“leprosy”	and	the	medical	responses	to	them	in	late	antiquity,	see	Mirko	D.
Grmek,	Diseases	in	the	Ancient	Greek	World,	trans.	Mireille	and	Leonard	Muellner
(Baltimore,	Md.:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	1989),	152–76;	Holman,	“Healing	the
Social	Leper,”	287–98;	Luke	Demaitre,	Leprosy	in	Premodern	Medicine:	A	Malady	of	the

Whole	Body	(Baltimore,	Md.:	Johns	Hopkins	University	Press,	2007).

(94)	Quat	uni	118.13–24	(Holman	202–3).

(95)	Cf.	Chap.	3,	sect.	Bodily	and	Spiritual	Senses	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(96)	“τῶν	πενήτων	τῶν	ἀγαπητῶν	τοῦ	θεοῦ”	(Benef	103.22	(Holman	197)).

(97)	Benef	103.22–5	(Holman	197).

(98)	Quat	uni	114.4–5	(Holman	201).

(99)	Quat	uni	115.9–10	(Holman	201).

(100)	Quat	uni	115.19–20	(Holman	201).

(101)	Quat	uni	115.22–3	(Holman	201).Gregory	states	literally	that	his	listener	is	“no
singularity”	(οὐδὲν	ἰδιάζον)	in	terms	of	the	common	nature	(Quat	uni	115.22	(Holman
201)),	and	a	little	later	he	insists	that	the	leper	has	“no	singularity”	(οὐδὲν	ἰδιάζον)	with
regard	to	the	common	nature	(Quat	uni	120.12	(Holman	203).

(102)	Quat	uni	115.24–8	(Holman	201).

(103)	Quat	uni	120.8–9	(Holman	203).

(104)	Cf.	Susan	R.	Holman,	“The	Entitled	Poor:	Human	Rights	Language	in	the
Cappadocians,”	ProEccl	9	(2000),	481–2;	ead.,	The	Hungry	Are	Dying,	148–9.	For	more
extensive	discussion	of	the	functioning	of	kinship	among	the	Cappadocians	(but	not
dealing	with	poverty	and	leprosy),	see	Limberis,	Architects	of	Piety,	97–156.

(105)	Cheryl	Brandsen	and	Paul	Vliem,	“Justice	and	Human	Rights	in	Fourth	Century
Cappadocia,”	SWC	34	(2007),	435.

(106)	Quat	uni	116.8–12	(Holman	201).
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(107)	Holman,	“Healing	the	Social	Leper,”	298.

(108)	Benef	98.24–99.4	(Holman	195).

(109)	Cf.	Daley,	“Building	a	New	City,”	451.

(110)	Usur	196.23–5.

(111)	Usur	202.1–4.

(112)	Cf.	Ihssen,	“Basil	and	Gregory’s	Sermons,”	415–17.

(113)	Benef	97.10–18	(Holman	194);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(114)	Cf.	Beat	5.126.1–23	(Hall	58–9).	Cf.	Stramara,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	57–8.

(115)	Benef	99.12–100.5	(Holman	196);	Quat	uni	111.5–114.2	(Holman	199–201).

(116)	Benef	106.2	(Holman	198).

(117)	Quat	uni	122.29–123.7	(Holman	204).

(118)	Usur	204.10–14.

(119)	Gregory	probably	also	alludes	to	the	parable	in	Usur	196.20–2,	where	he
comments,	“Because	of	his	poverty,	he	is	begging	from	you,	and	is	besieging	your	door;
since	he	is	in	want,	he	appeals	to	your	wealth	that	you	might	be	his	protector	in	his
hardship.”	Cf.	Ihssen,	“Basil	and	Gregory’s	Sermons,”	413–14.

(120)	Brian	Matz,	“Alleviating	Economic	Injustice	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Contra
usurarios,”	SP	44	(2010),	549.

(121)	This	is	correctly	noted	in	Maloney,	“Teaching	of	the	Fathers,”	250;	Holman,	The
Hungry	Are	Dying,	123;	Ihssen,	“Basil	and	Gregory’s	Sermons,”	418,	424.

(122)	Benef	93.17–18	(Holman	193).

(123)	Benef	94.6–16	(Holman	193).

(124)	This	may	seem	a	somewhat	odd	distinction,	seeing	that	the	rest	of	the	sermon	very
much	has	in	mind	the	material	and	physical	well-being	of	the	poor.	However,	in
mentioning	spiritual	and	immaterial	renunciation,	what	Gregory	really	has	in	mind	is	the
proper	interior	disposition	behind	all	bodily	ascetic	practices.	Alluding	to	Plato’s	analogy	of
the	charioteer,	Nyssen	comments:	“To	what	advantage	is	fasting	of	the	body	if	the	spirit	is
not	clean?	It	is	no	use	if	the	chariot	is	well-built	and	the	team	of	horses	well	disciplined,	if
the	charioteer	is	insane.	What	good	is	a	sound	ship	if	the	captain	is	drunk?”	(Benef	95.14–
17	(Holman	194)).
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(125)	Gregory	also	uses	the	terms	φειδωλός,	πλεονεκτικός,	and	ἀκοινώνητος.

(126)	Benef	94.11–12	(Holman	193).	Cf.	the	charges	of	robbery	(λῃστεία)	and	bloodshed
(μιαιφονία)	in	Eccl	4.344.7	(Hall	79).

(127)	The	notion	of	interest	as	unnatural	and	hence	illegitimate	offspring	goes	back	to
Aristotle,	Politics	I.x.10.	Gregory	uses	this	word-play	extensively	in	Homily	4	on
Ecclesiastes,	another	passage	in	which	he	takes	on	the	practice	of	usury	in	sharp	terms:
“What	a	misuse	of	words!	‘Child’	(tokos	〈=	interest〉)	becomes	a	name	for	robbery.	What
a	sour	marriage!	What	an	evil	union,	which	nature	knows	not,	but	which	the	vice	of	the
covetous	invented	between	inanimate	parties!	What	intolerable	pregnancies,	from	which
such	a	‘child’	is	produced!”	(Eccl	4.344.11–15	(Hall	79));	brackets	in	original.	Much	of	this
sermon	is	taken	up	by	Gregory	playing	on	the	word	τόκος.

(128)	Usur	195.12–13	Gregory	is	referring	to	Ezek	22:12	(“they	would	take	interest	and
excess	in	you”).	Cf.	Usur	197.12–15:	“Barren	and	avaricious	is	the	life	of	the	usurer;	it
does	not	know	the	toil	of	farming	or	the	notion	of	trade;	it	sits	in	one	place,	growing	fat	on
animals	at	parties.	It	wants	for	itself	everything	that	is	unploughed,	and	it	wants	what	is
not	tilled	to	produce	(φύεσθαι).”

(129)	Usur	200.5–11.

(130)	Cf.	Ihssen,	“Basil	and	Gregory’s	Sermons,”	417–19.

(131)	Usur	205.1–26.	Cf.	his	comment,	“Because	of	his	poverty,	he	is	begging	from	you,
and	is	besieging	your	door;	since	he	is	in	want,	he	appeals	to	your	wealth	that	you	might
be	his	protector	in	his	hardship.	But	you	turn	him	into	an	opponent	(τοὐναντίον);	the	ally
(σύμμαχος)	becomes	an	enemy	(πολέμιος)”	(Usur	196.20–3).	Cf.	Matz,	“Alleviating
Economic	Injustice,”	551–2.

(132)	Benef	97.10	(Holman	194).	Holman	translates	this	as	“generosity.”

(133)	Benef	100.21	(Holman	196);	Quat	uni	122.2	(Holman	204).	Holman	translates	this	as
“philanthropy.”

(134)	Gregory	uses	this	term	five	times	in	Benef	100–3:	100.8;	100.16;	101.15;	102.12;
103.8	(Holman	196–7).

(135)	Quat	uni	119.20	(Holman	203);	126.8	(Holman	206).

(136)	Quat	uni	119.21	(Holman	203).

(137)	Usur	199.20;	201.6.

(138)	Benef	100.20–101.2	(Holman	196).

(139)	Benef	100.20–101.17	(Holman	196–7).
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(140)	Usur	199.20–23.	Cf.	the	biblical	examples	of	God’s	provisions	in	Usur	200.20–8.

(141)	Quat	uni	115.8–19	(Holman	201).

(142)	Gary	A.	Anderson	points	to	the	pervasive	notion,	both	in	Second	Temple	Judaism
and	in	the	New	Testament,	that	almsgiving	enables	people	to	redeem	their	sins	(Sin:	A
History	(New	Haven,	Conn.:	Yale	University	Press,	2009),	135–88).	As	Anderson	puts	it
succinctly:	“It	is	as	though	the	poor	person	was	some	sort	of	ancient	automatic	teller
machine	through	which	one	could	make	a	deposit	directly	to	one’s	heavenly	account.	Just
as	the	altar	was	a	direct	conduit	of	sacrifices	to	the	heavenly	realm,	so	was	the	hand	of
the	impoverished	soul	seeking	charity”	(ibid.,	140).

(143)	Benef	99.5–11	(Holman	195).

(144)	Quat	uni	124.7–8	(Holman	205).

(145)	Quat	uni	124.21	(Holman	205);	125.1–3	(Holman	205);	square	brackets	in	original.

(146)	Quat	uni	122.22–6	(Holman	204).

(147)	Holman,	“Healing	the	Social	Leper,”	302–4;	ead.,	The	Hungry	Are	Dying,	162–3.

(148)	Quat	uni	123.25–8	(Holman	205);	translation	slightly	adjusted.
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	6	(‘Ecclesial	Body’)	makes	clear	that	the	visible	church	is	indispensable	but
penultimate,	since	the	body	of	Christ	serves	the	anagogical	purpose	of	salvation	in	him.	In
ascensionem	Christi	oratio	depict	the	sacramental	life	of	the	church	as	mystagogical.	The
sacraments	constitute	one’s	transposition	into	the	ecclesial	reality	of	the	eschaton.	In	diem
luminem	and	Oratio	catechetica	magna	acknowledge	the	indispensability	of	the	embodied
sacraments	while	explaining	that	their	aim	is	transposition	into	the	life	of	God.	The
discussion	of	the	‘subjection’	of	Christ	(1	Cor	15:28)	in	Tunc	et	ipse	identifies	the
believers	as	(the	body	of)	Christ,	as	does	In	Canticum	canticorum.	The	ecclesiology	of	the
latter	homilies	serves	the	anagogical	aim	of	stirring	up	desire	for	the	never-ending
journey	(epektasis)	into	the	life	of	God.

Keywords:			church,	body	of	christ,	sacraments,	desire,	epektasis,	in	ascensionem	christi	oratio,	in	diem

luminem,	oratio	catechetica	magna,	tunc	et	ipse,	in	canticum	canticorum
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In	the	final	two	chapters	of	this	book,	I	discuss	in	more	detail	the	renewal	of	humanity	by
means	of	anagogical	transposition.	In	this	chapter,	I	look	at	Gregory’s	understanding	of
the	church	as	the	“body	of	Christ”	and	ask	what	role	embodiment	plays	for	Gregory	in
his	understanding	of	the	ecclesial	dimension	of	salvation.	The	following	chapter	(“Virtuous
Body”)	looks	in	more	detail	at	the	virtuous	life	as	deification	of	the	human	person.	Both
with	regard	to	the	church	and	with	regard	to	virtue,	Nyssen	regards	embodiment	as
indispensable.	At	the	same	time,	the	ecclesial	body,	just	like	other	bodies,	serves	an
anagogical	purpose;	and	virtue	and	deification,	too,	involve	a	radical	subordination	of	this-
worldly	concerns.	The	diastemic	life	of	time	and	space	is	ultimately	something	that
Gregory	wants	to	leave	behind.

Discussion	of	the	renewal	of	humanity	implies	that	soteriological	questions	are	central	to
these	last	two	main	chapters.	In	this	chapter,	therefore,	I	will	focus	particularly	on	the
relationship	between	Christ	and	the	church.	Nyssen’s	understanding	of	ecclesial	salvation
is	based	on	the	church’s	identification	with	Christ.	I	will	begin	this	chapter	with	a
discussion	of	Gregory’s	understanding	of	Baptism	and	the	Eucharist.	Here,	I	will	analyze
Gregory’s	sermon	on	Psalms	22	(23)	and	23	(24)	(In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio),	since
this	sermon	highlights	particularly	well	the	anagogical	purpose	of	the	sacraments.	Looking
next	at	Baptism	in	particular,	I	will	focus	on	Gregory’s	sermon	In	diem	luminum.	It	will
become	clear	that	the	embodied	sacramental	action	of	Baptism	is	important	for	Gregory
precisely	inasmuch	as	it	serves	the	anagogical	purpose	of	leading	us	away	from	the
pleasures	of	the	body	and	of	material	wealth.	Gregory’s	Oratio	catechetica	magna	makes
clear	that	he	believes	the	Eucharist	serves	this	same	purpose	of	transformation.	I	will
then	move	from	the	sacraments	to	the	church	itself.	I	will	discuss	Gregory’s
understanding	of	the	church	as	the	“body	of	Christ,”	focusing	both	on	his	exegesis	of	1
Corinthians	15:25–6	(especially	in	In	illud:	Tunc	et	ipse)	and	on	his	sermons	In	Canticum
canticorum.	I	will	make	clear	that	although	embodiment	is	crucial	to	Gregory’s
understanding	of	the	church,	he	believes	that	it	is	only	when	we	recognize	its
Christological	shape	that	we	truly	grasp	its	nature,	(p.179)	 and	that	it	is	only	the
anagogical	transposition	of	believers—and	of	all	humanity—into	eternal	life	that	has
ultimate	significance.

Ascension	into	the	Church:	In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio
Psalm	22	(23)	played	a	significant	role	in	the	catechesis	and	baptismal	liturgy	of	the	early
church.	In	the	fourth	century,	the	newly	baptized	used	to	sing	this	psalm	at	Easter	vigil
during	their	procession	into	the	church.1	Jean	Daniélou	points	out	that	“the	Psalm	must
have	seemed	appropriate	to	be	sung	at	this	moment,	for	it	is	a	kind	of	summing-up	of	the
whole	process	of	baptismal	initiation.”2	In	a	brief	sermon	on	Christ’s	Ascension	dealing
with	Psalms	22	(23)	and	23	(24),	St.	Gregory	reminds	his	congregation	of	the	meaning	of
sacramental	initiation	into	the	church.	The	sermon,	entitled	In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio,
is	the	first	evidence	we	have	of	a	liturgical	celebration	of	the	Ascension	as	distinct	from
that	of	Pentecost.3	The	sermon	makes	clear	that	for	Gregory	the	sacraments	of	initiation
serve	an	anagogical	purpose:	to	ascend	with	Christ	onto	his	royal	mountain.

Following	a	brief	introduction	on	the	importance	of	the	psalms,	Gregory	explains	that
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David	wants	us	to	be	the	sheep	that	God	pastures.4	He	then	brings	to	light	that	the
“good	shepherd”	is	at	one	and	the	same	time	“grass	of	the	pasture	and	water	of	rest	and
food	and	shadow	and	path	and	guide.”5	Nyssen	then	makes	clear	that	the	psalm	speaks	of
our	initiation	into	the	church:

In	this	way,	he	teaches	the	church	that	you	must	first	become	a	sheep	of	the	good
shepherd,	led	through	the	good	catechesis	to	the	divine	pastures	and	the	springs
of	the	teachings,	so	that	you	may	be	with	him	through	Baptism	in	his	death	and	that
you	may	not	fear	such	a	death;	for	this	is	not	death,	but	the	shadow	and	the	replica
of	death.	If	I	walk,	he	says,	in	the	midst	of	the	shadow	of	death,	I	will	not	fear	when
evil	comes,	for	you	are	with	me.	Next	he	comforts	with	the	staff	of	the	Spirit	(for	the
comforter	is	the	Spirit)	and	spreads	the	mystical	table	that	he	has	prepared	in	the
presence	of	the	table	of	the	demons;	for	they	were	the	ones	who	through	idolatry
oppressed	the	lives	of	men;	in	its	presence	is	the	table	of	(p.180)	 the	Spirit.	Then
he	anoints	the	head	with	the	oil	of	the	Spirit;	he	adds	to	this	wine	that	gladdens	the
heart	and	that	produces	sober	inebriation	(τὴν	νήφουσαν	ἐκείνην	μέθην)	in	the
soul,	which	raises	the	thoughts	from	what	is	temporal	to	what	is	eternal;	for	he	who
has	tasted	such	inebriation	completes	that	which	is	left	unfinished	through	an
untimely	death,	continuing	the	sojourn	in	the	house	of	God	for	length	of	days.6

Gregory’s	outline	of	the	various	steps	of	initiation	into	the	church	closely	follows	Psalm	22
(23).	Catechesis	leads	one	to	“the	divine	pastures	and	the	springs	of	the	teachings.”
Gregory	undoubtedly	has	in	mind	the	psalmist’s	“verdant	place”	and	“water	of	rest”
(verse	2).	He	identifies	the	“water	of	rest”	with	Baptism,	and	since	the	psalmist	speaks	of
“death’s	shadow”	(verse	4),	he	picks	up	on	St.	Paul’s	linking	of	baptism	with	death	and
burial	in	Romans	6:3–5.	Since	one	is	baptized	with	Christ	into	his	death,	this	death	is	not
one	to	fear	(“I	will	not	fear”;	verse	4).	After	this	brief	discussion	of	baptism,	St.	Gregory
proceeds	to	the	Eucharist.	The	Spirit	sets	the	mystical	or	sacramental	table	of	which
verse	5	speaks	(“You	prepared	a	table	before	me	over	against	those	that	afflict	me”).	The
two	opposing	tables	in	this	verse	remind	Nyssen	of	1	Corinthians	10:20–1,	with	its
antithesis	between	the	table	of	the	Lord	and	the	table	of	demons.	Following	the	order	of
the	Psalm	(“you	anointed	my	head	with	oil”),	Gregory	briefly	refers	to	Chrismation
(“Then	he	anoints	the	head	with	the	oil	of	the	Spirit”),	after	which	he	mentions	the	wine	of
the	Eucharist	and	its	“sober	inebriation,”	in	line	with	verse	6	(“and	your	cup	was
supremely	intoxicating”).

The	“sober	inebriation”	(νήφων	μέθη)	that	Gregory	mentions	here	is	particularly
important.	In	using	this	expression,	Nyssen	does	not	just	take	his	cue	from	David’s
mentioning	of	“inebriation”	while	clarifying	that	Eucharistic	wine	does	not	actually	lead	to
drunkenness.7	The	expression	is	a	common	one	among	the	church	fathers,	and	comes	to
St.	Gregory	from	Philo	via	Origen.8	Gregory	uses	it	several	times	also	in	his	homilies	on
the	Song	of	Songs.	Commenting	in	Homily	5	on	the	fact	that	“the	vines	blossom”	(Song
2:13),	Gregory	explains	the	expression	“sober	inebriation”	(νηφάλιος	μέθη)	as	“the
drunkenness	that	occasions	that	self-transcendence	(ἔκστασις)	by	which	people	move
out	of	the	material	sphere	toward	what	is	more	divine.”9	And	in	Homily	10,	commenting
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on	the	Bridegroom’s	call,	“Eat,	mates,	and	drink,	and	be	drunk,	brothers	and	sisters,”	he
explains	that	this	drunkenness	refers	to	the	“sober	inebriation”	that	came	over	David
when,	“having	gone	out	of	(p.181)	 himself	and	entered	into	ecstasy	(ἐκστάσει),	he	saw
the	invisible	Beauty”	and	cried	out,	“Every	man	is	a	liar”	(Ps	115:2	(116:11))	and	“so
committed	to	speech	an	account	of	inexpressible	things.”10	Paul,	too,	says	Gregory,	“was
drunken	when	he	entered	into	ecstasy	(ἐκστάσει)	and	said,	‘For	if	I	am	beside	myself,	it
is	for	God’	(since	his	ecstasy	(ἔκστασις)	was	directed	upon	God),	‘and	if	I	am	in	control	of
myself,	it	is	for	you’	(2	Cor	5:13).”11	Finally,	Peter’s	vision	of	unclean	animals	(Acts
10:10–16)	was	the	result	of	a	hunger	that	“caused	him	to	go	out	of	himself	(δι’	ἧς
ἐξίσταται	αὐτὸς	ἑαυτοῦ).”12	This	command	to	be	drunk,	Gregory	explains,	God	gives	to
those	who	have	drawn	near	to	him	in	virtue	and	not	to	those	who	stay	at	a	distance:	“For
he	who	eats	and	drinks	unworthily	eats	and	drinks	judgment	for	himself	(cf.	1	Cor	11:29),
but	he	rightly	addresses	those	worthy	of	the	food	as	brethren	and	sisters;	for	the	Word
calls	the	person	who	does	his	will	at	once	brother	and	sister	and	mother	(Mark	3:35).”13

Sober	inebriation	is	given	to	those	who	properly	draw	near	to	the	table	of	the	Lord.14

The	above	excerpt	from	In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio	links	“sober	inebriation”	with	the
last	line	of	Psalm	22	(23):	“[A]nd	my	residing	in	the	Lord’s	house	is	for	length	of	days.”
Catechesis,	along	with	the	sacraments	of	initiation—Baptism,	Chrismation,	and	Eucharist—
leads	to	an	ecstatic	transposition:	one	enters	into	the	church,	which	is	the	house	of	God;
and	even	death	does	not	interrupt	this	newly	found	existence	but	rather	ensures	its
everlasting	continuation.	For	Gregory,	then,	through	the	sacraments	the	Holy	Spirit
transposes	one	into	a	new	kind	of	existence,	that	of	ecclesial	life.	Or,	as	Jean	Daniélou	puts
it:	“Sacramental	life	is	truly	conceived	as	a	‘mystagogy’,	as	a	progressive	initiation	that
leads	the	soul	up	to	the	summits	of	the	mystical	life,	up	to	the	‘sober	inebriation’.”15	The
church,	we	could	also	say,	is	the	result	of	sacramental	anagogical	transposition.

Gregory’s	exposition	of	Psalm	23	(24),	to	which	he	turns	next,	continues	the	theme	of
ascent.	This	seems	fitting,	seeing	that	throughout	the	centuries	this	psalm	has	often	been
associated	with	the	Ascension	of	Christ.	Gregory	explains	that	God	has	come	to	earth	in
Christ,	and	he	asks,	“Why	then	his	coming?	To	take	you	out	of	the	depths	of	sin	to	lead
you	onto	the	royal	mountain,	using	the	life	of	virtue	as	a	chariot	toward	the	impenetrable
place.”16	Gregory	describes	with	obvious	delight	the	angelic	dialogue	that	(p.182)	 takes
place	when	Christ	ascends	to	heaven	(“Raise	the	gates,	O	rulers	of	yours!…Who	is	this
King	of	glory?	The	Lord,	strong	and	powerful,	the	Lord,	powerful	in	battle”;	verses	7–8).
The	heavenly	angels	do	not	recognize	the	king	at	first,	since	he	is	clothed	in	the	“dirty
garment	of	our	life,”	which	has	turned	red	with	blood.17	The	angels	accompanying	Jesus
on	his	ascent	make	clear	to	the	heavenly	angels	that	he	is	the	“Lord	of	hosts”	(verse	10),
“who	has	recapitulated	(ἀνακεφαλαιώσας)	all	things	in	himself,	who	ranks	first	among	all
things,	who	has	restored	all	things	(ἀποκαταστήσας	τὰ	πάντα)	to	the	first	creation….”18

Thus,	a	sense	of	joyful	hope	pervades	Gregory’s	sermon.	Life	is	a	continuous	ascent
along	with	Christ	onto	the	mountain	of	God’s	presence,	and	the	sacraments	constitute	the
initial	transposition	into	this	eschatological	ecclesial	reality.

Baptism	and	the	Body:	In	diem	luminum
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The	anagogical	purpose	of	the	sacraments	indicates,	on	the	one	hand,	that	their	material
or	embodied	character	is	indispensable	for	Gregory;	one	cannot	do	without	Baptism	and
Eucharist,	in	particular.	On	the	other	hand,	Gregory	never	loses	sight	of	the
eschatological	reality	at	which	the	sacraments	aim;	the	sacraments	point	beyond
themselves	to	a	spiritual	reality	that	leaves	behind	the	materiality	of	embodied	existence.
This	twofold	characteristic	of	the	sacraments	is	evident	throughout	Nyssen’s	writings	on
the	sacraments,	but	perhaps	nowhere	as	clearly	as	in	his	sermon	on	Christ’s	Baptism,	In
diem	luminum,	preached	on	the	occasion	of	the	Feast	of	Epiphany,	probably	in	383.19

(p.183)	 Gregory	leaves	no	doubt	about	the	efficacy	of	Baptism:	it	gives	remission	of	sin,
release	from	bondage,	close	relation	to	God,	boldness	of	speech,	and	equality	with	the
angels.	Baptism,	Nyssen	maintains,	“pledges	and	gives”	(ἐγγυᾶται	καὶ	δίδωσιν)	these	to
us.20	Baptism,	Gregory	avers	a	little	later,	“is	a	purification	from	sins,	a	remission	of
trespasses,	a	cause	of	renovation	and	regeneration.”21	Since	Jesus	says	to	Nicodemus
that	one	must	be	born	both	“of	water	and	the	Spirit”	to	enter	the	kingdom	of	God	(John
3:5),	the	Spirit’s	gift	by	itself	is	not	sufficient,	argues	Gregory:	“Man,	as	we	know	full	well,
is	compound,	not	simple:	and	therefore	the	cognate	and	similar	medicines	are	assigned
for	healing	to	him	who	is	both	twofold	and	conglomerate:—for	his	visible	body,	water,	the
sensible	element,—for	his	soul,	which	we	cannot	see,	the	Spirit	invisible,	invoked	by	faith,
present	unspeakably.”22	Since	not	just	the	soul	but	also	the	body	needs	redemption,
Gregory	maintains	that	the	“sensible	element”	of	water	is	indispensable.	Indeed,	he
warns	his	congregation:	“Despise	not,	therefore,	the	Divine	laver,	nor	think	lightly	of	it,	as
a	common	thing,	on	account	of	the	use	of	water.	For	the	power	that	operates	is	mighty,
and	wonderful	are	the	things	that	are	wrought	thereby.”23

Sacramental	actions	change	common	objects:	a	“consecrated”	(καθιερώθη)	slab	of	stone
turns	into	a	“holy	altar”;	“common	bread,”	once	it	has	been	“consecrated”	(ἱερουργήσῃ),
“is	called	and	becomes,	the	Body	of	Christ	(σῶμα	Χριστοῦ	λέγεται	τε	καὶ	γίνεται)”;24

the	oil	and	the	wine,	after	the	“sanctification”	(ἁγιασμὸν),	each	“works	differently”
(ἐνεργεῖ	διαφόρως).25	Likewise,	a	priest,	when	he	receives	the	blessing,	is	“by	some
unseen	power	and	grace,	transformed	(μεταμορφωθείς)	in	respect	of	his	unseen	soul	to
the	higher	(p.184)	 condition.”26	To	shore	up	his	argument,	Gregory	lists	a	number	of
precedents	“whose	appearance	is	contemptible,	but	the	things	they	accomplish	are
mighty,”27	such	as	the	rod	of	Moses,	the	mantle	of	Elijah,	the	wood	of	the	Cross,	the
burning	bush,	and	the	remains	of	Elisha.28	In	response	to	the	objection	how	water	could
possibly	regenerate,	Gregory	draws	an	analogy	with	procreation—the	reality	of	which	no
one	denies:	“I	most	justly	reply	to	him,	‘Show	me	the	mode	of	that	generation	which	is
after	the	flesh,	and	I	will	explain	to	you	the	power	of	regeneration	in	the	soul.’”29

Nyssen	even	goes	so	far	as	to	insist	that	there	are	objective	or	ontological	reasons	for
the	particularity	of	the	element	of	water	and	for	the	threefold	immersion	in	water.
Regarding	the	former,	Gregory	maintains	that	of	the	four	elements—fire,	air,	earth,	and
water—the	last	two	are	akin	to	each	other.	Since	the	Lord	was	buried	in	the	earth,	“we	in
receiving	Baptism,	in	imitation	(μίμησιν)	of	our	Lord,	are	not	indeed	buried	in	the	earth…
but	coming	to	the	element	akin	to	earth,	to	water,	we	conceal	ourselves	in	that	as	the
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Saviour	did	in	the	earth…”30	With	regard	to	the	latter,	Nyssen	maintains	that	the
threefold	immersion	represents	“that	grace	of	the	Resurrection	which	was	wrought	in
three	days”;	furthermore,	“the	Names	of	the	Three	Sacred	Persons”	are	spoken	over
us,	giving	further	significance	to	the	threefold	immersion.31	The	particularities	of	the
material	elements	and	the	sacramental	actions	are	of	great	significance	to	St.	Gregory.

Nyssen	does,	however,	raise	several	caveats	to	this	emphasis	on	the	significance	of	the
embodied	character	of	the	sacraments.	First,	the	water	does	not	work	regeneration	of	its
own	accord.	Gregory	explains	that	“this	gift	[of	regeneration]	it	is	not	the	water	that
bestows	(for	in	that	case	it	were	a	thing	more	exalted	than	all	creation),	but	the	command
of	God,	and	the	visitation	of	the	Spirit	that	comes	sacramentally	to	set	us	free.”32	Second,
the	regeneration	of	Baptism	becomes	meaningless	if	and	when	a	life	of	virtue	does	not
follow:	“[S]how	me,	after	the	sacramental	grace,	the	change	in	your	ways	that	should
(p.185)	 follow	it,	and	make	known	by	the	purity	of	your	conversation	the	difference
effected	by	your	transformation	(μετακοσμήσεως)	for	the	better.”33	The	imitation
(μίμησις)	of	Christ’s	death	in	Baptism	must	be	followed	by	imitation	of	Christ	in	a
transformed	life.34	Or,	we	could	say,	the	anagogical	transposition	that	Baptism	causes
must	be	reflected	in	a	transposed	life.	“This,”	Gregory	specifies,

is	the	mode	of	the	transformation	(μεταποιήσεως).	The	man	that	was	before
Baptism	was	wanton,	covetous,	grasping	at	the	goods	of	others,	a	reviler,	a	liar,	a
slanderer,	and	all	that	is	kindred	with	these	things,	and	consequent	from	them.	Let
him	now	become	orderly,	sober,	content	with	his	own	possessions,	and	imparting
from	them	to	those	in	poverty,	truthful,	courteous,	affable—in	a	word,	following
every	laudable	course	of	conduct.35

The	transformation	of	life	demanded	by	Baptism	is	illustrated	in	the	changed	behaviors	of
tax	collectors	such	as	Zacchaeus	and	Matthew,	as	well	as	in	Paul,	insists	Gregory.36	The
problem	is	that	“after	the	dignity	of	adoption	the	devil	plots	more	vehemently	against
us,”37	which	means	for	Gregory	that	we	must	be	watchful,	so	that	our	actions	may	reflect
the	reality	of	our	Baptism.

The	upshot	of	Gregory’s	argument	is,	paradoxically,	that	we	do	justice	to	the	embodied
sacramental	action	of	Baptism	precisely	to	the	extent	that	our	lives	shy	away	from	the
pleasures	of	the	body	and	of	material	wealth.	If	we	are	baptized	into	Christ’s	death	(Rom
6:3),	this	must	mean	that	“sin	henceforth	in	us	is	surely	a	corpse,	pierced	through	by	the
javelin	of	Baptism,	as	that	fornicator	was	thrust	through	by	the	zealous	Phinehas”	(Num
25:7–8).38	Baptism	leaves	behind	only	a	corpse,	maintains	Nyssen.	And	adding	rhetorical
flourish,	he	makes	clear	that	Baptism	means	that	from	now	on	the	pursuit	of	anagogy
dominates	the	life	of	the	regenerated	Christian:

(p.186)	 A	corpse	(νεκρὸς)	is	not	enamoured	of	bodies	(σωμάτων),	a	corpse	is	not
captivated	by	wealth,	a	corpse	slanders	not,	a	corpse	lies	not,	snatches	not	at	what
is	not	its	own,	reviles	not	those	who	encounter	it.	My	way	of	living	is	regulated	for
another	life:	I	have	learnt	to	despise	the	things	that	are	in	the	world,	to	pass	by	the
things	of	earth,	to	hasten	to	the	things	of	heaven,	even	as	Paul	expressly	testifies,
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that	the	world	is	crucified	to	him,	and	he	to	the	world	[Gal	6:14].39

For	Gregory,	the	embodied	practice	of	baptismal	burial	leaves	behind	a	corpse	(νεκρός),
which	as	a	result	leaves	one	indifferent	to	bodies	and	to	the	various	pleasures	that	the
senses	afford.	The	result	is	a	heavenly	rather	than	an	earthly	orientation.	The	bodily
practice	of	Baptism	leads,	paradoxically,	to	an	anagogical	transposition	away	from	the
embodied	life	of	earthly	existence.

Eucharistic	Transpositions:	Oratio	catechetica	magna
The	Eucharist,	likewise,	is	all	about	anagogical	transposition	for	Nyssen.	This	is	particularly
clear	from	his	discussion	in	Chapter	37	of	the	Oratio	catechetia	magna.40	By	way	of
introduction,	Gregory	explains	why	it	is	not	enough	for	the	soul	to	lay	hold	of	Christ	by
means	of	faith.	Human	nature	is	twofold	in	character,	and	the	body,	Gregory	maintains,
enters	into	fellowship	in	a	different	way	than	does	the	soul.	It	is	the	body	that	tasted	of
the	forbidden	fruit	(Gen	3).	Since	the	poison	was	bodily,	the	antidote	must	be	bodily,	as
well.41	Gregory	then	takes	four	steps	to	lay	out	an	argument	for	what	we	may	call
“anagogical	transposition”	in	and	through	the	Eucharist.42	First,	he	explains	that	food	and
drink,	by	entering	into	our	bodies,	changes	into	our	bodies:	“For	by	passing	into	me
those	elements	become	(γίνεται)	body	and	blood,	seeing	that	the	nourishment	by
transformative	(ἀλλοιωτικῆς)	power	is	changed	(μεθισταμένης)	in	each	case	into	the
form	(εἶδος)	of	the	body.”43	Gregory	is	making	the	point	that	in	the	process	of
nourishment,	the	various	material	(p.187)	 particles	(στοιχεῖα)	of	food	change	into	the
form	of	the	body.	Second,	Gregory	applies	this	general	principle	to	Christ,	so	that	also	in
his	case	the	body	was	in	some	sense	identical	with	the	food.44	In	the	case	of	Christ,
however,	there	is	a	second	transformation	due	to	the	fact	that	the	Word	of	God	has
assumed	the	human	body.	This	means	that	“the	Body,	through	the	indwelling	of	God,	was
translated	(μετεποιήθη)	to	the	dignity	of	the	Godhead.”45	The	indwelling	of	the	Word
“sanctified”	(ἡγιάσθη)	Christ’s	body.46	Put	differently,	Christ’s	body	was	divinized
through	its	assumption	by	the	Word.	In	the	case	of	Christ,	therefore,	there	is	a	twofold
change	or	transformation	(first	from	food	and	drink	to	body,	and	then	from	body	to
divinized	body).

This	of	course	raises	the	question	of	how	the	second	transformation	in	Christ	(from	body
to	divinized	body)	can	take	place	also	in	human	beings.	In	the	third	step	of	his	argument,
Gregory	addresses	this	question	through	a	discussion	of	what	happens	in	the	Eucharist.
Here,	just	as	in	the	second	step,	bread	changes	into	the	body	of	Christ.	In	the	Eucharist,
however,	the	change	does	not	take	place	by	the	eating	of	the	bread	(as	is	the	case	usually
when	bread	changes	into	a	body).	Gregory	explains	the	difference	by	saying	that,	in	the
case	of	the	incarnate	Christ,

the	grace	of	the	Word	sanctified	(ἄγιον	ἐποίει)	the	Body	which	derived	its
subsistence	from	bread	and,	in	a	manner,	was	itself	bread,	whereas	in	this	case	[of
the	Eucharist]	likewise	the	bread,	as	the	Apostle	says,	is	sanctified	(ἁγιάζεται)	by
the	Word	of	GOD	and	prayer	[1	Tim	4:5],	though	it	is	not	by	the	process	of	being
eaten	that	it	advances	to	the	stage	of	becoming	the	Body	of	the	Word,	but	it	is
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transmuted	(μεταποιούμενος)	immediately	into	the	Body	through	the	Word,	even
as	the	Word	has	said,	“This	is	my	Body”	[Matt	26:26	par.].47

The	transformation	occurs	not	by	eating	but	by	the	power	of	God’s	Word	(which	was	also
the	case	in	connection	with	the	divinization	of	Christ’s	body)	and	by	prayer.	This	means
that	the	sanctification	of	the	elements	in	the	Eucharist	runs	parallel	to	the	sanctification	of
Christ’s	body	in	the	Incarnation.

This	enables	Gregory	to	take	his	fourth	and	final	step.	By	taking	the	sanctified,
transformed	elements,	we	eat	the	deified	body	of	Christ.	God,	says	Gregory,	“plants
Himself,	in	accordance	with	His	plan	of	grace,	in	all	believers	by	means	of	that	Flesh,
which	derives	its	subsistence	from	both	wine	and	bread,	mingling	(κατακιρνάμενος)
Himself	with	the	bodies	of	believers,	in	order	that,	by	union	with	that	which	is	immortal,
man	might	also	participate	(μέτοχος)	in	incorruption.”48	Thus,	it	is	through	the
“transforming”	(μεταστοιχειώσας)	of	bread	and	wine	that	God	also	changes	us.49	As
Norman	Russell	puts	it:	“The	humanity	that	was	deified	was	the	flesh	of	Christ.	(p.188)
But	that	flesh	is	the	same	flesh	that	believers	receive	in	communion.	The	Eucharist	thus
enables	them	to	participate	in	the	deifying	effect	of	the	Incarnation.”50	Christ’s	Eucharistic
body	thus	“transforms	and	changes”	(μεταποεῖ	καὶ	μετατίθησιν)	the	entire	organism	to
its	own	nature.51

Embodied	existence—bread	and	wine,	the	body	of	Christ,	and	the	bodies	of	the	believers
—is	obviously	indispensable	in	Gregory’s	view.	His	Eucharistic	teaching	hinges	on	a
robust	appreciation	of	the	body.	At	the	same	time,	the	various	transformations	that	take
place	make	clear	that	he	believes	this	embodiment	serves	a	greater	purpose.	The
ultimate	transformation,	after	all,	is	the	divinizing	transformation	that	he	describes	in	the
final	step	of	his	argument.	The	Eucharist	serves	the	believers’	ascent.	As	Lucas	Francisco
Mateo-Seco	puts	it:	“The	ascent	to	perfection	is	possible	only	in	a	living	relationship	to	the
Church,	as	a	member	of	the	Mystical	Body	of	Christ.	For	this	reason,	the	Eucharist,	given
to	us	in	communion,	always	accompanies	the	ascent	towards	Christian	perfection;
moreover,	it	is	what	renders	this	ascent	possible.”52	This	ascent	is	identical	to	the
process	for	which,	in	connection	with	Baptism,	we	saw	St.	Gregory	use	the	language	of	a
“transformation”	(μεταποίησις)	of	our	way	of	life.53	The	bodily	sacramental	channels,
while	indispensable,	are	the	means	by	which	we	ascend	into	the	church	and	through
which	we	are	anagogically	transposed	into	the	life	of	God	himself.

Submission	of	the	Body	of	Christ:	Tunc	et	ipse
So	far,	I	have	focused	on	the	sacraments	as	means	of	anagogical	transposition.	I	have	not
yet	discussed	the	nature	of	the	church	as	the	“body	of	Christ.”	This	topic	does	require
some	sustained	attention.	After	all,	both	Gregory’s	insistence	that	the	sacraments	of
initiation	allow	us	to	ascend	into	the	church	and	the	way	in	which	he	links	the	body	of
Christ	to	our	bodies	in	his	doctrine	of	the	Eucharist	beg	further	reflection	on	the
relationship	between	Christ	and	the	church.	Nyssen’s	reflections	on	1	Corinthians	15:28
are	particularly	illuminating	in	this	regard.	In	this	text,	St.	Paul	speaks	of	the	Son’s
subjection	to	the	Father:	“When	all	things	are	subjected	(ὑποταγῇ)	to	him,	then	the	Son
himself	will	also	be	subjected	(ὑποταγήσεται)	to	him	who	put	all	things	under	him,
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(p.189)	 that	God	may	be	everything	to	every	one.”54	Gregory	first	deals	with	this
passage	at	some	length	in	his	Refutatio	confessionis	Eunomii,	probably	written	in	383.55

Eunomius	had	insisted	that	the	Spirit	was	“once	for	all	made	subject	(ὑποτεταγμένον)”	to
the	Son,	since	“all	things”	(including,	therefore,	the	Spirit)	had	come	into	being	through
the	Son	(John	1:3).56	In	his	refutation,	Gregory	explains	that	the	term	“subjection”
(ὑποταγή)	has	a	variety	of	meanings	in	Scripture,	none	of	which	is	applicable	to	the	Spirit.
One	example	of	such	use	of	the	term	“subjection”	occurs	in	1	Corinthians	15:28:

Again,	he	speaks	of	the	subjection	of	all	men	to	God,	when	we	all,	being	united	to
one	another	by	the	faith,	become	one	body	of	the	Lord	Who	is	in	all,	as	the
subjection	of	the	Son	to	the	Father,	when	the	adoration	paid	to	the	Son	by	all	things
with	one	accord,	by	things	in	heaven	and	things	on	earth,	and	things	under	the
earth,	redounds	to	the	glory	of	the	Father	[1	Cor	15:27–8];	as	Paul	says
elsewhere,	“To	Him	every	knee	shall	bow,	of	things	in	heaven,	and	things	in	earth,
and	things	under	the	earth,	and	every	tongue	shall	confess	that	Jesus	is	Lord,	to
the	glory	of	God	the	Father	[Phil	2:10–11].”	For	when	this	takes	place,	the	mighty
wisdom	of	Paul	affirms	that	the	Son,	Who	is	in	all,	is	subject	to	the	Father	by	virtue
of	the	subjection	of	those	in	whom	He	is.	What	kind	of	“subjection	once	for	all”
Eunomius	asserts	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	it	is	thus	impossible	to	learn	from	the	phrase
which	he	has	thrown	out,—whether	he	means	the	subjection	of	irrational
creatures,	or	of	captives,	or	of	servants,	or	of	children	who	are	kept	in	order,	or	of
those	who	are	saved	by	subjection.	For	the	subjection	of	men	to	God	is	salvation
for	those	who	are	so	made	subject,	according	to	the	voice	of	the	prophet,	who	says
that	his	soul	is	subject	to	God,	since	of	Him	cometh	salvation	by	subjection	[Ps	61:2
(62:1)],	so	that	subjection	is	the	means	of	averting	perdition.	As	therefore	the	help
of	the	healing	art	is	sought	eagerly	by	the	sick,	so	is	subjection	by	those	who	are	in
need	of	salvation.57

(p.190)	 This	passage	occurs	in	a	context	in	which	Gregory	is	trying	to	refute	Eunomius’
insistence	on	the	Spirit’s	eternal	subordination;	the	passage	itself,	however,	is	a
digression	in	which	Nyssen	explains	how	one	should	understand	St.	Paul’s	assertion	of
the	Son’s	subjection.	Gregory	concludes	that	this	subjection	of	the	Son—which	is	really
the	saving	subjection	of	all	people	in	Christ—does	not	apply	to	the	Spirit.	The	Spirit,	after
all,	is	not	in	need	of	salvation.58

The	fact	that	Gregory	expounds	at	some	length	on	Paul’s	discussion	of	“submission”	in	1
Corinthians	15:28—even	though	the	text	in	no	way	touches	on	the	Spirit’s	place	within	the
Godhead—is	an	indication	that	this	verse	carries	for	Nyssen	a	significance	beyond	the
immediate	use	to	which	he	puts	it	here.	Indeed,	he	appears	to	have	given	substantial
thought	to	the	exegesis	of	this	particular	text.	The	reason	for	this	attention	is
undoubtedly	the	fact	that	Eunomius	saw	it	as	evidence	of	the	eternal	subordination	of	the
Son	to	the	Father.59	As	Richard	Vaggione	makes	clear,	this	Pauline	passage	appeared
obviously	to	refer	to	an	“extramundane	setting,”	in	which	a	subordination	of	the	Son	to
the	Father	would	present	difficulties	from	a	Nicene	point	of	view.60	Understandably,
therefore,	Nyssen	felt	the	need	to	devote	an	entire	treatise	to	the	passage—In	illud:
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Tunc	et	ipse,	probably	written	shortly	after	the	Refutatio	confessionis	Eunomii.61	In	this
later	treatise,	he	opposes	“evil	frauds,”	people	who	debase	the	divine	silver	by	mixing	it
with	“heretical	and	adulterated	conceptions.”62	Such	persons,	explains	Gregory,	take
verse	28	to	refer	to	“a	certain	servile	(δουλικήν)	abasement.”63	Gregory	thus	intends	to
refute	the	Eunomian	exegesis	of	the	Pauline	“subjection,”	and	he	does	so	by	appealing	to
(p.191)	 the	same	biblical	passages	that	he	had	also	discussed	briefly	in	his	Refutatio
confessionis	Eunomii	and	by	providing	the	same	basic	theological	groundwork	that	he
had	provided	in	his	earlier	work.

Gregory’s	anti-Eunomian	exposition	not	only	serves	to	refute	a	theology	of	the	Son’s
eternal	subordination;	in	the	process,	he	also	lays	a	solidly	Christological	basis	for	his
ecclesiology.	As	we	will	see,	Nyssen	does	this	by	linking	the	subjection	of	the	Son	to	that
of	the	believers.	In	his	attempt	to	refute	the	Eunomians,	Gregory	first	makes	the	point
that	“submission”	has	a	variety	of	meanings	in	Scripture.	The	term	can	refer	to	the
subjection	of	slaves	to	their	masters,	to	the	subjection	of	animals	to	human	beings	(Ps	8:7
(6)),	to	the	subjection	of	nations	to	Israel	(Ps	46:4	(47:3)),	and	to	the	submission	of
foreigners	to	God	through	knowledge	of	him	(Ps	59:10	(60:8)).64	St.	Gregory	considers
none	of	these	meanings	of	the	verb	“to	submit”	(ὑποτάσσω)	applicable	to	1	Corinthians
15:28.	Instead,	he	takes	his	cue	from	Psalm	61:2	(62:1),	“Shall	not	my	soul	be	subject
(ὑποταγήσεται)	to	God?	For	from	him	is	my	deliverance	(σωτήριόν).”	The	linking	of
subjection	to	salvation	in	this	verse	is	for	Gregory	a	clue	to	the	interpretation	of	1
Corinthians	15:28.	Subjection	means	that	one	has	attained	salvation.	But	of	course	one
cannot	apply	Psalm	61:2	(62:1)	directly	to	the	Son,	as	if	the	only-begotten	God	were
subjected	to	the	Father	in	order	to	attain	his	own	salvation.65	After	all,	the	power	of	the
only-begotten	God	does	not	increase	or	diminish;	he	gushes	forth	salvation	and	is	not
himself	in	need	of	saving.66	Furthermore,	Gregory	insists,	it	is	not	possible	in	Eunomian
fashion	to	apply	Jesus’	“submission”	to	his	parents	(Luke	2:51)	to	the	eternal	Son	of	God,
since	a	submission	of	the	Son	in	eternity	would	necessarily	be	never-ending,	while	Jesus’
submission	to	his	parents	came	to	a	natural	end	when	he	matured	and	made	clear	to	his
mother	that	his	submission	to	her	was	no	longer	appropriate	(John	2:4).67

St.	Gregory	notes—undoubtedly	correcting	any	Eunomian	inclinations	that	might	linger
among	his	readers—that	the	Apostle	“does	not	say	that	the	Son	is	always	subjected
(ὑποτεταγμένου),	but	that	he	is	going	to	be	subjected	(ὑποτάσσεσθαι)	at	the	end	of	the
fulfilment	of	all	things.”68	It	is	true,	Nyssen	acknowledges,	that	at	that	time	there	will	be
“a	certain	addition	and	increase”	in	God’s	own	glory,	but	it	is	an	increase	that	does	not
have	reference	to	God’s	nature,	since	his	nature	is	unchangeable,	but	that	speaks	of	our
mutable	nature.69	This	would	appear	to	suggest	that	St.	Paul	is	speaking	about	our
subjection	rather	than	about	the	subjection	of	the	Son;	this	subjection	of	us	would	then
consist	of	believing	in	God—which	is	in	line	with	Psalm	61:2	(62:1).	We	will	see	that	this	is
in	fact	the	direction	in	which	Nyssen	will	take	his	interpretation.	The	immediate	difficulty
that	this	interpretation	faces,	(p.192)	 however,	is	that	St.	Paul	is	using	the	future	rather
than	the	present	tense.70	Thus,	the	question	still	remains:	what	could	the	Apostle	possibly
mean	by	insisting	that	at	some	future	point	the	Son	will	be	subjected—even	if	we
somehow	read	this	to	refer	to	our	subjection	in	faith?	How	will	we,	at	a	future	point	in
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time,	be	subjected	to	the	Father?

To	explain	the	discrepancy	between	the	present	lack	of	submission	and	its	future
realization,	Nyssen	turns	to	the	context	of	the	overall	chapter.	He	notes	that	some	of	the
Corinthians	regarded	the	doctrine	of	the	bodily	resurrection	a	“myth”	(μῦθον).71	Tracing
at	some	length	St.	Paul’s	arguments	in	favor	of	the	resurrection,	Nyssen	notes	that
according	to	verse	22,	just	“as	in	Adam	all	die,	so	also	in	Christ	shall	all	be	made	alive.”
This,	then,	explains	Gregory,	is	the	“goal”	(πέρας)	of	people’s	hopes,	and	here	lies	the
“aim”	(σκοπὸς)	of	the	apostle’s	teaching.72	Nyssen	explains	the	realization	of	this	goal	by
means	of	two	key	doctrines:	evil	as	privation	of	the	good	(privatio	boni)	and	the
restoration	of	all	things	(ἀποκατάστασις	πάντων).	He	presents	his	argument	as	follows:

What	then	is	the	aim	(σκοπὸς)	of	the	teaching	that	the	divine	Apostle	proclaims	in
this	section?	This,	that	at	some	point	the	nature	of	evil	will	go	over	into	non-being,
when	it	is	completely	obliterated	from	being,	and	that	divine	and	undefiled
goodness	will	enfold	every	rational	nature	and	nothing	made	by	God	will	fall	outside
the	kingdom	of	God,	when	every	evil	mixed	with	being	will	be	consumed	like	some
base	material	through	the	melting	of	the	purifying	fire,	and	everything	which	had	its
origin	from	God	will	become	what	it	was	from	the	beginning,	when	it	had	not	yet
adopted	evil.	He	says	this	happens	as	follows:	in	the	mortal	and	perishable	nature	of
men,	he	says,	came	the	pure	and	undefiled	divinity	of	the	only-begotten.	From
within	the	entire	human	nature	with	which	the	divine	was	mixed	up,	the	man
according	to	Christ	placed	himself	as	a	kind	of	first-fruits	of	the	common	dough,
through	whom	all	humanity	grew	together	with	the	divinity.73

Gregory	makes	clear	that	evil	will	be	“completely	obliterated	from	being,”	as	it	will	be
consumed	through	the	purifying	fire.	He	is	able	to	make	this	assertion	because	of	his
conviction	that	evil	does	not	have	a	subsistence	of	its	own;	it	only	exists	as	a	result	of	the
free	choice	of	human	beings	who	step	outside	of	the	good.74	Since	evil	is	merely	privatio
boni	(absence	of	the	good),	it	will	(p.193)	 not	finally	continue	to	exist.	The	purifying	fire
of	the	afterlife	will	melt	away	all	evil	and	will	restore	creation	to	its	original	state.

Nyssen	connects	this	view	of	evil	to	his	understanding	of	the	work	of	Christ.	Sin	and
death—the	consequences	of	evil—are	destroyed	as	a	result	of	Christ	wiping	out	all	evil.
After	all,	Isaiah	53:9	maintains,	“[N]or	was	deceit	found	in	his	mouth.”	Nyssen	concludes
from	this	that	“the	obliteration	of	evil	and	the	dissolution	of	death	took	its	beginning”	in
Christ.75	Eckhard	Schendel	summarizes	Gregory’s	thought	helpfully	as	follows:	“For
death,	there	is	no	other	genesis	than	sin.	However,	since	Christ	was	without	sin,	sin	and
death	are	destroyed	through	him	as	the	“ ‘firstborn	from	the	dead’.”76	The	obliteration
of	evil	is	not	just	a	personal	victory	for	Christ	but	affects	also	others,	seeing	that
humanity	is	ontologically	united	to	Christ:

Therefore,	after	the	man	in	Christ,	who	became	the	first-fruits	of	our	nature,
received	in	himself	the	divinity,	who	also	became	the	“first	fruits	of	those	who	have
fallen	asleep”	[1	Cor	15:20]	and	the	‘firstborn	from	the	dead’	[Col	1:18],	“having
loosed	the	pangs	of	death”	[Acts	2:24];	so,	if	after	this	man—who	is	completely
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separate	from	sin,	who	has	completely	abolished	the	sway	of	death	in	himself,	and
who	has	dissolved	every	rule	and	authority	and	power—someone	like	Paul	may	be
found,	who	becomes	like	a	strong	imitator	of	Christ	in	rejecting	evil,	such	a	person
will	follow	after	the	first-fruits	at	the	time	of	the	Parousia.77

According	to	Nyssen,	Christ’s	defeat	of	evil	and	death	through	his	resurrection	affects
the	rest	of	humanity	as	they	begin	to	imitate	Christ	in	rejecting	evil.	The	ultimate	end	of
this	process	is	the	complete	destruction	of	evil:	“For	this	is	the	goal	(τέλος)	of	the	hope,
that	nothing	contrary	to	the	good	may	remain,	but	that	the	divine	life	may	permeate	all
things,	completely	destroying	death	from	the	things	that	are,	since	sin	has	been	taken
away	from	it,	and	as	is	said,	it	is	from	sin	that	death	gained	dominion	over	men	[Rom
5:12].”78	In	short,	without	sin,	death	can	no	longer	do	its	destructive	work,	and	the
divine	life	will	therefore	permeate	all	things.	Thus,	according	to	Gregory,	it	is	through
Christ’s	conquest	of	sin	and	through	our	imitation	of	him	that	evil	is	reduced	(p.194)	 to
nothingness	and	that	salvation	reaches	its	universal	scope—the	restoration	of	all	things.79

At	this	point	in	the	discussion,	Gregory	comes	full	circle	by	returning	to	the	topic	of
subjection,	and	this	time	he	links	it	to	ecclesiological	language	by	speaking	of	Christ’s
body:

Now	subjection	to	God	is	complete	alienation	from	evil.	Once	therefore	by	imitation
of	the	first-fruits	we	are	all	outside	of	evil,	then,	seeing	that	the	whole	dough
(φύραμα)	of	our	nature	has	been	mixed	with	the	first-fruits	and	has	become	one
interconnected	body,	it	will	accept	only	the	authority	of	the	good	over	itself;	and	so
when	the	whole	body	of	our	nature	is	united	with	the	divine	and	undefiled	nature,
the	said	subjection	of	the	Son	takes	place	through	us,	since	the	subjection
accomplished	in	his	body	is	referred	to	him	who	has	worked	the	grace	of
subjection	in	us.80

Gregory	here	presents	his	alternative	to	the	Eunomian	reading	of	1	Corinthians	15:28.
The	subjection	of	the	Son	to	the	Father	does	not	refer	to	his	own,	personal	subjection,
whether	in	the	economy	of	salvation	or	in	eternity.	Instead,	it	is	our	subjection	in	faith	to
the	Father.81	This	subjection	involves	our	salvation,	in	line	with	Psalm	61:2	(62:1).	It	is	at
the	time	of	the	final	resurrection	that	all	can	be	said	to	have	subjected	themselves,	since
at	that	point	evil	will	be	completely	destroyed	as	in	and	through	Christ	all	human	beings
will	be	united	to	the	divine	nature.82	The	body	of	Christ,	according	to	Gregory,	is	the
entire	human	nature	united	to	Christ	by	faith	and	as	such	united	also	to	the	divine
nature.83

(p.195)	 Nyssen	believes	that	there	are	two	factors	that	enable	St.	Paul	to	speak	of	the
subjection	of	Christ	as	shorthand	for	the	subjection	of	all	believers—though	he	does	not
appear	to	distinguish	these	two	factors	too	clearly.	First,	the	subjection	is	attributed	to
the	Son	since	he	is	the	one	who	works	this	grace	in	us.	The	subjection	of	believers	is	the
work	of	Christ	in	us	and	as	such	can	be	called	Christ’s	subjection.	Second,	and	more
importantly,	since	the	body	of	believers	(ultimately	comprised	of	all	humanity)	is	Christ’s
own	body,	it	is	appropriate	to	refer	to	its	submission	as	Christ’s	own	submission.	Nyssen
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makes	this	identification	between	Christ	and	his	body	particularly	explicit	when	he	writes:

Now	someone	will	not	be	united	[to	God]	except	by	becoming	one	body
(σύσσωμος)	with	him,	as	Paul	calls	it	[Eph	3:6];	for	we	all,	united	to	the	one	body	of
Christ,	become	a	body	through	participation	(μετουσίας)	in	him.	So,	when	the	good
pervades	all,	then	his	entire	body	will	be	subjected	to	the	life-giving	power,	and
thus	his	subjection	of	this	body	is	said	to	be	a	subjection	of	the	Son	as	united	to	his
own	body,	which	is	the	church….84

Gregory’s	argument	is	straightforward:	since	believers	become	one	body	with	Christ,
when	this	body	is	subjected	to	God,	Christ	himself	can	be	said	to	be	subjected	to	God.
The	Son’s	subjection	will	be	“as	united	to	his	own	body.”

Gregory	supports	this	argument	with	an	appeal	to	Colossians	1:24	(“Now	I	rejoice	in	my
sufferings	for	your	sake,	and	in	my	flesh	I	complete	what	is	lacking	in	Christ’s	afflictions
for	the	sake	of	his	body,	that	is,	the	church”),	1	Corinthians	12:27	(“Now	you	are	the
body	of	Christ	and	individually	members	of	it”),	and	Ephesians	4:15–16	(“Rather,
speaking	the	truth	in	love,	we	are	to	grow	up	in	every	way	into	him	who	is	the	head,	into
Christ,	from	whom	the	whole	body,	joined	and	knit	together	by	every	joint	with	which	it	is
supplied,	when	each	part	is	working	properly,	makes	bodily	growth	and	upbuilds	itself	in
love”).	The	“upbuilding”	mentioned	in	the	last	text	causes	Nyssen	to	reflect	on	the	head’s
upbuilding	of	the	body,	in	which	the	various	members—“whether	hand	or	eye	or	foot	or
hearing	or	any	other	part”—all	play	their	respective	roles.85	Christ,	so	Gregory	argues,
shares	everything	with	those	who	are	one	body	with	him,	and	the	“chief	of	our	goods”	is
our	subjection	to	God,	which	Nyssen	sees	reflected	in	Philippians	2:10–11,	when	“at	the
name	of	Jesus	every	knee	should	bow,	in	heaven	and	on	earth	and	under	the	earth,	and
every	tongue	confess	that	Jesus	Christ	is	Lord,	to	the	glory	of	God	the	Father.”86	St.
Gregory	concludes	by	commenting:	“Then,	when	the	entire	creation	has	become	one
body	and	through	obedience	all	have	grown	(p.196)	 together	with	each	other	in	him,
then	he	hands	over	in	himself	the	subjection	of	his	own	body	to	the	Father.”87	Gregory
regards	the	subjection	of	1	Corinthians	15:28	as	the	subjection	of	the	believers,	which	on
the	final	day	the	Son	will	hand	over	to	the	Father.

The	church	as	the	body	of	Christ	is	of	obvious	importance	to	Nyssen.	Within	this	body	of
Christ,	the	various	members	all	have	their	distinctive	roles.	At	the	same	time,	Nyssen’s
eschatological	perspective	implies	that	one	day	it	will	be	not	just	the	church,	but	“the
entire	creation”	that	will	be	the	body	of	Christ.	Or,	one	might	perhaps	say,	one	day	the
church	will	be	co-extensive	with	all	creation,	so	that	both	may	be	identified	as	the	body	of
Christ.	Gregory	devotes	a	significant	section	of	the	last	part	of	his	treatise	to	the	universal
implications	of	St.	Paul’s	teaching	in	1	Corinthians	15.	To	be	sure,	it	is	a	universal	salvation
attained	through	the	Holy	Spirit.	When	he	reflects	on	the	threefold	union	between	the
Father,	Christ,	and	the	believers	mentioned	in	John	17:21	(“even	as	thou,	Father,	art	in
me,	and	I	in	thee,	that	they	also	may	be	in	us”),	Gregory	goes	on	to	discuss	the	word
“glory”	which	the	next	verse	mentions	(“The	glory	which	thou	hast	given	me	I	have	given
to	them”).	St.	Gregory	reads	this	“glory”	as	a	reference	to	the	Spirit,	since	Jesus	prayed
earlier,	“[G]lorify	thou	me	in	thy	own	presence	with	the	glory	which	I	had	with	thee
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before	the	world	was	made”	(John	17:5).	If	the	Son	gives	this	“glory”—the	Holy	Spirit—to
his	disciples,	this	implies	nothing	else	than	that	the	deifying	union	with	the	Son	is	also	the
work	of	the	Spirit.	Thus,	Nyssen	comments:

Since	God	the	Word,	who	before	the	world	had	the	glory	of	the	Father,	became
flesh	in	our	last	days,	the	flesh	must,	through	union	with	the	Word,	also	become
that	which	the	Word	is;	now	it	becomes	this	as	it	takes	from	him	what	the	Word	had
before	the	world;	and	this	was	the	Holy	Spirit,	for	there	was	nothing	before	the
ages	except	Father	and	Son	and	Holy	Spirit.	Therefore,	he	also	says	here,	“The
glory	which	you	have	given	me,	I	have	given	to	them,	that	through	it	they	may	be
one	in	me	and	through	me	with	you”	[John	17:22].88

It	is	the	Holy	Spirit,	Nyssen	maintains,	who	enables	union	with	the	Word	and	who	in	the
end	will	gather	all	people	into	the	one	body	of	Christ.89

With	yet	another	allusion	to	Psalm	61:2	(62:1),	Gregory	concludes	that	the	Son’s
subjection	implies	the	“salvation”	(σωτηρίαν)	of	“the	entire	human	nature.”90	With	Christ
dwelling	in	us	(Gal	2:20)	and	speaking	in	us	(2	Cor	13:3)	as	he	was	in	Paul,	we	will	all	attain
to	this	salvation,	maintains	Gregory,	(p.197)	 by	“being	separated	from	evil”	and	so
“united	to	God	through	subjection.”91	Thus,	Nyssen	concludes	that	words	do	not	always
mean	what	they	appear	to	mean	on	the	surface.	St.	Paul	does	not	understand
“subjection”	as	the	forceful	subjection	of	enemies	but	as	the	salvation	that	comes	about
through	reconciliation	(Rom	5:10).92	Through	the	Spirit,	all	will	be	subjected	to	the
Father,	and	so	will	be	saved	and	included	in	the	body	of	Christ.

Into	the	Inner	Bridal	Chamber:	In	Canticum	canticorum
Ecclesial	concerns	are	central	also	to	Gregory’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs.	The
relationship	between	the	Bridegroom	and	his	bride	speaks,	according	to	Nyssen,	of	the
relationship	between	Christ	and	his	church.	This	is	not	to	say	that	we	find	a	full-fledged
ecclesiology	in	these	homilies.	First,	Gregory	does	not	discuss	the	hierarchical	structures
of	the	church,	and	he	does	not	present	a	systematic	treatment	of	the	sacraments.93

Considering	the	nature	of	the	commentary,	this	is	hardly	surprising,	and	we	should
probably	not	infer	indifference	about	such	matters	on	the	part	of	Nyssen.	It	is	true,
however,	that	the	structures	of	the	church	are	not	at	the	center	of	St.	Gregory’s
concerns,	that	the	dynamic	character	of	the	church	as	Christ’s	bride	is	much	more
important	to	him,	and	that	he	is	most	keenly	interested	in	the	functioning	of	the	members
of	the	body.	Second,	Gregory	most	often	identifies	the	bride	with	the	individual	soul.	His
concern	with	progress	in	virtue	and	with	the	soul’s	Christ-likeness	means	that	communal
aspects	of	the	relationship	with	Christ	are	not	always	at	the	forefront.	For	Gregory,	the
Song	of	Songs	is,	in	an	important	sense,	about	the	soul’s	union	with	God.	At	the	same
time,	Gregory	does	turn	from	the	individual	to	the	church	with	surprising	ease,	and
usually	without	alerting	the	reader	to	the	fact	that	he	is	doing	so.	The	homilies	frequently
make	the	church	the	topic	of	explicit	consideration.	For	Nyssen,	concern	for	individual
progress	is	not	in	opposition	to	the	significance	of	communal	or	ecclesial	bonds.

The	close	link	between	individual	and	ecclesial	concerns	means	that	what	is	of	ultimate
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significance	for	the	individual	is	also	of	crucial	importance	for	the	(p.198)	 church.	In	the
Song	of	Songs,	Wisdom	“initiates”	(μυσταγωγεῖ)	the	individual	soul	or	the	mind	into	the
“innermost	divine	sanctuary	(ἀδύτων).”94	Gregory	can	say	about	the	church,	likewise,
that	she	is	the	bride	of	Christ	and	that	she	“has	been	taken	into	the	inner	chamber
(θάλαμον)	of	the	mysteries.”95	The	language	of	“sanctuary”	(ἄδυτον)	and	of	“bridal
chamber”	(θάλαμος)	occurs	frequently	in	Gregory’s	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs.96

Both	metaphors	refer	to	the	mystical	experience	of	union	with	God	or	with	Christ,	a	union
that	according	to	St.	Gregory	the	bride	pursues	throughout	the	Song	of	Songs.97	The	aim
of	the	individual	soul	and	of	the	church	as	a	whole	is	one	and	the	same:	to	enter	into	the
inner	sanctuary,	also	known	as	the	bridal	chamber.	The	overall	purpose	of	Gregory’s
ecclesiology	in	these	homilies	is,	therefore,	anagogical.	Both	the	individual	and	the	church
as	a	whole	reach	for	the	inner	sanctuary	or	the	bridal	chamber,	which	is	to	say,	they	aim
for	union	with	Christ.

Gregory’s	Christological	mysticism	comes	to	the	fore	in	various	subtle	ways	in	the
ecclesiology	of	the	homilies.	In	the	third	sermon,	the	“nard”	or	“spikenard”	(νάρδος)	of
Chapter	1:12	(“While	the	king	was	on	his	couch,	my	nard	gave	forth	its	fragrance”)
reminds	him	of	the	Gospel	narrative	of	the	woman	anointing	Jesus’	head	(Matt	26:6–13;
Mark	14:1–11;	John	12:1–8).	Gregory	links	John’s	comment	about	the	house	being	filled
with	the	perfume’s	fragrance	(John	12:3)	with	the	reference	in	Matthew	and	Mark	to	this
story	being	spread	throughout	the	world	as	the	gospel	is	being	preached	(Matt	26:13;
Mark	14:9).	Gregory	then	comments:	“Since,	then,	in	the	Song	of	Songs,	the	spikenard
conveys	to	the	Bride	the	scent	of	the	Bridegroom,	while	in	the	Gospel	the	sweetness	that
then	filled	the	house	becomes	the	ointment	of	the	whole	body	of	the	church	in	the	whole
cosmos,	this	suggests	that	the	two	have	something	in	common	to	the	point	of	seeming	to
be	the	same.”98	Thus,	Nyssen	connects	the	nuptial	theme	of	the	nard’s	fragrance	to	the
preaching	of	the	gospel	throughout	the	world.

In	the	next	homily,	when	Gregory	observes	the	bride	saying	to	the	Groom	that	“our
couch	is	shaded”	(σύσκιος)	(1:16),	he	interprets	this	as	a	reference	to	the	eternal	Word
“shading”	(συσκιάσας)	himself	in	the	Incarnation	with	the	garment	of	a	body,	since	one
cannot	see	God	and	live	(Exod	33:20).	Nyssen	then	goes	on	to	speak	of	the	“bed”	or	the
“couch”	(κλίνη)	itself,	about	which	he	comments:

(p.199)	 In	a	figurative	turn	of	speech	the	Bride	uses	the	word	bed	to	mean	the
mingling	of	the	human	race	with	the	Divine,	just	as	the	great	apostle	has	the	virgin—
us—“betrothed”	to	Christ	(2	Cor	11:2),	and	leads	the	soul	in	a	bridal	procession,
and	declares	that	the	joining	of	the	two	in	the	communion	of	one	body	is	the	great
mystery	of	the	union	of	Christ	with	the	church	(cf.	Eph	5:32).	For	when	he	said,
“The	two	shall	become	one	flesh,”	he	added,	“This	is	a	great	mystery,	but	I	apply	it
to	Christ	and	the	church.”	So	it	is	in	view	of	this	mystery	that	the	virgin	soul	gives
the	name	bed	to	communion	with	the	Divine.99

For	Gregory,	the	Incarnation—the	mingling	of	the	divine	and	human	natures—is	similar	to
the	union	between	Christ	and	the	church.	Just	as	in	the	Incarnation,	so	too	in	the	union
between	Christ	and	his	church	a	nuptial	union	takes	effect	on	the	“couch.”	Gregory’s
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ecclesiology	is	Christological	in	its	shape	and	mystical	in	its	aim.

Finally,	I	have	already	made	mention	of	the	“sixty	mighty	men”	who	stand	around
Solomon’s	bed	in	Homily	6	(Song	3:7).100	This	passage	has	ecclesiological	significance,
since	Gregory	interprets	the	number	60	as	a	multiplication	of	5	×	12,	with	the	former
number	referring	to	the	five	senses	and	the	latter	number	speaking	of	the	twelve	tribes
of	Israel	and	thus	of	the	mystical	unity	of	the	church.	Only	those	who	see	God	truly
belong	to	Israel,	and	so	the	unity	of	the	church	is	a	mystical	unity.101	This	unity	comes	to
the	fore	in	the	text’s	reference	to	the	one	bed	of	Solomon.	Gregory	concludes	his
reflections	with	a	strong	paean	on	the	church’s	unity:

So	it	is	that	all	who	have	put	on	the	divine	armor	surround	the	royal	bed.	They
have	become,	as	a	whole	group,	the	one	Israel;	and	since,	because	there	are
twelve	tribes	that	constitute	this	body	of	the	brave	in	its	fivefold	form,	the	full	total
of	the	brave	is	completely	summed	up	in	the	number	sixty;	they	make	up	one
formation	and	one	army	and	one	bed—that	is,	all	shall	become	one	church,	one
people,	and	one	bride,	fitted	together	into	the	communion	of	one	body	by	one
Commander,	one	Head	of	the	church,	one	Bridegroom.102

The	unity	of	the	church	is,	for	Gregory,	a	mystical	unity	that	results	from	faith	and	that	is
most	adequately	expressed	in	the	context	of	nuptial	metaphors.103

We	need	to	keep	in	mind	this	mystical	or	anagogical	purpose	of	the	church	as	we	reflect
on	Gregory’s	use	of	the	language	of	ecclesial	embodiment.	The	church	as	“body	of
Christ”	plays	a	significant	role	in	In	Canticum	canticorum,	(p.200)	 and	the	theme	serves
at	least	two	purposes:	Gregory	highlights	the	close	link	between	Christ	and	the	church,
sometimes	rendering	the	two	nearly	indistinguishable,	and	he	also	underscores	the
varying	roles	of	the	members	of	the	church	with	regard	to	the	church’s	anagogical	aim.
United	as	they	all	are	to	Christ	as	their	head,	the	many	members	of	the	church	all
contribute	to	the	further	strengthening	of	this	union	with	Christ.

Gregory’s	first	lengthy	discussion	of	the	church	as	Christ’s	body	occurs	in	Homily	7,
where	he	reflects	on	the	beauty	of	the	bride—her	eyes,	hair,	teeth,	lips,	cheek,	neck,	and
breasts—as	described	in	Chapter	4:1–5.	Before	moving	to	these	various	parts	of	the
body,	however,	Nyssen	discusses	the	last	verse	of	Chapter	3,	which	exclaims,	“Come
out,	and	look	at	King	Solomon,	at	the	crown	with	which	his	mother	crowned	him	on	the
day	of	his	wedding,	and	on	the	day	of	his	heart’s	gladness.”	St.	Gregory	sees	here	the
bride	encouraging	the	young	women	to	look	at	Solomon’s	crown.	He	explains:	“Now	the
church	becomes	his	crown	because	of	the	‘living	stones’	with	which	she	encircles	his
head,	and	the	One	who	plaits	a	crown	of	this	sort	is	Love….”104	Gregory	interprets	the
“living	stones”	of	the	crown	as	the	virtues	of	the	church’s	members.	The	Bridegroom,
seeing	the	brilliance	of	these	virtues,	bursts	out	in	effusive	praise	of	the	individual
members	of	the	church:

Since,	however,	the	whole	church	is	one	body	of	Christ,	but	in	the	one	body,	as	the
apostle	says,	there	are	many	members,	and	all	the	members	do	not	have	the	same
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function	(cf.	1	Cor	12:12ff.),	but	God	forms	one	as	an	eye	for	the	body	and	another
was	implanted	as	an	ear,	and	some	become	hands	on	account	of	what	they	are	able
to	do,	and	some	that	carry	our	weight	are	called	feet,	but	there	will	also	have	to	be
a	job	of	tasting	and	smelling,	not	to	mention	all	the	individual	parts	of	which	the
human	body	is	composed—since	this	is	so,	I	say,	it	is	possible	to	find	in	the	common
body	of	the	church	lips	as	well	as	teeth	and	tongue,	breasts	and	womb	and	neck
and,	as	Paul	says,	also	those	members	of	the	body	that	appear	unseemly.	Hence
the	one	who	praises	beauty	with	precision	gives	to	each	of	the	members	of	the
body	that	please	him	the	honor	that	is	proper	and	fitting.105

Thus,	Gregory	is	able	to	move	from	the	“stones”	of	the	Bridegroom’s	crown	(3:11)	to	the
various	bodily	parts	(4:1–5)	by	interpreting	both	as	the	virtues	(or	virtuous	members)	of
the	church.106

(p.201)	 The	passage	from	chapter	4	on	which	Gregory	comments	reads	as	follows:

1Look,	you	are	beautiful,	my	mate;
look,	you	are	beautiful!
Your	eyes	are	doves—
apart	from	your	taciturnity.
Your	hair	is	like	flocks	of	goats
that	were	revealed	from	Galaad.
2Your	teeth	are	like	flocks	of	shorn	ewes
that	have	come	up	from	the	washing,
all	of	which	are	bearing	twins,
and	not	one	among	them	is	barren.
3Your	lips	are	like	a	scarlet	thread,
and	your	speech	is	lovely.
Your	cheek	is	like	a	rind	of	pomegranate,
apart	from	your	taciturnity.
4Your	neck	is	like	Dauid’s	tower,
built	into	thalpioth;
on	it	hang	a	thousand	shields,
all	the	mighty	men’s	javelins.
5Your	two	breasts	are	like	two	fawns,
twins	of	a	gazelle,
that	feed	among	the	lilies.

Beginning	his	exposition	with	a	discussion	of	the	bride’s	eyes—“the	noblest	members”—
Gregory	insists	that	the	eyes	are	those	in	the	church	who	have	authority.	After	all,
Scripture	itself	attributes	to	those	in	authority	the	function	of	vision:

Samuel	“the	seer”	(1	Kgdms	9:11),	for	so	was	he	named,	was	an	eye;	Ezekiel,	who
was	set	by	God	to	watch	over	the	salvation	of	those	in	his	charge	(cf.	Ezek	3:17),
was	an	eye;	Micah	“the	seer”	was	an	eye;	and	Moses	the	overseer,	who	for	just
this	reason	was	called	“god”	(Exod	7:1)—all	of	those	who	were	assigned	to	lead	the
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people	were	eyes.107

Gregory	considers	it	eminently	appropriate	to	refer	to	those	in	authority	as	eyes.	After
all,	with	the	use	of	our	eyes	“we	recognize	friend	and	foe,	by	their	means	we	distinguish
what	is	native	from	what	is	alien.”108	Eyes,	moreover,	are	“tutors	and	instructors	of
every	work	we	undertake.”109	Thus,	as	eyes	of	the	church,	those	in	authority	have	the
dual	function	of	discernment	and	guidance.	The	church’s	“eyes”	can	only	properly	fulfill
these	roles	as	long	as	they	are	true	to	their	own	heavenly	orientation.	They	are	to	“look
undeviatingly	upon	the	Sun	of	Righteousness,”110	recognizing	that	“everything	(p.202)
that	appears	and	is	ephemeral	is	alien	to	our	nature,	while	what	is	available	through	hope
is	native	to	us.”111

In	this	context,	Gregory	sees	two	possible	meanings	in	Solomon’s	mentioning	of	doves.
Possibly,	Solomon	refers	to	those	in	authority	as	pure:	“for	purity	is	a	native
characteristic	of	doves.”112	Or,	since	on	Gregory’s	understanding	the	eye	sees	by
mirroring	its	object	of	vision,	Solomon	may	be	praising	those	in	authority	for	their
spiritual	vision:	“When	therefore	one	who	has	received	this	eyelike	authority	over	the
church	gazes	upon	nothing	material	and	corporeal,	the	spiritual	and	immaterial	life	is
established	within	him.	Hence	the	most	perfect	praise	of	eyes	is	that	the	form	of	their	life
is	shaped	in	conformity	with	the	grace	of	the	Holy	Spirit,	for	the	Holy	Spirit	is	a	dove.”113

On	either	reading	of	the	text,	it	is	clear	that	the	function	of	the	eyes	of	the	church	is
thoroughly	anagogical	in	character.

St.	Gregory	is	not	entirely	sure	about	the	meaning	of	the	“hair”	mentioned	in	4:1.
Solomon	probably	has	in	mind	two	things:	(1)	the	virtues	of	modesty	and	temperance,
since	women,	whose	hair	is	their	glory	(1	Cor	11:15),	adorn	themselves	with	these	two
virtues	(1	Tim	2:9–10),	so	that	their	hair	stands	for	modesty	and	temperance;114	and	(2)
being	“undisguisedly	dead	and	unmoved	with	regard	to	the	affairs	of	the	world,”	since
hair	is	not	subject	to	sensations	of	pain.115	With	regard	to	the	flocks	of	goats	revealed
from	Galaad,	Gregory	openly	acknowledges	that	he	has	“not	yet	been	able	to	grasp”	the
meaning	of	the	text.	He	does,	however,	suggest	two	possibilities.	Since	Mount	Galaad	lies
beyond	Israel’s	borders,	perhaps	Solomon	is	speaking	of	the	Good	Shepherd	beautifying
the	church	by	adding	Gentiles	(characterized	by	modesty,	temperance,	and	bodily
mortification)	to	the	flock	of	the	church.	It	is	also	possible,	however,	that	Solomon	is
thinking	of	those	who	in	monastic	“herds”	practice	the	ascetic	life	in	imitation	of	Elijah,
who,	“with	shaggy	hair,	clothed	in	goatskin,”	lived	“the	philosophical	life”	on	Mount	Galaad
(3	Kgdms	(1	Kgs)	17:1).116	Whichever	of	these	readings	may	be	the	right	one,	Gregory
clearly	has	in	mind	the	anagogical	pursuit	by	way	of	a	life	of	renunciation.

Gregory	next	turns	to	the	teeth	mentioned	in	verse	2.	He	believes	that	Solomon	here	has
in	mind	the	teachers	of	the	church,	since	“they	have	the	capacity	for	making	distinctions
and	divisions	and	through	them	instruction	becomes	easy	to	grasp	and	profitable.”117

Particularly	when	it	comes	to	“the	coarsely	structured	body	of	the	law,”118	teachers
such	as	Paul	have	the	task	to	chew	it	up	into	small	bits,	thus	chewing	the	cud	for	us	by
clarifying	the	mysteries	of	the	Scriptures.119	Gregory	quickly	identifies	the	proper
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(p.203)	 characteristics	of	such	“teeth”:	they	are	shorn	(“stripped	of	every	material
burden”),	washed	(and	so	“free	of	any	fleshly	or	spiritual	spot”),	bearing	twins	(identified
as	impassibility	for	the	soul	and	decorum	for	the	bodily	life),	none	of	them	barren	(with
respect	to	their	good	habits).120	The	teachers	of	the	church	are	those	who	both	in	their
teaching	and	in	their	lives	move	from	the	corporeal	to	the	spiritual.

The	lips—which	according	to	Gregory	follow	the	mentioning	of	the	teeth	since	one	first	has
to	digest	the	truth	with	one’s	understanding	before	using	the	lips	to	speak121—Gregory
sees	as	the	harmony	of	faith	and	love	in	the	church,	produced	by	the	teachers’
interpretation.	The	text	praises	the	beauty	of	faith	and	love	by	commenting,	“Your	lips	are
like	a	scarlet	thread”	(verse	3).	The	“thread,”	according	to	Gregory,	is	a	reference	to
faith,	since	“the	church	as	a	whole	is	one	thread	and	one	cord,	woven	together	out	of
different	strands.”122	The	“scarlet”	color	refers	to	love,	seeing	as	it	alludes	to	the	“blood
by	which	we	have	been	redeemed.”123	Thus,	insists	Gregory,	“scarlet	thread”	simply
means	“faith	working	through	love”	(Gal	5:6).124

When	the	text	goes	on	to	compare	the	bride’s	cheek	to	the	rind	of	a	pomegranate,	St.
Gregory	explains	that	the	Bridegroom	“praises	her	temperance	by	mentioning	the	blush
that	comes	up	on	her	cheeks.”125	Solomon	explains	this	temperance	or	modesty	by
comparing	the	bride’s	cheek	to	a	pomegranate,	“for	just	as	the	harshness	of	the
pomegranate’s	skin	fosters	and	protects	the	sweetness	of	the	fruit	it	encloses,	so	a	life
that	is	harsh	and	self-controlled	and	austere	is	the	protector	of	the	good	things	that	flow
from	temperance.”126	Thus,	there	is	praise	both	for	the	“decorous	manner	of	life”	(the
rind)	and	for	“the	soul’s	interior	impassibility”	(the	fruit	that	is	inside),	while	the	latter	is
obviously	of	greatest	significance	to	Solomon.127	When	he	explains	that	the	bride’s	cheek
is	“outside	your	silence”	(or	“apart	from	your	taciturnity”—ἐκτὸς	τῆς	σιωπήσεώς	σου),
we	must	understand	this	to	mean,	according	to	Nyssen,	that	the	public	commendation	of
the	bride’s	inner	modesty	“stands	outside	the	hidden	and	unspoken	marvels	that	are
seen	only	by	the	Eye	that	gazes	on	hidden	things.”128	The	bride’s	cheek	thus	ends	up
being	a	reference	to	inward	temperance	or	modesty,	which	can	be	seen	in	her	decorous
manner	of	life.

Gregory	then	moves	to	Solomon’s	description	of	his	bride’s	neck	in	verse	4.	After	noting
that	“thalpioth”	means	“battlements”	(since	the	Septuagint	has	simply	transliterated	the
Hebrew	term	 תוֹיּפִּתְֱּ 	as	θαλπιωθ),	which	gives	prominence	to	the	neck	as	“Dauid’s	tower,”
Gregory	gives	a	detailed	description	of	the	constitution	of	the	neck:	its	many	vertebrae	in
the	back,	its	(p.204)	 connections	to	the	brain	that	bear	up	the	head,	the	wind	pipe	in	the
front	that	allows	the	breath	to	enter	the	body	and	warm	the	heart,	the	entrance	for	food,
and	the	instruments	for	voice	production.129	Gregory	finds	in	the	Apostle	Paul	someone
who	fits	these	numerous	roles	that	the	neck	serves:

He	bore	up	the	name	of	the	Lord	as	the	Master’s	“vessel	of	election”	(Acts	9:15),
and	in	this	manner	the	Head	of	all	was	closely	fitted	upon	him,	with	the	result	that	it
was	no	longer	he	who	spoke	whatever	he	said,	but	his	Head	gave	utterance—just
as	he	shows	the	Corinthians	that	the	Christ	“speaks”	and	gives	utterance	“in	him”
(2	Cor	13:3).	Thus	his	windpipe	sounded	nobly	and	beautifully	on	account	of	the
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Holy	Spirit	and	articulated	the	word	of	truth;	thus	his	larynx	was	ever	sweetened
for	him	by	the	divine	oracles,	and	he	gave	nourishment	to	the	whole	body	through
those	life-giving	teachings.	And	if	you	ask	about	the	vertebrae—well,	who	so	fitted
everyone	together	in	one	body	by	the	“bond	of	peace”	and	love?	And	who	so
taught	the	neck	to	bow	in	accommodation	to	humble	things,	and	to	stand	erect	in
taking	account	of	things	on	high,	and	to	look	to	the	sides	easily	and	gracefully	in
turning	away	and	warding	off	the	craft	of	the	devil?130

Since	St.	Paul	is	such	an	astonishing	neck,	this	tower	is	obviously	not	constructed	by
human	beings.	This	neck	is	“like	Dauid’s	tower”—that	is	to	say,	it	is	like	God’s	tower,	for,
since	Gregory	allegorizes	Solomon	as	Christ,	he	interprets	David	as	the	Father	of	Christ.

This	finally	takes	St.	Gregory	to	a	discussion	of	the	bride’s	breasts	in	verse	5.	He	sees	the
two	fawns	as	speaking	of	the	two	aspects	of	the	human	person,	the	“corporeal	and
visible”	(the	body)	and	the	“intelligible	and	invisible”	(the	soul).131	These	two	aspects	of
the	human	person	are	like	fawns	in	that	they	feed	among	the	lilies—flowers	that	combine
“appealing	scent	with	lovely	coloration,”	referring	to	the	“sweet	scent	of	Christ”	and	to	a
beauty	that	is	“pure	and	spotless.”132	The	lilies,	in	other	words,	are	a	reference	to	the
good	virtues	that	come	from	the	heart,	which	in	turn,	according	to	the	Parable	of	the
Sower,	is	a	reference	to	the	earth	(Luke	8:15).	Thus,	both	body	and	soul	feed	on	the
sweet	and	spotless	fruits	that	come	from	the	heart,	just	as	fawns	feed	among	the	lilies.133

In	Homilies	13	and	14,	St.	Gregory	again	comments	on	the	various	bodily	members	of
the	church.	In	an	important	respect,	however,	the	passage	that	Nyssen	discusses	here
(5:8–16)	differs	significantly	from	the	one	that	he	dealt	with	in	Homily	7	(4:1–7).	In
Chapter	4,	the	Bridegroom	was	addressing	his	(p.205)	 bride,	admiring	her	beauty;	in
Chapter	5,	however,	it	is	the	bride	who	is	praising	the	beauty	of	her	Groom:

10My	brotherkin	is	radiant	and	ruddy,
selected	from	ten	thousands.
11His	head	is	gold	and	phaz;
his	locks	are	fir	trees,	black	as	a	raven.
12His	eyes	are	like	doves	beside	brimming	pools	of	water,
bathed	in	milk,
sitting	beside	brimming	pools	of	water.
13His	cheeks	are	like	saucers	of	spice,
producing	perfumes.
His	lips	are	lilies,
distilling	wet	myrrh.
14His	arms	are	chased	gold,
set	with	tharsis.
His	abdomen	is	an	ivory	tablet
on	a	lapis	lazuli	stone.
15His	legs	are	marble	pillars,
founded	upon	golden	bases.
His	appearance	is	like	Lebanon,
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choice	as	cedars.
16His	throat	is	sweetnesses,
and	he	is	altogether	an	object	of	desire.
This	is	my	brotherkin,	and	this	is	my	mate,
O	daughters	of	Ierousalem.

While	in	Homily	7	it	was	in	some	sense	easy	for	Gregory	to	take	the	bodily	descriptions
and	apply	them	to	the	church	as	the	bride,	one	might	think	that	he	would	have	more
difficulty	in	explaining	the	members	of	the	body	that	are	mentioned	in	Chapter	5,	seeing
that	they	describe	the	Bridegroom.	It	turns	out,	however,	that	Gregory	displays	no
hesitation	whatsoever	in	explaining	also	the	bodily	members	mentioned	in	Chapter	5	as
belonging	to	the	church.	Even	though	the	text	speaks	of	his	head,	his	locks,	his	eyes,	his
cheeks,	his	lips,	his	arms,	his	abdomen,	his	legs,	his	appearance,	and	his	throat,
according	to	Gregory	each	of	these	terms	refers	to	the	church—with	the	single	exception
of	the	first,	since	Christ	is	the	head	of	the	church.

Although	this	may	at	first	seem	like	a	startling	violation	of	the	text,	Nyssen	does	provide	a
theological	rationale	for	his	exegetical	move.	He	begins	by	distinguishing	Christ	as
uncreated	(the	eternal	Logos)	and	as	created	(in	the	flesh).	The	uncreated	God	is	beyond
our	comprehension,	and	so	it	is	only	possible	for	us	to	understand	and	describe	Christ
inasmuch	as	he	is	created.134	(p.206)	 Gregory	then	dwells	on	the	close	connection
between	the	Incarnate	Christ	and	the	church:

And	since	he	once	for	all,	through	its	firstfruits,	drew	to	himself	the	mortal	nature
of	flesh,	which	he	took	on	by	means	of	an	uncorrupted	virginity,	he	ever	sanctifies
the	common	dough	of	that	nature	(τὸ	κοινὸν	τῆς	φύσεως	φύραμα)	through	its
firstfruits,	nourishing	his	body,	the	church,	in	the	persons	of	those	who	are	united
to	him	in	the	fellowship	of	the	mystery;	and	those	members	that	are	grafted	into
him	through	faith	he	fits	into	the	common	body	(τῷ	κοινῷ	σώματι),	and	he	fashions
a	comely	whole	by	fitly	and	appropriately	assigning	believers	to	roles	as	eyes	and
mouth	and	hands	and	the	other	members.135

Through	the	Incarnation,	Christ	and	the	church	join	to	become	“common	dough”	or	a
“common	body.”	It	is	this	close	connection	that	according	to	Nyssen	enables	the	Song	to
describe	the	bodily	members	of	the	Bridegroom	as	belonging	to	the	bride.

At	this	point,	therefore,	Nyssen	turns	to	1	Corinthians	12:12–27,	explaining	that	the
members	of	the	body	do	not	all	have	the	same	function,	and	to	Ephesians	4:11–16,	which
mentions	various	roles	in	the	church	and	explains	that	the	whole	body	develops	as	we	all
grow	up	into	Christ,	who	is	the	head.136	St.	Gregory	concludes	from	this:	“Anyone,
therefore,	who	focuses	attention	on	the	church	is	in	fact	looking	at	Christ—Christ	building
himself	up	and	augmenting	himself	by	the	addition	of	people	who	are	being	saved.”137

This	means	for	Gregory	that	when	we	look	at	the	church,	we	can	see	Christ—just	as	we
can	infer	the	invisible	Beauty	of	Wisdom	from	the	natural	order	of	the	perceptible
cosmos.138	As	Gregory	puts	it:	the	soul	“treats	of	the	church	as	the	one	body	of	the
Bridegroom,	and	by	referring	to	each	individual	member,	she	indicates,	in	her	account	of
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his	beauty,	some	one	of	his	attributes	and	in	this	way,	starting	from	the	particular
characteristics	she	has	examined,	sums	up	the	beauty	of	the	body	as	a	whole.”139	When
she	looks	at	the	church,	the	soul	looks	at	the	body	of	Christ;	which	means	that	in	a	very
real	sense	a	description	of	the	church	is	a	description	of	Christ.	The	two	become,	in	a
sense	at	least,	indistinguishable.

Gregory’s	actual	explanation	of	Christ’s	bodily	members	described	in	Chapter	5:10–16	is
relatively	straightforward.	Verses	10	and	11	give	a	description	of	the	Incarnate	Christ
himself.	He	is	“white”	(or	“radiant”—λευκὸς)	and	(p.207)	 “ruddy,”	referring	to	the
flesh	and	blood	of	Christ’s	humanity.140	At	the	same	time,	his	birth	was	not	an	ordinary
one,	since	he	was	“selected	from	ten	thousands”	(verse	10).	He	was	selected	“in	being
born	of	virginal	purity.”141	The	“head”	is	Christ	himself,	understood	as	“the	firstfruits	of
the	common	lump	of	dough	(cf.	Rom	11:16),	through	whom	the	Word	put	on	our	nature
and	rendered	it	undefiled.”142	The	“locks”	of	the	head	are	the	apostles,	who	in	their
earlier	lives	were	like	black,	carnivorous	ravens	but	became	like	fir	trees	soaked	with
heavenly	dew	that	rained	the	teaching	of	hidden	mysteries	onto	the	body	of	the
church.143	As	in	Homily	7,	so	here	the	eyes	are	those	“who	are	ordained	to	oversee,	to
inspect,	and	to	supervise.”144	They	have	the	innocence	of	the	dove	(the	Holy	Spirit),	and
they	wash	away	the	“teary	haze	of	vice”	with	“pools	of	waters”	(verse	12)—the	virtues	of
temperance,	humility,	truth,	justice,	courage,	desire	for	the	good,	and	alienation	from
evil.145	These	eyes	are	actually	washed	in	milk	rather	than	water,	however,	since	milk	is
the	one	fluid	in	which	objects	cannot	be	reflected,	so	that	the	church’s	eyes	“do	not
mistakenly	image	anything	unreal	and	counterfeit	and	empty	that	is	contrary	to	what	truly
is.”146

Homily	14	picks	up	the	discussion	by	analyzing	the	“cheeks”	or	the	“jaws”	(σιαγόνες),
which	exist	“for	the	benefit	of	those	who	are	no	longer	attached	to	the	breasts	of	the
Word	but	are	already	longing	for	more	solid	food.”147	The	eyes	themselves,	people	such
as	Paul,	chew	up	the	food	of	the	Scriptures	by	means	of	their	jaws.	These	jaws	are	like
“saucers	of	spice”	(verse	13)	that	are	“neither	quite	hollow	nor	quite	flat,”	so	that	the
“opened-out”	(διηπλωμένον)	shape	of	the	saucer	betokens	“simplicity”	(ἁπλοῦν)	and
“openness”	(διηπλωμένον)	of	teaching.148	The	saucers	themselves	are	made	of	spice,
thus	“producing”	or	“pouring	forth”	(φύουσαι)	the	wine	of	the	Word	as	a	perfume.149

The	lips	are	lilies	and	as	such	stand	for	purity	and	truth.	From	the	lips,	myrrh	drops	into
the	soul	of	the	listener,	myrrh	referring	to	mortification,	since	it	is	a	symbol	of	death.
Thus,	the	eyes	of	the	church	speak	truth	that	leads	the	soul	to	“disdain	for	the	material
life,	which	appears	when	everything	that	people	work	for	in	this	life	becomes	inoperative
and	dead	on	account	of	their	desire	for	transcendent	goods	(ὑπερκειμένων
ἀγαθῶν).”150	Clearly,	for	Nyssen,	the	anagogical	goal	of	the	church’s	otherworldly	goods
determines	to	a	large	extent	the	exegesis	of	the	particular	details	of	the	members	of	the
body	of	Christ.

(p.208)	 Since	the	“arms”	or	“hands”	(χεῖρες)	are	said	to	be	gold	just	as	the	head
(Christ	himself)	was	gold,	Gregory	draws	the	“obvious”	conclusion	that	“the	text	lays	it
down	as	a	law	for	the	hand	that	it	be	entirely	pure	and	without	sin.”151	The	hands	are
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those	who	administer	“the	common	goods	of	the	church.”152	Their	beauty	begins	to
show	by	chasing	or	sculpting	vices—which	consists	of	“trying	to	please	people,	for
example,	or	greed,	or	ambition,	or	caring	only	for	what	appears,	or	contriving	status	and
reputation	for	oneself	by	means	of	the	goods	entrusted	to	one’s	hands,	or	misusing	what
has	been	provided	to	serve	the	commandments	for	one’s	own	pleasure	and
enjoyment.”153	Gregory	mentions	Judas	as	a	clear	example	of	someone	who	failed	to
“scrape	down	the	stone	of	money-loving.”154

The	“abdomen”	or	“belly”	(κοιλία)	described	as	an	“ivory	tablet”	(πυξίον)	Gregory
matches	with	purity	of	heart.	He	arrives	at	this	by	explaining	that	a	writing	“tablet,”	while
usually	made	of	boxwood,	is	here	described	as	made	of	ivory,	the	solidity	of	which
secures	permanence,	while	the	deep	blue	color	gives	rest	to	the	eyes.155	Gregory	then
combines	Habakkuk	2:2	(“Write	the	vision;	make	it	plain	upon	tablets	(πυξίον)”)	with
three	passages	that	in	some	way	connect	divine	writing	with	one’s	belly	or	heart:	Ezekiel
3:3	(“[E]at	this	scroll	that	I	give	you	and	fill	your	stomach	(κοιλία)	with	it”);	Jeremiah	4:19
(“My	anguish,	my	anguish	(τὴν	κοιλίαν	μου	τὴν	κοιλίαν	μου)!	I	writhe	in	pain!	Oh,	the
walls	of	my	heart!”);	and	John	7:38	(“Out	of	his	heart	(κοιλίας)	shall	flow	rivers	of	living
water”).156	These	Scripture	passages	seem	to	describe	the	belly	or	heart	as	a	divine
writing	tablet.	Gregory	next	draws	attention	to	the	fact	that	St.	Paul	speaks	of	the
requirement	of	the	law	as	being	written	not	on	tablets	of	stone	but	on	the	“pure,	white,
and	polished	writing	tablet	of	the	heart”	(Rom	2:15;	2	Cor	3:3).157	St.	Gregory	concludes,
therefore,	that	the	pure	heart	is	the	one	that	God	himself	has	entered.

The	church’s	pillars—people	such	as	Peter,	James,	and	John	(Gal	2:9)—are	marble	and
are	founded	on	golden	bases.	The	golden	foundation	is	Christ	(in	line	both	with	the	“gold”
of	verse	11	and	with	Paul’s	claim	in	1	Corinthians	3:11	that	Christ	is	the	foundation	of	the
church),	and	the	pillars	of	the	church	are	founded	on	this	truth	of	Christ.158	The	two
marble	legs	based	on	this	truth	can	be	read	as	the	two	commandments,	and	since	these
two	commandments	summarize	the	“entire	perfection	of	the	virtuous	life,”159	they	can
be	interpreted	also	as	the	“faith”	and	“good	conscience”	that	Paul	erects	as	pillars	in
Timothy’s	life	(1	Tim	1:19),	the	former	corresponding	to	the	love	of	God,	the	latter	to	the
love	of	neighbor.160

(p.209)	 According	to	Gregory,	when	the	text	speaks	of	the	“appearance”	(εἶδος)	of	the
church	being	like	Lebanon,	we	are	to	think	of	the	many	individual	members	that	make	up
the	church,	and	who	in	stature	compare	to	the	cedars	of	Lebanon.	Gregory	is	careful
here	to	distinguish	this	Lebanon,	as	“Lebanon	the	chosen”	whose	cedars	abound	(Ps
91:13	(92:12)),	from	the	“worthless	Lebanon”	whose	cedars	the	Lord	destroys	(Ps	28
(29):5–6).161

Since	pleasant	words	are	like	a	honeycomb,	according	to	Proverbs	16:24,	St.	Gregory
concludes	from	the	comparison	of	the	throat	to	“sweetnesses”	that	the	text	must	be
referring	to	a	particular	kind	of	voice	that	originates	from	the	throat:	“the	servants	and
interpreters	of	the	Word,	in	whom	Christ	speaks.”162	Indeed,	not	only	is	the	throat	like
sweetnesses,	but	the	entire	body	of	Christ	is	“an	object	of	desire”	(verse	16).	Nyssen
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sees	in	this	expression	a	summary	of	the	entire	passage:

How	blessed	are	the	members	through	whose	contributions	the	whole	body
becomes	desire!	By	their	perfection	in	every	good	thing	they	produce	a	fascinating
beauty	blended	out	of	all	of	them,	and	the	result	is	that	the	whole	body—not	only
the	eye	and	the	hair	but	also	the	feet	and	hands	and	legs	and	around	the	throat—is
desirable,	and,	because	of	the	transcendence	of	its	beauty,	none	of	the	members	is
counted	inferior.163

Without	any	hesitation,	Gregory	transfers	the	desirability	of	the	Bridegroom	to	the	bride.
In	all	her	virtues,	she	is	desirable.	It	is	a	desire	that	Gregory	regards	as	unending:	“The
pleasure	of	it	did	not	check	desire	through	surfeit;	rather	did	it	nourish	longing	by
affording	a	taste	of	what	desire	seeks.”164	The	desire	that	the	beauty	of	Christ’s	body
solicits	is	such	that	Gregory	believes	it	leads	people	upward	to	the	never-ending	and
infinite	reality	of	God’s	own	life.	The	virtues	of	the	bride	are	the	objects	of	desire	because
they	are	a	participation	in	the	life	of	God.	The	desire	for	the	bride’s	beauty	is	thus	also	a
desire	for	the	infinite,	never-ending	life	of	God.	This	desire,	which	on	Gregory’s
understanding	permeates	the	Song’s	descriptions	of	the	body	of	Christ,	makes	clear	that
his	entire	ecclesiological	exposition	is	anagogical	in	its	direction.

Conclusion
Gregory’s	ecclesiology	is	thoroughly	anagogical.	In	his	theology,	entry	into	the	church
takes	on	the	character	of	an	ecstatic	transposition.	Baptism,	Chrismation,	and	Eucharist
are	clearly	of	significance	to	Nyssen,	and	one	(p.210)	 does	not	get	the	impression	from
his	writings	that	in	some	way	he	ignores	or	downplays	the	bodily	means	of	salvation.
Nonetheless,	the	aim	of	the	sacraments	is	ascension,	along	with	Christ,	onto	the	mountain
of	the	presence	of	God	(Ps	23	(24)).	The	church	is	thus	the	result	of	a	mystagogical
process,	in	which	catechesis	and	sacraments	result	in	anagogical	transposition.	Gregory
highlights	the	anagogical	aim	of	Baptism	in	a	fascinating	way	when	he	suggests	that
baptismal	burial	results	in	a	corpse	(νεκρός),	so	that	the	new	church	member	becomes
indifferent	to	the	pleasures	of	the	body	(σῶμα).	The	very	bodily	practice	of	Baptism
causes	one	to	move	away	from	the	embodied	life	of	earthly	existence.	St.	Gregory’s
teaching	on	the	Eucharist,	too,	hinges	on	a	series	of	bodily	transformations	that	have	as
their	aim	the	deifying	transformation	of	the	believers	in	Christ.	The	process	of	initiation
into	the	church	thus	uses	bodily	means	in	an	anagogical	transformation	that,
paradoxically,	leaves	behind	this-worldly	bodies	in	the	ascent	onto	the	mountain	of	God.

Gregory’s	teaching	on	the	church	as	the	body	of	Christ	confirms	this	picture	of	an
anagogical	ecclesiology.	He	interprets	Christ’s	“subjection”	mentioned	in	1	Corinthians
15:28	as	that	of	the	believers	in	Christ.	Through	the	Spirit,	all	will	be	subjected	to	the
Father	and	so	will	be	saved	and	included	in	the	body	of	Christ.	The	aim	of	the	church,	as
that	of	the	individual	soul,	is	salvation	in	Christ.	This	is	clear,	too,	from	Gregory’s	reading
of	the	Song	of	Songs,	where	the	church’s	aim	is	to	enter	into	the	inner	sanctuary	or	the
bridal	chamber.	For	example,	in	the	nuptial	union	that	takes	place	on	the	couch	(Song
1:16),	Gregory	sees	the	mystical	union	between	Christ	and	his	church.	The	ecclesiology
of	the	entire	commentary	is	based	on	a	close	identification	between	Christ	and	his
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church,	between	the	Groom	and	his	bride,	or	between	the	body’s	head	and	its
members.	Two	passages	from	the	Song	evoke	detailed	discussion	of	the	bride’s	bodily
members	(4:1–7;	5:8–16).	As	he	works	his	way	through	the	various	body	parts
mentioned	here,	Gregory	consistently	interprets	them	in	such	a	way	as	to	lead	the
reader	away	from	bodily	or	material	concerns	to	matters	of	spiritual	and	divine
significance.	It	is,	according	to	Nyssen,	otherworldly	rather	than	this-worldly	beauty	that
the	text	speaks	about.	The	beauty	of	the	body	of	Christ	thus	is	meant	to	stir	up	a	desire
that	enables	the	reader	to	embark	on	the	never-ending	epektatic	journey	upwards	into
the	infinite	reality	of	God’s	life.	Gregory’s	entire	ecclesiology	serves	this	anagogical	aim.

Notes:

(1)	Daniélou,	The	Bible	and	the	Liturgy,	178.

(2)	Daniélou,	The	Bible	and	the	Liturgy,	178.

(3)	Daniélou,	“La	Chronologie	des	sermons,”	370–2;	id.,	“Grégoire	de	Nysse	et	l’origine
de	la	fête	de	l’Ascension,”	in	Patrick	Granfield	and	Josef	A.	Jungmann	(eds.),	Kyriakon:
Festschrift	Johannes	Quasten,	vol.	2	(Münster:	Aschendorff,	1970),	663–6.	Daniélou
argues	that	In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio	must	be	dated	just	prior	to	In	Canticum
canticorum,	perhaps	18	May	388.

(4)	Ascens	323.20–2.	Translations	of	In	ascensionem	Christi	oratio	are	my	own.

(5)	Ascens	323.22–324.1.

(6)	Ascens	324.3–22.

(7)	The	Septuagint	reads	in	Psalm	22:5	“and	your	cup	was	supremely	intoxicating	(καὶ	τὸ
ποτήριόν	σου	μεθύσκον	ὡς	κράτιστον).”

(8)	Cf.	Hans	Lewy,	Sobria	ebrietas:	Untersuchungen	zur	Geschichte	der	antiken	Mystik,
Beihefte	zur	Zeitschrift	für	die	neutestamentliche	Wissenschaft	und	die	Kunde	der
älteren	Kirche,	9	(Gießen:	Töpelmann,	1929).	See	especially	the	discussion	on	Gregory	in
ibid.,	132–7.

(9)	Cant	5.156.18–20.

(10)	Cant	10.309.5–9.

(11)	Cant	10.309.10–12.

(12)	Cant	10.310.4.

(13)	Cant	10.311.3–7.

(14)	For	further	discussion	of	“sober	inebriation,”	see	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie
mystique,	274–7;	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Sober	Drunkenness,”	in	BDGN.
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(15)	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie	mystique,	26.	Cf.	also	Giulio	Maspero,	“Christian
Initiation,”	in	BDGN.

(16)	Ascens	325.7–10.

(17)	Ascens	326.22–3.

(18)	Ascens	327.1–3.

(19)	Jean	Daniélou	has	dated	this	sermon	6	January	383,	based	on	the	fact	that	in	his
introduction,	Gregory	laments	the	“straying	in	distant	wanderings”	and	the	poor	church
attendance	on	the	previous	Sunday	(Diem	lum	221.17–18	(NPNF	II/5.518)),	which	was
New	Year’s	Day.	New	Year’s	Day	and	the	Feast	of	Epiphany	both	fell	on	a	Sunday	in	383
(Daniélou,	“La	Chronologie	des	sermons,”	362).	For	an	overview	of	In	diem	luminum,	see
Everett	Ferguson,	“Preaching	at	Epiphany:	Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	John	Chrysostom	on
Baptism	and	the	Church,”	ChH	66	(1997),	1–17.	For	a	more	general	discussion	of
Christmas	and	Epiphany	in	the	Cappadocian	Fathers,	see	J.	Mossay,	“La	Noël	et
l’Épiphanie	en	Cappadoce	au	IVe	siècle,”	in	A.-M.	Dubarle	et	al.	(eds.),	Noël—Épiphanie:
Retour	du	Christ,	Lex	orandi,	40	(Paris:	Cerf,	1967),	211–36.	While	my	analysis	covers	a
large	part	of	In	diem	luminum,	I	leave	out	a	substantial	section,	in	which	Gregory
discusses	numerous	Old	Testament	types	and	prophecies	of	Baptism	(Diem	lum	230.6–
237.22	(NPNF	II/5.521–3)).	For	further	discussion	of	Gregory’s	views	on	Baptism,	see
Reinhard	Jakob	Kees,	Die	Lehre	von	der	Oikonomia	Gottes	in	der	Oratio	catechetica
Gregors	von	Nyssa,	Supplements	to	Vigiliae	Christianae,	30	(Leiden:	Brill,	1995),	166–82,
264–6;	Everett	Ferguson,	“Exhortations	to	Baptism	in	the	Cappadocians,”	SP	32	(1997),
121–9;	id.,	“The	Doctrine	of	Baptism	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Oratio	Catechetica,”	in
Stanley	E.	Porter	and	Anthony	R.	Cross	(eds.),	Dimensions	of	Baptism:	Biblical	and
Theological	Studies,	Journal	for	the	Study	of	the	New	Testament	Supplement	Series,	234
(London:	Sheffield	Academic	Press,	2002),	224–34;	id.,	Baptism	in	the	Early	Church:
History,	Theology,	and	Liturgy	in	the	First	Five	Centuries	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:
Eerdmans,	2009),	603–16;	Ilaria	L.	E.	Ramelli,	“Baptism	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Theology
and	Its	Orientation	to	Eschatology,”	in	David	Hellholm	et	al.	(eds.),	Ablution,	Initiation,
and	Baptism:	Late	Antiquity,	Early	Judaism,	and	Early	Christianity,	Beihefte	zur
Zeitschrift	für	die	neutestamentliche	Wissenschaft	und	die	Kunde	der	älteren	Kirche,
176/I	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	2011),	1205–31.

(20)	Diem	lum	223.2–3	(NPNF	II/5.518);	my	translation.

(21)	Diem	lum	224.4–5.	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(22)	Diem	lum	225.3–8	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(23)	Diem	lum	225.11–14	(NPNF	II/5.519).	One	of	the	charges	Nyssen	brings	against
Eunomius	is	that	he	disregards	the	ecclesial	sacraments.	He	quotes	Eunomius	as	saying,
“We	ourselves,	relying	on	the	saints	and	blessed	men,	say	that	the	‘mystery	of	godliness’
(1	Tim	3.16)	is	not	constituted	either	by	the	solemnity	of	the	names	or	by	peculiarities	of
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ceremonies	and	sacramental	symbols,	but	by	correctness	of	doctrines”	(Eun	III.ix.54
(GNO	II.284.20–5)).	Gregory	rebuts	this	by	appealing	to	John	3:3	and	6:54	and	insisting
that	“by	the	confession	of	the	divine	names,	Father,	I	mean,	and	Son	and	Holy	Spirit,	the
mystery	of	godliness	is	constituted,	and	salvation	achieved,	by	participating	in	the
sacramental	customs	and	symbols”	(Eun	III.ix.56	(GNO	II.285.8–12)).	Cf.	De	Boer,	De
anthropologie,	273–4.

(24)	Diem	lum	225.17–19	(NPNF	II/5.519);	225.21–3	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(25)	Diem	lum	225.24–5	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(26)	Diem	lum	226.7–8	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(27)	Diem	lum	226.9–10	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(28)	Diem	lum	226.8–227.4	(NPNF	II/5.519–20).

(29)	Diem	lum	227.10–12	(NPNF	II/5.520).	Cf.	Or	cat	82.5–84.5	(Srawley	97–9)	for	a
lengthy	version	of	this	same	argument.

(30)	Diem	lum	228.15–21	(NPNF	II/5.520).

(31)	Diem	lum	228.21–4	(NPNF	II/5.520).	Cf.	Or	cat	88.2–12	(Srawley	102–3):	“Since,
then,	the	death	of	the	Author	of	our	life	led	to	burial	in	the	ground,	in	virtue	of	the	nature
which	He	shared	with	us,	the	imitation	(μίμησις)	of	His	death	which	we	effect	is
represented	in	the	neighbouring	element.	And	as	He,	the	Man	from	above,	assumed
mortality,	and	after	being	laid	beneath	the	earth	returned	again	to	life	on	the	third	day,	so
every	one	who	is	united	to	Him	in	virtue	of	his	bodily	nature,	having	in	view	the	same
successful	issue,	I	mean	the	goal	of	life,	has	water,	instead	of	earth,	poured	upon	him,
and,	passing	beneath	this	element	three	separate	times,	reproduces	the	grace	of	the
resurrection	which	was	gained	after	three	days.”	Cf.	Ferguson,	“Doctrine	of	Baptism,”
227–8.

(32)	Diem	lum	224.17–20	(NPNF	II/5.519).

(33)	Diem	lum	237.25–7	(NPNF	II/5.523).	Gregory	makes	the	same	point	extensively	in	his
Oratio	catechetica	magna,	insisting	that	“the	transformation	(μεταποίησις)	of	our	life
which	comes	through	regeneration	will	not	be	a	transformation	(μεταποίησις),	if	we
continue	in	our	present	state”	(Or	cat	102.8–11	(Srawley	116)).	He	goes	on	to	say:	“If,
therefore,	the	birth	from	above	is	a	kind	of	refashioning	(ἀναστοιχείωσίς)	of	the	man,
and	these	characteristics	admit	of	no	change	(μεταβολὴν),	we	must	consider	what	change
(μεταποιηθέντος)	it	is	which	makes	the	grace	of	regeneration	effective”	(Or	cat	102.21–4
(Srawley	117)).	Gregory	goes	so	far	as	to	suggest	that	if	virtue	remains	absent,
regeneration	itself	has	not	taken	place:	“[I]n	such	cases	the	water	is	water,	and	the	gift	of
the	Holy	Spirit	nowhere	appears	in	what	takes	place…”	(Or	cat	103.19–20	(Srawley	117)).
Cf.	also	Vit	Moys	73.6–74.10	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	84–5).



Ecclesial Body

Page 28 of 36

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

(34)	Giulio	Maspero	points	to	the	importance	of	the	term	“imitation”	(μίμησις)	for
Gregory,	both	in	referring	to	Baptism	and	in	speaking	of	the	change	in	life	that	must	follow
(“Baptism,”	in	BDGN).

(35)	Diem	lum	238.10–17	(NPNF	II/5.523).

(36)	Diem	lum	238.20–239.1	(NPNF	II/5.523).

(37)	Diem	lum	239.20–1	(NPNF	II/5.524).

(38)	Diem	lum	240.4–6	(NPNF	II/5.524).

(39)	Diem	lum	240.9–16	(NPNF	II/5.524).

(40)	This	is	the	only	place	where	Gregory	discusses	the	Eucharist	in	any	detail.	He	briefly
discusses	the	Eucharist	in	Homily	10	of	In	Canticum	canticorum	in	connection	with	the
theme	of	“sober	inebriation,”	as	we	have	already	seen.	See	also	the	brief	discussion	of
the	Eucharist	in	De	perfectione,	which	discusses	the	designation	of	the	Lord	as	“spiritual
food	and	drink”	(1	Cor	10:3–4)	and	emphasizes	the	requirement	of	a	pure	conscience	for
participation	in	the	Eucharist	(Perf	190.16–192.15	(Woods	Callahan	107–8)).

(41)	Or	cat	93.1–94.4	(Srawley	107–8).	This	argument	from	the	twofold	character	of
human	beings	is	quite	similar	to	the	one	that	we	saw	Gregory	make	in	connection	with
Baptism.

(42)	Cf.	the	discussions	in	De	Boer,	De	anthropologie,	289–96;	Kees,	Die	Lehre	von	der
Oikonomia	Gottes,	182–91;	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Eucharist,”	in	BDGN.

(43)	Or	cat	95.20–3	(Srawley	109–10);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(44)	Or	cat	96.13–18	(Srawley	110).

(45)	Or	cat	96.20–2	(Srawley	110).

(46)	Or	cat	97.1	(Srawley	111).

(47)	Or	cat	97.5–12	(Srawley	111).

(48)	Or	cat	98.1–6	(Srawley	112).

(49)	Or	cat	98.7	(Srawley	112).

(50)	Norman	Russell,	The	Doctrine	of	Deification	in	the	Greek	Patristic	Tradition	(Oxford:
Oxford	University	Press,	2004),	228.	For	insightful	discussion	of	deification	in	Gregory,
see	Lewis	Ayres,	“Deification	and	the	Dynamics	of	Nicene	Theology:	The	Contribution	of
Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SVThQ	49	(2005),	375–94.

(51)	Or	cat	94.1	(Srawley	107–8);	my	translation.
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(52)	Mateo-Seco,	“Eucharist.”

(53)	See	above,	nn.	33,	35.

(54)	1	Corinthians	15:28	was	the	topic	of	a	great	deal	of	discussion	in	the	fourth	century
due	to	the	fact	that	Marcellus	of	Ancyra	(†	c.	374)	saw	evidence	in	this	verse	that	the
temporary	kingdom	of	Christ	would	come	to	an	end	at	the	Parousia.	In	the	eternal
kingdom	of	God,	the	Word	would	return	to	the	Father,	at	which	point	there	would	be
only	one	God.	Due	to	accusations	of	Sabellianism,	Marcellianism	was	condemned	at	the
Council	of	Constantinople	(381),	which	added	the	clause	“whose	kingdom	shall	have	no
end.”	Discussions	of	patristic	exegesis	of	1	Corinthians	15:28	may	be	found	in	Eckhard
Schendel,	Herrschaft	und	Unterwerfung	Christi:	1.	Korinther	15,	24–28	in	Exegese	und
Theologie	der	Väter	bis	zum	Ausgang	des	4.	Jahrhunderts,	Beiträge	zur	Geschichte	der
biblischen	Exegese,	12	(Tübingen:	Mohr-Siebeck,	1971);	Joseph	T.	Lienhard,	“The
Exegesis	of	1	Cor	15,	24–28	from	Marcellus	of	Ancyra	to	Theodoret	of	Cyrus,”	VC	37
(1983),	340–59.	For	Nyssen’s	reliance	on	Origen	in	dealing	with	this	text,	see	Ilaria
Ramelli,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Trinitarian	Theology	in	In	Illud:	Tunc	et	ipse	Filius:	His
Polemic	against	‘Arian’	Subordinationism	and	the	ἀποκατάστασις,”	in	Volker	Henning
Drecoll	and	Margitta	Berghaus	(eds.),	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	The	Minor	Treatises	on
Trinitarian	Theology	and	Apollinarism:	Proceedings	of	the	11th	International	Colloquium

on	Gregory	of	Nyssa	(Tübingen,	17–20	September	2008),	Vigiliae	Christianae
Supplements,	106	(Leiden,	Brill,	2011),	445–78.

(55)	Juan	Ignacio	Ruiz	Aldaz,	“Ref	Eun,”	in	BDGN.

(56)	Ref	Eun	396.3–4	(NPNF	II/5.130);	395.10	(NPNF	II/5.130).

(57)	Ref	Eun	396.14–397.12	(NPNF	II/5.130).

(58)	Gregory	briefly	mentions	1	Cor	15:28	also	in	Eun	I.83.10–12	(Hall	63),	insisting	(again
in	a	pneumatological	context)	that	the	subjection	of	the	Son	refers	to	“the	obedience	of	all
mankind	through	the	subjection	to	the	Father	of	the	Son	who	has	shared	in	manhood.”	In
GNO	III/2.xliv–l,	J.	Kenneth	Downing	elaborates	on	the	similarities	between	Eun	I.82.19–
84.9	(§§	191–6	(Hall	63));	Ref	Eun	396.1–397.20	(§§	198–201	(NPNF	II/5.130));	and	Tunc
et	ipse	4.15–10.4	(Casimir	12–16).

(59)	Cf.	Steven	R.	Harmon,	Every	Knee	Should	Bow:	Biblical	Rationales	for	Universal
Salvation	in	Early	Christian	Thought	(Lanham,	Md.:	University	Press	of	America,	2003),
91–92;	id.,	“The	Subjection	of	All	Things	in	Christ:	The	Christocentric	Universalism	of
Gregory	of	Nyssa	(331/40–c.	395),”	in	Gregory	MacDonald	(ed.),	“All	Shall	Be	Well”:
Explorations	in	Universalism	and	Christian	Theology	from	Origen	to	Moltmann	(Eugene,
Ore.:	Cascade,	2011),	57.

(60)	Vaggione,	Eunomius	of	Cyzicus,	84.

(61)	It	is	difficult	to	ascertain	the	exact	date	of	Tunc	et	ipse.	Cf.	Reinhard	M.	Hübner,	Die
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Einheit	des	Leibes	Christi	bei	Gregor	von	Nyssa:	Untersuchungen	zum	Ursprung	der

“Physischen”	Erlösungslehre,	Philosophia	Patrum:	Interpretations	of	Patristic	Texts,	2
(Leiden:	Brill,	1974),	30.

(62)	Tunc	et	ipse	4.1–3	(Casimir	12).	Translations	from	Tunc	et	ipse	are	my	own.	The
English	translation	by	Brother	Casimir	cannot	always	be	relied	upon.	Mariette	Canévet
has	provided	a	helpful	French	translation	in	Grégoire	de	Nysse:	Le	Christ	pascal:	Cinq
homélies	pascales,	homélie	sur	l’Ascension,	traité	“Quand	le	Fils	aura	tout	soumis,”

trans.	Christian	Bouchet	and	Mariette	Canévet,	ed.	A.-G.	Hamman	(Paris:	Migne,	1994),
107–27.	For	a	good	(but	partial)	German	translation,	see	Hübner,	Die	Einheit	des	Leibes
Christi,	35–40.

(63)	Tunc	et	ipse	4.9	(Casimir	12).

(64)	Tunc	et	ipse	4.15–5.3	(Casimir	12–13).

(65)	Tunc	et	ipse	7.1–11	(Casimir	14).

(66)	Tunc	et	ipse	7.12–14	(Casimir	14).

(67)	Tunc	et	ipse	7.15–8.26	(Casimir	15).

(68)	Tunc	et	ipse	9.8–11	(Casimir	15).

(69)	Tunc	et	ipse	9.19	(Casimir	15).

(70)	Tunc	et	ipse	9.6–10.2	(Casimir	15).

(71)	Tunc	et	ipse	10.10	(Casimir	16).

(72)	Tunc	et	ipse	13.15	(Casimir	17);	13.17	(Casimir	17).

(73)	Tunc	et	ipse	13.21–14.13	(Casimir	17–18).

(74)	Cf.	Constantine	Scouteris,	“Malum	privatio	est:	Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa	and	Pseudo-
Dionysius	on	the	Existence	of	Evil	(Some	Further	Comments),”	SP	18	(1989),	539–50;
Alden	A.	Mosshammer,	“Non-being	and	Evil	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	VC	44	(1990),	136–67;
Richard	A.	Norris,	“Two	Trees	in	the	Midst	of	the	Garden	(Genesis	2:9b):	Gregory	of
Nyssa	and	the	Puzzle	of	Human	Evil,”	in	Paul	M.	Blowers	et	al.	(eds.),	In	Dominico
eloquio:	In	Lordly	Eloquence:	Essays	on	Patristic	Exegesis	in	Honor	of	Robert	Louis

Wilken	(Grand	Rapids,	Mich.:	Eerdmans,	2002),	218–41;	Ilaria	L.	E.	Ramelli,	“1Cor	15,
24–26:	Submission	of	Enemies	and	Annihilation	of	Evil	and	Death:	A	Case	for	a	New
Translation	of	v.	26	and	a	History	of	Interpretation,”	SMSR	74	(2008),	241–58.

(75)	Tunc	et	ipse	14.18–19	(Casimir	18).	Ilaria	L.	E.	Ramelli	rightly	observes	that	St.
Gregory	distinguishes	between	the	“submission”	of	all	creatures	and	the	“destruction”
of	death	and	evil	(which	are	not	creatures).	On	this	basis,	and	in	line	with	other	patristic
authors	and	ancient	versions,	she	suggests	that	1	Corinthians	15:26	not	be	rendered	as
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“The	last	enemy	to	be	destroyed	will	be	death,”	but	as	“Death	instead,	will	be	destroyed
as	the	last	enemy”	(in	opposition	to	the	other	enemies,	who	will	submit)	(“1Cor	15,	24–26:
Submission	of	Enemies”).

(76)	Schendel,	Herrschaft,	192.

(77)	Tunc	et	ipse	15.5–14	(Casimir	18).

(78)	Tunc	et	ipse	16.4–8	(Casimir	19).

(79)	Gregory	derived	his	teaching	of	the	restoration	of	all	things	particularly	from	Origen.
(Note,	however,	that	Nyssen	does	not	accept	the	pre-existence	of	the	soul	and	a	pre-
temporal	Fall,	adhered	to	by	some	in	the	Origenist	tradition.)	For	Origen’s	influence	on
Gregory’s	exegesis	of	1	Corinthians	15:28,	see	Ilaria	Ramelli,	“In	Illud:	Tunc	et	ipse
Filius…:	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	Exegesis,	Its	Derivations	from	Origen	and	Early	Patristic
Interpretations	Related	to	Origen’s,”	SP	44	(2010),	259–74.

(80)	Tunc	et	ipse	16.12–22	(Casimir	19).

(81)	Gregory’s	interpretation	of	the	Son’s	subjection	as	the	subjection	of	his	members
may	well	go	back	to	Marcellus	of	Ancyra,	if	the	latter	is	indeed	the	author	of	De
incarnatione	et	contra	Arianos,	as	suggested	by	Martin	Tetz,	“Zur	Theologie	des	Markell
von	Ankyra	I:	Eine	Markellische	Schrift	‘De	incarnatione	et	contra	Arionos’,”	ZKG	75
(1964),	217–70.	For	the	connection	between	Gregory	and	Marcellus,	see	Hübner,	Die
Einheit	des	Leibes	Christi,	32–3,	283–90.	For	brief	discussions	of	De	incarnatione	et
contra	Arianos,	see	also	Lienhard,	“Exegesis	of	1	Cor	15,	24–28,”	346–47;	id.,	Contra
Marcellum:	Marcellus	of	Ancyra	and	Fourth-Century	Theology	(Washington,	DC:	Catholic
University	of	America	Press,	1999),	23–5.

(82)	Steven	R.	Harmon	puts	it	well	when	he	says	that	Gregory’s	argument	may	be
summarized	in	the	following	manner:	“Christ’s	body	is	humanity	as	a	whole;	humanity	as
a	whole	will	eventually	become	subject	to	God;	therefore	it	is	not	the	divine	Word	but
rather	the	whole	of	human	nature	joined	to	the	divine	Word	in	the	incarnation	that	is	said
to	be	subject	to	God”	(“Subjection	of	All	Things,”	57).

(83)	Cf.	Ilaria	Ramelli,	“Clement	of	Alexandria’s	Notion	of	the	Logos	‘All	Things	As	One’:	Its
Background	and	Developments	in	Origen	and	Nyssen,”	in	Zlatko	Pleše	and	Rainer
Hirsch-Luipold	(eds.),	Alexandrian	Personae:	Scholarly	Culture	and	Religious	Traditions
in	Ancient	Alexandria	(1st	ct.	BCE–4ct.	CE)	(Tübingen,	Mohr	Siebeck,	2012),	forthcoming.

(84)	Tunc	et	ipse	18.15–23	(Casimir	20).

(85)	Tunc	et	ipse	19.24–20.1	(Casimir	21).

(86)	Tunc	et	ipse	20.10	(Casimir	21).

(87)	Tunc	et	ipse	20.14–17	(Casimir	21).
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(88)	Tunc	et	ipse	22.7–16	(Casimir	22).	For	a	discussion	of	patristic	exegesis	of	John
17:17–24,	see	Constantine	Scouteris,	“The	People	of	God—Its	Unity	and	Its	Glory:	A
Discussion	of	John	17.17–24	in	the	Light	of	Patristic	Thought,”	GOTR	30	(1985),	399–420.

(89)	Cf.	De	Boer,	De	anthropologie,	267;	Schendel,	Herrschaft,	195–6.

(90)	Tunc	et	ipse	23.16–17	(Casimir	23).

(91)	Tunc	et	ipse	25.3–4	(Casimir	23).

(92)	Tunc	et	ipse	26.10–27.18	(Casimir	24).

(93)	Joseph	Munitz	exaggerates	when	he	highlights	the	omission	of	the	term	“church”	in
Homily	15	and	comments	that	there	is	only	a	“passing	reference	to	baptism”	in	the
sermons	(“The	Church	at	Prayer:	Ecclesiological	Aspects	of	St	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	In
Cantica	Canticorum,”	ECR	3	(1970/71),	390).	As	we	will	see,	St.	Gregory	presents	a	rich
biblically	based	ecclesiology,	and	he	does	refer	to	baptism	repeatedly,	although	often	by
means	of	expressions	such	as	“laver	of	rebirth”	(Cant	2.49.2–3)	or	“mystical	water”	(Cant
7.205.15).

(94)	Cant	1.22.17.	Cf.	Cant	1.40.10;	11.323.3.

(95)	Cant	11.318.13.

(96)	Gregory’s	“ἄδυτοv	theology”	is	discussed	in	Daniélou,	Platonisme	et	théologie
mystique,	182–9;	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Adyton,”	in	BDGN.

(97)	Nyssen	identifies	Christ	as	the	Solomonic	groom	of	the	Song	(Cant	1.17.1–7;
7.201.3–9).	Without	alerting	his	reader,	Gregory	switches	regularly	between	referring	to
Christ	and	to	God	as	the	Bridegroom.

(98)	Cant	3.93.4–9.

(99)	Cant	4.108.10–109.1.

(100)	See	Chap.	4,	sect.:	Bodily	and	Spiritual	Senses	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(101)	Gregory	follows	Philo	and	Origen	in	etymologically	explaining	the	name	“Israel”	as
“seeing	God.”

(102)	Cant	6.197.13–198.2.

(103)	The	significance	of	the	mystical	unity	of	the	church	comes	to	the	fore	also	in	the
conclusion	of	Gregory’s	last	homily,	where	he	reflects	on	John	17:21–3	and	(following	his
earlier	interpretation	in	In	illud:	Tunc	et	ipse)	takes	the	“glory”	mentioned	in	verse	22	to
be	a	reference	to	the	Holy	Spirit	(Cant	15.467.2–17).

(104)	Cant	7.214.6–8.
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(105)	Cant	7.216.3–17.

(106)	For	discussion	of	the	various	bodily	members	in	Gregory’s	writings,	see	Hubertus
R.	Drobner,	Archaeologia	Patristica:	Die	Schriften	der	Kirchenväter	als	Quellen	der
Archäologie	und	Kulturgeschichte:	Gregor	von	Nyssa,	Homiliae	in	Ecclesiasten,	Sussidi
allo	studio	delle	antichità	cristiane,	10	(Vatican	City:	Pontoficio	Instituto	di	Archeologia
Cristiana,	1996),	51–67;	for	bodily	members	in	In	Canticum	canticorum,	see	id.,
“Ecclesiology,”	in	BDGN.

(107)	Cant	7.217.7–12.	For	discussion	of	this	passage,	see	also	De	Boer,	De
anthropologie,	271–3.

(108)	Cant	7.216.19–217.1.

(109)	Cant	7.217.1–2.

(110)	Cant	7.217.15–16.

(111)	Cant	7.217.18–218.1.

(112)	Cant	7.218.15.

(113)	Cant	7.219.1–8.	Cf.	Cant	5.150.3–151.2.

(114)	Cant	7.220.4–15.

(115)	Cant	7.221.19–20.

(116)	Cant	7.222.19;	222.14–17.

(117)	Cant	7.224.7–10.

(118)	Cant	7.226.14–15.

(119)	Cant	7.225.21–227.6.	Gregory	mentions	1	Corinthians	9:9–10	and	Galatians	4:22–31
as	examples	of	St.	Paul	chewing	the	cud	of	the	Old	Testament	Scriptures.

(120)	Cant	7.227.10–228.3.

(121)	Cant	7.224.11–17.

(122)	Cant	7.228.20–1.

(123)	Cant	7.229.1.

(124)	Cant	7.229.8–9.

(125)	Cant	7.230.8–9.
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(126)	Cant	7.230.13–17.

(127)	Cant	7.230.18–19.

(128)	Cant	7.231.2–4;	emphasis	in	original.

(129)	Cant	7.233.11–234.11.

(130)	Cant	7.235.15–236.10.

(131)	Cant	7.241.1–2.

(132)	Cant	7.240.14;	240.18–19.

(133)	Homily	15	(commenting	on	Song	6:1–9)	again	discusses	the	various	bodily	parts	of
the	bride	(Cant	15.450.4–456.15),	but	Gregory	does	not	add	anything	really	new	at	that
point.	He	comments:	“Since	this	entire	passage	has	been	sufficiently	investigated	in	an
earlier	homily,	it	would	be	superfluous	to	add	to	the	difficulties	of	our	discourse	by
stating	the	very	same	ideas	all	over	again”	(Cant	15.450.22–451.1).

(134)	Cant	13.380.15–381.16.	Gregory	explains	this	a	little	later	as	a	distinction	between
“the	invisible	and	incomprehensible	realities	of	the	Godhead”	and	“the	things	that	were
revealed	in	the	economy,	when	Deity,	having	put	on	human	nature,	was	revealed	on	the
earth	and	held	converse	with	human	beings”	(Cant	13.384.14–18).

(135)	Cant	13.381.19–382.6.

(136)	Cant	13.382.6–383.3.

(137)	Cant	13.383.3–6.	Based	on	this	reference,	Janusz	Krolikowski	comments	that
Gregory’s	homilies	are	an	“itinerary	of	ecclesial	life”	(“Cult,”	in	BDGN).

(138)	Cant	13.385.22–386.9.

(139)	Cant	13.386.13–17.

(140)	Cant	13.387.6.

(141)	Cant	13.388.7–8.

(142)	Cant	13.391.5–7.

(143)	Cant	13.391.11–393.11.	By	adding	the	dew	that	rains	teaching	on	the	church,
Gregory	hints	back	to	5:2	(“for	my	head	is	wet	with	dew	and	my	locks	with	drops	of	the
night”).	Cf.	Cant	11.325.17–326.11.

(144)	Cant	13.394.18–19.

(145)	Cant	13.395.11.
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(146)	Cant	13.396.17–19.

(147)	Cant	14.400.5–7.

(148)	Cant	14.401.16–17;	401.13;	401.20.

(149)	Cant	14.402.8.

(150)	Cant	14.404.22–4.

(151)	Cant	14.407.9–12.

(152)	Cant	14.407.12.

(153)	Cant	14.408.7–11.

(154)	Cant	14.409.1–2.

(155)	Cant	14.412.9–413.9.

(156)	Cant	14.413.9–414.12.

(157)	Cant	14.414.19–415.1.

(158)	Cant	14.417.9–14.

(159)	Cant	14.418.5–6.

(160)	Cant	14.419.4.

(161)	Cant	14.422.5–424.8.	Gregory	uses	numerous	biblical	passages	to	draw	a	contrast
between	those	who	belong	to	the	Lord	and	those	who	oppose	him.

(162)	Cant	14.425.4–5.

(163)	Cant	14.426.1–8.

(164)	Cant	14.425.14–17.
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Abstract	and	Keywords

Chapter	7	(‘Virtuous	Body’)	indicates	that	the	anagogical	transposition	enacted	through
the	various	forms	of	embodiment	entails,	for	Gregory,	growth	in	virtue.	Put	differently,
embodiment	serves	anagogical	transposition,	while	this	anagogical	transposition,	in	turn,
means	growth	in	virtue.	De	professsione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione	provide	virtue
with	a	basis	in	Christology.	Gregory’s	identification	of	virtue	with	Christ	and	of	human
virtue	as	participation	in	Christ	helps	him	avoid	moralism	(contrary	to	some	scholars’
interpretation	of	De	instituto	Christiano).	Imitation	of	Moses	in	De	vita	Moysis	is	not	that
of	an	external	model	but	is	participatory	in	character.	Nyssen’s	call	for	the	virtuous	life	of
perfection	is	at	the	same	time	a	call	for	anagogical	participation	in	the	paradisal	reality	of
the	divine	life	that	lies	beyond	human	discourse	and	beyond	the	diastemic	realities	of	the
bounded	existence	of	time	and	space
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Virtue	is	never	far	from	Nyssen’s	mind.	Throughout	the	book,	I	have	highlighted	this
aspect	of	Gregory’s	theology.	In	connection	with	the	“measured	body”	(Chapter	1),	we
saw	that	Gregory’s	homilies	on	Ecclesiastes	were	all	about	virtue.1	Ecclesiastes,	Gregory
maintains,	“looks	exclusively	to	the	conduct	(πολιτείαν)	of	the	Church,	and	gives
instruction	in	those	things	by	which	one	would	achieve	the	life	of	virtue	(ἀρετῇ).”2

According	to	Nyssen,	the	first	two	chapters	of	Ecclesiastes	discuss	the	futility	of	temporal
enjoyments.	The	book’s	third	chapter	deals	with	the	attainment	of	virtue,	and	in	this
connection,	Homilies	6–8	discuss	specifically	“how	one	may	live	virtuously	(κατ᾽	ἀρετὴν),
by	obtaining	from	the	text	some	art	and	method,	so	to	speak,	of	successful	living.”3	The
diastemic	character	of	temporal	existence	makes	ascent	through	a	life	of	virtue	difficult.
Although	he	acknowledges	that	measured	bodies	characterized	by	“interval”	or	“gap”
(διάστημα)	can	potentially	serve	the	journey	of	virtuous	ascent,	Nyssen	regards	the	life
of	virtue	as	a	movement	away	from	the	futility	of	measured	bodies	to	the	joy	of	eternal
life	itself.

My	discussion	of	the	“textual	body”	of	interpretation	(Chapter	2)	has	made	clear	that	for
Gregory	the	virtuous	life	is	the	aim	of	all	biblical	interpretation.	In	his	defense	of
allegorical	exegesis,	he	maintains	that	whenever	the	bodily	sense	is	a	hindrance	to	virtue,
a	“transposition”	(μεταβληθῆναι)	to	intelligible	realities	is	required.4	The	“transposition”
or	“turn”	that	is	involved	in	anagogical	interpretation	is	analogous	to	the	virtuous	ascent
from	the	material	mode	of	life	here	and	now	to	the	intelligible	existence	of	the	eighth	day.
Gregory’s	commentary	on	the	inscriptions	of	the	psalms	explains	that	the	Psalter	assists
us	in	this	virtuous	ascent.5	This	process	begins	with	Psalm	1,	which	contrasts	the	ways	of
virtue	and	vice,	and	continues	through	to	Psalm	150,	(p.212)	 which	reaches	the	“peak
of	blessedness	through	the	ascents.”6	Ascent	in	virtue,	explains	Gregory,	shapes	the
harmonious	arrangement	of	the	Psalter.	Its	purpose	is	“not	to	teach	us	mere	history,	but
to	form	our	souls	in	accordance	with	God	through	virtue	(ἀρετῆς).”7	The	homilies	on	the
Song	of	Songs,	too,	comment	throughout	on	the	significance	of	the	virtues.8	The	first	two
homilies	serve	to	purify	the	hearer,	so	that	once	he	is	“washed	and	scrubbed	to	remove
the	filth	of	the	flesh”	he	is	ready	to	listen	to	the	Bridegroom’s	own	voice	in	the	third
homily.9	Thus,	the	life	of	virtue	is	not	only	the	purpose	of	the	exegetical	enterprise,	which
justifies	its	allegorical	approach,	but	it	is	also	a	prerequisite	for	proper	interpretation.	The
anagogical	turn	in	Gregory’s	exegesis	corresponds	closely	to	progress	in	virtue.

In	Chapter	3,	dealing	with	“gendered	body,”	we	saw	that	Gregory	explains	this
anagogical	turn	as	a	removal	of	our	“tunics	of	hide”	in	order	to	put	on	the	“holy	garb”	of
Christ.10	The	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs	describe	this	“holy	garb”	of	Christ	as	a
garment	of	virtues.	It	is	a	garment	that	is	made	up	of	“threads	by	means	of	which	pure
works	are	woven	together.”11	The	saving	exchange	with	Christ	is,	for	Nyssen,	identical
with	growth	in	virtue.	Similarly,	anagogical	transposition	involves	a	mortification	of	the
bodily	senses,	which	give	way	to	the	spiritual	senses.12	The	virtuous	patterns	of	bodily
renunciation	constitute	the	life	of	anagogical	ascent.	This	renunciation	of	the	body,
Gregory	makes	clear	in	De	virginitate,	is	a	participation	in	God’s	virginal	and	genderless
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existence.13

De	virginitate	is	quite	insistent	on	the	link	between	virginity	and	virtue.	In	Chapter	4	(on
the	topic	of	“dead	body”),	I	indicated	that	already	the	first	paragraph	of	De	virginate
draws	attention	to	this	connection:	“The	only	sufficient	praise	of	virginity	(παρθενίας)	is	to
make	clear	that	it	is	a	virtue	(ἀρετὴν)	beyond	praise	and	that	purity	in	life	is	more
wonderful	than	the	spoken	word.”14	Virginal	purity	(καθαρότης)	is	witnessed	in	a
virtuous	life	of	spiritual	childbearing.	Thus,	the	aim	(σκοπός)	of	Nyssen’s	treatise	is	“to
create	in	the	reader	a	desire	for	the	life	of	virtue	(ἀρετὴν).”15	After	all,	it	is	through	the
life	of	virtue—which	reaches	purity	and	impassibility—that	death	itself	is	defeated.	Bodily
virginity,	for	Gregory,	is	the	first	step	in	our	return	to	Christ.	Anagogical	participation	in
divine	virginity	requires,	therefore,	that	(p.213)	 we	leave	behind	the	beauty	of	bodily
realities.	Since	it	is	through	death	that	this	virtuous	life	of	virginity	reaches	its	peak,
Gregory	makes	clear	(particularly	in	De	mortuis)	that	it	is	a	vice,	not	a	virtue,	to	mourn
death.16	Impassibility	(ἀπάθεια)	is	one	of	the	most	important	virtues	for	Nyssen,	and—
despite	the	pastoral	allowances	that	need	to	be	made—to	lament	death	is	to	betray	an
inordinate	attachment	to	bodily	and	material	realities.	Grief	is	a	concession	to	vice.

Naturally,	the	entire	discussion	on	slavery,	poverty,	leprosy,	and	usury—Chapter	5	on
“oppressed	body”—was	a	discussion	on	the	virtuous	life.	Gregory’s	concern	throughout
is	not	only	with	the	slaves	and	the	homeless	but	also	with	the	slaveholders	and	the	rich.
Their	lives	of	vice	place	their	eternal	future	at	risk.	On	the	day	of	the	great	resurrection,
the	slave	owner	“needs	also	the	indulgence	(ἀνεξικακίας)	and	generosity	(ἀγαθότητος)
of	his	master.”17	The	slave	owner	must	imitate	the	“benevolence”	(φιλανθρωπία)	that
God	himself	shows	in	the	Incarnation.18	By	thus	displaying	the	virtue	of	God	himself,	the
slave	owner	safeguards	his	own	eschatological	future.	In	his	sermons	De	beneficentia,
Quatenus	uni,	and	Contra	usurarios	Gregory	sharply	denounces	the	vice	of	greed	in	the
face	of	pervasive	homelessness	and	poverty.	The	common	humanity	of	rich	and	poor,
healthy	and	sick	overrides	their	obvious	differences.	To	mistreat	the	body	of	the	poor	is
to	mistreat	the	one	in	whose	image	they	are	made.19	Gregory	repeatedly	points	to	the
parable	of	Dives	and	Lazarus	(Luke	16:19–31),	warning	the	rich	that	their	eternal	future
is	at	stake.20	Gregory’s	writings	on	the	“oppressed	body”	are,	no	less	so	than	many	of
his	other	sermons,	ascetical	writings	that	call	on	the	well-to-do	to	pursue	the	anagogical
life.	It	is	through	care	for	the	body	of	the	oppressed	that	the	soul	of	the	oppressor	can
be	healed.	Anagogical	transposition	through	virtue	is	Gregory’s	aim,	also	in	his	demand	of
beneficence	toward	the	oppressed.

The	importance	of	virtue	became	clear	also	as	we	looked	at	Gregory’s	view	of	the
“ecclesial	body”	(Chapter	6).	The	anagogical	transposition	of	Baptism	is	meaningless	if	it	is
not	followed	by	genuine	“transformation”	(μεταποίησις)	that	can	be	seen	in	a	life	of
virtue,	maintains	Nyssen.21	The	body’s	Baptism	ought	to	leave	one	indifferent	to	the
pleasures	of	the	body,	he	insists	in	his	Epiphany	sermon,	In	diem	luminum.22	The
transformations	that	take	place	(p.214)	 in	the	Eucharist	hinge	on	our	eating	the	deified
body	of	Jesus	Christ.	Put	differently,	our	anagogical	transformation	is	directly	linked	to
the	anagogical	transformation	of	Christ’s	own,	personal	body.	The	teaching	of	the	church
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as	the	body	of	Christ	offers	hope,	Gregory	argues	in	In	illud:	Tunc	et	ipse,	because	the
connection	between	Christ	and	the	church	means	that	through	him	sin	and	death	are
destroyed.23	On	the	final	day,	when	only	the	goodness	of	virtue	will	remain,	the	entire
body	of	Christ	will	in	this	way	be	subjected	to	God	the	Father.	The	subjection	of	Christ	(1
Cor	15:18)	is	the	subjection	of	his	body.	This	same	near-interchangeability	between	the
head	and	the	body	characterizes	also	the	homilies	on	the	Song	of	Songs.	Gregory	readily
transfers	the	desirability	of	the	Groom	to	the	bride,	since	the	virtues	of	the	bride	in	a
real	sense	are	the	virtues	of	the	Groom.	Gregory’s	understanding	of	virtue	is	based	on
the	notion	that	our	virtue	is	a	participation	in	the	virtue	of	God	himself.

It	is	not	my	primary	intent	here	to	summarize	each	of	the	foregoing	chapters	of	the	book;
rather,	my	purpose	is	to	underscore	the	main	instances	where	we	have	seen	St.	Gregory
highlight	the	life	of	virtue.	The	above	discussion	makes	clear	that	Gregory	considers
virtue	as	central	to	each	of	the	topics	discussed	in	the	earlier	chapters	of	the	book.	For
Gregory,	biblical	exposition	on	any	topic	must	take	virtue	as	its	starting-point	and	aim.
Christian	teaching	always	has	virtue	as	its	purpose.	One	does	not	do	an	injustice	to	St.
Gregory,	therefore,	by	characterizing	him	as	a	teacher	of	virtue.

The	above	summary	allows	us	to	draw	a	number	of	conclusions	with	regard	to	Nyssen’s
teaching	on	virtue.	First,	for	Gregory,	virtue	is	identified	primarily	with	God	or	with
Christ.	Virtue,	insists	Gregory,	is	identical	to	divine	characteristics	such	as
blamelessness,	holiness,	purity,	and	incorruptibility.24	The	reason,	therefore,	that
Gregory	expounds	on	virtue	in	virtually	all	of	his	writings	is	not	just	the	moral	bent	of	his
writings—though	it	is	connected	with	this—but	the	fact	that	by	expounding	on	virtue	one
discusses	the	goodness	and	beauty	of	God	himself.	Second,	human	virtue	is	participatory
in	character.	It	is	by	putting	on	the	“garb	of	Christ”	that	we	become	virtuous,	and	it	is
through	our	eating	of	the	body	of	Christ	in	the	Eucharist	that	we	ourselves	are
transformed.	The	metaphor	of	Christ	as	the	head	and	the	Church	as	his	body	points	to
this	participatory	character	of	human	virtue.	The	bride’s	beauty	is,	in	a	real	sense,	the
Bridegroom’s	beauty,	because	the	former	is	derived	from	and	participates	in	the	latter.
Gregory	avoids	lapsing	into	straightforward	moralism	precisely	because	human	virtue
never	stands	on	its	own	but	is	always	participatory	in	nature.

Third,	the	life	of	virtue	does	not	mean	a	strict	denigration	of	material	life.	Gregory’s
writings	abound	with	comments	about	the	goodness	of	the	created	(p.215)	 order,	the
goodness	of	the	body,	and	the	respectability	of	marriage.	Virtue	is	lived	out	in	the
diastemic	life	of	our	temporal	and	material	existence.	This	is	most	obvious	in	the	social
concerns	that	Nyssen	expresses	with	regard	to	“oppressed	bodies,”	but	it	is	also
evident	in	his	high	regard	for	Baptism	and	Eucharist.	Furthermore,	in	the	Song	of	Songs,
words	“tinctured	with	passion”	are	indispensable	for	the	Song’s	teaching	of	impassibility,
and	the	life	of	virginity	is	only	meaningful	inasmuch	as	it	involves	bodily	practices	of
renunciation.25	On	Gregory’s	view,	time,	space,	and	materiality	are	divine	creations,	and
as	such	they	form	the	matrix	within	which	the	human	life	of	virtue	plays	itself	out.

Fourth,	virtue	is	anagogical	in	character.	This	final	characteristic	of	virtue	stands	in
obvious	tension	with	the	preceding	one,	and	it	has	been	the	burden	of	my	argument	in
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this	book	to	demonstrate	that	anagogical	transposition	is	the	main	characteristic	of
Gregory’s	understanding	of	embodiment.	Gregory’s	exegetical	writings	are	replete	with
language	of	“steps”	of	ascent—both	exegetically	and	in	terms	of	human	virtue—by	which
the	reader	is	meant	to	arrive	at	the	summit	of	participation	in	the	life	of	God.	Gregory’s
impatience	with	the	diastemic	character	of	this-worldly	existence,	his	deep	awareness	of
the	problematic	character	of	post-lapsarian	embodied	existence,	his	thoroughgoing
distrust	of	the	pleasures	of	the	body,	and	his	consistent	insistence	on	the	radical
otherness	of	our	angel-like,	spiritual	existence	in	the	paradisal	eighth	day	all	point	in	the
same	direction;	virtue,	as	participation	in	the	life	of	God,	means	leaving	behind	the
diastemic	structures	of	embodiment.	The	virtuous	pursuit	of	anagogy	begins,	Nyssen
avers,	with	the	recognition	that	embodied	existence	in	its	current	constitution	is	deeply
problematic.

Alleged	Moralism	in	Nyssen’s	Theology
In	the	remainder	of	this	chapter,	I	will	analyze	several	of	Gregory’s	writings	with	a	view
to	elucidating	these	four	characteristics	of	virtue.	In	some	way,	this	will	seem	to	take	us
away	from	the	theme	of	embodiment	that	has	been	prominent	throughout	the	book:	in
what	follows,	I	will	not	focus	on	the	body	per	se.	What	I	do	want	to	do,	however,	is	to	ask
how	Nyssen’s	understanding	of	the	body	as	I	have	discussed	it	so	far	intersects	with	his
approach	to	virtue.	If,	as	I	have	argued,	Gregory	is	an	anagogical	thinker	as	well	as	a
theologian	who	is	continuously	concerned	with	virtue,	we	need	to	look	at	how	he	relates
virtue	to	ascent.	In	an	important	way,	then,	this	chapter	will	continue	to	raise	the	issue	of
embodiment:	I	will	argue	that	for	St.	Gregory,	(p.216)	 virtue—as	an	ever-increasing
participation	in	God’s	life—leaves	behind	the	temporal	and	material	realities	of	earthly
existence.	This	means	that	in	this	chapter	we	come	full	circle:	using	the	terminology	of
Chapter	1,	we	could	say	that	for	Gregory	virtue	is	the	means	of	escaping	the
measurable,	diastemic	character	of	this-worldly	existence.

It	is	true	that	Gregory	always	guards	against	denying	the	goodness	of	creation,	including
the	human	body.	It	is	also	true	that	he	sees	embodied	realities	as	playing	an	important
role	in	the	life	of	virtue—as	can	be	seen	both	in	practices	of	bodily	renunciation	and	in
alleviation	of	material	hardship.	In	that	sense	it	may	not	be	out	of	place	to	speak	of
“virtuous	bodies.”	Nonetheless,	St.	Gregory	is	deeply	aware	that	embodied	existence	in
our	fallen	world	constitutes	a	major	hindrance	on	the	path	of	virtue.	He	therefore	could
never	affirm	the	possibility	of	a	“virtuous	body”	without	immediately	qualifying	this;	the
most	significant	caveat	being	that	in	the	life	of	virtue	one	embarks	on	an	anagogical
journey	that	ultimately	leaves	behind	the	measurable	life	of	the	here-and-now.	According
to	Nyssen,	the	more	virtuous	our	life	in	the	body	is,	the	more	we	leave	behind	the
diastemic	life	of	this-worldly	existence.

In	tracing	the	connection	between	virtue	and	anagogy,	I	will	first	discuss	three	relatively
short	writings	that	are	closely	connected:	De	professione	Christiana,	De	perfectione,	and
De	instituto	Christiano.	I	will	look	at	them	through	the	lens	especially	of	the	first	two
characteristics	of	virtue:	the	identification	of	God	or	Christ	with	virtue	and	the	latter’s
participatory	status	among	human	beings.	In	this	context,	the	charges	of	moralism	and
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(semi-)	Pelagianism	that	Gregory	has	repeatedly	faced	are	particularly	pertinent.	I	will
argue	that	the	overall	approach	to	virtue	that	comes	to	the	fore	in	these	writings	is,	for
the	most	part,	thoroughly	Christological	and	that	the	participatory	character	of	human
virtue	at	the	very	least	softens	any	problems	that	might	otherwise	arise	from	his	indeed
strong	emphasis	on	the	freedom	of	the	will.	This	participatory	aspect	of	virtue	not	only
protects	Gregory	against	moralism,	but	it	also	allows	him	to	look	at	virtue	as	the	very
means	of	the	anagogical	pursuit.	Next,	I	will	turn	to	De	vita	Moysis	in	order	to	see	how
Nyssen	sees	virtue	and	grace	as	coming	together	in	Moses’	life.	I	will	make	clear	that
Gregory	regards	virtue	as	a	process	of	anagogical	participation	that	leads	to	never-
ending	growth	in	Christ.

The	question	of	how	virtue	and	grace	relate	in	Nyssen’s	theology	is	a	complicated	one.
The	charge	that	his	theology	is	moralistic	or	(semi-)Pelagian	often	relies	on	statements
that	he	makes	in	De	instituto	Christiano.	Until	Werner	Jaeger’s	discovery	and	publication
of	the	complete	edition	in	1952,	only	a	partial	treatise	had	been	available.26	Jaeger’s
publication	of	the	full	treatise	in	the	Gregorii	Nysseni	Opera,	along	with	his	argument	that
this	work	(p.217)	 was,	in	fact,	written	by	Nyssen	himself,	has	significantly	impacted	the
debate	surrounding	Gregory’s	alleged	moralism.	Jaeger	analyzed	the	theology	of	De
instituto	Christiano	and	came	to	the	conclusion	that	in	this	particular	treatise,	“the
theology	of	the	Eastern	Church	reached	the	culminating	point	of	its	tendency	to	bring	the
two	basic	elements	of	the	Christian	religion,	divine	grace	and	human	effort,	into	perfect
balance.”27	Gregory’s	understanding	of	“synergy”	(συνεργία)	is,	according	to	Jaeger,
identical	to	that	of	the	semi-Pelagians	of	the	fifth	century,	who

tried	to	keep	the	middle	of	the	road	by	stating	the	priority	of	free	will	over	divine
grace	(either	generally	or	in	special	cases),	though	they	taught	that	it	was
impossible	to	bring	what	man’s	will	had	started	to	perfection	without	Dei
adiutorium.	This	is,	as	we	see,	precisely	the	doctrine	of	συνεργία	advanced	by
Gregory	of	Nyssa,	inculcated	in	the	present	treatise	and	elsewhere.28

On	Jaeger’s	understanding,	St.	Gregory	sees	the	human	person	as	initiating	the	process
of	salvation,	even	though	divine	assistance	is	necessary	to	perfect	this	process.

The	cause	of	Gregory’s	moralism,	according	to	Jaeger,	is	the	fact	that	he	adopts	the
Platonic	theory	of	perfection	as	“imitation	of	God,”	and	of	moral	progress	(προκοπή)	by
way	of	virtue	(ἀρετή)	and	moral	efforts	(πόνοι,	ἀγῶνες).	On	this	account,	Gregory	adds
to	this	Platonic	set	of	ideas	the	notion	of	divine	grace,	whereby	the	Spirit	assists	those
who	are	worthy	(ἄξιοι).29	Jaeger	is	not	alone	in	his	judgment.	Others	have	either
followed	him	or	have	independently	come	to	similar	positions.30	Donald	C.	Abel,	in	a
particularly	lucid	article,	has	argued	that	for	Gregory,	both	effort	and	grace	are
necessary	to	attain	the	goal	of	perfection;	human	effort	is	a	necessary	precondition	for
the	reception	of	divine	grace;	and	the	amount	of	grace	that	one	receives	is	directly
proportionate	to	the	amount	of	effort	one	puts	in.31	Gregory,	on	this	understanding,	can
hardly	avoid	the	charge	of	moralism.

Others,	however,	have	argued	that	Nyssen’s	theology,	while	emphasizing	human
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freedom,	does	not	downplay	divine	grace.32	The	main	arguments	for	(p.218)	 this
position	have	been	well	articulated	by	Ekkehard	Mühlenberg	and	Verna	E.	F.	Harrison.
Mühlenberg	maintains	that	Gregory’s	doctrine	of	divine	infinity	makes	all	the	difference
for	a	proper	interpretation	of	his	synergism.	This	doctrine,	Mühlenberg	argues,	sets
Gregory	radically	apart	from	his	Platonic	environment,	in	that	it	is	predicated	on	a	sharp
creator–creature	distinction,	according	to	which	the	creator	is	infinite	and	the	creature
finite.	The	creature’s	continuous	progress	(ἐπέκτασις)	in	virtue,	which	the	doctrine	of
divine	infinity	makes	possible,	eliminates	the	kind	of	works-righteousness	according	to
which	God	would	owe	human	beings	salvation.33	After	all,	an	infinite	God—whose	infinity
finite	creatures	can	never	fully	traverse—could	not	possibly	owe	salvation	to	finite
creatures;	they	would	never	“measure	up”	to	divine	infinity.	As	Mühlenberg	puts	it,
“Ascent	and	progress	towards	perfection	are	so	defined	that	no	step	can	be	calculated	as
a	step	towards	greater	assimilation	to	God.	The	way	Gregory	understands	προκοπή
[progress]	and	τελειότης	[perfection]	makes	it	impossible	to	acquire	a	righteousness	with
which	one	could	step	before	God	and	to	which	one	could	point	in	God’s	judgment.”34

Furthermore,	Mühlenberg	maintains,	we	need	to	keep	in	mind	that	Augustine	and
Gregory	answer	different	theological	questions.	Augustine	wonders	how	one	can	stand
up	before	God,	while	Gregory	asks	how	human	autonomy	can	be	overcome	so	that	one
can	achieve	human	excellence.35	This	difference	in	starting-points	correlates	to	differing
conceptions	of	the	human	will.	For	Augustine,	the	will	is	simply	the	power	to	determine
the	direction	of	one’s	actions,	which	means	that	God	needs	to	recreate	the	will	in	order	to
achieve	our	salvation.	For	Nyssen,	however,	the	will	is	a	natural	drive	and	desire	that
aims	at	the	perceived	good,	though	it	is	a	good	about	which	one	may	well	be	mistaken.
This	means	that	Gregory	takes	the	possibility	of	deception	with	regard	to	the	good	with
utmost	seriousness.	Here,	the	will	does	not	need	to	be	recreated	but,	at	least	in	part,
needs	to	be	purified	from	its	wrongful	desires	to	which	it	clings	as	a	result	of	an	error	in
judgment	with	regard	to	the	good.36

(p.219)	 Verna	Harrison	takes	her	starting-point	in	the	centrality	that	the	doctrine	of
participation	holds	in	Nyssen’s	theology.	According	to	Harrison,	Gregory	regards	human
virtues	primarily	as	participation	in	the	life	of	God.	Although	God’s	essence	or	nature
(φύσις)	is	beyond	our	reach,	his	energies	(ἐνέργειαι)	are	present	in	our	lives,	which
means	in	turn	that,	in	a	real	sense,	God’s	own	life	is	present	and	active	in	the	soul,	and
from	the	soul	this	grace	can	then	pass	from	one	human	being	to	another.37	Harrison
concludes:	“We	exercise	virtues	by	our	own	choice	and	effort,	yet	the	virtues	we
exercise	are	the	presence	and	activity	of	Christ	in	us.”38	In	particular,	Harrison	counters
Jaeger’s	interpretation.	While	she	acknowledges	that	for	Gregory	the	act	of	virtue	is	the
human	person’s	own	act,	resulting	from	a	decision	made	by	his	free	choice	(προαίρεσις),
she	nonetheless	insists	that	in	three	important	ways,	grace	has	priority	over	human
willing	in	Nyssen’s	thought.	First,	grace	always	precedes	the	human	action.	Grace	is
already	present	before	we	choose	to	receive	it	(though,	of	course,	Nyssen	recognizes
that	in	our	current	condition,	evil	is	present,	as	well).39	It	seems	to	me	Harrison	here
expresses	in	a	different	way	the	same	thing	that	Mühlenberg	affirms,	namely,	that
Gregory	looks	at	human	beings	as	naturally	desiring	the	perceived	good,	so	that	grace	is
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naturally	part	and	parcel	of	the	human	condition.	Second,	grace	holds	more	weight	in	the
process	of	salvation	than	does	human	action.	While	human	effort	is	indeed	an
indispensable	part	of	the	process,	“the	divine	activity	makes	the	greater	contribution.”40

Thus,	while	there	is	a	synergy	between	God	and	human	beings,	Harrison	maintains	that
divine	assistance	(συμμαχία)	provides	the	lion’s	share	of	the	work.	Third,	grace
surpasses	the	limits	of	human	effort.	The	proportionality	between	effort	and	grace	gets
superseded	in	that	the	saint	becomes	“intensely	aware	of	the	disproportion	between
himself	and	the	infinite	God,	and	this	opens	him	to	receive	an	abundance	of	grace	that	is
not	measured	by	his	capacity	for	toils.”41	Human	receptivity	for	grace	increases	as	God’s
grace	continually	opens	up	the	soul	for	further	progress	into	the	life	of	God.

It	will	be	clear	that	my	own	reading	of	virtue	in	Gregory	comports	well	with	the	approach
of	Mühlenberg	and	especially	that	of	Harrison.	If	virtue	is	primarily	a	divine	characteristic
and	if	human	virtue	is	a	participation	in	the	divine	life	(according	to	the	first	two
conclusions	drawn	above	from	the	earlier	chapters	of	my	book),	then	Mühlenberg	would
seem	to	be	right	in	his	insistence	that	it	is	by	entering	and	progressing	into	the	infinite	life
of	God	that	human	beings	become	virtuous.	Conversely,	this	means	that	virtue	is
(p.220)	 never	attained	apart	from	God,	as	the	product	of	radically	self-sufficient	human
beings.	Two	important	points	need	to	be	made,	then,	with	regard	to	the	charge	of
moralism.	In	the	first	place,	Gregory	does	not	work	with	a	separation	between	nature	and
the	supernatural.	Instead,	nature	itself	is	a	gift	of	grace	that	from	the	outset	constitutes
human	beings	as	desiring	the	very	life	of	God.42	This	innate	natural	desire	means	that
divine	grace	always	precedes	any	human	willing	that	goes	into	particular	human	actions.
Secondly,	for	Gregory	there	is	not	a	particular	measurable	quantity	of	virtue	that	would
suffice	to	make	the	human	person	righteous	before	God.	Instead,	the	initial	gift	of	grace
enables	the	human	person	to	perform	virtuous	actions,	which	in	turn	enlarges	their
capacity	for	divine	grace,	which	leads	to	further	virtuous	actions.	Thus,	a	cyclical
relationship	between	grace	and	virtue	emerges,	in	which	there	is	a	continually	developing
synergetic	relationship	between	the	two.

This	is	not	to	say	that	Gregory’s	thought	is	not	open	to	criticism.	In	particular,	while
Harrison	may	well	be	correct	in	her	suggestion	that	for	Nyssen,	grace	makes	a	larger
contribution	to	salvation	than	human	action	(her	second	observation),	we	will	see	from	his
writings	that	he	does	not	always	emphasize	the	priority	of	grace	as	strongly	as	he	could.
Even	so,	St.	Gregory’s	participatory	view	of	virtue,	coupled	with	his	insistence	that	it	is	a
progressively	ascending,	epektatic	entry	into	the	infinite	life	of	God,	means	that	we	cannot
read	Nyssen	as	a	moralistic	theologian	for	whom	virtuous	actions	are	attempts	to
measure	up	to	the	moral	demands	of	God.	Gregory’s	anagogical	mysticism	holds	at	bay
any	moralism	that	might	otherwise	threaten	his	approach.

Part	of	the	problem	with	the	interpretation	of	Jaeger	and	others	is	that	it	tends	to	be
based	primarily	(or	only)	on	the	newly	discovered	complete	text	of	De	instituto
Christiano.43	This	immediately	raises	the	question	of	authorship.	While	Jaeger	has	argued
strenuously	for	the	authenticity	and	originality	of	De	instituto	Christiano,	his	judgment
has	not	been	universally	accepted.	The	fact	that	the	second	part	of	the	treatise	is	in	parts
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verbatim	identical	to	the	so-called	“Great	Letter”	attributed	to	the	Egyptian	hermit
Macarius	has	continued	to	generate	disagreement.	Both	Jaeger	and	Dörries	have	argued
that	De	instituto	Christiano	is	the	original,	written	by	Nyssen	himself,	while	the	“Great
Letter”	would	be	a	later	work	that	borrows	heavily	from	and	adds	to	St.	Gregory’s
treatise.44	A	number	of	scholars,	however,	have	subsequently	argued	that	Gregory	has
borrowed	from	pseudo-Macarius	rather	than	the	(p.221)	 other	way	around,45	and	at
least	one	scholar	has	rejected	Gregorian	authorship	of	De	instituto	Christiano
altogether.46	At	the	very	least,	it	would	seem	prudent	not	to	base	far-reaching
conclusions	on	a	reading	of	this	treatise	alone.	Considering	the	great	significance	that
virtue	plays	throughout	Nyssen’s	writings,	it	would	seem	judicious	to	fully	take	into
account	the	four	main	characteristics	of	Gregory’s	understanding	of	virtue	highlighted	at
the	end	of	the	previous	section	and	drawn	from	Nyssen's	overall	corpus.

Virtue	as	Participation	in	Christ:	De	professione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione
Gregory’s	De	professione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione	are	certainly	consonant	with	his
approach	to	virtue	as	it	has	emerged	so	far.47	The	four	characteristics	of	virtue	that	I
have	delineated	are	clearly	present	in	these	two	writings.	In	the	former,	Nyssen
addresses	a	fairly	lengthy	letter	to	a	certain	Harmonius,	in	the	recognition	that	his	failure
to	write	earlier	has	placed	him	in	Harmonius’	debt.48	Gregory’s	letter	thus	is	meant	to
fulfill	his	obligation	to	Harmonius:	“Just	as	people	who,	because	they	have	taken	on	a	debt
(χρέος)	over	many	days,	are	subject	to	daily	payments	(οἱ	τοῖς	ἡμερινοῖς	ὑποκείμενοι
φόροις)	to	powerful	people,	pay	off	(ἀποτιννύντες)	the	principal	amount	of	the	penalty
(ὄφλημα)	by	combining	the	parts	of	the	penalties	(ὀφλημάτων)	if	they	happen	upon	some
wealth,	so	I	myself	will	do	this	for	your	Reverence.”49	Since	for	Christians	“a	promise	is	a
debt	(χρέος),”	Gregory	now	plans	to	fulfill	(p.222)	 his	obligation.50	At	the	end	of	his
letter,	he	is	pleased	to	be	able	to	say	to	Harmonius	that	he	has	now	“made	payment	in	full
(ἀναπληρώσαμεν),	not	only	for	the	letters	not	sent	before,	but	also	in	advance	for	the
ones	which	may	not	be	written	hereafter.”51

The	theme	of	debt	payment	is	more	than	just	a	clever	rhetorical	ploy	by	which	Nyssen
justifies	himself,	as	it	were,	before	Harmonius.	Elsewhere	in	the	letter,	Gregory	links	the
theme	of	financing	and	debt	payment	with	that	of	virtue.	As	he	tries	to	establish	“a
hypothesis	(ὑπόθεσίν)	profitable	to	the	soul	for	the	scope	(σκοπῷ)	of	our	letter,”52	he
raises	the	basic	question:	“What	is	the	profession	(ἐπάγγελμα)	of	a	‘Christian’?”53

Gregory	maintains	that	a	look	at	this	question	is	going	to	be	profitable,	“since,	if	what	is
indicated	by	this	name	is	determined	accurately,	we	shall	have	much	assistance
(συνεργίαν)	for	a	life	in	accordance	with	virtue	(κατ’	ἀρετὴν),	provided,	of	course,	that
we	are	eager	through	a	lofty	discipline	to	be	truly	what	the	name	signifies.”54	After
reflecting	at	some	length	on	the	virtuous	life	of	a	Christian,	Gregory	comments	that
already	today	it	is	possible	for	us	to	undertake	a	“heavenly	sojourn,”	even	while	we	are
still	on	earth,	“by	our	thinking	heavenly	thoughts	and	depositing	(ἐναποτίθεσθαι)	in	the
treasury	(θησαυροῖς)	there	a	wealth	of	virtue	(τὸν	τής	ἀρετῆς	πλοῦτον).	‘Do	not	lay	up
for	yourselves	treasures	(Μὴ	θησαυρίζετε…θησαυροὺς)	on	earth,’	it	says,	‘but	lay	up
for	yourselves	treasures	(θησαυρίζετε	θησαυροὺς)	in	heaven,	where	neither	moth	nor
rust	consumes	nor	thieves	break	in	and	steal	[Matt	6:19].’”55
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As	he	nears	the	end	of	his	letter,	Nyssen	then	expounds	on	this	saying	of	Jesus	by
insisting	that	we

transfer	our	activities	to	a	region	where	what	is	stored	(θησαυρισθὲν)	is	not	only
safe	and	undiminished	forever,	but	where	it	also	produces	many	kinds	of	interest
(ἐπαύξησιν).	Because	of	the	nature	of	the	One	receiving	the	deposit	(παραθήκην),
it	is	altogether	necessary	that	the	return	(ἀντίδοσιν)	be	amplified.	For	just	as	we,
in	accordance	with	our	nature,	make	a	beggarly	contribution	(πτωχὰ
προσάγοντες)	because	we	are	what	we	are,	so,	also,	it	is	likely	that	the	One	who	is
rich	(πλούσιον)	in	every	way	will	give	the	depositor	(προδεδωκόσιν)	a	return
(ἀντιχαρίζεσθαι)	which	reflects	His	nature.	So	let	no	one	be	discouraged	when	he
brings	into	the	divine	treasury	(θησαυροῖς)	what	is	in	keeping	with	his	own	power
(τὰ	κατὰ	τὴν	ἑαυτοῦ	δύναμιν),	assuming	that	he	will	go	off	with	what	corresponds
to	the	amount	he	has	given	(πρὸς	τὸ	μέτρον	ὧν	δέδωκε),	but	let	him	anticipate,
(p.223)	 according	to	the	Gospel	which	says	he	will	receive	in	exchange	large	for
small,	the	heavenly	for	the	earthly,	the	eternal	for	the	temporal….56

With	great	rhetorical	flourish,	Nyssen	compares	Harmonius’	placing	Gregory	in	his	debt
to	the	Christian	who	lays	up	treasures	for	himself	in	Heaven	with	God.	As	Gregory’s
lengthy	letter	is	ample	payment	for	the	past	as	well	as	for	the	future,	so	God’s	eternal
treasury	far	outstrips	any	expectation	that	the	Christian	may	have	on	the	basis	of	his
virtue.	We	make	only	beggarly	contributions	to	our	future,	and	the	heavenly	gift	of	an
infinitely	rich	God	cannot	possibly	be	in	proportion	(πρὸς	τὸ	μέτρον)	to	the	virtue	that	we
have	contributed	here	on	earth.	Instead,	we	“will	receive	in	exchange	large	for	small,	the
heavenly	for	the	earthly,	the	eternal	for	the	temporal.”	While	the	language	is	that	of
finances,	deposits,	debts,	and	returns,	St.	Gregory	makes	clear	that	the	eternal	reward	is
not	something	that	is	earned;	rather,	our	heavenly	treasure	will	immeasurably	transcend
any	contribution	that	we	may	make.

The	main	body	of	Gregory’s	letter	comports	with	this	emphasis	on	divine	grace.	To	be
sure,	he	does	not	downplay	virtue;	the	very	purpose	of	the	letter	is	to	underline	the
absolute	requirement	of	virtue	in	the	authentic	Christian	life.	To	illustrate	this,	Nyssen
tells	an	anecdote,	taken	from	the	second-century	satirist	Lucian,	about	an	Alexandrian
entertainer	who	trained	a	monkey	to	dance	and	then	dressed	it	up	in	a	costume,	trying	to
hide	from	the	audience	the	fact	that	the	dancer	was	a	monkey.	Recognizing	that	a	trick
was	being	played,	someone	in	the	audience	tossed	almonds	onto	the	stage,	which
attracted	the	monkey	and	caused	it	to	tear	off	its	disguise.57	The	lesson	of	the	story,
according	to	Gregory,	is	that	just	as	the	almonds	exposed	the	monkey,	so	“vanity	and
love	of	honor	and	love	of	gain	and	love	of	pleasure”	are	vices	that	“easily	bring	to	light	the
ape-like	souls	who,	through	pretense	and	imitation,	play	the	role	of	the	Christian	and	then
remove	the	mask	of	moderation	or	meekness	or	some	other	virtue	in	a	moment	of
personal	crisis.”58	The	life	of	virtue	is	of	obvious	importance	to	Gregory.

But	Gregory	does	not	regard	human	virtue	as	the	product	of	self-sufficient,	strictly
autonomous	human	beings.	He	provides	virtue	with	a	thoroughly	Christological
grounding.59	Immediately	following	the	anecdote	of	the	(p.224)	 monkey,	Gregory	sets
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out	to	clarify	what	the	profession	of	a	Christian	is.	He	explains	that	the	term	“Christ”
means	“king”	and	that	it	is	his	royal	power	and	dignity	that	shines	through	in	every	one	of
the	virtues:	“Such	expressions	are	used	as	‘justice	itself’	and	‘wisdom	and	power’	and
‘truth’	and	‘goodness’	and	‘life’	and	‘salvation’	and	‘incorruptibility’	and	‘permanence’	and
‘lack	of	change’	and	whatever	elevated	concept	there	is,	and	Christ	is	and	is	said	to	be	all
of	them.”60	Just	as	in	De	virginitate	Gregory	identified	virtue	with	God	himself,	so	here
he	identifies	it	with	Christ.61	And	he	immediately	moves	from	Christ	to	the	Christian:

If	we,	who	are	united	to	Him	by	faith	in	Him	are	joined	(συναπτόμενοι)	to	Him
whose	incorruptible	nature	is	beyond	verbal	interpretation,	it	is	entirely	necessary
for	us	to	become	what	is	contemplated	in	connection	with	that	incorruptible	nature
and	to	achieve	identity	with	the	secondary	elements	which	follow	along	with	it.	For
just	as	by	participating	(μετοχῇ)	in	Christ	we	are	given	the	title	“Christian,”	so	also
are	we	drawn	into	a	share	in	the	lofty	ideas	which	it	implies.62

For	Gregory,	it	is	participation	(μετοχή)	in	Christ	that	makes	one	a	Christian.	Since	Christ
is	virtue,	participation	in	him	must	be	participation	in	virtue.	Accordingly,	Nyssen	goes	on
to	say	that	“it	is	impossible	for	Christ	not	to	be	justice	and	purity	and	truth	and
estrangement	from	all	evil,	nor	is	it	possible	to	be	a	Christian	(that	is,	truly	a	Christian)
without	displaying	in	oneself	a	participation	(κοινωνίαν)	in	these	virtues.	If	one	can	give	a
definition	of	Christianity,	we	shall	define	it	as	follows:	Christianity	is	an	imitation	(μίμησις)
of	the	divine	nature.”63	Virtuous	imitation	of	Christ	lies	at	the	heart	of	what	it	means	to	be
a	Christian.	Both	here	and	elsewhere,	Nyssen	uses	the	language	of	imitation	to	speak	of
human	virtue.	But	he	does	not	have	in	mind	an	extrinsic	kind	of	imitation	of	a	model,	to
which	(or	to	whom)	one	is	not	connected.	Rather,	he	regards	participation	and	imitation	as
one	and	the	same	thing.64	Accordingly,	he	is	not	simply	advising	Christians	to	follow	the
example	of	Jesus’	humanity.	For	Nyssen,	imitation	of	Christ	is	imitation	of	his	(p.225)
divine	virtues	and	is	thus	also	imitation	of	and	a	participation	in	the	life	of	God.65

De	perfectione	draws	virtue	and	Christology	together	in	similar	fashion.66	This	short
treatise,	addressed	to	Olympius,	perhaps	the	same	monk	to	whom	Gregory	may	initially
have	addressed	his	Vita	s.	Macrinae,	offers	a	series	of	brief	reflections	on	several
dozens	of	Pauline	names	and	descriptions	of	Jesus	Christ.	As	such,	it	is	in	some	sense
Gregory’s	most	Christological	work.	The	reason	he	offers	these	biblical	reflections	is	that
he	wants	to	discuss	virtue	in	the	light	of	the	names	of	Christ.	St.	Gregory	connects	virtue
(ἀρετή)	with	perfection	(τελειότης),	something	he	does	not	do	in	De	professione
Christiana.	Nyssen	begins	De	perfectione	with	the	comment:	“Your	zeal	to	know	how
anyone	may	become	perfect	(τελειωθείη)	through	a	life	of	virtue	(ἀρετὴν)	so	that	you
may	achieve	a	blamelessness	(ἀμώμητον)	in	all	things	is	in	keeping	with	your	purpose	in
life.”67	Thus,	the	aim	(σκοπός)	of	the	treatise,	as	Gregory	later	explicitly	affirms,	is	to	lead
Olympius	to	perfection	or	blamelessness	by	way	of	virtue.68	In	the	concluding	words	of
his	treatise,	Gregory	again	returns	to	this	theme	of	perfection:	“For	this	is	truly
perfection	(τελειότης):	never	to	stop	growing	towards	what	is	better	and	never	placing
any	limit	on	perfection	(τελειότητα).”69	The	entire	treatise	aims	at	perfection,	and	it	is	the
names	of	Christ	as	St.	Paul	gives	them,	along	with	our	imitation	of	them,	that	allow	us	to
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make	progress	in	the	life	of	virtue	that	aims	at	this	perfection.

We	derive	the	name	“Christian”	from	Christ	himself,	Gregory	asserts,	and	so	we	must
come	to	recognize	the	true	significance	of	his	name.70	Just	as	in	De	professione
Christiana	the	various	virtues	of	Christ	are	descriptions	of	his	kingship,	so	here	the	many
biblical	names	and	descriptions	of	Christ	are	indications	of	his	kingship.71	And	just	as	in
De	professione	Christiana,	so	here	Gregory	insists	that	people	who	name	themselves
after	Christ	must	adapt	themselves	to	his	title.	“Being	something	does	not	result	from
being	called	something,”	comments	Gregory	sharply.72	It	is	participation	in	Christ	that
allows	the	virtues	to	come	to	the	fore:	“For	I	think	that	if	a	person	always	keeps	(p.226)
this	in	mind,	that	he	is	a	participant	(κοινωνός)	in	the	revered	name,	when	he	is	called	a
Christian	according	to	the	teaching	of	the	apostles	[Acts	11:26],	he	will	also	necessarily
show	in	himself	the	power	of	the	other	names	by	which	Christ	is	thought	of,	since	through
his	life	he	is	a	sharer	(κοινωνὸς)	in	each	of	them.”73	Comparing	human	virtue	to	water	in
a	jar	drawn	from	a	running	stream,	St.	Gregory	comments:

Drawing	from	Him	as	from	a	pure	and	uncorrupted	stream,	a	person	will	show	in
his	thoughts	such	a	resemblance	to	his	Prototype	as	exists	between	the	water	in
the	running	water	or	stream	and	the	water	taken	away	from	there	in	a	jar.	For	the
purity	in	Christ	and	the	purity	seen	in	the	person	who	has	a	share	(μετέχοντι)	in
Him	are	the	same,	the	One	being	the	stream	and	the	other	drawn	from	it….74

Just	as	in	De	professsione	Christiana,	where	Gregory	illustrates	the	problem	of	a
disjunction	between	the	name	“Christian”	and	the	virtues	associated	with	it	by	way	of	an
anecdote,	so	here	Nyssen	illustrates	the	separation	of	doctrine	and	virtue,	knowledge
and	practice,	by	referring	to	mythical	creatures	such	as	“bull-headed	horses	or	centaurs
or	serpent-footed	monsters,”	which	“do	not	achieve	an	imitation	in	keeping	with	a	natural
archetype.”75	In	such	mythical	monsters,	Gregory	sees	a	separation	between	mind	and
body,	or	between	faith	and	virtue:	“In	the	same	way,	a	person	cannot	accurately	be
called	a	Christian	if	he	does	not	give	assent	to	the	faith	with	his	mind,	even	if	he	conforms
to	it	in	other	respects,	or	if	his	mind	gives	assent,	but	his	body	is	not	suited	to	his	way	of
life,	exhibiting	the	anger	of	dragons	and	the	bestiality	of	serpents,	or	adding	to	his	human
character	an	equine	madness	for	women.”76	Gregory	sees	two	possibilities	here:
“[E]ither	they	resemble	the	Minotaur,	being	bull-headed	in	their	belief	in	idolatry,
although	they	appear	to	be	leading	a	good	life;	or	they	make	themselves	centaurs	and
dragons	by	combining	with	a	Christian	facade	[sic]	a	bestial	body.”77	For	St.	Gregory,
then,	knowledge	and	virtue	are	connected.	Knowing	the	meaning	of	Christ’s	name	shows
us	the	divine	virtues	that	we	are	to	imitate.78

We	have	already	seen	that	Gregory	believes	that	the	final	gift	of	salvation	will	not	be	in
proportion	(πρὸς	τὸ	μέτρον)	to	the	virtue	that	we	have	contributed.	God’s	grace	far
outstrips	our	virtue.	We	have	also	noted	the	pervasive	emphasis	on	virtue	as
participation	in	Christ,	so	that	the	human	contribution	cannot	be	set	over	against	grace	in
Christ.	Still,	we	may	wonder	whether	the	demand	of	virtue	is	perhaps	an	unreasonable
one.	After	all,	if	our	virtue	is	a	participation	in	Christ,	are	our	efforts	not	doomed	to	fail
from	the	start?	How	(p.227)	 can	we	possibly	attain	the	infinite	purity	of	Christ?	St.
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Gregory	addresses	this	question	twice.	First,	in	De	professione	Christiana,	he
comments:	“Then	you	will	ask	me:	‘How	could	it	come	about	that	human	lowliness	could
be	extended	to	the	blessedness	seen	in	God,	since	the	implausibility	in	the	command	is
immediately	evident?	How	could	it	be	possible	for	the	earthly	to	be	like	the	One	in
heaven,	the	very	difference	in	nature	proving	the	unattainableness	of	the	imitation?’”79

Gregory’s	response	is	that	imitation	of	God	is	possible,	at	least	to	some	extent:	“The
Gospel	does	not	order	nature	to	be	compounded	with	nature,	I	mean	the	human	with	the
divine,	but	it	does	order	the	good	actions	to	be	imitated	(μιμεῖσθαι)	in	our	life	as	much	as
possible	(καθὼς	ἂν	ᾖ	δυνατόν).”80	God,	so	it	seems,	does	not	expect	that	our	virtue	will
measure	up	to	his.

Gregory	elaborates	at	greater	length	on	the	same	question	in	De	perfectione.	Precisely
because	here	the	topics	of	virtue	and	perfection	are	linked	from	the	outset,	he	deals	with
the	issue	more	carefully	in	this	book,	and	he	answers	the	question	with	an	appeal	to	the
doctrine	of	unlimited	progress	(ἐπέκτασις).	“But	what,”	asks	Nyssen,	“if	someone	should
say	the	good	is	difficult	to	achieve,	since	only	the	Lord	of	creation	is	immutable,	whereas
human	nature	is	unstable	and	subject	to	change,	and	ask	how	it	is	possible	for	the	fixed
and	unchangeable	to	be	achieved	in	the	changeable	nature?”81	Gregory	responds	with
an	admonition	to	fight	the	opponent,	so	as	to	gain	the	victory.	Change	is	possible	not	only
in	the	direction	of	evil,	but	also	toward	the	good.	“In	fact,”	Gregory	goes	on,

the	fairest	product	of	change	is	the	increase	of	goods,	the	change	to	the	better
always	changing	what	is	nobly	changed	into	something	more	divine.	Therefore,	I	do
not	think	it	is	a	fearful	thing	(I	mean	that	our	nature	is	changeable).	The	Logos
shows	that	it	would	be	a	disadvantage	for	us	not	to	make	a	change	for	the	better,
as	a	kind	of	wing	of	flight	to	greater	things.82

Gregory	responds	here	with	a	remarkable	affirmation	of	the	positive	character	of	human
mutability.	It	is	this	mutability	that	allows	the	continuous	progress	into	the	life	of	God.	For
human	beings,	perfection	is	therefore	not	a	measurable	standard	that	one	either	attains
or	fails	to	attain,	and	by	which	one	can	subsequently	be	judged.	Rather,	perfection	is	the
very	progress	that	one	makes	on	the	path	of	virtue.	As	Gregory	puts	it	in	his	concluding
sentence:	“For	this	is	truly	perfection	(τελειότης):	never	to	stop	growing	towards	what	is
better	and	never	placing	any	limit	on	perfection	(τελειότητα).”83	Nyssen	believes	that
perfection	among	the	faithful	and	epktatic	progress	take	shape	in	the	journey	of	(p.228)
ascent.	Because	he	interprets	virtue	as	participation	in	Christ,	he	is	able	to	look	at	it	also
as	an	anagogical	practice	that	moves	beyond	this-worldly,	measurable	standards.

Assistance	of	the	Spirit:	De	instituto	Christiano
With	regard	to	De	instituto	Christiano,	I	can	be	relatively	brief.	In	what	follows,	I	will
assume	Gregorian	authorship,	although	my	doubts	about	this	have	not	been	dispelled.	It
would	be	a	mistake,	however,	to	squeeze	Gregory’s	overall	teaching	on	the	topic	of
virtue	into	the	mould	of	De	instituto	Christiano.	It	seems	to	me	methodologically	flawed
to	base	St.	Gregory’s	teaching	on	divine	grace	and	human	virtue	mainly	on	this	treatise
just	because	it	is	the	one	work	that	he	devotes	largely	to	this	topic.	It	would	seem	much
more	prudent	to	interpret	the	teaching	on	grace	and	virtue	found	in	this	treatise	in	the
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light	of	the	conclusions	that	we	have	been	able	to	draw	from	all	his	other	writings.	That
said,	there	are	several	new	insights	that	this	treatise	does	contribute	and	that	need	our
attention.

In	De	instituto	Christiano,	St.	Gregory	responds	to	a	request	for	assistance	from	a	group
of	monks	who	together	have	embarked	on	the	ascetic	life:

You	have	assembled	zealously,	fulfilling	together	the	apostolic	ideal	in	your	actions,
and	you	have	requested	from	us,	as	a	guide	and	leader	for	your	life’s	journey
(βίου	πορείας),	a	discourse	which	will	direct	you	to	the	straight	path,	indicating
accurately	what	the	scope	(σκοπός)	of	this	life	is	for	those	entering	upon	it,	what
“the	good	and	acceptable	and	perfect	will	of	God”	[Rom	12:2]	is,	what	kind	of	road
leads	to	this	end,	how	it	is	fitting	for	those	traveling	upon	it	to	treat	each	other,	how
it	is	necessary	for	those	in	authority	to	direct	the	chorus	of	philosophy	(τὸν	τῆς
φιλοσοφίας	χορόν),	and	what	suffering	must	be	endured	by	those	who	are	going
to	ascend	to	the	peak	of	virtue	(ἀρετῆς)	and	make	their	souls	worthy	(ἀξίας)	of	the
reception	of	the	Spirit.84

Gregory	is	addressing	specifically	the	demands	of	the	monastic	life	(the	monks’	“life’s
journey”),	and	he	outlines	the	main	topics	that	he	will	discuss	in	the	treatise:	the	aim
(σκοπός)	of	the	ascetic	life,	the	road	that	leads	there,	proper	mutual	relationships,	the
leadership	that	superiors	must	give	to	the	“chorus	of	philosophy”	(the	ascetic
community),	and	the	suffering	that	the	monks	should	be	willing	to	endure	along	the
way.85	As	he	mentions	the	(p.229)	 main	topics	under	consideration,	Nyssen	at	the	same
time	introduces	the	notion	that	it	is	virtue	(ἀρετή)	that	makes	the	soul	worthy	(ἄξιος)	to
receive	the	Spirit.

Throughout	the	treatise,	Gregory	makes	clear	that	human	effort—virtue	(ἀρετή),	toils
(πόνοι),	and	struggles	(ἀγῶνες)—are	necessary	to	prepare	the	monks	for	the	gift	of	the
Spirit.	For	instance,	St.	Gregory	comments	that

the	grace	of	the	Spirit	gives	eternal	life	and	unspeakable	joy	in	heaven,	but	it	is	the
love	of	the	toils	(πόνους)	because	of	the	faith	that	makes	the	soul	worthy	(ἀξίαν)	of
receiving	the	gifts	and	enjoying	the	grace.	When	a	just	act	and	grace	of	the	Spirit
coincide	(συνελθοῦσαι),	they	fill	the	soul	into	which	they	come	with	a	blessed	life;
but,	separated	from	each	other,	they	provide	no	gain	for	the	soul.	For	the	grace	of
God	does	not	naturally	frequent	souls	which	are	fleeing	from	salvation,	and	the
power	of	human	virtue	is	not	sufficient	in	itself	to	cause	the	souls	not	sharing	in
grace	to	ascend	to	the	beauty	of	life.86

Passages	such	as	this	indicate	not	just	a	synergism	according	to	which	the	human	action
and	the	grace	of	the	Spirit	coincide	(συνελθοῦσαι),	but	they	seem	to	prioritize	the
former—chronologically	at	least.	Along	similar	lines,	Jaeger	correctly	points	out	that	when
Nyssen	speaks	of	“cooperation”	(συνεργία)	or	“assistance”	(συμμαχία),	it	is	not	human
beings	who	cooperate	with	the	Spirit,	but	the	Spirit	who	cooperates	with	them.87	For
example,	Nyssen	maintains	that	“the	Lord	from	on	high	enters	into	an	alliance
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(συμμαχίαν)	with	the	doers,”88	that	“through	prayer	we	take	the	power	of	the	Spirit	as
an	ally	(σύμμαχον),”89	and	that	the	love	of	God	comes	to	us	“through	many	sufferings
and	the	cooperation	(συνεργίας)	of	Christ.”90	It	may	seem	hard	to	avoid	the	conclusion
that	Gregory’s	emphasis	on	virtue	here	leads	to	a	synergism	that	is	out	of	balance,
especially	if	we	consider	Gregory’s	emphasis	on	the	“worthiness”	(ἀξία)	of	the	human
person,	which	may	seem	to	accord	a	meritorious	status	to	human	preparation	for
grace.91

(p.230)	 It	is	certainly	true	that	De	instituto	Christiano	does	not	provide	us	with	a
complete	or	balanced	discussion	of	the	relationship	between	grace	and	works.	And	one
might	well	wish	for	more	caution	with	regard	to	the	way	in	which	Gregory	articulates	the
respective	roles	of	divine	and	human	agency.	Several	factors,	however,	need	to	be	kept
in	mind.	When	Gregory	mentions	that	the	Spirit	comes	to	or	assists	those	who	toil	and
labor,	he	is	not	suggesting	that	God	gives	initial	justifying	grace	to	those	who	act
according	to	their	natural	abilities	(facientibus	quod	in	se	est),	as	late	medieval	nominalist
theologians	would	later	suggest.92	Unlike	late	medieval	nominalists,	Gregory	does	not
know	of	purely	natural	capacities,	since	he	does	not	work	with	a	separation	between
nature	and	grace.	As	Harrison	rightly	observes,	for	Gregory,	grace	is	present	long
before	we	receive	the	Spirit	in	conversion.93	This	means	that	when	Gregory	speaks	of
human	toils	leading	to	the	Spirit’s	assistance,	he	is	not	thinking	of	autonomous	human	acts
that	place	God	under	obligation	to	give	supernatural	grace.

Furthermore,	Nyssen	is	addressing	a	group	of	ascetics	who	have	advanced	quite	far
already	in	their	anagogical	journey,	and	Nyssen	undoubtedly	assumes	that	they	received
the	Holy	Spirit	long	ago.	Gregory	is	hardly	thinking	of	initial	justifying	grace	when	he	talks
about	the	gift	of	the	Spirit.	Instead,	he	simply	maintains	that	virtue	leads	one	to	a
continuing	and	ever-increasing	receptivity	for	the	Holy	Spirit	on	one’s	anagogical	journey.
This	also	means	that	when	St.	Gregory	speaks	of	the	Spirit’s	“cooperation”	(συνεργία)	or
“assistance”	(συμμαχία),	he	does	little	more	than	suggest	that	we	cannot	reach	the	goal
of	the	ascetic	journey	on	our	own.94	It	is	true	that	De	instituto	Christiano	lacks	the
strongly	Christological	grounding	of	De	professione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione.	Still,	a
sympathetic—and,	in	my	view,	accurate—reading	would	recognize	that	theologically	De
instituto	Christiano	is	not	far	removed	from	Nyssen’s	overall	understanding	of	divine
grace.	Nowhere	does	Nyssen	reduce	human	works	to	measurable,	this-worldly	activities
performed	by	a	purely	natural	and	autonomous	self.	Instead,	he	always	assumes	that
virtue	is	primarily	a	divine	perfection	and	that	human	virtue	is	participation	in	Christ.
(p.231)	 The	perfection	of	human	virtue	lies	precisely	in	its	ability	to	move	away	from	the
measurable	diastemic	life	into	the	infinite	perfection	of	God.

De	vita	Moysis:	Modeling	Virtue
In	De	vita	Moysis,	Gregory	turns	once	more	to	each	of	the	themes	that	he	addresses	in
the	three	works	that	I	have	just	discussed.95	He	presents	Moses	as	a	model	of	virtue
that	one	is	called	to	imitate.	In	other	words,	in	De	vita	Moysis,	Nyssen’s	theological
reflections	on	virtue	take	shape	through	the	figure	of	Moses	as	the	embodiment	of
virtue.	Nyssen	presents	his	discussion—an	exegetical	exposition	on	the	various	segments
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of	Exodus	and	Numbers	that	deal	with	Moses’	life—in	response	to	a	young	monk	or
priest,	who	has	approached	him	with	a	request	for	“some	counsel	concerning	the	perfect
(τέλειον)	life.”96	In	the	prologue,	Gregory	outlines	what	the	treatise	sets	out	to	do.97	He
describes	the	“task”	or	“aim”	(σκοπός)	as	follows:	“You	requested,	dear	friend,	that	we
trace	in	outline	for	you	what	the	perfect	(τέλειός)	life	is.	Your	intention	clearly	was	to
translate	the	grace	disclosed	by	my	word	into	your	life,	if	you	should	find	in	my	treatise
what	you	were	seeking.”98	Gregory’s	treatise	looks	at	the	life	of	Moses	in	order	to	give
an	example	of	virtue	and	perfection.

Nyssen	introduces	the	prologue	with	an	illustration	taken	from	the	world	of	horse	racing,
placing	his	young	disciple	in	the	position	of	the	horse	and	himself	in	that	of	a	spectator:

(p.232)	 At	horse	races	the	spectators	intent	on	victory	shout	to	their	favorites	in
the	contest,	even	though	the	horses	are	eager	to	run.	From	the	stands	they
participate	in	the	race	with	their	eyes,	thinking	to	incite	the	charioteer	to	keener
effort,	at	the	same	time	urging	the	horses	on	while	leaning	forward	and	flailing	the
air	with	their	outstretched	hands	instead	of	with	a	whip.	They	do	this	not	because
their	actions	themselves	contribute	anything	to	the	victory;	but	in	this	way,	by
their	good	will,	they	eagerly	show	in	voice	and	deed	their	concern	for	the
contestants.	I	seem	to	be	doing	the	same	thing	myself,	most	valued	friend	and
brother.	While	you	are	competing	admirably	in	the	divine	race	along	the	course	of
virtue	(ἀρετῆς),	lightfootedly	leaping	and	straining	constantly	for	the	prize	of	the
upward	(ἄνω)	calling	[Phil	3:14],	I	exhort,	urge	and	encourage	you	vigorously	to
increase	your	speed.	I	do	this,	not	moved	by	some	unconsidered	impulse,	but	to
humor	the	delights	of	a	beloved	child.99

The	simile	of	a	horse	race	makes	clear	from	the	outset	the	significance	that	Gregory
assigns,	also	in	De	vita	Moysis,	to	the	toil	and	effort	that	the	Christian	must	put	in.	The
“course	of	virtue”	requires	unwavering	commitment	on	the	part	of	the	contestant.
Furthermore,	by	quoting	Philippians	3:14,	Nyssen	already	alludes	to	the	doctrine	of
infinite	progress	(ἐπέκτασις),	for	which	he	usually	relies	on	the	preceding	verse	(“one
thing	I	do,	forgetting	what	lies	behind	and	straining	forward	(ἐπεκτεινόμενος)	to	what	lies
ahead”).	This	doctrine	of	ἐπέκτασις	is	central	to	the	treatise	as	a	whole.100	By	adopting
St.	Paul’s	expression	of	an	“upward	calling,”	Nyssen	alludes	for	the	first	time	to	Moses’
ascent	onto	Mount	Sinai.	The	purpose	of	the	life	of	virtue	is	anagogical	in	character.

Nyssen	immediately	raises	the	issue	that	he	also	discussed	in	De	professione	Christiana
and	in	De	perfectione,	namely,	the	apparent	impossibility	of	the	command	of	perfection.
Gregory	comments,	“It	is	beyond	my	power	to	encompass	perfection	(τελειότητα)	in	my
treatise	or	to	show	in	my	life	the	insights	of	the	treatise.”101	Other	great	and	virtuous
men,	he	goes	on	to	say,	have	experienced	the	same	inability.	Putting	it	even	more
categorically	a	little	later,	Nyssen	comments	that	it	is	“impossible	for	those	who	pursue
the	life	of	virtue	(ἀρετὴν)	to	attain	perfection	(τελειότητος).”102	And	he	elaborates	at
some	length	on	why	he	believes	that	perfection	in	virtue	is	impossible	for	us.	Every
created	good,	maintains	Nyssen,	can	be	“measured”	(μετρεῖται)	by	senses	and	has
“boundaries”	(πέρασί);	quantitative	measures	are	circumscribed	by	“limits”	(ὅροις).103
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For	example,	“life	is	limited	(ὁρίζεται)	by	death	(p.233)	 and	light	by	darkness.”104

Virtue,	however,	is	unlike	these	created	goods	in	that	it	has	no	limit	or	boundary	(πέρας).
Or,	as	Nyssen	puts	it	cryptically,	“The	one	limit	(ὁρος)	of	virtue	(ἀρετῆς)	is	the	absence	of
a	limit	(τὸ	ἀόριστον).”105	Virtue	is	both	limitless	or	infinite	and	indefinable.106	To	be	sure,
Nyssen	acknowledges	the	possibility	of	degrees	of	virtue,	which	means	that,	at	least	in
human	life,	evil	does	set	a	limit	to	virtue.	Nonetheless,	“since	the	Divine	does	not	admit	of
an	opposite,	we	hold	the	divine	nature	to	be	unlimited	(ἀόριστος)	and	infinite
(ἀπεράτωτος).”107	If	we	were	to	put	it	by	way	of	a	syllogism,	we	could	grasp	Gregory’s
argument	here	as	follows:	the	divine	is	unlimited;	virtue	is	divine;	therefore,	virtue	is
unlimited.108	It	is	clear	that	St.	Gregory	is	highlighting	here	the	same	basic	creator–
creature	distinction	that	was	also	central	to	his	anti-Eunomian	discourse.	Much	of	the
vocabulary	that	occurred	in	the	anti-Eunomian	writings	reoccurs	here.109	The	creator
(and	virtue)	is	adiastemic;	creation,	by	contrast,	is	diastemic.	This	sharp	distinction	raises
the	problem	of	the	possibility	of	human	perfection.	How	can	human	beings,	subject	to	the
“limits”	of	diastemic	time	and	space,	arrive	at	perfection	in	virtue,	which	characterizes	an
adiastemic	and	“unlimited”	God?

Gregory’s	finds	the	answer,	which	he	traces	throughout	De	vita	Moysis,	in	the	doctrine
of	continuous	progress	(ἐπέκτασις).	Because	virtue	has	no	limit,	one	can	forever	move
forward	or	upward	in	the	life	of	virtue.	Thus,	Nyssen	quotes	Philippians	3:13:	“[T]hat
divine	Apostle,	great	and	lofty	in	understanding,	ever	running	the	course	of	virtue,	never
ceased	straining	toward	those	things	that	are	still	to	come.	Coming	to	a	stop	in	the	race
was	not	safe	for	him.”110	Faced	with	the	impossibility	of	perfection,	then,	the	Christian	is
called	to	pursue	it	nonetheless,	knowing	that	“unlimited”	or	“infinite”	progress	lies	in
front	of	him.	Says	Gregory:

Although	on	the	whole	my	argument	has	shown	that	what	is	sought	for	is
unattainable,	one	should	not	disregard	the	commandment	of	the	Lord	which	says,
Therefore	be	perfect,	just	as	your	heavenly	father	is	perfect	[Matt	5:48].	For	in	the
case	of	those	things	which	are	good	by	nature,	even	if	men	of	understanding	were
not	able	to	attain	everything,	by	attaining	even	a	part	they	could	yet	gain	a	great
deal.111

(p.234)	 The	dominical	command	to	be	perfect	may	not	be	disregarded,	since	never-
ending	progress	in	virtue	can	be	made	by	following	it.

Aware,	however,	that	the	argument	so	far	still	leaves	the	objection	that	Christ	appears	to
be	commanding	an	impossibility—namely,	the	attainment	of	perfection—Gregory	then
redefines	perfection,	much	as	he	does	also	at	the	very	end	of	De	perfectione:

We	should	show	great	diligence	not	to	fall	away	from	the	perfection	(τελειότητος)
which	is	attainable	but	to	acquire	as	much	as	is	possible:	To	that	extent	let	us	make
progress	(χωρήσωμεν)	within	the	realm	of	what	we	seek.	For	the	perfection
(τελειότης)	of	human	nature	consists	perhaps	in	its	very	growth	(ἀεὶ	ἐθέλειν	ἐν	τῷ
καλῷ	τὸ	πλέον)	in	goodness.112
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In	effect,	Nyssen	ends	up	distinguishing	between	perfection	in	God,	which	is	unchanging
in	character,	and	perfection	in	human	beings,	which	involves	growth	since	it	involves	an
ever	increasing	participation	in	divine	virtue.113

Throughout	his	treatise,	then,	Nyssen	holds	up	Moses	up	as	an	example	of	such
perfection,	of	this	epektatic	growth	in	virtue.	He	comments	at	the	end	of	the	prologue:
“Let	us	put	forth	Moses	as	our	example	(ὑπόδειγμα)	for	life	in	our	treatise.”114	Already
in	the	“history”	(ἱστορία)	section	of	the	exposition,	where	Gregory	relates	the	“literal
history”	(προχείρου…ἱστορίας),115	he	presents	Moses	as	an	example	of	virtue.	Moses,
Gregory	points	out,	already	appeared	“beautiful	(ἀστεῖος)	in	swaddling	clothes.”116

After	being	educated	in	“pagan	learning”	in	Egypt,	Moses	lived	alone	in	the	desert,
pursuing	a	“greater	philosophy.”117	When	in	the	desert	he	fended	off	the	shepherds,	his
future	father-in-law	recognized	Moses’	virtue	(ἀρετήν).118	At	Mount	Sinai,	Moses
guided	the	people	in	a	“most	secret	initiation”	(μυσταγωγούσης).119	As	he	went	up	the
mountain,	he	“boldly	approached	the	very	darkness	(γνόφου)	itself”	and	there	entered
the	“inner	sanctuary	(ἄδυτον)	of	the	divine	mystical	(p.235)	 doctrine
(μυσταγωγίας).”120	During	the	time	he	spent	in	the	darkness	of	God’s	presence,	Moses
“participated	(μετέχων)	in	that	eternal	(ἀϊδίου)	life	under	the	darkness	for	forty	days	and
nights,	and	lived	in	a	state	beyond	nature,	for	his	body	had	no	need	of	food	during	that
time.”121	When	Aaron	and	Miriam	“railed	against	him,”	Moses	“showed	patience	most
worthy	of	admiration”	as	he	“made	his	nature	prevail	over	anger,”	appeasing	God	on
behalf	of	his	sister.122	At	the	end	of	his	life	on	earth,	his	virtuous	and	impassible
character	showed	even	in	his	body:	“Time	had	not	harmed	his	beauty,	neither	dimmed
his	brightness	of	eye	nor	diminished	the	graciousness	of	his	appearance.	Always
remaining	the	same,	he	preserved	in	his	immutable	(ἀτρέπτῳ)	nature	an	unchangeable
(ἀμετάπτωτον)	beauty.”123	Already	the	bare	history	of	Moses’	life	gives	many
indications	of	his	virtue	and	of	his	participation	in	the	divine	life.	Clearly,	by	dividing	the
book	between	history	(ἱστορία)	and	contemplation	(θεωρία),	Nyssen	does	not	relegate
the	former	to	the	realm	of	universally	accessible	facts.	Or,	as	Robert	Jenson	puts	it,	the
“distinction	between	‘story’	and	‘vision’	is	not	a	distinction	between	secular	and
theological.”124

All	the	same,	it	is	the	main	section	of	the	book,	where	he	discusses	the	spiritual	meaning
or	θεωρία	of	Moses’	life,	that	Gregory	directly	tries	to	“adapt”	(ἐφαρμόσαι)	the	life	of
Moses	“to	the	aim	(σκοπὸν)	we	have	proposed,”	so	as	to	“gain	some	benefit	for	the
virtuous	(ἀρετὴν)	life	from	the	things	mentioned.”125	From	the	outset,	St.	Gregory	here
focuses	on	virtue,	though	it	soon	becomes	clear	that	he	uses	not	only	Moses	as	an
example	but	that	he	sees	virtue	and	vice	also	in	the	Israelites	and	in	many	other	elements
of	the	biblical	text.126	Interpreting	the	birth	of	Moses	in	the	light	of	Pharaoh’s	command
to	kill	the	baby	boys	(Exod	1:22),	Gregory	contrasts	the	“female	form	of	life”	as	the
“material	and	passionate	disposition”	with	the	“male	birth”	of	“austerity	and	intensity	of
virtue.”127	When	Moses	kills	the	Egyptian	(Exod	2:12),	Nyssen	understands	this
allegorically:	“Moses	teaches	us	by	his	own	example	(ὑποδείγματι)	to	take	our	stand	with
virtue	(ἀρετῇ)	as	a	kinsman	and	to	kill	(p.236)	 virtue’s	(ἀρετῇ)	adversary.”128	Gregory
interprets	the	killing	of	the	firstborn	(Exod	11)	as	the	destruction	of	the	“first	beginnings
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of	evil”:	“Since	the	producer	of	evil	gives	birth	to	lust	before	adultery	and	anger	before
murder,	in	destroying	the	firstborn	he	certainly	kills	with	it	the	offspring	which
follows.”129	The	divine	instructions	surrounding	the	departure	from	Egypt	contain,
likewise,	insight	with	regard	to	virtue.	For	example,	wearing	sandals	(something
commanded	for	the	desert	journey	in	Exod	12:11)	offers	protection	against	the	thorns	of
our	sins:	“The	shoes	are	the	self-controlled	and	austere	life	which	breaks	and	crushes
the	points	of	the	thorns	and	prevents	sin	from	slipping	inside	unnoticed.”130	Similarly,
since	the	tunic	stands	for	“the	full	enjoyment	of	the	pursuits	of	this	life,”	God	commands
the	Israelites	to	gird	their	loins	(Exod	12:11).131	Later	on,	the	Egyptian	army	drowning
in	the	Red	Sea	(Exod	14)	“are	the	various	passions	of	the	soul	by	which	man	is
enslaved”132	but	which	are	put	to	death	in	Baptism.133

As	we	prepare	to	ascend	the	mountain	with	Moses—with	Scripture	leading	our
understanding	“upward	to	the	higher	levels	of	virtue”134—we	along	with	the	Israelites
wash	our	garments	(“the	outward	respectability	of	life”)	(Exod	19:10,	14).135	Irrational
animals	are	not	allowed	onto	the	mountain	(Exod	19:13),	since	“in	the	contemplation	of	the
intelligibles	we	surpass	the	knowledge	which	originates	with	the	senses.”136	In	short,
“He	who	would	approach	the	knowledge	of	things	sublime	must	first	purify	his	manner	of
life	from	all	sensual	and	irrational	emotion.”137	Several	aspects	of	the	tabernacle	that
Moses	sees	on	the	mountain	(Exod	26)	also	speak	of	virtues.	For	instance,	the	“skin	dyed
and	the	coverings	made	of	hair,	which	add	to	the	decoration	of	the	tabernacle,	would	be
perceived	respectively	as	the	mortification	of	the	sinful	flesh	(the	figure	of	which	is	the
skin	dyed	red)	and	the	ascetic	way	of	life.”138	The	priestly	vestments	along	with	the
ephod	and	the	breastplate	(Exod	28)	also	become	references	to	virtues.139	When	Moses
commands	the	Levites	to	kill	their	fellow-Israelites	because	of	their	idolatry	with	the
golden	calf	(Exod	32:27),	Gregory	sees	here,	too,	an	incentive	for	virtue:	“One	kills	such
a	brother	by	destroying	sin,	for	everyone	who	destroys	some	evil	that	(p.237)	 the
Adversary	has	contrived	in	him	kills	in	himself	that	one	who	lives	through	sin.”140

When	Moses	asks	the	Lord	to	show	him	his	glory	(Exod	33:18),	St.	Gregory	reflects	on
the	apparent	incongruity	of	this	request,	since	according	to	verse	11	God	had	already
spoken	with	Moses	face	to	face.	Gregory	interprets	this	as	an	example	of	epektatic
ascent.141	Moses,	not	satisfied	with	his	initial	vision	of	God,	moves	yet	higher:	“If	nothing
comes	from	above	to	hinder	its	upward	thrust	(for	the	nature	of	the	Good	attracts	to
itself	those	who	look	to	it),	the	soul	rises	ever	higher	and	will	always	make	its	flight	yet
higher—by	its	desire	of	the	heavenly	things	straining	ahead	for	what	is	still	to	come	[Phil
3:13],	as	the	Apostle	says.”142	Interestingly,	Nyssen	interprets	this	theophany	as,	at	the
same	time,	growth	in	virtue:

Activity	directed	toward	virtue	(ἀρετὴν)	causes	its	capacity	to	growth	through
exertion;	this	kind	of	activity	alone	does	not	slacken	its	intensity	by	the	effort,	but
increases	it.	For	this	reason	we	also	say	that	the	great	Moses,	as	he	was	becoming
ever	greater,	at	no	time	stopped	in	his	ascent	(ἀνόδου),	nor	did	he	set	a	limit
(ὅρον)	for	himself	in	his	upward	(ἄνω)	course.143

Moses’	increasing	ability	to	see	God	is	at	one	and	the	same	time	growth	in	virtue.	This
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perfection	of	Moses	is	what	Gregory	wants	us	to	emulate.	Still	unsatisfied	in	her	desire,
despite	“lofty	experiences,”	the	soul	constantly	“longs	to	be	filled	with	the	very	stamp	of
the	archetype.”144	The	vision	(or,	we	could	say,	the	perfection)	that	the	soul	attains	by
emulating	Moses	does	not	lead	to	satiety	of	the	desire.	Echoing	his	comment	in	De
perfectione	about	perfection	of	human	nature	consisting	in	“its	very	growth	in
goodness,”	Nyssen	comments	here	that	“the	true	sight	of	God	consists	in	this,	that	the
one	who	looks	up	to	God	never	ceases	in	that	desire.”145	Gregory	interprets	God’s
permission	for	Moses	to	see	his	back	(Exod	33:23),	therefore,	as	an	injunction	to	follow
God	rather	than	to	oppose	him:	“What	is	perceived	to	be	its	opposite	is	face	to	face	with
the	good,	for	what	looks	virtue	in	the	face	is	evil.	But	virtue	is	not	perceived	in	contrast	to
virtue.	Therefore,	Moses	does	not	look	God	in	the	face,	but	looks	at	his	back….”146

When	the	Israelites	request	permission	from	Edom	to	travel	over	the	“Royal	Road”
(Num	20:17),	Gregory	sees	in	this	the	virtue	of	moderation:	(p.238)	 “This	teaching	lays
down	that	virtue	is	discerned	in	the	mean.	Accordingly,	all	evil	naturally	operates	in	a
deficiency	of	or	an	excess	of	virtue.”147	And	with	regard	to	Balaam’s	inability	to	curse
Israel	(Num	23–4),	Nyssen	observes	“that	whoever	wishes	to	utter	a	curse	against
those	who	live	in	virtue	(ἀρετῇ)	can	bring	forth	no	harmful	and	maledictory	sound	at	all,
but	that	the	curse	turns	into	a	blessing.”148	The	subsequent	history	of	sexual	immorality
with	the	daughters	of	Moab	(Num	25)	“teaches	us,”	according	to	Gregory,	“that	of	the
many	passions	which	afflict	men’s	thinking	there	is	none	so	strong	as	the	disease	of
pleasure.”149

St.	Gregory	ends	his	account	with	a	final	recapitulation	of	Moses’	virtuous	life,150	after
which	“he	went	to	the	mountain	of	rest.”151	The	fact	that	Scripture	says	that	although
Moses	died	“no	one	knows	his	grave	to	this	day,”	that	“his	eyes	were	neither	dimmed
nor	were	they	ruined”	(Deut	34:6–7),	and	that	he	was	called	“servant	of	God”	(Num
12:7)	indicates,	according	to	Nyssen,	that	Moses	had	become	“superior	to	everyone	in
the	world.”152	And	Gregory	continues	by	saying:	“This	for	him	is	the	end	(τέλος)	of	the
virtuous	(ἀρετὴν)	life,	an	end	wrought	by	the	word	of	God.	History	speaks	of	‘death,’	a
living	death	(τελευτὴν	ζῶσαν),	which	is	not	followed	by	the	grave,	or	fills	the	tomb,	or
brings	dimness	to	the	eyes	and	aging	to	the	person.”153	This,	Gregory	maintains,	is	the
goal	(τέλος)	for	all	our	actions:	to	be	called	“servant	of	God.”154	What	is	more,	Scripture
goes	on	to	call	Moses	the	“friend	of	God”	(Exod	33:11),	making	clear	thereby	that	“the
life	of	Moses	did	ascend	the	highest	mount	of	perfection	(τελειότητος).”155	Taking	Moses
as	an	“example”	(υπόδειγμα),	then,	means	that	we	pursue	virtue	for	its	own	sake	rather
than	as	a	result	of	external	incentives—or,	in	Gregory’s	words,	it	means	“not	to	avoid	a
wicked	life	because	like	slaves	we	servilely	fear	punishment,	nor	to	do	good	because	we
hope	for	rewards.”156	Instead,	concludes	Nyssen,	“we	regard	falling	from	God’s
friendship	as	the	only	thing	dreadful	and	we	consider	becoming	God’s	friend	the	only
thing	worthy	of	honor	and	desire.	This,	as	I	have	said,	is	the	perfection	(τελειότης)	of
life.”157	Until	the	very	end	of	De	vita	Moysis,	the	question	of	virtue	dominates	Gregory’s
discourse.

(p.239)	 There	is	little	doubt	that	Gregory	bases	this	emphasis	on	virtue	on	his	belief	in
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freedom	of	the	will.158	When	he	gives	the	spiritual	meaning	of	Moses’	birth	(Exod	2:2),	he
explains,	“Such	a	birth	occurs	by	choice	(προαιρέσεως).	We	are	in	some	manner	our	own
parents,	giving	birth	to	ourselves	by	our	own	free	choice	(προαιρέσεως)	in	accordance
with	whatever	we	wish	to	be,	whether	male	or	female,	moulding	ourselves	to	the
teaching	of	virtue	or	vice.”159	Thus,	when	the	Hebrews	are	unaffected	by	the	plagues	on
the	Egyptians,	this	shows	that	not	everybody	chooses	to	follow	the	passions.	Only	the
Egyptians	are	unable	to	drink	the	water	of	the	Nile	that	has	turned	into	blood	(Exod	7:18,
21).	Gregory	interprets	the	river	of	the	Nile	as	the	“stream	of	faith”	that	affects	people
differently:	“To	some,	the	stream	of	faith	from	which	they	draw	by	means	of	the	divine
teaching	is	fresh	and	clear,	but	to	others,	who	live	as	the	Egyptians	do	and	draw	by
means	of	their	own	evil	presuppositions,	the	water	becomes	corrupted	blood.”160

Similarly,	the	plague	of	the	frogs	(Exod	8:1–15)	affects	only	the	Egyptians.	The	amphibious
frog	represents	the	person	who	is	“a	man	by	nature	and	becoming	a	beast	by
passion.”161	This	“breed	of	frogs	is	obviously	the	destructive	offspring	of	the	evil	which
is	brought	to	life	from	the	sordid	heart	of	men	as	though	from	some	slimy	mire.	These
frogs	overrun	the	houses	of	those	who	choose	(προαίρεσιν)	to	live	the	Egyptian	life,
appearing	on	tables,	not	even	sparing	the	beds,	and	entering	the	very	storerooms.”162

Not	surprisingly,	the	issue	of	free	will	comes	up	especially	in	connection	with	Scripture
saying	that	God	hardened	Pharaoh’s	heart	(Exod	9:12).	To	Gregory,	it	would	be
unthinkable	that	God	would	actively	harden	people’s	hearts.	That	would	erase	the
distinction	between	virtue	and	vice,	maintains	Nyssen.163	He	explains	that	when	God
abandons	people	to	shameful	passions	(Rom	1:26),	he	does	so	because	they	do	not	see
that	it	is	rational	to	acknowledge	him	(Rom	1:28).	Some	people	live	in	virtue,	while	others
slide	into	vice.	Gregory	asserts	unequivocally,	“It	lies	within	each	person’s	power
(κράτος)	to	make	this	choice	(προαίρεσις).”164	Thus,	God	is	not	the	one	who	actively
hardens	people’s	hearts;	he	merely	withdraws	his	assistance:	“God	delivers	up	to
passion	him	whom	he	does	not	protect	because	he	is	not	acknowledged	by	him.	But	his
failure	to	acknowledge	God	becomes	the	reason	why	he	is	being	pulled	down	into	the
passionate	and	dishonorable	life.”165	St.	Gregory	draws	an	analogy	with	someone	blaming
the	sun	for	causing	him	to	fall	into	a	(p.240)	 ditch.	It	would	be	much	more	reasonable,
asserts	Gregory,	to	say	that	it	is	“the	failure	to	participate	(μετέχειν)	in	the	light	that
causes	the	person	who	does	not	see	to	fall	into	the	ditch.”166	Thus,	Nyssen	concludes
that	“the	Egyptian	tyrant	is	hardened	by	God	not	because	the	divine	will	places	the
resistance	in	the	soul	of	Pharaoh	but	because	the	free	will	(προαιρέσεως)	through	its
inclination	to	evil	does	not	receive	the	word	which	softens	resistance.”167	Gregory	is
unmistakably	keen	to	maintain	freedom	of	choice.

De	vita	Moysis:	Anagogical	Participation	in	Christ
We	should	not,	however,	misinterpret	Gregory’s	emphasis	on	free	choice	as	a	purely
natural	ability	to	choose	either	good	or	evil.	His	exposition	on	the	passage	where	God
sends	Aaron	to	help	his	brother	Moses	(Exod	4:27–8)	makes	this	particularly	clear.	When
God	sends	Aaron	by	way	of	“brotherly	assistance”	(συμμαχία),	Nyssen	explains	that	the
“assistance”	(συμμαχία)	that	God	gives	to	our	nature	is	provided	to	those	who	correctly
live	the	life	of	virtue	(ἀρετῇ).168	Gregory	uses	here	the	same	expression	that	we	have
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encountered	in	De	instituto	Christiano—“assistance”	(συμμαχία).	This	divine	assistance,
however,	is	only	one	of	two	spiritual	powers	at	work.	On	the	one	hand,	St.	Gregory
asserts,	God	“appointed	an	angel	with	an	incorporeal	nature	to	help	(συμμαχίαν)	in	the
life	of	each	person	and,	on	the	other	hand,	he	also	appointed	the	corruptor	who,	by	an
evil	and	maleficent	demon,	afflicts	the	life	of	man	and	contrives	(ἀντιμηχᾶσθαι)	against
our	nature.”169	Thus,	for	Nyssen,	people’s	lives	are	faced	both	with	angelic	assistance
and	with	demonic	opposition.

Significantly,	God’s	assistance	in	helping	us	achieve	virtue	“was	already	there	at	our
birth,	but	it	is	manifested	and	made	known	whenever	we	apply	ourselves	to	diligent
training	in	the	higher	life	and	strip	ourselves	for	the	more	vigorous	contests.”170	The	fact
that	divine	grace	is	present	in	people’s	lives	from	the	time	of	their	birth	means	that	free
choice	does	not	reflect	a	purely	natural	or	strictly	autonomous	human	power.	Instead,
God	already	actively	assists	the	human	person	long	before	he	chooses	to	perform	a
virtuous	act.	Of	course,	for	Gregory	divine	assistance	does	increase	or	decrease
depending	on	(p.241)	 how	we	interact	with	it.171	It	is	not	the	kind	of	assistance	that
eliminates	free	choice	(προαίρεσις).	Faced	with	two	warring	spiritual	powers,	“it	is	in
[man’s]	power	to	make	the	one	prevail	over	the	other.”172	Gregory	refuses	to	eliminate
the	tension	between	divine	assistance	(συμμαχία)	and	human	free	choice	(προαίρεσις).
Nonetheless,	the	former	is	present	already	from	the	outset	of	one’s	life.173

Moreover,	Gregory	highlights	this	pervasive	presence	of	grace	throughout	one’s	life	by
drawing	attention	to	the	manifestation	of	Christ	in	the	account	of	the	exodus.174	His
Incarnation	and	the	virgin	birth	come	to	the	fore	in	the	burning	bush	(Exod	3:2).175	The
miracles	of	the	transformation	of	Moses’	right	hand	and	of	the	changing	of	his	rod	into	a
snake	(Exod	4:2–7)	likewise	refer	to	the	Incarnation.176	Moses	stretching	forth	his	hands
in	order	to	destroy	the	frogs	(Exod	8:5,	12)	is	a	riddle	referring	to	the	Cross.177	The
wood	that	sweetened	the	waters	of	Marah	(Exod	15:23–5)	is	the	Cross	that	sweetens	the
virtuous	life.178	The	miracle	of	the	manna	coming	from	Heaven	(Exod	16)	also	teaches
about	the	virgin	birth.179	Moses	holding	up	his	hands	in	the	battle	against	Amalek	(Exod
17:8–13)	is	again	a	picture	of	the	Cross.180	Gregory	sees	the	heavenly	archetype	of	the
tabernacle	(Exod	25:9)	as	the	pre-existent	Christ,	while	the	tabernacle	fashioned	on	earth
is	the	Incarnate	Christ.181	In	its	earthly	form,	this	tabernacle,	with	each	of	its	holy	objects
(p.242)	 (Exod	26),	speaks	of	his	manifestation	on	earth	in	the	form	of	the	church	(“since
in	many	places	the	Church	also	is	called	Christ	by	Paul”).182	Nyssen	identifies	Moses
chiseling	out	new	tables	of	the	Law	(Exod	34:1)	after	breaking	the	first	ones	to	pieces
(Exod	32:19)	as	Christ	becoming	“the	stonecutter	of	his	own	flesh”	in	the	Incarnation.183

Christ	is	also	the	rock	on	which	the	Lord	instructs	Moses	to	stand	during	the	third	and
final	theophany	(Exod	33:21).184	The	grapes	suspended	from	the	wood,	which	the	spies
take	back	from	the	promised	land	(Num	13:23),	are	the	blood	of	Christ’s	passion	that	we
drink	in	the	Eucharist.185	Finally,	also	the	brazen	serpent	(Num	21:8–9)	is	a	figure	of	the
Cross.186	Christology	is	front	and	center	in	De	vita	Moysis.

The	centrality	of	Christology	does	not,	in	itself,	determine	the	way	in	which	it	functions	in
Gregory’s	treatise.	It	could	be,	of	course,	that	Christ	is	little	more	than	an	external	model
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for	a	life	of	perfect	virtue.	And	indeed,	in	his	prologue,	St.	Gregory	does	look	to	God—and
thus	also	to	Christ—as	virtue	itself.187	Moses	functions	as	an	example	(ὑπόδειγμα)	for	us
because	he	himself	faithfully	lives	the	divine	pattern	of	virtue.	All	of	this	could	be
construed	as	simply	the	imitation	of	external	examples—with	the	Christian	following	the
example	of	Moses,	who	in	turn	follows	the	example	of	Christ	(and	of	God).	The
participatory	and	anagogical	framework	of	Gregory’s	overall	thought,	however,	pleads
against	such	an	interpretation.	A	much	more	likely	interpretation,	therefore,	would	seem
to	be	that	it	is	precisely	participation	in	Christ	that	allows	for	the	life	of	virtue	to	flourish.

The	anagogical	structure	of	De	vita	Moysis	is	quite	evident.	Ronald	Heine	rightly	points
out	that	ascent	language	dominates	the	treatise.188	As	is	well	known,	the	three
theophanies—the	fire	of	the	burning	bush	(Exod	3),	the	darkness	of	Mount	Sinai	(Exod
20:21),	and	God’s	back	seen	from	the	cleft	of	the	rock	(Exod	33:21–2)—are	subsequent
stages	of	ascent.	To	arrive	at	the	first	theophany,	God	tells	Moses	to	remove	the	sandals
from	his	feet	(Exod	3:5),	precisely	because	sandaled	feet—“the	dead	and	earthly
covering	of	skins”—“cannot	ascend	(ἀναδραμεῖν)	that	height	(ὕψος)	where	the	truth	is
seen.”189	Having	removed	his	sandals,	Moses	learns	that	objects	of	sense	perception	do
not	really	subsist,	and	that	only	God	himself—true	Being	itself—subsists.190	It	is,
however,	by	actually	looking	to	the	burning	bush—an	image	of	Christ—that	Moses
arrives	at	this	knowledge.	Nyssen	then	holds	out	to	others	the	prospect	(p.243)	 of	this
same	knowledge:	“In	the	same	way	that	Moses	on	that	occasion	attained	to	this
knowledge,	so	now	does	everyone	who,	like	him,	divests	himself	of	the	earthly	covering
and	looks	to	the	light	shining	from	the	bramble	bush,	that	is,	to	the	Radiance	which	shines
upon	us	through	this	thorny	flesh	and	which	is	(as	the	Gospel	says)	the	true	light	and	the
truth	itself.”191	For	Gregory,	it	is	by	looking	to	the	thorny	flesh	of	Christ	that	we	gain
true	knowledge	of	God.

When	Moses	gets	ready	to	“assault”	Mount	Sinai	for	the	second	theophany,	he
approaches	“the	ascent	(ἀναβάσει)	to	lofty	(ὑψηλῶν)	perceptions.”192	He	is	“separated
from	all	those	too	weak	for	the	ascent	(ἄνοδον),”193	passes	“from	one	peak	to	another
(τινὰ	κορυφὴν	ἐκ	κορυφῆς)”	and	“comes	ever	higher	(ὑψηλότερος)	than	he	was	through
his	ascent	(ἀναβάσεως)	to	the	heights	(ὑψηλοῶν),”	until	he	slips	into	the	“inner	sanctuary
(ἄδυτον)	of	divine	knowledge,”	which	Gregory	here	identifies	as	the	heavenly	“tabernacle
not	made	with	hands.”194	The	mind’s	vision	in	the	tabernacle	goes	beyond	the	light	of	the
burning	bush—the	rational	insight	that	God	is	Being	itself.	Instead,	Gregory	resorts	to
apophatic	discourse:	“This	is	the	true	knowledge	of	what	is	sought;	this	is	the	seeing	that
consists	in	not	seeing.”195	By	penetrating	this	“luminous	darkness”	(λαμπρῷ	γνόφῳ),	one
acknowledges	that	no	intelligent	creature	can	attain	knowledge	of	the	divine	essence.196

Gregory’s	paradoxical	language	illustrates	that	this	second	theophany	entails	a	revelation
that	is	no	longer	accessible	to	rational	knowledge.	Still,	the	“luminous	darkness”	of	the
“inner	sanctuary”	does	not	take	one	beyond	Christ.	After	all,	for	Gregory	the	heavenly
tabernacle	is	Christ	himself.	Thus,	Gregory	comments:	“This	tabernacle	would	be	Christ
who	is	the	power	and	wisdom	of	God	[1	Cor	1:24],	who	in	his	own	nature	was	not	made
with	hands,	yet	capable	of	being	made	when	it	became	necessary	for	this	tabernacle	to
be	erected	among	us.”197	The	entire	lengthy	Christological	exposition	of	the	tabernacle
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that	follows	is	thus	a	description	of	Moses’	participation	in	Christ,	as	Moses	ascends	ever
higher	onto	the	mountain.	The	greater	Moses’	anagogical	progress	is,	the	deeper	his
participation	in	and	knowledge	of	Christ	becomes.

Nyssen’s	description	of	the	third	theophany	is	the	section	in	which	he	elaborates	most
fully	on	his	notion	of	eternal	progress	(επέκτασις).	Again,	he	uses	anagogical	language	to
describe	God’s	self-revelation	by	the	rock.	One	would	perhaps	have	thought	that	Moses
could	not	possibly	have	reached	a	greater	height	than	that	of	the	“luminous	darkness”
that	lies	beyond	conceptual	knowledge.	Instead,	Gregory	claims	that	there	is	a	“height
(ὕψος)	(p.244)	 to	which	Moses	desires	to	attain	(ἀναβῆναι)	after	such	previous
ascents	(ἀναβάσεις).”198	Despite	having	entered	already	into	the	“darkness”	(γνόφος)	of
the	heavenly	sanctuary	itself,	Moses	soars	still	higher.	The	reason	for	this	is	the	unlimited
progress	that	divine	infinity	makes	possible:	“Thus,	no	limit	(ὅρος)	would	interrupt	growth
(αὔξησιν)	in	the	ascent	(ἀνόδου)	to	God,	since	no	limit	(πέρας)	to	the	Good	can	be	found
nor	is	the	increasing	(πρόοδον)	of	desire	for	the	Good	brought	to	an	end	because	it	is
satisfied.”199	Clearly,	this	third	theophany,	while	it	represents	a	higher	ascent	than	the
previous	one,	does	not	take	Moses	beyond	the	tabernacle	itself.	It	would	be	better	to
say	that	since	the	tabernacle	itself	is	infinite,	Moses	can	progress	infinitely	within	the
tabernacle.	Thus,	the	apophatic	knowledge	of	the	second	theophany	simply	continues	in
the	third.	Nyssen	declares	standing	on	the	rock	(Exod	33:21)	to	be	the	“most	paradoxical
(παραδοξότατον)	thing	of	all,”200	since

the	same	thing	is	both	a	standing	still	(στάσις)	and	a	moving	(κίνησις).	For	he	who
ascends	(ἀνιὼν)	certainly	does	not	stand	still	(ἴσταται),	and	he	who	stands	still
(ἑστὼς)	does	not	move	upwards	(ἀνέρχεται).	But	here	the	ascent	(ἀναβῆναι)
takes	place	by	means	of	the	standing	(ἑστάναι).	I	mean	by	this	that	the	firmer	and
more	immovable	one	remains	in	the	Good,	the	more	he	progresses	in	the	course	of
virtue	(ἀρετῆς).201

Eternal	progress	can	only	be	expressed	by	means	of	a	paradox:	it	is	movement	and
ascent	while	standing	still.	Furthermore,	while	it	seems	clear	to	me	that	this	progress	has
an	experiential,	mystical	dimension,	Nyssen	also	keeps	this	progress	closely	linked	with
virtue.202	Further	progress	in	the	life	of	God	is	always	progressive	participation	in	divine
virtue.

Perhaps	the	most	important	observation	to	be	made	in	this	context	is	that	the	final
theophany,	like	the	previous	ones,	is	Christological.	I	already	alluded	to	the	fact	that
Gregory	regards	Christ	as	the	rock	on	which	Moses	takes	his	stand.	After	giving	a
lengthy	series	of	equivalent	descriptions	of	the	rock—a	(p.245)	 list	that	includes
“pleasure	of	paradise”	and	“eternal	tabernacle”—St.	Gregory	highlights	the	fact	that
Christ	always	remains	the	one	in	whom	one	finds	the	stability	that	allows	for	movement:
“For,	since	Christ	is	understood	by	Paul	as	the	rock	[1	Cor	10:4],	all	hope	of	good	things
is	believed	to	be	in	Christ,	in	whom	we	have	learned	all	the	treasures	of	good	things	to
be.	He	who	finds	any	good	finds	it	in	Christ	who	contains	all	good.”203	No	matter	how
paradoxical	and	apophatic	one’s	knowledge	of	God	becomes,	for	Gregory	the	entire
progression	remains	thoroughly	Christological	at	the	same	time.
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Conclusion
We	do	justice	to	St.	Gregory’s	understanding	of	virtue	(ἀρετή)	only	when	we	take	its
participatory	character	into	account.	In	each	of	the	writings	that	I	have	examined	in	this
chapter,	Nyssen	highlights	the	indispensable	character	of	virtue	as	the	way	to	enter	into
God’s	life.	In	De	perfectione,	Gregory	explicitly	denies,	however,	that	the	future	reward
will	be	in	proportion	to	our	earthly	contribution	and	clearly	maintains	that	this	virtue	is
not	an	expression	of	a	purely	natural,	autonomous	human	will.	Both	in	De	professione
Christiana	and	in	De	vita	Moysis,	Nyssen	identifies	virtue	first	of	all	with	God	or	with
Christ.	It	is	only	participation	(μετοχή)	in	Christ	that	makes	one	a	Christian.	Because	he
identifies	virtue	with	divine	perfection	(τελειότης),	Gregory	links	human	virtue	with
perfection,	as	well,	both	in	De	perfectione	and	in	De	vita	Moysis.	This	leads	to	the
problem	of	how	human	beings	can	be	called	virtuous	at	all.	If	virtue	is	moral	perfection,
how	can	human	beings	possibly	be	virtuous?	In	De	professione	Christiana,	Gregory
answers	by	simply	encouraging	us	to	imitate	the	life	of	God	“as	much	as	possible.”	In	De
perfectione	and	De	vita	Moysis,	however,	Gregory	goes	further	and	appeals	to	the
doctrine	of	unlimited	progress	(ἐπέκτασις).	Perfection,	for	human	beings,	is	to	continue
forever	their	ascent	in	the	life	of	God	by	means	of	ever-increasing	virtuous	participation.
Clearly,	such	anagogical	progress	implies	that	Gregory’s	moral	theology	is	not	concerned
with	measurable,	diastemic	standards	that	must	be	attained	in	order	to	be	acceptable	to
God.	Instead,	Gregory	moves	beyond	this-worldly	measurements	by	explaining	that
virtuous	progress	itself	constitutes	an	advancing	into	the	infinite,	adiastemic	life	of	God.

To	be	sure,	as	he	describes	this	advance,	Nyssen	emphasizes	strongly	the	human	ability
to	choose	(προαίρεσις).	The	Holy	Spirit	(or	an	angel	of	God)	renders	assistance
(συμμαχία)	to	those	who	choose	to	lead	the	ascetic	life.	This	emphasis	on	human	decision
and	will	is	particularly	strong	in	De	instituto	(p.246)	 Christiano—whose	Gregorian
authorship	remains	disputed—but	is	also	present	in	his	other	works,	and	the	approach
with	regard	to	divine	assistance	in	De	instituto	Christiano	is	not	fundamentally	different
from	that	in	De	vita	Moysis.	Sometimes	Gregory	expresses	himself	remarkably	forcefully
about	the	human	ability	to	choose	virtue	over	vice.	Certainly,	moral	progress	entails
ascesis	and	self-determination.	One	does	not	ascend	in	virtue	without	constantly	making
free	choices.	Nonetheless,	Verna	Harrison,	in	particular,	has	rightly	emphasized	that	we
misunderstand	the	relationship	between	grace	and	human	freedom	if	we	fail	to	recall	that
human	freedom	is	only	given	within	a	participatory	framework.	Nyssen	does	not	separate
nature	and	grace,	and	he	maintains	that	God’s	gracious	assistance	“was	already	there	at
our	birth.”

The	participation	of	which	Gregory	speaks	is	thoroughly	Christological	in	character.	For
Gregory,	to	grow	in	virtue	means	to	rely	ever	more	on	Christ.	This	Christological	context
means	that	bodily	renunciation,	while	it	involves	difficult	decisions	and	hard	toil,	is	sweet
for	the	Christian;	the	wood—Christ	himself—sweetens	the	waters	of	Marah.	It	is
participation	in	Christ	that	not	only	constitutes	the	journey	of	ascent	but	that	also	makes	it
possible	in	the	first	place.	While	Gregory	is	convinced	that	this	virtuous	ascent	is	lived	out
here	on	earth	in	bodily	practices	of	renunciation,	in	no	way	does	he	believe	that	it	aims
for	earthly	and	material	realities.	Nyssen	is	a	thoroughly	otherworldly	theologian.	The	aim
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of	one’s	life	in	Christ	is	anagogical	in	character.	Once	we	move	beyond	the	light	of	God’s
revelation	in	the	burning	bush,	we	leave	behind	straightforward	descriptions	of	the	Being
of	God.	From	this	point	onward,	we	are	reduced	to	apophatic	and	paradoxical	discourse.
After	all,	once	we	leave	behind	the	diastemic	realities	of	earthly	existence,	finite	human
discourse—which	is	inherently	temporal	in	character—comes	up	short.	St.	Gregory	is	so
resolutely	anagogical	in	his	approach	that	for	him	the	true	theologian	is	the	one	whose
doctrine	and	virtue	participate	in	the	luminous	darkness	of	the	paradisal	reality	that	is
Christ.

Notes:

(1)	See	Chap.	1,	sect.:	Virtuous	Progression	in	Time:	In	Ecclesiasten	homiliae.

(2)	Eccl	1.279.21–280.1	(Hall	34).

(3)	Eccl	6.373.12–13	(Hall	99).

(4)	Cant	Prologue.6.18.	See	Chap.	2,	sect.:	The	Defence	of	Anagogy	in	the	Preface	to	In
Canticum	canticorum.

(5)	See	Chap.	2,	sect.:	Joining	the	Angelic	Choir:	In	inscriptiones	Psalmorum.

(6)	Inscr	68.5–6	(Heine	122).

(7)	Inscr	117.3–4	(Heine	164).

(8)	See	Chap.	2,	sect.:	Interpretation	and	Anagogy	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(9)	Cant	3.71.17.

(10)	See	Chap.	3,	sect.:	Tunics	of	Christ	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(11)	Cant	9.271.23–272.1.

(12)	See	Chap.	3,	sect.:	Bodily	and	Spiritual	Senses	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(13)	See	Chap.	3,	sect.:	Neither	Male	nor	Female:	Macrina’s	Angelic	Overcoming	of
Gender.

(14)	Virg	1.252.24–27	(Woods	Callahan	10);	translation	adjusted.	See	Chap.	4,	Sect:	The
Paradoxes	of	Virginity	in	De	virginitate.

(15)	Virg	1.247.1–2	(Woods	Callahan	6).

(16)	See	Chap.	4,	sect.:	Death	and	Mourning	in	De	mortuis	oratio.

(17)	Sanct	Pasch	250.27–8	(Hall	9).

(18)	Sanct	Pasch	250.15–251.16	(Hall	8–9);	Eun	III.x.36–7	(GNO	II.303.7–304.7).
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(19)	Benef	98.24–99.4	(Holman	195).

(20)	Benef	106.1–4	(Holmes	198);	Quat	uni	122.29–123.18	(Holman	204–5);	Usur	196.20–
2;	204.7–14.

(21)	Or	cat	102.10	(Srawley	116).	See	Chap.	6,	sect.:	Baptism	and	the	Body:	In	diem
luminum.

(22)	Diem	lum	240.4–20	(NPNF	II/5.524).

(23)	Tunc	et	ipse	13.17–14.13	(Casimir	17–18).	See	Chap.	6,	sect.:	Submission	of	the	Body
of	Christ:	Tunc	et	ipse.

(24)	Virg	1.251.18–19	(Woods	Callahan	9).

(25)	Cant	1.29.5.

(26)	PG	46.288–305.

(27)	Werner	Jaeger,	Two	Rediscovered	Works	of	Ancient	Literature:	Gregory	of	Nyssa
and	Macarius	(1954;	repr.	Leiden:	Brill,	1965),	88.

(28)	Jaeger,	Two	Rediscovered	Works,	97.

(29)	Jaeger,	Two	Rediscovered	Works,	102.

(30)	See,	for	instance,	H.	Dörries,	“Christlicher	Humanismus	und	mönchische	Geist-
Ethik,”	ThLZ	79	(1954),	643–56;	Walther	Völker,	Gregor	von	Nyssa	als	Mystiker
(Wiesbaden:	Steiner,	1955),	74–80;	Ritter,	“Die	Gnadenlehre	Gregors	von	Nyssa”;
Vasiliki	Limberis,	“The	Concept	of	‘Freedom’	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	de	instituto
Christiano,”	SP	27	(1993):	39–41.

(31)	Donald	C.	Abel,	“The	Doctrine	of	Synergism	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	instituto
christiano,”	Thomist	45	(1981),	430–48.

(32)	See,	for	instance	Aloisius	Lieske,	“Die	Theologie	der	Christusmystik	Gregors	von
Nyssa,”	ZKTh	70	(1948),	331–40;	Leys,	L’Image	de	Dieu,	97–106;	Merki,	ΟΜΟΙΩΣΙΣ
ΘΕῼ,	92–164;	Jérome	Gaïth,	La	Conception	de	la	liberté	chez	Grégoire	de	Nysse,	Études
de	philosophie	médiévale,	43	(Paris:	Vrin,	1953),	135–74;	Louis	Bouyer,	History	of
Christian	Spirituality,	vol.	1,	The	Spirituality	of	the	New	Testament	and	the	Fathers,
trans.	Mary	P.	Ryan	(New	York:	Seabury,	1963),	358–62;	Balás,	Μετουσια	Θεου,	146–9;
von	Ivánka,	Plato	christianus,	175–80;	Gregorios,	Cosmic	Man,	199–218;	Rowan	A.
Greer,	The	Fear	of	Freedom:	A	Study	of	Miracles	in	the	Roman	Imperial	Church
(University	Park,	Pa.:	Pennsylvania	State	University	Press,	1989),	151–6.	According	to
Evangelos	G.	Konstantinou,	neither	divine	grace	nor	human	freedom	has	priority	in
Gregory’s	thought	(Die	Tugendlehre	Gregors	von	Nyssa	im	Verhältnis	zu	der	Antik-
Philosophischen	und	Jüdisch-Christlichen	Tradition,	Das	östliche	Christentum,	NS	17
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(Würzburg:	Augustinus,	1966),	93–4).	For	a	helpful	article	outlining	the	various	ways	in
which	Gregory	speaks	of	“grace,”	see	A.	S.	Dunstone,	“The	Meaning	of	Grace	in	the
Writings	of	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	SJT	15	(1962),	235–44.

(33)	Ekkehard	Mühlenberg,	“Synergism	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	ZNW	68	(1977),	103–4,
112.

(34)	Mühlenberg,	“Synergism,”	118.

(35)	Mühlenberg,	“Synergism,”	116.

(36)	Mühlenberg,	“Synergism,”	108–9,	11–12.

(37)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	88–131.

(38)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	131.

(39)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	217–25.

(40)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	220.

(41)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	223.

(42)	Cf.	von	Ivánka,	Plato	christianus,	173–5.

(43)	This	is	not	universally	the	case.	Ritter,	for	instance,	works	strictly	with	De	vita	Moysis
(“Die	Gnadenlehre	Gregors	von	Nyssa”).	We	will	see	later	on	this	chapter,	however,	that
this	mystical	work	is	much	less	open	to	the	charge	of	moralism	than	is	De	instituto
Christiano.

(44)	Jaeger,	Two	Rediscovered	Works,	37–47;	Dörries,	“Christlicher	Humanismus.”

(45)	Jean	Gribomont,	“Le	De	instituto	Christiano	et	le	messalianisme	de	Grégoire	de
Nysse,”	SP	5	(1962),	312–22;	Reinhart	Staats,	“Der	Traktat	Gregors	von	Nyssa	‘De
Instituto	Christiano’	und	der	Grosse	Brief	Symeons,”	STh	17	(1963),	120–8;	id.,	Gregor
von	Nyssa	und	die	Messalianer:	Die	Frage	der	Priorität	zweier	altkirchlicher	Schriften,
Patristische	Texte	und	Studien,	8	(Berlin:	De	Gruyter,	1968);	Aelred	Baker,	“The	Great
Letter	of	Pseudo-Macarius	and	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	StMon	6	(1964),	381–7;	id.,
“Pseudo-Macarius	and	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	VC	20	(1966),	227–34.	Cf.	also	John
Meyendorff,	“Messalianism	or	Anti-Messalianism?	A	Fresh	Look	at	the	‘Macarian’
Problem,”	in	Granfield	and	Jungmann	(eds.),	Kyriakon:	Festschrift	Johannes	Quasten,	vol.
2,	585–90.

(46)	Mariette	Canévet,	“‘Le	‘De	instituto	Christiano’	est-il	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse?
Problème	de	critique	interne,”	REG	82	(1969),	404–23.

(47)	Jean	Daniélou	places	both	of	these	among	Gregory’s	most	mature	works,	dating	from
the	last	period	of	his	life	(“La	Chronologie	des	œuvres	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse,”	SP	7
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(1966),	168),	while	Gerhard	May	suggests	the	period	370–8	for	De	perfectione	(“Die
Chronologie	des	Lebens	und	der	Werke	des	Gregor	von	Nyssa,”	in	Harl	(ed.),	Écriture
et	culture	philosophique	dans	la	pensée	de	Grégoire	de	Nysse,	56).

(48)	For	discussion	of	De	professione	Christiana,	see	Mary	Emily	Keenan,	“De
professione	Christiana	and	De	perfectione:	A	Study	of	the	Ascetical	Doctrine	of	Saint
Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	DOP	5	(1950),	175–83;	Casimir	McCambley,	“On	the	Profession	of	a
Christian,	Τι	τὸ	τοῦ	Χριστιανοῦ	Ἐπάγγελμα,	by	Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa,”	GOTR	30
(1985),	433–45.

(49)	Prof	129.1–5	(Woods	Callahan	81);	translation	adjusted.

(50)	Prof	129.7	(Woods	Callahan	81).

(51)	Prof	142.3–6	(Woods	Callahan	89).

(52)	Prof	130.16–17	(Woods	Callahan	81).

(53)	Prof	130.20	(Woods	Callahan	82);	translation	adjusted.	With	the	term	“profession”
(ἐπάγγελμα)	Gregory	has	in	mind	someone’s	occupation	or	career.	He	compares	the
profession	of	a	Christian	to	that	of	a	doctor,	an	orator,	or	a	geometrician,	whose
education	and	experience	make	him	worthy	of	his	title	(Prof	131.2–7	(Woods	Callahan
82)).

(54)	Prof	130.22–131.1	(Woods	Callahan	82).

(55)	Prof	140.11–17	(Woods	Callahan	88).

(56)	Prof	141.11–25	(Woods	Callahan	89);	translation	adjusted.

(57)	Prof	131.12–133.1	(Woods	Callahan	82–3).	For	Gregory’s	use	of	the	anecdote,	see
Werner	Jaeger,	“Von	Affen	und	Wahren	Christen,”	Scripta	Minora,	vol.	2,	Storia	e
Letteratura,	Raccolta	di	Studi	e	Testi,	81	(Rome:	Edizioni	di	Storia	e	Letteratura,	1960),
429–39.	Lucian	twice	relates	the	story	of	the	monkey	(Piscator	36;	Apologia	5).	For
further	discussion	of	the	story	in	Lucian	and	elsewhere,	see	Graham	Anderson,
“Simulator	Simius,”	CQ,	NS	30	(1980),	259–60.

(58)	Prof	133.8–9	(Woods	Callahan	83);	133.11–15	(Woods	Callahan	83).

(59)	Lieske	rightly	takes	note	of	this	Christological	emphasis	in	a	fascinating	comparison
between	Thomas	Aquinas	and	Gregory	of	Nyssa,	favorably	highlighting	the	emphasis	on
grace	in	the	latter.	To	Lieske	“scheint…der	eigentliche	charakteristische	Unterschied
beider	Theologien	vor	allem	in	Gregors	stärkere	Verwertung	des	Einheits-Gedanken	in
seiner	Gnaden-	und	Kirchenlehre	zu	liegen.	Während	bei	ihm	alle	christliche
Vollkommenheit	nur	als	gnadenhafte	Entfaltung	unserer	bereits	mit	der	Menschwerdung
gegebenen	Christuseinheit	aufgefaßt	wird	und	darum	der	Gedanke	einer	seinshaft-
wirklichen	Natureinheit	des	Menschengeschlechtes	die	zentrale	spekulativ-theologische
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Grundlage	all	seiner	chirstologischen	Erlösungs-,	Kirchen-	und	Gnadenlehre	bildet,	wird
das	Motiv	der	seinshaften	Naturganzheit	in	der	wissenschaftlich-spekulativen
Behandlung	des	Gnadengeheimnisses	vom	hl.	Thomas	wenig	verwertet”	(“Theologie	der
Christusmystik,”	333).

(60)	Prof	134.4	(Woods	Callahan	84);	134.17–135.1	(Woods	Callahan	84).

(61)	Cf.	Chap.	4,	sect.:	The	Paradoxes	of	Virginity	in	De	virginitate.

(62)	Prof	135.6–15	(Woods	Callahan	84);	translation	adjusted.

(63)	Prof	136.2–8	(Woods	Callahan	85).

(64)	Harrison	makes	the	same	point	with	regard	to	the	relationship	between	image	or
reflection,	and	participation.	For	Gregory,	the	image	that	we	see	in	the	mirror	is	not	just	a
likeness	of	two	otherwise	disconnected	things.	Rather,	the	reflection	participates	in	the
archetype,	so	that	there	is	a	genuine	participation	of	the	image	in	the	archetype	(Grace
and	Human	Freedom,	111–21).

(65)	Cf.	Lucas	Francisco	Mateo-Seco,	“Imitation,”	in	BDGN.

(66)	For	discussion	of	De	perfectione,	see	Keenan,	“De	professione	Christiana	and	De
perfectione,”	183–205;	Casimir	McCambley,	“Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	Περὶ	τελειότητος
—On	Perfection,”	GOTR	29	(1984),	349–79.

(67)	Perf	173.1–3	(Woods	Callahan	95).

(68)	Perf	209.14–23	(Woods	Callahan	119).

(69)	Perf	214.4–6	(Woods	Callahan	122).

(70)	Perf	173.15–174.20	(Woods	Callahan	95–6).

(71)	Perf	176.17–177.7	(Woods	Callahan	97–8):	“[S]ince	the	rank	of	kingship	underlies	all
worth	and	power	and	rule,	by	this	title	the	royal	power	of	Christ	is	authoritatively	and
primarily	indicated	(for	the	anointing	of	kingship,	as	we	learn	in	the	historical	books,	comes
first),	and	all	the	force	of	the	other	titles	depends	on	that	of	royalty.	For	this	reason,	the
person	who	knows	the	separate	elements	included	under	it	also	knows	the	power
encompassing	these	elements.	But	it	is	the	kingship	itself	which	declares	what	the	title	of
Christ	means.”

(72)	Perf	177.14	(Woods	Callahan	98).

(73)	Perf	209.23–210.4	(Woods	Callahan	119–20).

(74)	Perf	212.5–12	(Woods	Callahan	121).

(75)	Perf	178.21–179.2	(Woods	Callahan	99).



Virtuous Body

Page 31 of 38

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

(76)	Perf	179.8–15	(Woods	Callahan	99).

(77)	Perf	179.17–22	(Woods	Callahan	99).

(78)	Perf	181.16–182.2	(Woods	Callahan	101).

(79)	Prof	138.6–11	(Woods	Callahan	86–7).

(80)	Prof	138.15–18	(Woods	Callahan	87).

(81)	Perf	213.1–6	(Woods	Callahan	121).

(82)	Perf	213.17–24	(Woods	Callahan	122).

(83)	Perf	214.4–6	(Woods	Callahan	122).

(84)	Inst	41.12–24	(Woods	Callahan	127);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(85)	For	discussion	of	the	use	of	the	term	“philosophy”	among	the	Cappadocians	as
denoting	ascetic	discipline,	see	Pelikan,	Christianity	and	Classical	Culture,	181–2.

(86)	Inst	46.26–47.11	(Woods	Callahan	131–2).	In	a	later	passage,	Gregory	comments
similarly	that	“when	the	soul	hates	sin,	it	closely	unites	itself	with	God,	as	far	as	it	can,	in
the	regimen	of	virtue;	having	been	transformed	in	life,	it	receives	the	grace	of	the	Spirit
to	itself,	becomes	entirely	new	again	and	is	recreated”	(Inst	61.19–62.1	(Woods	Callahan
142)).	For	additional	passages	that	appear	chronologically	to	prioritize	human	virtue	over
the	gift	of	the	Spirit,	see	Inst	44.3–19	(Woods	Callahan	129);	54.11–16	(Woods	Callahan
137);	64.12–15	(Woods	Callahan	143).

(87)	Jaeger,	Two	Rediscovered	Works,	92–105.

(88)	Inst	47.18–19	(Woods	Callahan	132).

(89)	Inst	54.15–16	(Woods	Callahan	137).	Cf.	Inst	78.13–15	(Woods	Callahan	152):	“Taking
the	Spirit	as	companion	(ὁδηγὸν)	and	ally	(σύμμαχον),	one	is	inflamed	towards	a	love	of
the	Lord	and	seethes	with	longing….”

(90)	Inst	71.24–72.1	(Woods	Callahan	148);	translation	adjusted.	Cf.	Gregory’s	mentioning
of	the	“cooperation	(συνεργίᾳ)	of	the	Spirit”	(Inst	87.4	(Woods	Callahan	157));	translation
adjusted.

(91)	Most	significantly,	perhaps,	Gregory	states	that	“the	gift	of	grace	is	measured
(μετρεῖται)	by	the	labours	(πόνοις)	of	the	receiver”	(Inst	46.25–6	(Woods	Callahan	131)).
Abel	draws	especially	from	this	comment	the	conclusion	that	for	Gregory	the	amount	of
grace	one	receives	is	directly	proportionate	to	the	amount	of	effort	he	puts	in	(“Doctrine
of	Synergism,”	439).	Of	course,	we	have	already	seen	that	in	De	professione	Christiana
Gregory	states	explicitly	that	God’s	gift	is	not	in	proportion	(πρὸς	τὸ	μέτρον)	to	our	virtue
(Prof	141.20–22	(Woods	Callahan	89)).
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(92)	On	this	issue,	see	for	instance,	Heiko	A.	Oberman,	“Facientibus	quod	in	se	est	Deus
non	denegat	gratiam:	Robert	Holcot,	O.P.	and	the	Beginnings	of	Luther’s	Theology,”	HTR
55	(1962),	317–42;	David	C.	Steinmetz,	“Late	Medieval	Nominalism	and	the	Clerk’s
Tale,”	ChR	12	(1977),	38–54;	Heiko	A.	Oberman,	The	Harvest	of	Medieval	Theology:
Gabriel	Biel	and	Late	Medieval	Nominalism,	3rd	edn.	(1983;	repr.	Grand	Rapids:	Baker
Academic,	2000).

(93)	Harrison,	Grace	and	Human	Freedom,	217–25.

(94)	Thus,	after	speaking	of	“toils	of	prayer	and	fasting”	Gregory	warns,	“If	anyone
imputes	these	things	to	himself	and	gives	himself	entire	credit	(ἀνατιθείη)	for	them,	in
the	place	of	the	undefiled	fruits,	there	grows	up	in	such	a	person	false	pretension	and
pride…”	(Inst	84.7	(Woods	Callahan	155);	84.10–13	(Woods	Callahan	155)).

(95)	Nyssen	wrote	De	vita	Moysis	in	the	390s	and—considering	the	similarities—perhaps
roughly	around	the	same	time	that	he	wrote	De	professione	Christiana	and	De
perfectione.	The	parallels	between	De	vita	Moysis	and	In	Canticum	canticorum	are
numerous	and	obvious.	Most	scholars	have	followed	Daniélou’s	judgment	that	Gregory
wrote	the	latter	prior	to	the	former.	It	seems	to	me,	however,	that	Franz	Dünzl
persuasively	argues	that	De	vita	Moysis	predates	In	Canticum	canticorum.	Gregory
repeatedly	refers	to	Moses’	life	in	In	Canticum	canticorum,	while	he	never	refers	to	the
Song	of	Songs	in	De	vita	Moysis	(“Gregor	von	Nyssa’s	Homilien	zum	Canticum	auf	dem
Hintergrund	seiner	Vita	Moysis,”	VC	44	(1990),	372–4).

(96)	Vit	Moys	2.8–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	29).	Ronald	E.	Heine	rejects	Daniélou’s
suggestion	that	the	treatise	is	directed	to	monks,	and	he	maintains	that	it	is	more	likely
that	Gregory	addresses	a	priest	or	someone	who	is	preparing	for	the	priesthood
(Perfection	in	the	Virtuous	Life:	A	Study	in	the	Relationship	between	Edification	and
Polemical	Theology	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	Vita	Moysis,	Patristic	Monograph	Series,	2
(Cambridge,	Mass.:	Philadelphia	Patristic	Foundation,	1975),	22).

(97)	On	the	prologue,	see	especially	C.	W.	Macleod,	“The	Preface	to	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s
Life	of	Moses,”	JTS,	NS	33	(1982),	183–91;	Thomas	Böhm,	Theoria	–	Unendlichkeit	–
Aufstieg:	Philosophische	Implikationen	zu	De	vita	Moysis	von	Gregor	von	Nyssa,
Supplements	to	Vigiliae	Christianae,	35	(Leiden:	Brill,	1996),	27–66.

(98)	Vit	Moys	2.19–23	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30).

(99)	Vit	Moys	1.5–2.7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	29);	translation	slightly	adjusted.

(100)	Cf.	Ferguson,	“God’s	Infinity	and	Man’s	Mutability”;	Heine,	Perfection,	63–114;
Ferguson,	“Progress	in	Perfection”;	Albert-Kees	Geljon,	“Divine	Infinity	in	Gregory	of
Nyssa	and	Philo	of	Alexandria,”	VC	59	(2005),	152–77.

(101)	Vit	Moys	2.24–6	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30).

(102)	Vit	Moys	4.3–4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	31).
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(103)	Vit	Moys	3.7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30);	3.9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30).

(104)	Vit	Moys	3.19	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30).	Macleod	points	out	the	dual	meaning
both	of	the	noun	ὄρος	(limit,	definition)	and	of	the	verb	ὁρίζω	(to	limit,	to	define)
(“Preface,”	186,	n.	6).

(105)	Vit	Moys	4.18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	31).

(106)	Cf.	Geljon,	“Divine	Infinity.”

(107)	Vit	Moys	4.8–11	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	31).

(108)	Cf.	Ekkehard	Mühlenberg,	Die	Unendlichkeit	Gottes	bei	Gregor	von	Nyssa:	Gregors
Kritik	am	Gottesbegriff	der	klassischen	Metaphysik,	Forschungen	zur	Kirchen-	und
Dogmengeschichte,	16	(Göttingen:	Vandenhoeck	&	Ruprecht,	1966),	159–62.

(109)	Cf.	Chap.	1,	sect.:	Measuring	the	Creature	Only:	Contra	Eunomium.

(110)	Vit	Moys	3.14–17	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30).

(111)	Vit	Moys	4.20–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	31).

(112)	Vit	Moys	4.25–5.4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	31).	Cf.	Gregory’s	reminder	toward	the
end	of	the	treatise:	“Nevertheless,	let	us	not	forget	our	definition	in	the	prologue.	There
we	affirmed	that	the	perfect	(τέλειον)	life	was	such	that	no	description	of	its	perfection
(τελειότητος)	hinders	its	progress	(πρόοδον);	the	continual	development	(ἐπαύξησις)	of
life	to	what	is	better	is	the	soul’s	way	to	perfection	(τελείωσιν)”	(Vit	Moys	138.20–139.4
(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	133)).

(113)	Cf.	Jean	Daniélou’s	comment:	“La	ressemblance	de	Dieu	serait	pour	l’âme	son
incessante	transformation	en	Lui.	Or	c’est	à	cette	mystique	que	Grégoire	donne	un
fondement	théologique	et	métaphysique:	une	image	doit	à	la	fois	ressembler	à	son
modèle	et	en	différer,	l’esprit	créé	ressemble	à	Dieu	en	ce	qu’il	est	‘infini’,	il	en	diffère	en
ce	qu’il	est	un	infini	en	mouvement.	L’essence	de	l’âme	est	ainsi	une	‘participation’
toujours	croissante,	mais	jamais	achevée,	à	Dieu”	(La	Vie	de	Moïse	ou	Traité	de	la
perfection	en	matière	de	vertu,	ed.	and	trans.	Jean	Daniélou,	Sources	chrétiennes,	1bis,
3rd	edn.	(Paris:	Cerf,	2000),	27).

(114)	Vit	Moys	6.24–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	33).

(115)	Vit	Moys	33.3–4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	50).

(116)	Vit	Moys	7.7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	33).

(117)	Vit	Moys	8.1	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	34);	8.12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	34).

(118)	Vit	Moys	8.17–18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	34).
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(119)	Vit	Moys	19.24	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	41).

(120)	Vit	Moys	22.5–7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	43).

(121)	Vit	Moys	26.15–18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	46).

(122)	Vit	Moys	28.2–6	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	47).

(123)	Vit	Moys	32.22–33.3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	50);	translation	adjusted.

(124)	Robert	W.	Jenson,	“Gregory	of	Nyssa:	The	Life	of	Moses,”	TTod	62	(2006),	534.

(125)	Vit	Moys	33.6–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	51).

(126)	I	am	not	persuaded	by	Patrick	O’Connell’s	interpretation	of	De	vita	Moysis.
According	to	O’Connell,	the	account	shifts	back	and	forth	between	holding	up	Moses	as
an	example	(of	vertical	ascent)	and	Israel	as	an	example	(of	horizontal	movement),	with
only	Moses	displaying	disinterested	virtue	for	God’s	sake,	while	Israel	lives	for	the
reward	of	the	promised	land	(“The	Double	Journey	in	Saint	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	The	Life
of	Moses,”	GOTR	28	(1983),	301–24).	It	seems	to	me	that	Gregory	is	far	too	playful	for
such	a	strict	divide.	He	finds	virtue	in	the	biblical	text	wherever	it	seems	useful	to	him.

(127)	Vit	Moys	34.1–4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	55).

(128)	Vit	Moys	38.1–3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	58).

(129)	Vit	Moys	61.8–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	76);	61.17–20	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson
76).

(130)	Vit	Moys	65.18–22	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	79).

(131)	Vit	Moys	66.2–3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	79).

(132)	Vit	Moys	71.4–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	83).

(133)	Vit	Moys	72.9–14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	84).

(134)	Vit	Moys	82.4–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	91).

(135)	Vit	Moys	83.17–18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	92).

(136)	Vit	Moys	84.3–4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	93).

(137)	Vit	Moys	84.13–15	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	93).

(138)	Vit	Moys	96.18–22	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	102).

(139)	Vit	Moys	97.22–103.12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	103–7).



Virtuous Body

Page 35 of 38

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

(140)	Vit	Moys	106.21–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	109).

(141)	Gregory	notes	a	similar	incongruity	as	he	compares	Song	5:7	to	5:3	in	Cant	12.359.
19–360.14.	There,	too,	Gregory	uses	the	incongruity	to	reflect	on	epektatic	progress.	See
Chap.	3,	sect.:	Tunics	of	Christ	in	In	Canticum	canticorum.

(142)	Vit	Moys	112.16–21	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	113).

(143)	Vit	Moys	112.25–13.5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	113).

(144)	Vit	Moys	113.24–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	114);	114.11–12	(Malherbe	and
Ferguson	114).

(145)	Vit	Moys	114.21–3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	115).

(146)	Vit	Moys	121.18–22	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	120).

(147)	Vit	Moys	132.11–13	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	128).

(148)	Vit	Moys	135.7–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	130).

(149)	Vit	Moys	136.25–137.2	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	131).

(150)	Vit	Moys	138.14–140.5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	133–4).

(151)	Vit	Moys	140.24–25	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	134).

(152)	Vit	Moys	141.7–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	135);	141.13	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson
135).

(153)	Vit	Moys	141.14–18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	135).

(154)	Vit	Moys	143.6	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	136).

(155)	Vit	Moys	144.13–14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	137).

(156)	Vit	Moys	144.17	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	137);	144.21–3	(Malherbe	and
Ferguson	137).

(157)	Vit	Moys	145.1–4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	137).

(158)	On	free	will	in	De	vita	Moysis,	see	Andrew	P.	Klager,	“Free	Will	and	Vicinal
Culpability	in	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	De	vita	Moysis,”	GOTR	55	(2010),	144–79.

(159)	Vit	Moys	34.10–14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	55–6).

(160)	Vit	Moys	52.11–14	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	69).

(161)	Vit	Moys	53.11–12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	70).
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(162)	Vit	Moys	53.1–7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	70).

(163)	Vit	Moys	54.20–3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	71).

(164)	Vit	Moys	55.4–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	71).

(165)	Vit	Moys	55.8–11	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	71).

(166)	Vit	Moys	55.15–17	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	71).

(167)	Vit	Moys	55.19–23	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	71–2).

(168)	Vit	Moys	45.3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	63).

(169)	Vit	Moys	46.1–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	64).

(170)	Vit	Moys	45.15–19	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	64).

(171)	In	this	connection,	Gregory	uses	language	that	is	quite	reminiscent	of	De	instituto
Christiano.	He	explains	that	the	cloud	that	guides	the	Israelites	through	the	Red	Sea
(Exod	14:19–20)	stands	for	“the	grace	of	the	Holy	Spirit	who	guides	toward	the	Good
those	who	are	worthy	(ἀξίοις)”	(Vit	Moys	70.18–20	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	82)).	The
fact	that	the	tabernacle’s	covering	of	ram	skins	subsequently	gets	red	dye	applied	to	it
(Exod	26:14)	teaches	the	following:	“By	nature	(ἐκ	φύσεως)	these	skins	do	not	have	in
themselves	a	vital	power,	but	they	become	bright	red	because	of	the	red	dye.	This
teaches	that	grace,	which	flourishes	through	the	Spirit,	is	not	found	in	men	unless	they
make	themselves	dead	to	sin”	(Vit	Moys	97.1–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	102));
translation	slightly	adjusted.

(172)	Vit	Moys	46.6–8	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	64).

(173)	Von	Ivánka	rightly	explains	regarding	St.	Gregory:	“Seine	‘Entdeckung’	ist	eben	die
Einsicht	daß	die	Erkenntnis	Gottes	im	eigenen	Inneren	der	Seele,	die	die	Platoniker	als
das	erste	Aufleuchten	eines	im	Wesensinneren	der	Seele	ruhenden	Vollbesitzes	der
Erkennntnis	Gottes	betrachten	möchten	(die	dann	natürlich	in	ihrer	Vollentfaltung	auch
die	‘Erkenntnis	des	Alls	in	Gott’	in	sich	enthalten	müßte),	in	Wahrheit	das	Erleben	des
Zuges	der	Gnade	im	Inneren	der	Seele	ist,	das	Erleben	jener	Gegenwart	der
Gnadenhilfe	Gottes,	die	es	ihr	ermöglicht,	nach	diesem	letzten	Ziele	und	nach	dieser
höchsten	Erfüllung	ihrer	Bestimmung	zu	streben,	oder	noch	besser:	das	Erleben	dieses
von	der	Gnade	bewegten	Strebens	selbst”	(Plato	christianus,	175).

(174)	This	Christological	emphasis	is	rightly	pointed	out	by	George	S.	Bebis,	“Gregory	of
Nyssa’s	‘De	vita	Moysis’:	A	Philosophical	and	Theological	Analysis,”	GOTR	12	(1967),	369–
70,	375–7;	Ferguson,	“Progress	in	Perfection,”	312;	O’Connell,	“Double	Journey,”	316–
20.

(175)	Vit	Moys	39.17–20	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	59).
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(176)	Vit	Moys	41.10–43.1	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	61–2).

(177)	Vit	Moys	56.1–12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	72).

(178)	Vit	Moys	75.1–9	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	86).

(179)	Vit	Moys	77.16–24	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	88).

(180)	Vit	Moys	81.18–20	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	91).

(181)	Vit	Moys	91.11–20	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	98).

(182)	Vit	Moys	95.11–13	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	101).

(183)	Vit	Moys	109.1–2	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	111).

(184)	Vit	Moys	118.1–120.4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	117–18).

(185)	Vit	Moys	125.16–21	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	123).

(186)	Vit	Moys	126.11–128.13	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	124–5).

(187)	Vit	Moys	3.4–4.15	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	30–1).

(188)	Heine,	Perfection,	103–4.

(189)	Vit	Moys	39.22–5	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	59).

(190)	Vit	Moys	40.13–25	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	60).

(191)	Vit	Moys	41.2–7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	60).

(192)	Vit	Moys	84.1	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	93).

(193)	Vit	Moys	88.17–18	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	96).

(194)	Vit	Moys	88.15–17	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	96);	88.21	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson
96).

(195)	Vit	Moys	87.6–7	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	95).

(196)	Vit	Moys	87.10	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	95).

(197)	Vit	Moys	91.14–17	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	98).

(198)	Vit	Moys	117.10–12	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	116–17).

(199)	Vit	Moys	116.21–3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	116).

(200)	Vit	Moys	118.3	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	117);	translation	adjusted.
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(201)	Vit	Moys	118.3–8	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	117).

(202)	Gregory	does	not	explicitly	discuss	the	relationship	between	mystical	experience
and	virtue.	It	seems	to	me	that	he	regards	them	as	two	sides	of	the	same	coin,	each	of
which	presupposes	the	other.	On	the	one	hand,	it	is	precisely	by	means	of	moral
progress	that	discursive	knowledge	gives	way	to	mystical	experience.	Nyssen	refers	to
this	mystical	experience	by	speaking	of	“faith”	(πίστις;	Eun	II.251.15–254.30	(Hall	78–
81)),	of	“ecstasy”	(ἔκστασις;	Eun	II.253.18–22	(Hall	79–80)),	and	describing	the	sense	of
vertigo	(Eccl	7.413.5–414.9	(Hall	125–6);	Beat	6.136.26–137.18	(Hall	66)).	On	the	other
hand,	this	experiential	participation	in	the	life	of	God	cannot	but	lead	to	growth	in	virtue,
since—as	the	above	block	quote	makes	clear—all	participation	in	the	divine	life	is
participation	in	divine	virtue.	I	do	not	agree,	therefore,	with	Gregorios,	when	he	maintains
that	for	Gregory,	the	beatific	vision	consists	not	at	all	in	“mystical”	experience	but	rather
in	goodness	and	holiness	(Cosmic	Man,	208;	cf.	ibid.,	198–9).	Such	a	disjunction	seems
out	of	line	with	the	integrated	character	of	Gregory’s	overall	thought.

(203)	Vit	Moys	119.22–120.4	(Malherbe	and	Ferguson	118).
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Abstract	and	Keywords

The	epilogue	reiterates	that	Gregory	looks	to	virtue	as	leading	believers	away	from

embodied	realities	that	they	may	participate	in	the	intellectual	creation	of	Paradise.

Nyssen’s	approach	to	embodiment	and	virtue	is	predicated	on	a	participatory	ontology.

By	contrast,	the	naturalism	of	modernity	(separated	from	supernatural	interests)	makes

it	difficult	to	appreciate	Gregory’s	spiritual	interpretation,	his	emphasis	on	virtue,	his

insistence	that	gender	and	sexuality	are	not	essential	to	humanity,	and	his	view	of

mourning	as	a	lapse	into	the	passions.	Social	concerns,	too,	are	today	no	longer	grounded

in	anagogical	purposes.	The	sacramentalism	of	Gregory’s	thought	may	be	lacking	(since	he

doesn’t	speak	much	of	participation	of	embodied	life	in	eternal	realities),	but	his	anagogical

approach	continues	to	be	useful	for	theological	attempts	at	reintegrating	supernatural

concerns	into	the	natural	realities	of	created	life.
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This	study	presents	a	rather	traditional	historical	theological	investigation	into	Gregory	of

Nyssa’s	understanding	of	embodiment.	We	have	seen	that	Nyssen	is	an	anagogical

theologian,	by	which	I	mean	that	for	Gregory	the	purpose	of	theology	is	to	“lead	upward”

into	the	life	of	God.	The	implication	with	regard	to	embodied,	created	realities	is	that	they

function	positively	to	the	degree	that	they	can	be	pressed	into	the	service	of	ascent	into

heavenly	realities.	I	have	tried	to	show	that	although	Gregory	believes	that	the

measurable	“extension”	(διάστημα)	of	time	and	space	is	vitally	important	in	distinguishing

between	creator	and	creature,	this	distinction	is	not	a	radical	separation	(seeing	that

diastemic	measurability	disappears	in	the	hereafter).	Nor	does	St.	Gregory	use	the

distinction	in	order	to	celebrate	the	goodness	of	created,	material	existence.	Although	he

repeatedly	and	consistently	draws	back	from	any	sort	of	“indictment	of	creation”	as

“futility,”1	the	spiritual	is	of	much	greater	importance	to	him	than	the	material,	and	the

current	constitution	of	the	body	causes	us	all	sorts	of	problems,	according	to	Nyssen.	As

a	result,	he	looks	to	the	path	of	virtue	to	lead	believers	away	from	earthly,	embodied

realities	so	that	they	may	participate	increasingly	in	the	intellectual	creation	of	Paradise,	in

which	St.	Paul	was	once	caught	up	(2	Cor	12:4).

Gregory’s	anagogical	approach,	such	as	it	is,	jars	with	modern	as	well	as	postmodern

sensibilities	because	it	contains	a	different	ontological	starting-point.	Whereas	St.

Gregory’s	approach	to	embodiment	and	virtue	is	predicated	on	a	participatory	ontology,

(post-)modern	immanentism	results	from	a	basic	separation	between	nature	and	the

supernatural	(which	often	slides	into	a	bracketing	or	outright	denial	of	the	latter).	The

result	is	that	when	contemporary	readers	first	encounter	Gregory’s	writings,	they

rightly	sense	that	they	are	entering	a	world	different	from	their	own,	which	it	is	difficult	to

make	sense	of,	let	alone	appreciate,	within	the	ontological	framework	that	governs

modernity.2	Gregory’s	allegorical	reading	of	Scripture,	his	relentless	emphasis	(p.248)

on	virtue,	his	insistence	that	gender	and	sexuality	are	not	essential	to	what	it	means	to	be

human,	his	view	of	mourning	as	an	inappropriate	surrender	to	the	passions—these	all

grate	modern	sensibilities	because	one	of	modernity’s	basic	assumptions	is	that	natural

realities	are	to	be	understood	on	their	own	terms	and	carry	their	own,	ultimate	end.

Spiritual	exegesis	makes	sense	only	on	the	assumption	that	a	proper	understanding	of	the

biblical	text	requires	that	we	transcend	this-worldly	historical	categories.	The	impact	of

the	historical	“method”	in	biblical	studies	means	that	Gregory’s	anagogical	approach	will

come	across	as	arbitrary,	perhaps	even	as	odd.	Likewise,	Gregory’s	focus	on	virginity

and	his	insistence	that	gender	can	be	overcome	through	anagogical	participation	in	the

angelic	life	strikes	at	the	root	of	naturalist	assumptions	for	which	gender	and	sexuality	are

basic	realities	that	carry	their	own	internal	(and	ultimate)	ends.	To	suppress	such	ends	in

the	interest	of	higher,	spiritual	ends	cannot	but	seem	strange	from	within	an	ontological

scheme	that	does	not	reckon	with	a	participatory	link	between	earthly	and	heavenly

realities.	To	subject	the	passion	of	grief	to	moral	theological	considerations	seems	odd,

perhaps	even	mean-spirited,	to	a	mindset	that	regards	the	emotional	life	as	independent

from	any	higher	ends.	By	contrast,	for	Gregory’s	anagogical	perspective,	these	higher

ends	are	able	to	circumscribe	and	limit	the	appropriateness	of	human	emotions	such	as
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grief.	Even	Gregory’s	social	justice	concerns—while	in	themselves	they	are	attractive	to	a

modern	mindset—are	based	on	ontological	principles	that	are	different	from	the

foundations	that	usually	undergird	social	justice	within	modernity.	Modernity’s	rejection

of	otherworldly	ends	means	that	people’s	concern	for	the	poor	and	marginalized	in

society	tends	to	be	based	on	human	autonomy	and	purely	natural	rights,	so	that	this

concern	is	no	longer	linked	to	the	anagogical	aim	of	deepening	one’s	participation	in	the	life

of	God.

The	postmodern	rejection	of	modernity’s	rationalist	foundationalism	does	not	render

Gregory’s	approach	any	more	amenable	to	contemporary	readers.	It	is	true	that	reader-

response	criticism	shares	with	Gregory	an	interest	in	the	reader’s	subjectivity	beyond

the	authorial	intent	embedded	in	the	text.	Still,	for	much	contextual	interpretation	of

Scripture,	the	subjectivity	of	the	reader	is	determined	by	his	or	her	historical	context,

while	for	Gregory	it	is	radically	otherworldly	realities	that	shape	both	the	reader	and	the

exegetical	demands	placed	upon	him	or	her.	Similarly,	it	is	true	that	both	Gregory	and

recent	moral	theologians	are	suspicious	of	reifications	of	gender	and	sexual	identity.	But

whereas	postmodern	fears	of	traditional	sexual	norms	stem	from	a	rejection	of	an

essentialist	ontology	and	thus	from	an	increasing	focus	on	immanent,	this-worldly

realities,	the	opposite	concern	drives	Nyssen’s	rejection	of	(p.24�)	 the	reification	of

gender	and	sexuality.	Gregory	believes	that	it	is	the	anagogical	aim	of	transcendent,

otherworldly	realities	that	relativizes	marriage,	sexuality,	and	gender.	Thus,	Gregory’s

theology	of	embodiment,	closely	linked	as	it	is	with	his	Platonic	mindset,	hardly	comports

well	with	late	modern	anti-essentialist	anthropologies.

As	already	indicated,	this	book	has	presented	a	fairly	traditional	study	of	Gregory’s

approach	to	embodiment.	It	has	not	been	my	primary	purpose	to	hold	up	Nyssen	as	the

guiding	light	by	which	to	pursue	our	own	theological	endeavors.	I	have	too	many

reservations	with	regard	to	aspects	of	his	theology	to	be	able	to	do	so	in	an	unqualified

fashion.	At	the	most	basic	level,	it	seems	to	me	that	Gregory’s	theology	of	participation

needs	to	be	deepened	so	as	to	include	more	genuinely	the	material	world	as	in	some	way

participating	in	the	life	of	God.	I	will	not	articulate	here	how	I	think	this	may	be	done.	But	if

it	is	true	that	created	reality	has	being	only	inasmuch	as	it	participates	in	the	being	of

God,	then	material	reality	must,	at	some	level	at	least,	have	a	place	within	a	participatory

ontology.	To	be	sure,	it	is	not	that	St.	Gregory	actually	denies	this;	occasionally	he

positively	asserts	that	material	objects	also	participate	in	eternal	realities.	But	the	fact

remains	that	for	Gregory	this	is	generally	more	of	a	parenthetical	acknowledgment	than

something	that	plays	a	significant	role	in	his	overall	theology.	Gregory’s	theology	would	be

more	robustly	sacramental,	it	seems	to	me,	if	he	accentuated	more	clearly	the

participation	of	material	objects	in	the	being	of	God.

I	do	not	mean	to	suggest	that	we	should	give	up	on	Gregory’s	anagogical	approach.	His

aim	of	reaching	for	heavenly,	paradisal	realities	appears	eminently	biblical	and	particularly

useful	for	theological	attempts	at	reintegrating	supernatural	concerns	into	the	natural

realities	of	created	life.	Nyssen’s	theology	can	serve	as	a	thoughtful	reminder	that	this-

worldly	realities	find	their	true	end	and	reality	not	in	themselves	but	in	the	heavenly
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realities	in	which	today	they	provisionally	(and	sacramentally)	participate.	Gregory	is	right,

therefore,	to	ask	for	limits	on	the	importance	of	the	historical	meaning	of	the	biblical	text,

on	the	significance	of	gender	and	of	sexuality,	and	on	the	autonomy	of	the	passions,

including	the	passion	of	grief.	Nyssen’s	basic	insight	that	theology	ought	to	be	anagogical

is	the	proper	corollary	to	his	insight	that	the	world	of	time	and	space	are	penultimate	in

character	and	have	being	only	in	a	participatory	fashion.3	In	other	words,	a	sacramental

affirmation	of	material	reality	does	need	to	undergo	a	chastening,	which	the	heavenly

realities	of	the	eschaton	place	upon	it.	There	is	no	“method	that	allows	us	to	pin	down	in

advance	exactly	what	this	renunciation	or	chastening	ought	to	look	like	in	particular	cases.

But	that	some	such	anagogical	demand	is	required	seems	evident	to	me,	since	the

alternative	(p.250)	 would	be	a	purely	Epicurean	affirmation	of	the	pleasures	of	this-

worldly	realities.	St.	Gregory	of	Nyssa’s	theology,	therefore,	holds	much	more	than

purely	antiquarian	significance.	He	rightly	reminds	us	that	it	is	through	embodied	lives	of

virtue	that	we	are	led	upward	in	continuous	participation	in	the	eternal	life	of	God.

Notes:

(1)	Eccl	1.283.18–21	(Hall	36).	Cf.	Virg	7.282.3–5	(Woods	Callahan	31);	Mort	58.1–59.22.

(2)	For	excellent	accounts	of	these	ontological	developments,	see	Brad	S.	Gregory,	The

Unintended	Reformation:	How	a	Religious	Revolution	Secularized	Society	(Cambridge,

Mass.:	Belknap—Harvard	University	Press,	2012),	25–73;	Louis	Dupré,	Passage	to

Modernity:	An	Essay	in	the	Hermeneutics	of	Nature	and	Culture	(New	Haven,	Conn.:

Yale	University	Press,	1993).	For	a	more	popular	exposition,	see	my	Heavenly

Participation,	17–99.

(3)	The	same	insight	is	reflected	in	Thomas’s	insistence	on	a	real	distinction	in	creatures

between	existence	and	essence	(ST	Ia,	q.3,	a.3–4;	Ia,	q.39,	a.1).

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	L ibrary
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oppressed 	16–17,	146–7,	163,	169–70,	175–7,	213,	215

physical	see	body,	material

post–lapsarian 	7,	13,	49	n135,	87,	107	n86,	108,	128	n61,	134,	174,	215	see	also

tunics	of	hide

resurrection	of	the	see	resurrection

sick 	163,	168,	177

stable	identity	of	the 	15,	87,	92

textual 	14,	53–4,	59,	74,	79–81,	83–4,	86,	211	see	also	gender	see	also	sexuality

body–soul	distinction 	103–4,	125,	131,	133,	146,	204

Bouteneff,	Peter 	50

Bransen,	Cheryl 	168

Brown,	Peter 	112	n111,	124	n37

Burrus,	Virginia 	11–12,	86,	110–11

Caesarea 	163,	164	n80

Callahan,	John	F. 	31	n56

Canévet,	Mariette 	57	n24

Carter,	J.	Kameron 	148

celibacy 	9,	121,	123	see	also	virginity

Chenu,	Marie–Dominique 	vi

Chrismation 	17,	180–1,	209

Christmas 	182	n19

Chrysippus 	129

Chrysostom,	John 	165	n85

church 	5–6,	17–18,	28,	34,	66–7,	75,	81	n176,	95,	98–9,	104,	122,	138–9,	151,	160,

178–81,	182	n19,	188,	195–203,	205–11,	214,	242

unity	of	the 	35,	95,	111	n105,	199–200	see	also	body,	ecclesial

Cicero 	129

circumcision 	39–41,	43	n109

Clark,	Elizabeth 	10–12,	86,	109–11,	115	n122

Cleanthes 	129

Clement	of	Alexandria 	165	n85

Coakley,	Sarah 	85,	114	n119

Congar,	Yves 	vi

Constantine,	Emperor 	151

Constantinople 	77–8,	139

contemplation	(θεωρία) 	1–3,	7,	31,	67–8,	73,	80,	93,	95,	107,	111,	114	n119,	122,	126,
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132,	143,	175,	224,	235–6

Council	of	Antioch 	67	n84

Council	of	Constantinople 	67	n84,	109,	128	n63,	139,	189	n54

Council	of	Gangra 	122,	151

Crantor 	129

creation

as	body	of	Christ	see	body,	of	Christ,	creation	as

as	contingent 	53–4,	58

as	fallen	see	Fall

goodness	of 	vii,	9,	11,	32–3,	45,	51,	86,	88,	122,	173,	214–16,	247

human	sovereignty	over 	102,	153–5,	168,	176

irrational 	107,	154,	189

new 	39–40,	42,	182,	247	see	also	restoration	(ἀποκατάστασις)

through	Christ 	61

twofold 	104–5,	108,	113–16,	126,	155,	182	see	also	fullness	(πλήρωμα)	of	humanity

creator–creature	distinction 	6,	8,	13,	19–21,	23,	25–7,	30,	38,	42,	44–5,	49,	51,	53,	56,

58,	76	n144,	99,	104,	218,	233,	247

Cross 	37,	69,	184,	241,	242

Cyril	of	Jerusalem 	165	n85

Daley,	Brian	E. 	43,	135	n108,	164	n80

Daniel 	144	n158

Daniélou,	Jean 	vi,	6,	26	n28,	34	n66,	39	n95,	41	n103,	79	n158,	128	n64,	179,	181,	182

n19,	221	n47,	231	n95,	231	n96,	234	n113

darkness	see	beatific	vision

David 	69	n100,	74,	204

de	Lubac,	Henri 	vi

death 	5,	8,	10,	15–16,	24,	30,	37,	45,	48–9,	69–70,	83,	87,	89	n11,	97–8,	103,	108–9,

112,	117,	122–5,	128,	130–4,	136–9,	141–5,	156–9,	164,	172–3,	177,	179–81,	184	n31,

185,	193,	202,	207,	212–14,	232,	236,	238	see	also	sleep

deification 	82,	178,	187–8,	192,	196,	210

DelCogliano,	Mark 	24	n20

Dennis,	Trevor	J. 	134	n95,	149	n11

Diodore	of	Tarsus 	67	n83,	67	n84

Diotima 	10–11,	31	n56,	110

Dives 	166,	170–1,	213

Doeg	the	Edomite 	74

Dörries,	H. 	220

Drobner,	Hubertus	R. 	34	n66,	68

Dünzl,	Franz 	97	n37,	231	n95

διάστημα	(diastēma) 	12–15,	18–23,	25–7,	30–4,	37–8,	40–2,	44–5,	48–9,	51–4,	(p.275)

56	n17,	86–7,	96,	114,	178,	211,	215–16,	231,	233,	245–47

Easter 	13,	23,	34–5,	37,	38	n89,	151,	159–61,	163,	176,	179

ecclesiology 	17–18,	191,	197–9,	209–10	see	also	church

ecstasy	(ἔκστασις) 	58,	181,	244	n202

eighth	day 	13–14,	23,	38–45,	50,	52–4,	70–1,	84,	211,	215
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Elijah 	184,	202

Elm,	Susanna 	148	n7,	150	n18,	151

emancipation	see	manumission

embodiment	see	body

Emmelia 	138,	149–50

Epicureanism 	250

Epiphany 	182,	213

epistemology	see	knowledge,	limits	of

eschatological	interpretation	see	interpretation,	anagogical

eschatology 	2,	152,	163

eschaton 	2–5,	7–8,	12–13,	15,	17,	20	n4,	21–3,	34,	35	n70,	37–9,	43–6,	47	n121,	51–3,

71–3,	87	n5,	101,	106,	112–16,	123,	128,	136,	142,	146–7,	151,	155–6,	159–60,	163,

176,	182,	196,	213,	249

transposition	into	the 	vii,	8–9,	17–18,	35	n70,	70,	90,	143,	178–9,	181–2,	186,	188,

209–10,	215	see	also	eighth	day

eternity 	vii,	3,	8–9,	14–17,	20–3,	26–7,	31,	41,	48	n129,	51,	60,	63,	71	n109,	77,	93,

115,	119,	128,	135,	144–6,	159,	163,	170–1,	174–5,	177,	179–80,	189	n54,	190–1,	194,

198,	211,	213,	223,	229,	235,	243–5,	249–50

Eucharist 	6,	8–9,	17,	35–8,	178–82,	186–8,	209–10,	214–15,	242

body	of	Christ	as	the 	36,	183,	187–8,	214

Eunomius 	13,	23–5,	27,	30,	32,	38,	41–2,	44,	51,	53–61,	63–6,	119,	152,	157–8,	162,

183	n23,	189–91,	194,	233

Eustathius	of	Antioch 	67	n83,	122,	150–51

evil 	7,	29,	30,	32–3,	36–7,	46,	48,	56,	64,	111,	135,	140,	143,	147,	150,	157	n53,	159,

162,	165,	169,	172,	176,	179,	190,	192–4,	197,	207,	219,	224,	227,	233,	236–40

as	privatio	boni 	48,	192

exitus–reditus 	125

exodus 	73,	241

extension	see	διάστημα	(diastēma)

Ezekiel 	172,	201

ἐπέκτασις	(epektasis) 	18–19,	20	n2,	21–3,	44–5,	51,	54,	82–3,	86,	91–2,	101	n50,	135,

210,	216,	218,	220,	227,	232–4,	237,	243–5

Fall 	13–15,	20	n4,	46,	48–9,	53,	77,	87	n5,	88–90,	92	n21,	101,	105–8,	112	n111,	116,

125,	130,	174,	194	n79,	216

fasting 	172,	230	n94

Flacilla,	Empress 	128,	137,	139–40,	143–4

frankincense 	91,	98

freedom 	104,	120–1,	152	n31,	153,	158–61,	163,	176–7

free	will 	7,	65	n77,	108,	134–5,	152	n31,	153–4,	176,	192,	216–20,	239–41,	245–6

fullness	(πλήρωμα)	of	humanity 	105,	155–7,	166	n92,	167–8,	170,	176

Gantz,	Urlike 	137	n114

gender 	vii,	5,	10–12,	15,	49	n135,	85–7,	92–3,	100–1,	104–11,	112	n108,	113–17,	144,

155,	212,	248–9

before	the	fall 	15,	49	n135,	87	n5,	100,	105–9

transposition	in 	92,	111,	113,	115–16,	248
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generosity	see	philanthropy	(φιλανθρωπία)

Gnosticism 	32

Valentinian 	88	n9

grace 	18,	34–5,	37,	92	n21,	183–4,	185	n33,	187,	194–5,	202,	216–17,	218	n32,	219–20,

223,	226,	228–31,	240–1,	246

Gregg,	Robert	C. 	129

Gregorios,	Paulos	Mar 	244	n202

Gregory	of	Nazianzus 	39	n92,	140,	164	n79,	165	n85

grief 	5,	10,	12,	16,	86,	117,	128–34,	136–45,	213,	248–9

hair 	98,	200–2,	209,	236

Hagar 	68

Halperin,	David 	110

Harl,	Marguerite 	160

Harmon,	Steven	R. 	194	n82

Harmonius 	221,	222,	223

Harrison,	Verna	E.	F. 	55	n7,	80	n163,	107	n86,	111	n105,	114–15,	218–20,	224	n64,

230,	246

Hart,	David	Bentley 	148,	156

Hart,	Mark	Dorsey 	9–12,	51	n144,	86,	117,	118	n8,	120	n13,	121

Heine,	Roland	E. 	67	n84,	231	n96,	242

(p.276)	 Heaven 	2–7,	9,	12–14,	18,	21,	23,	28,	35	n70,	38,	40,	44–7,	48	n130,	50,	52–3,

57,	58	n35,	62,	66,	73,	76–7,	79	n160,	84,	86,	89,	91–2,	109,	112,	115,	127,	143,	145,

151,	163,	173–5,	177,	182,	186,	189,	195,	201,	222–3,	227,	229,	237,	241,	243–4,	246,

248–9	see	also	creation,	new	see	also	Paradise

Hilary	of	Poitiers 	165	n85

history 	2–3,	5,	14,	27,	31,	34,	35	n70,	42,	46	n116,	59	n37,	63,	67–8,	71,	74,	212,	234–

5,	238,	248

Holman,	Susan	R. 	164	n80,	168,	175

Holy	Spirit 	63–4,	69,	74,	81	n176,	83	n189,	95,	98,	119–20,	135,	179–81,	183–4,	185

n33,	189–90,	196–7,	199	n103,	202,	204,	207,	210,	217,	228–30,	241	n171,	245

homelessness 	6,	8,	16,	147,	163–5,	168,	170,	175–7,	213

hope 	5,	15–16,	21,	23,	35,	41–2,	46–8,	58,	86,	128,	130–1,	135–7,	142–5,	160–1,	174,

182,	192–3,	202,	214,	238,	245

Hosea 	69	n100

Huybrechts,	P. 	112

Iamblichus 	72–73

image	of	God 	10–11,	15–17,	45,	88,	90,	92	n21,	99,	101,	103–5,	107,	115,	126,	130,

147,	152–5,	157,	163,	166	n92,	168–70,	176–7,	213,	224	n64,	234	n113

Christ	as 	155

mind	as 	8,	103–4,	115,	126,	130

soul	as 	104,	176

immutability 	96,	132,	227,	235

impassibility 	6,	14–16,	45,	54,	78,	79	n161,	86,	89,	96,	117,	121,	123,	128–30,	133,	135,

137,	143–5,	203,	212–13,	215,	235

Incarnation 	60,	63–5,	70	n104,	91,	158	n61,	162–3,	187–8,	194	n82,	198–9,	206,	213,
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241–2

incorruptibility 	15,	31,	89	n11,	91,	111,	113–14,	119–20,	123–5,	127–8,	137,	144–5,

187,	214,	224	see	also	death

infinity 	5,	8,	13,	18,	19	n1,	21–3,	25–7,	32,	42,	44,	51–4,	209–10,	218–20,	223,	227,	231,

233,	244–5

interpretation

aim	(σκοπός)	of 	14,	71–2,	74–5,	77,	81,	192,	211,	214

allegorical 	1–3,	14,	48,	56,	57	n24,	58–9,	62,	64–9,	80	n163,	81,	167,	204,	211–12,

235,	247

anagogical 	1–3,	54,	60,	67–70,	80,	82–4,	100,	114,	135,	211,	215,	248

as	befitting	God	(θεοπρεπής) 	61,	64–5

Christological 	3,	60,	65–7,	89,	113–14,	241–5

historical 	2,	5,	14,	53–4,	59,	66–7,	74,	81	n176,	212,	234,	248–9

literal,	superficial	or	surface	(πρόχειρος) 	1,	3,	14,	48,	59–63,	65,	67,	69–70,	78–80,

83–4,	86,	88,	94,	96	n36,	113,	197,	211–12,	234

as	profitable 	67–8,	80

spiritual 	2,	14,	35	n70,	39–41,	54,	59,	61,	67	n83,	68	n93,	74	n129,	80	n163,	81,	96

n36,	235,	239,	248

transposition	in 	14,	35	n70,	54,	59,	68	n90,	69–70,	79–80,	83–4,	86,	94,	96	n36,	98,

113,	114	n119,	211

tropological 	1–3,	67–8

turn	(στροφή)	in 	14,	54,	59,	61–3,	65–7,	70,	84,	90,	199,	211–12

as	typology 	35	n70,	68

interval	see	διάστημα

Irenaeus 	39	n92

Isaiah 	69	n100

Jaeger,	Werner 	216–17,	219–20,	229

James 	208

Jerome 	165	n85

Job 	143	n150

John 	208

Joseph 	160–1

Joseph	of	Arimathea 	35

Julian,	Emperor 	162

Kardong,	Terrence	G. 	151	n27

Karras,	Valerie	A. 	114	n119,	127	n61

Klein,	Richard 	148	n5,	149	n12,	157	n53

knowledge 	14,	24,	31	n56,	32,	39,	48,	68–9,	111	n103,	178,	191,	226,	236,	242–5

limits	of 	25	n21,	53–9,	119

and	virtue 	226

Konstantinou,	Evangelos	G. 	218	n32

Krolikowski,	Janusz 	206	n137

Lactantius 	165	n85

Laird,	Martin 	57	n24

Lawson,	Richard	T. 	95	n29
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Lazarus 	165–6,	170–1,	175,	213

Leo	the	Great 	165	n85

Leppin,	Hartmut 	137	n114

leprosy 	6,	16,	146–7,	163–4,	166–9,	171,	175–6,	213

Levites 	236

Lieske,	Aloisius 	223	n59

(p.277)	 Limberis,	Vasilika	M. 	111	n104,	113	n116

liturgy 	34–35,	37,	81	n176,	163,	179

Lucian 	223

Ludlow,	Morwenna 	74	n129

luminous	darkness 	18,	52	n146,	243,	246

Macarius 	220

Macleod,	C.	W. 	233	n104

Macrina 	10–12,	15–16,	87,	109–12,	115	n122,	122,	128,	131,	137–9,	141–2,	144	n158,

145,	148–51,	161

manna 	241

manumission 	16–17,	147–52,	156,	159–61,	163,	171

Marcellianism	see	Marcellus	of	Ancyra

Marcellus	of	Ancyra 	189	n54,	194	n81

marriage 	vii,	7,	9–12,	15,	79,	86–7,	93,	101,	105–8,	111–13,	120–5,	127	n61,	128	n61,

144,	172	n127,	215,	249

Mary 	114,	123–4,	191

Maspero,	Giulio 	185	n34

Mateo–Seco,	Lucas	Francisco 	188

Matthew 	185

Matz,	Brian 	171

mean	see	moderation

measurement 	8,	19,	23,	25–9,	40–2,	44–5,	51–3,	245

Meletius	of	Antioch 	128,	137,	139–40,	142

Menander	of	Laodicea 	137	n114

Meredith,	Anthony 	38	n89

Methodius	of	Olympus 	11,	120	n16

Micah 	201

microcosm	see	miniature	cosmos

mind	see	image	of	God,	mind	as

miniature	cosmos 	75–6,	104

Miriam 	124	n36,	235

mirror 	8,	69,	99,	103,	125–6,	127	n60,	224	n64

moderation 	28–9,	121–2,	129–30,	135,	223,	237–8

moralism	see	Pelagianism

Moriarty,	Rachel 	148	n7,	157	n52

mortification 	30,	98,	202,	207,	212,	236	see	also	asceticism	see	also	renunciation

Moses 	18,	21	n8,	58	n35,	67,	73,	76	n144,	91,	171,	184,	201,	216,	231–44

Mosshammer,	Alden	A. 	20,	21	n6,	33	n62,	59	n38

mourning	see	grief
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Mühlenberg,	Ekkehard 	218–19

mutability 	22,	191,	227

myrrh 	98,	205,	207

mystagogy 	17,	112,	181,	210

nature–supernature	distinction 	vii,	5,	220,	230,	246–7

Naucratius 	138,	150

neo–Arians	see	Anomoians

Neocaesarea 	149

Neoplatonism 	24	n20,	72,	76	n143

Nicodemus 	183

nominalism 	230

Norris,	Richard	A. 	viii,	69

O’Connell,	Patrick 	235	n126

Olympias 	77–8

Olympius 	109,	225

Origen 	2	n4,	35	n70,	40	n98,	46	n116,	48	n127,	50	n140,	67,	74	n129,	88,	93,	94	n26,

103,	135	n106,	180,	189	n54,	194	n79,	199	n101

Otis,	B. 	20

Paradise 	8,	10,	13–15,	18,	23,	44–54,	70–80,	84,	86,	87	n5,	89,	102,	105–6,	107	n86,

108–9,	112,	115,	123–5,	143	n150,	215,	245–7,	249	see	also	creation,	new	see	also

heaven

paradox 	14,	18,	23,	52,	54,	77–9,	96,	117–20,	123,	134,	185–6,	210,	243–6

Parousia 	189	n54,	193

participation 	vi–vii,	1–5,	7–9,	14–15,	17–20,	22–3,	38,	44–5,	52	n145,	54,	72–73,	75,	77,

80–81,	83–84,	88,	92,	95–96,	98–100,	103–104,	114–116,	119–120,	123–8,	133,	135–6,

143–5,	161,	183	n23,	187–8,	195,	209,	212,	214–16,	219–21,	224–6,	228,	230,	232,	234–

5,	240,	242–50	see	also	sacramental	ontology	see	also	virtue,	as	participation	in	Christ	or

in	God

passions 	6–7,	9,	14–16,	50,	54,	77–80,	83,	86–8,	93,	96,	98,	100–2,	106	n80,	106	n82,

107–9,	112,	114–17,	119–21,	123–25,	128–31,	133,	135–45,	155	n42,	215,	235–6,	238–

9,	248–9

patron–client	relationship 	168,	176

Patterson,	L.	G. 	22

Paul 	47	n125,	48,	69,	125,	158,	181,	185,	193,	202,	204,	207,	242,	247–8

Pelagianism 	18,	214–17,	220

(p.278)	 Pentecost 	179

perfection 	4,	9,	18,	20	n2,	22,	48,	81,	96,	188,	208–9,	217–18,	225,	227,	230–4,	237–8,

245

Peter 	35,	181,	208

Pharaoh 	160–1,	235,	239–40

philanthropy	(φιλανθρωπία) 	17,	121,	162–3,	171,	173–4,	177,	213

Philo 	88,	180,	199	n101

philosophy 	49,	50	n140,	51	n142,	75,	77,	85–6,	92,	94,	111	n103,	111	n104,	112,	129–

30,	142,	150,	152	n31,	162,	202,	228,	234

Phinehas 	144	n158,	185



General Index

Page 10 of 12

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

Plass,	Paul 	20,	21	n8,	22	n15

Platonism 	vi,	4–6,	10–11,	24	n20,	31	n56,	33	n62,	46	n115,	51	n145,	57	n25,	86,	92	n21,

100,	103,	110–11,	118	n8,	127,	129–30,	134	n95,	141,	145,	172	n124,	217–18,	241

n173,	249	see	also	Neoplatonism

pleasure 	28,	75,	77,	79,	94,	100,	103–4,	107–8,	121,	125–6,	127	n61,	130,	134–5,	146,

156,	172,	178,	185–6,	208–10,	213,	215,	223,	238,	245,	250

Plutarch 	129

poorhouse 	163–4

Posidonius 	76	n144,	129

poverty 	6,	16,	146–7,	150–1,	163–4,	165	n88,	167–8,	170–1,	173	n131,	176,	185,	213

procreation 	15,	105–7,	123,	144,	184	see	also	angelic,	procreation

progress,	continuous	see	ἐπέκτασις	(epektasis)

Pulcheria 	128,	137,	139,	143

purification 	39–41,	43	n109,	81–2,	141,	183

Pythagoras 	76	n143

Ramelli,	Ilaria	L.	E. 	22,	120	n16,	193	n75

reason 	5,	10,	16,	32,	53,	57–8,	62,	79,	81,	101,	104–5,	107,	115,	125,	128–32,	135

n106,	138–9,	141–5,	152	n31,	153,	155,	169,	192,	239,	243,	248

recapitulation	(ἀνακεφαλαίωσις) 	73,	182

relics 	184

renunciation 	vii,	7,	9,	17,	76,	98,	100,	112,	120,	144,	150–1,	163,	172,	177,	202,	212,

215–16,	246,	249	see	also	asceticism	see	also	mortification

ressourcement 	vi

restoration	(ἀποκατάστασις) 	22,	46–7,	79	n159,	106,	112,	115,	134,	182,	192–4	see

also	creation,	new

resurrection 	5,	9,	13,	16,	22–3,	34–9,	41,	43	n109,	44–5,	49–50,	52,	87–9,	103,	106,

112,	115,	130,	134–7,	139,	141,	143,	145,	157,	159–61,	163,	176,	184,	192–4,	213

Ritter,	Adolf	Martin 	146	n1,	220	n43

Rondeau,	Marie–Josèphe 	73	n128

Russell,	Norman 	187

Sabellianism 	189	n54

sacramental	ontology 	vi–vii	see	also	participation

sacraments 	17,	34,	178–85,	188,	197,	210	see	also	Baptism	see	also	Eucharist

salvation 	9,	14,	17–18,	43,	54,	63–4,	66,	68,	73,	78–80,	86,	88	n9,	94,	96–7,	100,	120,

124,	135	n107,	147,	159	n64,	170,	175,	178,	183	n23,	189–91,	194,	196–7,	201,	210,

217–20,	224,	226,	229

Samuel 	201

Sarah 	68,	143	n150

Saul 	77

Schendel,	Eckhard 	193

Seneca 	157	n52

sensible–intelligible	distinction	see	spirit–matter	distinction

sequence	see	ἀκολουθία	(akolouthia)

sexuality 	vii,	9–11,	15,	85–7,	93,	94	n26,	100–1,	106–10,	115,	117,	120–1,	124,	248–9

Silvas,	Anna	M. 	111	n103,	112	n110,	149



General Index

Page 11 of 12

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

Simonetti,	Manlio 	66	n83

Sinai 	82,	232,	234,	242–3

slavery 	vii,	6,	9,	16–17,	146–63,	165,	166	n92,	167–8,	171,	173,	176–7,	213

sleep 	30,	52	n146,	97,	103	n57	see	also	death

Smith,	J.	Warren 	21,	22	n15,	90	n13,	106,	130	n74,	136	n113,	142,	144	n158

sober	inebriation 	52	n146,	180–1,	186	n40

social	justice 	8,	16–17,	146–7,	170,	172,	175,	177,	248	see	also	homelessness	see	also

leprosy	see	also	poverty	see	also	slavery	see	also	usury

Socrates 	11,	110

Solomon 	80,	83,	95,	113,	153,	198	n97,	199–200,	202–4

Sorabji,	Richard 	49

soteriology	see	salvation

(p.279)	 soul 	3,	6–7,	9–10,	17,	20,	30,	32,	33	n62,	36,	41–2,	43	n111,	49	n134,	51	n143,

51	n144,	72–4,	78–	83,	85,	88–9,	91–9,	101–4,	106,	111,	113–14,	120–1,	123–7,	129–31,

133,	135–6,	138–9,	141,	143,	145–7,	153–4,	156,	160,	163,	169–77,	180–1,	183–4,	186,

189,	191,	194	n79,	197–9,	203–4,	206–7,	210,	212–13,	219,	222–3,	228–9,	234	n112,

236–7,	240

space 	vii,	4–6,	8,	12–14,	18–19,	21–3,	26,	31	n56,	32,	44,	50–4,	56	n17,	84,	86,	114,	178,

215,	233,	247,	249

Spirit	see	Holy	Spirit

spirit–matter	distinction 	6–9,	12,	20,	45,	49–51,	57,	69–70,	74,	76,	96–7,	126,	146,	202,

210,	211,	247

spiritual	interpretation	see	interpretation,	spiritual

spiritual	senses 	15,	87,	93–100,	167,	212

Stains,	David	R. 	148,	149	n12,	159	n64

Stoicism 	6,	76	n144,	129–30,	145,	157	n52,	162

Stramara,	Daniel	F. 	148

subordination 

of	the	Son 	190–1

of	the	Spirit 	190

synergism 	217–20,	229–30

tabernacle 	5,	18,	58	n35,	81,	236,	241,	243–5

Tertullian 	165	n85

Theodore	of	Mopsuestia 	67	n83

Theodosius,	Emperor 	77–8,	128,	139

theology–economy	distinction 	63,	65

time 	vii,	4–6,	8,	12–14,	18–23,	26–45,	50–4,	60,	63,	84,	86,	88,	105,	112	n111,	114,	146,

178,	180,	194	n79,	211,	215–16,	223,	233,	235,	246–7,	249

transposition	see	eschaton,	transposition	into	the	see	gender,	transposition	in	see

interpretation,	transposition	in	see	virtue,	transposition	into

Trinity 	19,	23–4,	38,	63–4,	111,	114,	119,	121,	159,	162	n75

tropology	see	interpretation,	tropological

tunics	of	hide 	7,	9,	13,	15,	41	n102,	48,	49	n135,	87–92,	101–2,	105,	108,	117,	125,

134,	142,	144,	212

turn	(στροφή)	see	interpretation,	turn	(στροφή)	in



General Index

Page 12 of 12

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

typology	see	interpretation,	as	typology

unity	of	humanity	see	fullness	(πλήρωμα)	of	humanity

Uriah 	69	n100,	74

usury 	16,	146–7,	163–5,	166	n90,	169,	171–4,	176–7,	213

Vaggione,	Richard	Paul 	25	n21,	190

Valentinians	see	Gnosticism,	Valentinian

vanden	Auweele,	Bart 	79	n161

vertigo	see	beatific	vision

virgin	birth 	114–15,	123–4,	241

virginity 	vii,	9,	11–12,	15–16,	64,	78,	86–7,	93–4,	110–12,	114–15,	117–21,	123–5,	127–

8,	140,	144–5,	150,	177,	199,	206–7,	212–13,	215,	248	see	also	celibacy	see	also	virgin

birth

virtue 	1,	2–5,	7,	9,	13–15,	17–18,	22–3,	27–31,	33,	39,	43–4,	47,	50–1,	52	n145,	65,	68–

70,	72,	74,	75	n136,	77–8,	80–1,	91–2,	94–6,	98–100,	104,	106	n80,	109,	114–15,	118,

120,	122,	126	n48,	129,	131,	134–6,	138,	145,	153,	154	n37,	156,	160,	162,	173–4,	177–

8,	181,	184,	185	n33,	197,	200,	202,	204,	207–9,	211–48,	250

as	participation	in	Christ	or	in	God 	3–4,	7,	14–15,	18,	52	n145,	75	n136,	80,	92,	95–

6,	98,	100,	115,	120,	214–16,	219,	221,	224–6,	228,	230,	244	n202,	245–6,	250

transposition	into 	8–9,	17,	18,	80–1,	83–4,	87,	89–93,	96–100,	117,	131,	133,	135,

185–6,	188,	212–13,	215

Vliem,	Paul 	168

von	Balthasar,	Hans	Urs 	vi,	6,	12,	26	n28

von	Ivánka,	Endre 	6,	241	n173

Wickham,	Lionel 	157	n53

Wilken,	Robert	L. 	22,	37

Williams,	Rowan 	10–12,	86,	117,	130–1,	141

wings 	47,	73,	92	n21,	127,	227

wisdom 	8,	29,	32,	39,	60–6,	78,	80,	94,	113,	126,	189,	198,	206,	224,	243

Zacchaeus 	185

Zeno 	129

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library



Scripture Index

Page 1 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

University	Press	Scholarship	Online

Oxford	Scholarship	Online

Embodiment	and	Virtue	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	An
Anagogical	Approach
Hans	Boersma

Print	publication	date:	2013

Print	ISBN-13:	9780199641123

Published	to	Oxford	Scholarship	Online:	May	2013

DOI:	10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199641123.001.0001

(p.280)	 Scripture	Index

Genesis

1:4 	32

1:26 	154–5,	176

1:27 	104

2:7 	127

2:9 	48,	70

2:10 	48

2:17 	70

3 	48,	186

3:1 	32

3:18 	48

3:21 	48,	88–9,	108

12:1 	56

15:6 	58,	58	n27

18:27 	58

40 	160–1

Exodus



Scripture Index

Page 2 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

1:22 	235

2:2 	239

2:12 	235

3 	242

3:2 	241

3:5 	242

4:2–7 	241

4:27–8 	240

7:1 	201

7:18 	239

7:21 	239

8:1–15 	239

8:5 	241

8:12 	241

9:12 	239

11 	236

12:11 	236

14 	236

14:19–20 	241	n171

15:23–5 	241

15 	124	n36

16 	241

17:8–13 	241

19:10 	91,	236

19:10–11 	82

19:13 	236

19:14 	91,	236

20:21 	242

22:25 	171

25:9 	241

26 	236,	242

26:14 	241	n171

28 	236

32:19 	242

32:27 	236

33:11 	237–8

33:18 	237

33:20 	90,	198

33:21 	242,	244

33:21–2 	242

33:23 	237

34:1 	242

Leviticus

12 	39

Numbers



Scripture Index

Page 3 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

12:7 	238

13:23 	242

20:17 	237

21:8–9 	69,	242

23 	238

24 	238

25 	238

25:7–8 	185

Deuteronomy

15:9 	133

19:15 	69

23:20 	171

25:4 	68

32:11 	92	n21

34:6–7 	238

Joshua

5:2 	39,	40	n98

1	Samuel

9:11 	201

16:23 	77

22 	74

2	Samuel

11 	69	n100,	74

1	Kings

17:1 	202

Psalms

1 	211

1:1 	71–2

4 	42

6 	39,	41,	43	n109,	43	n111

8:6	(5) 	105

8:7	(6) 	191

(p.281)	 8:7–8	(6–7) 	155

8:7–9	(6–8) 	154

11	(12) 	43	n109

14	(15):5 	171

16	(17):8 	92	n21

22	(23) 	17,	178–81

22	(23):2 	48,	180

22	(23):4 	180

22	(23):5 	180,	180	n7

22	(23):6 	180

23	(24) 	17,	178–9,	181,	210

23	(24):7–8 	182

23	(24):10 	182



Scripture Index

Page 4 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

28	(29):5–6 	70	n104,	209

41:2 	72

46:4	(47:3) 	191

47:13	(48:12) 	30

47	(48):3 	47

50	(51) 	74

51	(52) 	74

56:9	(57:8) 	76

59:10	(60:8) 	191

61:2	(62:1) 	189,	191,	194,	196

65	(66):7 	60

67:16	(68:15) 	70	n104

67:18	(68:17) 	70	n104

67:24	(68:23) 	70	n104

67:31	(68:30) 	70	n104

72	(73) 	73

72	(73):1 	73	n120

72	(73):25 	73

83:6	(84:5) 	42

83:8	(84:7) 	42

86	(87):3 	47

89	(90) 	73

90	(91):4 	92	n21

91:13	(92:12) 	209

103	(104):14 	155

103	(104):15 	142

106	(107) 	73

112	(113):9 	115	n123

115:2	(116:11) 	181

117	(118):24 	37,	39,	159

146	(147):9 	154

150 	71–3,	211

150:5 	71

150:6 	71

Proverbs

1:3 	61

1:6 	67

4 	113	n116

4:6 	113

4:6–8 	114	n117

4:8 	30,	113

8 	59,	60	n41,	61,	63–6

8:16 	61

8:21 	62,	62	n56

8:21–31 	62



Scripture Index

Page 5 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

8:22 	53,	59–63,	65–6

8:23 	66

8:24–5 	64

8:25 	60

8:26 	62,	64–5

8:27 	65

8:27–8 	62

8:28 	65

8:30 	65–6

8:31 	65

8:34 	65

9:1 	63

13:10 	133

16:24 	209

31:6 	142

Ecclesiastes

1:1 	27

1:2 	32

2:7 	153

3 	28

3:1 	28,	29

3:2 	30

3:3 	30

3:3–8 	29

3:5 	29–30

3:6 	30

3:7 	30–1

3:8 	31

3:10 	32

3:11 	31

Song	of	Songs

1:2 	94

1:12 	99,	198

1:16 	90,	198,	210

2:3 	68	n93

2:9 	83

2:13 	180

3:7 	95,	199

3:11 	200

4:1–5 	200,	201

4:1–7 	204,	210

4:1 	202

4:2 	202

4:3 	203

4:4 	203



Scripture Index

Page 6 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

4:5 	204

4:11 	91

5 	205

5:2 	97,	207	n143

5:3 	89,	91,	237	n141

5:4 	96

5:7 	92,	237	n141

(p.282)	 5:8–16 	204,	210

5:10 	206,	207

5:10–16 	205,	206

5:11 	206,	208

5:12 	99,	207

5:13 	207

5:16 	209

6:1–9 	204	n133

6:5 	92	n21,	98

6:8 	43	n111

Wisdom

13:5 	31–2

Isaiah

8:3 	69	n100

9:1 	90

9:5	(6) 	64

11:1 	70	n104

22:4 	140

26:17–18 	115	n123

40:12 	60

53:9 	193

Jeremiah

1:10 	30

4:19 	208

9:17 	142	n147

Ezekiel

3:3 	208

3:17 	201

22:12 	173	n128

Hosea

1:2 	69	n100

Micah

4:1 	70	n104

Habakkuk

2:2 	208

Zechariah

6:12 	41

14:10 	37



Scripture Index

Page 7 of 7

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

Malachi

3:20	(4:2) 	41,	99

3:22	(4:5) 	41

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library



New Testament

Page 1 of 5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

University	Press	Scholarship	Online

Oxford	Scholarship	Online

Embodiment	and	Virtue	in	Gregory	of	Nyssa:	An
Anagogical	Approach
Hans	Boersma

Print	publication	date:	2013

Print	ISBN-13:	9780199641123

Published	to	Oxford	Scholarship	Online:	May	2013

DOI:	10.1093/acprof:oso/9780199641123.001.0001

New	Testament

Matthew

5:48 	233

6:19 	222

10:14 	69

12:40 	36

12:50 	115	n123

13:44 	31

15:11 	70

16:5–12 	69

18:23–35 	161

23:37 	92	n21

25:31–46 	170

26:6–13 	198

26:13 	198

26:26 	187

28:1 	36

Mark



New Testament

Page 2 of 5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

3:35 	181

9:2–3 	89

14:1–11 	198

14:9 	198

Luke

2:51 	191

8:15 	204

10 	89	n11

11:7 	95

15 	66

15:7 	65

15:10 	65

15:21 	46

15:23–24 	65

16 	166

16:19–31 	170,	213

16:24 	170

16:29 	171

20:35–36 	106,	112

John

1:3 	61–2,	189

1:9 	41

1:18 	63

1:49 	27

2:4 	191

3:3 	183	n23

3:5 	183

3:14 	69

6:54 	183	n23

7:37 	94

7:38 	208

8:18 	69

10:18 	36

11:52 	27

12:1–8 	198

12:3 	198

15:1 	48

15:15 	158–9

17:5 	196

17:17–24 	196	n88

17:21 	196

17:21–23 	199	n103

17:22 	196,	199	n103

Acts

2:24 	193



New Testament

Page 3 of 5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

9:15 	204

(p.283)	 10:10–16 	181

11:26 	226

Romans

1:26 	239

1:28 	239

2:15 	208

5:10 	197

5:12 	193

6:3 	185

6:3–5 	180

7:14 	39,	68

8:24 	58	n31

9:5 	61

11:16 	155–6,	207

12:2 	228

12:15 	140

13:14 	63,	90

1	Corinthians

1:24 	61,	66,	243

3:8 	93	n25

3:10–11 	64,	66

3:11 	208

5:6–7 	156

5:7 	57

8:1 	58	n33

9:9–10 	68,	202	n119

10:3–4 	186	n40

10:4 	40	n98,	245

10:11 	68

10:20–1 	180

11:15 	98,	202

11:29 	181

12:12 	200

12:12–27 	206

12:27 	195

13:12 	69

15 	196

15:18 	214

15:20 	193

15:22 	192

15:25–6 	178

15:26 	193	n75

15:27–8 	189

15:28 	17,	188–9,	189	n54,	190,	190	n58,	191,	194,	194	n79,	196,	210



New Testament

Page 4 of 5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

15:32 	160

15:37 	134

15:39 	45

15:53 	91

2	Corinthians

3:3 	208

3:16 	69

4:18 	31

5:13 	181

7:10 	136

11:2 	199

12:2 	47	n125

12:4 	47	n125,	125,	247

13:3 	196,	204

Galatians

2:9 	208

2:20 	196

3 	113	n116

3:27 	89

3:28 	15,	111	n105,	113,	114	n118,	114	n119

4:20 	68

4:21–31 	68	n96

4:22–31 	202	n119

4:24 	68

5:13 	158–9

5:22 	91

5:6 	203

6:14 	186

Ephesians

3:6 	195

4:11–16 	206

4:15–16 	195

4:22 	88

4:24 	63,	66,	88,	90

5:32 	199

5:29 	136

6 	135

6:14 	135

6:17 	135,	135	n107

Philippians

2:6–11 	158	n61

2:7 	90

2:10–11 	189,	195

3:13 	42,	232–3,	237

3:13–14 	82	n184



New Testament

Page 5 of 5

PRINTED FROM OXFORD SCHOLARSHIP ONLINE (www.oxfordscholarship.com). (c) Copyright Oxford University Press, 2015.
All Rights Reserved. Under the terms of the licence agreement, an individual user may print out a PDF of a single chapter of a
monograph in OSO for personal use (for details see http://www.oxfordscholarship.com/page/privacy-policy). Subscriber: University of
Arizona Library; date: 02 August 2015

3:14 	232

Colossians

1:18 	60,	193

1:24 	195

3:2 	65

3:9 	88–9

3:10 	88

1	Thessalonians

4:13 	16,	136,	136	n110,	141–3

4:17 	47,	136	n109

1	Timothy

1:19 	208

2:4 	79,	79	n159

2:9–10 	202

2:15 	115	n123

3:16 	183	n23

(p.284)	 4:2 	122

4:5 	187

Hebrews

1:3 	60

11 	57

11:1 	58	n30

11:8 	57

11:27 	58	n32

1	John

1:1 	94

Access	brought	to	you	by: 	University	of	Arizona	Library


