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such abbreviations are listed on pp. xii). References to the works translated in 
the Appendix are cited by the section number in the translation and then, in 
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references to editions and translations of ancient works can be found in the 
Bibliography. 

In the notes references to modern secondary works are abbreviated; full 
references can be found in the Bibliography. 



C H R O N O L O G Y O F E V E N T S 

. - . 2 0 S Athanasius is born. 
£-.304 Antony emerges as a monk with disciples. 
304-6 Conflict between Bishops Peter of Alexandria and Melitius of 

Lycopolis results in 'Melitian Schism1. 
¿-.311 Ammoun takes up monastic life in Nitria. 
311 Bishop Peter of Alexandria dies as a martyr. 
312 Alexander is elected (Petrine) bishop of Alexandria. 
¿".313 Antony retreats to an inner mountain near the Red Sea. 
318-21 Early controversy over teachings of Arius in Egypt. 
321/2 Bishop Alexander complains about *silly women' belonging to the 

Arian faction. 
324 Constanrine I, a Christian, becomes the sole Roman emperor. 

Pachomius begins his monastic community at Tabennesi. 
325 Council of Nicaea. Arianism is condemned; Melitians are to be recon

ciled to the Petrine church in Egypt. 
328 17 Apr.: Bishop Alexander dies. 

8 June: Athanasius is named bishop of Alexandria in a disputed 
election. 

f.329 Pachomius founds monasteries at Pbow and other sites in the 
Thebaid. 

329/30 Athanasius tours Upper Egypt; he fails to ordain Pachomius as 
Bishop Sarapion of Tentyra requested. 

335 Council of Tyre convicts Athanasius of various crimes; Constantine 
banishes him to Gaul. 

335-7 Athanasius in exile in Gaul; he writes Against the Nations and On the 

Incarnation (?). 

337 22 May: Constantine dies. 
23 Nov.: Athanasius returns to Alexandria. 

337-9 Athanasius in Alexandria. He writes First Letter to Virgins (?). 

338 Summer: Antony visits Alexandria and shows support for Athanasius. 
339 Jan.: Anti-Athanasian synod at Antioch names Gregory of Cappa-

docia bishop of Alexandria. 
Spring: Gregory arrives in Alexandria. Violence in the city. 

Athanasius flees to Rome. 
339-46 Athanasius in exile in Italy and Gaul. 
345 Bishop Gregory dies. 

A synod of bishops and monks in Latopolis tries Pachomius on 



Chronology of Events xvii 

f-354 

355 
¿-350 

356 

356-65 

357 

358 

359 

359/60 

362 

363 

-364-7 

charges of clairvoyance. 
May: Pachomius dies. 
July: Horsisius becomes leader of Pachomian monasteries. 
Oct.: Athanasius returns to Alexandria. 
Athanasius writes Letter to Ammoun. 

Monk Paphnutius is active in Upper Egypt. 
Pachomian leader Horsisius resigns under pressure and retires to 

Seneset. In Pbow Theodore takes control of the monasteries. 
Spring: Bishop Serapion of Thmuis leads a pro-Athanasian delegation 

to Emperor Constantius. 
Autumn: Council at Aries condemns Athanasius. 
Monk Dracontius is elected bishop of Hermopolis Parva and refuses 

to take office; Athanasius writes Letter to Dracontius. 

Council at Milan condemns Athanasius. 
Antony dies. 
8 Feb: Military police storm the Church of Theonas in Alexandria 

and attempt to capture Athanasius, who escapes with help of 
monks. 

Spring: Violence in Alexandria as imperial government delivers 
church buildings to anti-Athanasians. 

Athanasius hides with supporters among Egyptian monks and in 
Alexandria; he writes Defence of his Flight, History of the Arians, 

anti-Arian letters to monks. Life of Antony, and other works. 
Bishop Serapion of Thmuis writes a letter of consolation to two 

disciples of Antony. 
Feb.: George of Cappadocia is installed as bishop of Alexandria by 

anti- A thanasians. 
Pro-Athanasian mobs force Bishop George to flee Alexandria and 

briefly regain control of the church buildings. 
Nov: Bishop George returns to Alexandria. 
Dec.: Bishop George is lynched by a pro-Athanasian mob. 
Pro-Athanasian virgin Eudemonis is tortured by imperial officials in 

their search for Athanasius. 
Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria. 
Oct: Athanasius withdraws from Alexandria under pressure from 

Emperor Julian. 
26 June: Julian dies. 
Sept.: Athanasius secretly enters Alexandria and then departs to meet 

with the new emperor, Jovian, in Syria. 
Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria after trip abroad. 
Winter: In one of these years Athanasius tours Upper Egypt, visits 

Pachomian monasteries, meets Theodore, and provokes reconcilia
tion of Theodore and Horsisius. 



Chronology of Events 

Oct.: Athanasius withdraws from Alexandria under pressure from 
Emperor Valens. 

Feb.: Athanasius openly returns to Alexandria. 
Winter Athanasius writes Festal Letter 39 promoting a canon of 

Scripture. 
Winter Athanasius writes Festal Letter 40 on the 'irregular' appoint

ments of bishops and priests. He announces that Bishop Dracontius 
of Hcrmopolis Parva has died and has been replaced by the monk 
Isidore. 

April: Pachomian leader Theodore dies. Athanasius writes a letter 
confirming Horsisius as the new leader of the federation. 

2 Mav : Athanasius dies. 



Introduction 

In 345 Balacius, the commander of the Roman military in Egypt, 
attempted to enforce the imperial government's support for Bishop 
Gregory of Alexandria in the face of stubborn opposition from 
Alexandrian Christians who favoured the rival, exiled bishop of the city, 
Athanasius. According to Athanasius, writing a decade later, Balacius* 
efforts included violent persecution of ascetic Christians who supported 
Athanasius: he 'beat virgins, and stripped and flogged monks1. Such 
violence, as Athanasius tells it, attracted the attention of the famous 
hermit Antony, who warned Balacius in a letter, *I see wrath coming 
upon you! Stop persecuting Christians lest the wrath seize you, for 
already it is about to come upon you.' Unmoved, Balacius spat on the 
letter and decided to apprehend Antony as well, with a tragic result: 

Balacius and Nestorius, the prefect of Egypt, went out to the first stopping-place 
beyond Alexandria, called Chaireu, and both were riding horses. The horses 
belonged to Balacius and were the gendest of ail that had been trained by him. 
But before they got to the place, they began to play with each other, as they do, 
and suddenly the gender horse, which Nestorius was riding, seized Balacius by 
biting him, and attacked him. And he mangled his thigh with his teeth so badly 
that he was immediately carried back to the city, and in three days he died. 
Everyone marvelled that what Antony predicted had come to pass so quickly.1 

This story' captures much of what makes Christianity of the fourth 
century so fascinating. Here an imperial officer, with an impressive army 
at his command, contends with a solitary desert monk over theological 
ideas and ecclesiastical power. Ascetic Christians are at the centre of this 
struggle, as the victims of political violence and as the heralds of divine 
wrath. Moreover, Athanasius tells this story in the late 350s, not as a dis-
mterested reporter of facts, but as an outlawed bishop, a fugitive in 
the desert, trying to rally Christians to his fight against WrianisnT by 
invoking the supernatural power and ascetic fame of the now deceased 

1 VA 86 [PC 26. 964); cf. H. Ar. 14, where Athanasius tells a slightly different version of 
the story. 
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Antony. Asceticism and politics come together in Athanasius' story, if 
indeed they were ever separable. 

This book studies the efforts of Bishop Athanasius of Alexandria 
(bishop 328-73) to integrate the ascetic movement and its values into the 
wider Christian Church both institutionally and philosophically. When 
Athanasius became bishop, Egyptian Christians existed in multiple 
groups and movements; as other fourth-century bishops did in their own 
areas, he worked toward the formation of a single 'catholic' Church in 
Egypt, which would be uniform in theology and hierarchical in struc-
_ture. The present study hasas its goal to understand how Athanasius' 
ascetic policies and theology contributed to the eventual formation of a 
unified and dominant Church in Egypt. It therefore asks how an ascetic 
programme was also a political progrargme. 

Before the fourth century, Christianity in the Roman empire took 
various forms; although Christians routinely spoke of their Church as 
universal and themselves as forming 'one body of Christ* world-wide, 
they actually understood and expressed their Christian identity in 
conflicting ways. Moreover, being a small and often oppressed minority, 
these diverse Christians lacked any coercive powers by which any single 
group of them could turn its universalizing rhetoric into reality. The 
conversion of the Emperor Constantine to Christianity in 312 changed 
all that, for now some Christian organizations began to receive the 
financial and military support of the imperial government. During the 
fourth century, emperors and bishops worked to create a world-wide 
Christian Church, one that would be, in their words, 'catholic*, that is, 
universal. Conflict was inevitable as these political and ecclesiastical 
leaders quarrelled over who should lead this catholic Church, which 
expressions of Christianity were legitimate, which books would form the 
canon of Scriptures, what forms the Church*s calendar and liturgies 
would take, and so on. This book studies one step in the process by 
which catholic Christianity was created in the fourth century by examin
ing one geographical area (Egypt) and one aspect of ecclesiastical 
consolidation (the integration of the ascetic movement into the episcopal 
Church). Egypt represents an excellent choice for such a case-study 
because it was the birthplace for two of the movements that proved 
most troubling for the formation of an imperial Church: 'Arianism* and 
monasticism. 

In June 328 Athanasius, a young deacon, was elected bishop of the 
Christian Church in Alexandria, the major city in Egypt; his supporters 
acclaimed him as 'zealous, pious. Christian, one of the ascetics, a genuine 
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bishop1.* It was a critical moment in the history of the Alexandrian 
Church. The previous bishop, Alexander, had been asked by the 
Emperor Constantine to readmit to the church the Christian teacher 
Arius, whose views Alexander and an international council of bishops 
had condemned as heretical. Here was a crisis in the formation of a world 
Church, with the emperor's goal of inclusive unity conflicting with 
Alexandria's vision of doctrinal uniformity. Athanasius' refusal of 
Constantine's request would surely lead to conflict not only with the 
emperor, but also with the numerous bishops in the eastern empire 
who supported Alius. Athanasius had been Alexander's secretary and 
protege: the Christians who elected him bishop assumed that he would 
continue Alexander's firm anti-Arum policy and extend it throughout 
Egypt. They believed that, as bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius was not 
only the head of the Christian Church in that city, but also the spiritual 
father (*pope') of Christians throughout Egypt and Libya, But the 
complex political situation made that belief more wish than reality. A 
brief, selective survey of Egyptian Christianity around the year 330 will 
reveal the obstacles that Athanasius faced in his effort to become truly 
the 'pope' of all Christians in Egypt. 

In the city of Alexandria, we can speak of at least three Christian 
organizations, along with other less well denned groups. First, there was 
the emerging network of local churches under the supervision of Bishop 
Athanasius; the imperial government recognized this organization as 
the legitimate Christian Church in Egypt, although it did not always 
recognize Athanasius as this group's head. Secondly, there was an 
entirely different set of local churches with its own bishop and priests, 
who also claimed to represent the only true Church. Because they owed 
their loyalties to a Bishop Melitius of Lycopolis, these Christians were 
called *Melitians' by the supporters of Athanasius. Thirdly, an organized 
group of priests and lay people, called <Arians' by their opponents 
because of their support of the deposed priest Alius, was attempting to 
wrest control of the official Church away from Athanasius and his allies. 
These so-called 'Arians' (whose coherence as a group at times existed 
only in the rhetoric of their opponents) often received the support of the 
imperial government and of foreign bishops in their struggle with 
Athanasius; at times they also co-operated with the Melitians. Other 
Christians pursued their religious lives without formal allegiance to any 
of these three parties. Independent Christian scholars, for example, 
taught small groups of students interested in Christian philosophy. 

2 ApoL sec. 6. 5 (9a. 26-7 Op.). 
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Ascetic Christians, male and female, devoted themselves to spiritual 
disciplines and renunciation of sex, food, and wealth; some of these li\"ed 
alone, some in shared houses, others in a celibate relationship with a 
member of the opposite sex. T o what extent these Christians were under 
the authority of the bishop and priests, whether Athanasian or Melitian, 
was not clear. 

The situation in the rest of Egypt was scarcely more coherent. The 
Melitians and Athanasians had affiliated churches throughout the 
province; as in Alexandria, Christian ascetic groups were also active. 
Outside Leontopolis, a city in the Delta, a group of celibate men 
and women, led by a teacher named Hieracas, lived and worshipped 
together, intentionally separating themselves from married Christians. 
South of the Delta, solitary ascetics lived in and near the villages along 
the Nile; some of these, like the hermit Antony, became famous for their 
spiritual insight and abilities to cure diseases. Meanwhile, a monk named 
Pac horn i us was forming a series of communal estates where ascetics lived 
and worked together. Local bishops and priests, anxious about the 
independence and prestige of these Christian ascetics, sometimes tried to 
gain control of these spiritual communities by ordaining their leading 
figures and by involving them in the political struggles with their oppo
nents. Ascetic Christians often resisted these efforts. 

It was Athanasius' goal to bring order to this confusion by consoli
dating ail Egyptian Christians around the hierarchical organization of 
bishops and priests that he headed. In describing how he set about this 
task, it will be helpful to divide the alternative Christian movements in 
Egypt into two groups, distinguishing them by their basic attitude 
toward the Athanasian episcopate and by Athanasius' means of dealing 
with them. The first group, consisting of the Melitians and the Arians, 
comprises organizations that originated and developed in specific 
opposition to the episcopal hierarchy that Athanasius now controlled. 
These Christians believed themselves to represent the authentic 
episcopal hierarchy in Egypt. With respect to such Christians, 
Athanasius1 goal was to eliminate their organizations and compel them to 
affiliate with his Church. The second group, consisting of the various 
ascetic circles, comprises movements that arose independently of any 
particular theological or political quarrel or out of a general sense of dis
satisfaction with the direction of Christianity after it began to receive 
imperial support under Constantine. Here Athanasius' goal was not so 
much to eliminate these groups as it was to bring them into a formal 
relationship with his episcopal organization and hence at least somewhat 



I 
under his control. This book focuses on Athanasius* dealings with this 
second group of Christians, the ascetics, but his political struggles with 
the first group, the Melitians and Arians, cannot be ignored. A brief look 
at the origins of these alternative church organizations and how they 
affected Athanasius' career will provide essential background for under
standing Athanasius' interactions with the ascetics. 

The Mclitian schism had its origins in the persecutions that Christians 
suffered in the first decade of the fourth century.3 When in 304 Bishop 
Peter of Alexandria and other bishops retreated into hiding to avoid 
arrest. Bishop Melitius of Lycopolis in the Thcbaid attempted to carry 
on church business by ordaining priests and installing bishops in 
Alexandria and other sees. Peter and the other hiding bishops denounced 
what they considered an illegitimate intervention into their spheres of 
authority. Peter briefly returned to .Alexandria in 305 and excommuni
cated Melitius, but he was forced to flee again in 306 and was martyred 
in 3 1 1 . By the time of the Council of Nicaea, sponsored by the Emperor 
Constantinc in 325, long after Peter's death, there were two competing 
Christian Churches in Egypt, a Petrine one and a Melitian one, each 
with its own hierarchy of bishops and priests. The rivalry between the 
two parties was exacerbated by differences over how Christians who 
lapsed during the persecutions should be treated, with the Melitians 
(who considered themselves to be the true continuation of the pre-
Constantinian Church of the martyrs) arguing for a period of penance 
longer than that advocated by the Petrines. The Council of Nicaea 
recognized the Petrine hierarchy, now headed by Bishop .Alexander, as 
the legitimate Christian Church in Egypt, and it adopted a policy of 
gradual integration of Melitian bishops and priests into the Petrine 
hierarchy. The ordinations of Mclitian clergy were recognized, but 
Melitius himself was commanded to enter retirement. This policy was 
accepted with little enthusiasm by the parties in Egypt, and thus conflict 
between the two groups endured through the episcopate of Athanasius. 
The Melitian movement appears to have been strongest in Upper Egypt, 
and certainly it included elements of protest against Hellenistic 
Alexandria and its allegedly lax policies. None the less, the schism was 
primarily a conflict between competing episcopal organizations and thus 
was fought not with theological treatises, but with tactics appropriate to 
political struggles: the use of physical violence to mtimidate opponents, 

3 L . W . Barnard, 'Athanasius and the Mclctian [JJVJ Schism in Egypt', JEA 59 (1973), 
181-9; Rowan Williams, Arias (London, 1987), 32-41; Tim Vivian, St Peter of Alexandria 
(Philadelphia, 1988), 15-40. 
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the channelling of church funds in beneficial directions, and the installa
tion of allied bishops and priests in areas controlled by the other party 
whenever possible. 4 The schism touched asceticism in that monks and 
virgins who linked themselves with nearby churches of local com
munities inevitably chose bishops and priests on one side of the conflict 
or the other. 

The Arian controversy had a fundamentally different character 
because it arose from theological and social differences within the 
Petrine hierarchy itself. The chronology of events before the Council of 
Nicaea in. 325 is a matter of great controversy, but the basic outline is 
clear.5 Sometime between 3 1 8 and 3 2 1 , Bishop Alexander learned that 
one of his priests, Arius, was teaching that the Word of God was not 
divine in the same sense as God the Father was. Alexander convened 
a council of Egyptian bishops, which condemned Arius* views and 
excommunicated him, along with the bishops and priests who supported 
him. These actions did not end the controversy, however, because Arius 
had numerous followers in the city* of Alexandria; these included ascetic 
Christians, who were attracted to the intellectual and ascetic climate of 
Arian study circles, and presbyters, who resented Alexander's heavy-
handed leadership. Arius and his allies found further support among 
certain bishops in Asia Minor, Syria, and Palestine, who shared their 
theological views, saw an opportunity to reduce the international 
prestige of the bishop of Alexandria, or both. Councils in Bithynia and 
Palestine found Arius* views orthodox and urged Alexander to accept 
him into his Church. Alexander refused and found vindication at the 
Council of Nicaea in 325, which excommunicated Arius and exiled 
several bishops who had embraced his cause. None the less, by 3 2 7 - 8 , 

the Emperor Constan tine, eager to unite the warring factions of the 
Church, was allowing the exiled bishops to return to their posts and 
demanding that Alexander readmit a supposedly repentant Arius to the 
Alexandrian Church. Alexander once again refused, and he died not 
much later.6 Upon his elevation to the episcopal chair in June 328, 
Athanasius continued Alexander's policy of uncompromising refusal to 
readmit Arius to communion. 

* Violence and church funds: Barnard, 'Athanasius and the Mektian Schism"; T. D. 
Barnes, 'The Career of Athanasius', SP 21 (1987), 390-401, at 393-i, and Athanasius and 
Constantius (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1993), 25-33. Bishops and priests: Aih. Ep. 
Drac; Ep.fest. (cop.) 40; and Ch. 2 of this book. 

5 H.-G. Opitz, *D»e Zeitfolge der arianischen Streites von den An fan g bis zum Jahrc 
328', ZNWzZ (i934)i 131-S9; vvilhams. Arm, 4&-S1; R- P. C. Hanson, The Search for the 
Christian Doctrine of God (Edinburgh, 1988), 129-51. 

6 Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 18. 
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When Athanasius became bishop of Alexandria in June 328, probably 
few observers could have anticipated that Athanasius would have much 
success dealing with the Melitians and the Arians.7 At the time of his 
elevation Athanasius was still quite young: at most 33 years old. Little is 
known of Athanasius' early life, but it seems that he received a Christian 
(but not classical) education and soon thereafter became the secretary 
and assistant to Alexander, the bishop of Alexandria (bishop 312 -28 ) , 

whom he accompanied to the Council of Nicaea in 325 . a The 
Alexandrians who named Athanasius bishop in 328 called him an 
'ascetic' (áo-K-qr-qs).9 This appellation, along with Athanasius' claim in 
the preface of the Life of Antony to have seen Antony 'often', 1 0 has some
times been understood to refer to some period of ascetic training in the 
Egyptian desert, but there is no other evidence for that.1 1 The ascetic 
content of his first two Festal Letters does suggest, however, that the 
young Athanasius had received some guidance in asceticism, most likely 
from Alexander or another Christian teacher in the city. 1 2 In any case, 
few in Alexandria could have been surprised when, just before his death 
on 17 April 328, Alexander named Athanasius as his successor. Despite 
this endorsement, Athanasius was not elected bishop until 8 June; the 
exact circumstances are so mired in controversy that the actual events 
may never become clear. 1 3 It is possible that Athanasius had not yet 
reached the minimum legal age for election as bishop (30); 1 4 or that the 
election was not entirely in accord with canons adopted at the Council of 
Nicaea: as mandated by the canons, at least three bishops were present, 

3 There is no modern critical and comprehensive biography of Athanasius, although 
Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, has clarified the complex chronology of Athanasius' 
political career. In the meantime see also Martin Tetz, 'Athanasius von Akxandrien', TEE 
4- 333-49; G. C. Stead, 'Athanasius', Encyclopedia of the Early Church (New York, 1992), 
93-5-

8 Education: Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 12-14. Early apprenticeship to 
Alexander: Sev. Hist. pair. Alex. 1. 8; Soz. H.e. 2, 17; Soc H.e. 1. 14. 

9 Apol sec. 6. 5 (92. 26 Op.). 
1 1 1 ryipref.(PC26.840a). 
» Carlton Mills Badger, Jr., 'The New Man Created in God', Ph.D. thesis (Duke, 

1990), 191-3. 
1 2 Here the correct dating of the 24th Festal Letter, with its extensive discussion of 

Christian 'withdrawal', to 330 provides crucial information; cf. Alberto Campbni, Le 
Lettere festali di Atanasio di Alessandria (Rome, 1989), 201. On the dating of the Festal 
Letters, see the summary discussion in Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 183-91. 

1 3 See the diverse views of Barnes. Athanasius and Constantius, 18-20; Klaus M. 
Girardet, Kaisergericht und Bischofsgerichl (Bonn, 1975), 52-7; Annik Martin, 'Athanase et 
les Méliriens (325-335)', in C Kannengiesser (ed.). Politique et theotogie chez Athanase 
d'Alexandrie (Paris, 1974), 31-61, at 40-4; Duane W.-H. Arnold, The Early Episcopal Career 
of Athanasius of Alexandria (Notre Dame, Ind., 1091), 25-48. 

H Chron. Ath. 3 (56 M/A). 
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but perhaps the required written consent of absent bishops eligible 
to vote had not been obtained. 1 5 Although most Egyptian bishops 
recognized Athanasius' election, a sizable minority did not, particularly 
Melitian bishops, whose anticipated participation in the election appears 
to have been part of their gradual reunification with the Petrine 
hierarchy.1 6 

Thus, as he began his episcopate, Athanasius faced a host of enemies: 
the Melitians, who may have elected their own bishop of Alexandria1 7 

and whose alternative hierarchy continued to thrive throughout Egypt; 
those Christians in xYlexandria who considered Arius' views within 
the limits of acceptable theological diversity and were dismayed by 
Alexander's (and now Athanasius') authoritarian response to philo
sophical disagreement; and numerous bishops of the Eastern Church, 
who were sympathetic to Arms' brand of theology and eager to limit the 
influence of the Alexandrian bishop on the international scene. In 335 
these forces combined to have Athanasius condemned for various crimes 
at a synod of bishops in Tyre; Constantine, although he set aside the 
council's verdict, banished Athanasius from Alexandria and sent him to 
Gaul. 1 8 This was the first of five times that Athanasius was exiled from 
the city of Alexandria: the first two of these exiles Athanasius spent in 
the West (335-7 , 330-46); during the final three he hid in the Egyptian 
desert (356-62, 3 6 2 - 3 , 365-6). The dates and geographical settings of 
these exiles provide clues to the chronological shape of Athanasius' inter
actions with Egyptian ascetics over the course of his career. Before his 
third banishment from the city in 356, Athanasius was a major player in 
empire-wide Christian affairs: he was the focus of the conflict between 
the differing interpretations of the creed adopted at Nicaea. 1 9 But the 
years of the desert exile (356-62) were significant ones in the Arian 
controversy: Athanasius' absence caused his influence on the world scene 
to fade, and his writings display a shift in the bishop's focus from 
imperial politics to the problems of the Egyptian Church. The basic 
structure of Athanasius' political career—intense conflict focused on the 
city and the empire until around 350, followed by a period of increased 
engagement with Egypt—determined how he approached ascetic 
Christians in Egypt. The chronological table that precedes this 
Introduction integrates the events in Athanasius' political career with the 
ascetic developments discussed in this book. 

The sources for the first half of Athanasius' episcopate (328—50) 

1 5 Tetz, 'Athanasius', 335. 1 6 Soz. H.e. 2. 17. 1 7 Girardet, Kaisergemhs, 54-5. 
1 8 Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 22-5. 19 Ibid., passim. 
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provide little evidence for contact between the bishop and the monks of 
the Egyptian desert. The ascetics that appear in his writings in reference 
to this period live in the city of Alexandria: men whom the bishop calls 
povd£.oiT€s, 'solitaries', and women whom he styles napBepotj 'virgins'. 
Although Athanasius used the term 'virginity' (napBevta) to refer to 
the sexual renunciation of both men and women, he restricted the 
title 'virgin' (irdpdcvos) to ascetic women. As unsatisfactory as this 
traditional usage is, Athanasius' practice will be followed here. Both the 
male 'solitaries' and the female 'virgins' of Alexandria renounced sex and 
followed a more rigorous regime of fasting, prayer, and vigils than other 
Christians, but otherwise lived within the city and worshipped with the 
parish church. These urban ascetics were prominent figures in the 
struggle between Athanasius and his opponents for control of the 
Alexandrian Church; those who supported Athanasius suffered 
imprisonment, torture, assault, and verbal abuse when opponents of the 
bishop gained the upper hand (as we saw in the case of Balacius).2 0 The 
female virgins and their activities were of great concern to Athanasius: 
his attempts to control their lifestyle and detach them from opposing 
groups will require close examination. In contrast, although the male 
'solitaries' appear frequently in Athanasius1 writings, he appears to have 
had little to say about their ascetic regime and political activity. This 
silence was most likely the function of two things: the independence 
conventionally granted to men (and not to women), and the rapid 
development during Athanasius' career of new forms of asceticism for 
men. 

After the year 350, a new category of male ascetics appears in 
Athanasius' works: fcoVagot, 'monks'. 2 1 Unlike the 'solitaries' of 
Alexandria, these men did not live in the city and orientate their piety by 
the rhythms of parish life. Instead, they withdrew from normal human 
society either to live alone in the desert or to live in a community 
separated from other people by a wall. When Athanasius took office in 
328, this desert-orientated ascetic movement was still in its infancy: the 

a Ep. encycl. 3. 4, 6; 4. 4-5 (172. 11-12, 19-21; 173. 14-20 Op.); Apcl sec. 15; 30 (98. 
29-99. 8; 109. 26-7 Op.); Apol Const. 27. 37; 28. 16-17; 33- 16-41 S.; H. AT. 12. 3; 48. 2; 
55- 3 - * 59- 2-3; 70- 4; 72- 5-6; 81- 5.7» 9 ('89- 14-16; 211. 2-7; 214. 21-33; 216.14-20; 
221. 26-8; 223. 7-14; 229. 13, 21-5, 31-3 Op.); VA 86 (PC 26. 964a). For a study of 
Athanasius and asceticism that emphasizes these so-called *in-town* ascetics, see Badger, 
'NewMan1,160-241. 

" Fug. 24. 32-4 S.; Ep. Drac. 7, 8, a (PG 25. 532, 533a); Ep. mi. AT. I . 2; 5. 1 (178. 6; 
180. 13, 16 Op.); H. AT. -¡2. 6 (223. 15-18 Op.); VA passim (39 times); Ep. Ors. 2= VP 150 
(95. 16 Halkin); Ep. mon. 5 dejer.; Ep.fest. 40 (cop.) {OLP 15: 8r. «20 Co.); Ep. virg. 2.28 
(366 Leb.) (rfs.~.<0. 



10 Introduction 

urban 'solitaries' may still have been more numerous. But for asoetically 
inclined men the trend was away from the city and toward the desert. 
Around the year 313 a monk named Antony moved into the desert in 
Upper Egypt and attracted so many imitators that, in Athanasius' words, 
'the desert was made a city'; no later than 313 a wealthy Alexandrian 
named Ammoun had founded a loosely connected series of monastic 
retreats in the desert of Nitria; before 330 Pachoroius began to form a 
closely related network of monasteries adjacent to Thebaid villages 
along the Ni le . 2 2 By the midpoint of Athanasius' episcopate (f.350) 

these desert-based modes of discipline, today called eremitical, semi-
eremitical, and coenobitic monasticism, had replaced the city-based 
pattern as the leading forms of the ascetic life for men. T o be sure, male 
ascetics continued to live at every point on the 'continuum' from the 
most central area of the city to the most remote places of the desert, but 
for reasons social, theological, and even literary, the general trend was 
toward the desert 2 3 Athanasius' writings both reflect this geographical 
development and encourage it. The bishop's new interest in the 
Egyptian 'monks' was also a function of his political career as outlined 
above. Before 346 Athanasius spent nearly half of his years as bishop in 
exile in the West: despite a tour of the Thebaid in 329 /30 , the bishop's 
attention in the first half of his episcopate was consumed by international 
and Alexandrian affairs. After 346 Athanasius remained in Egypt almost 
continually, spending his three remaining exiles in the Egyptian desert. 
The patriarch was able to devote more of his energy to the unification of 
the Church in all Egypt, a project which involved forming a stronger 
connection between the desert monks and the episcopal hierarchy. 

Although we have seen that the Egyptian Church was divided along 
several lines, there were elements in the Egyptian situation that 
Athanasius could exploit in his efforts to consolidate the Church. First, 
a series of reforms begun under the Emperor EHocletian (284-305) initi
ated a process of consolidation in the imperial administration of Egypt, 
creating a system that the episcopate could parallel in its own hier
archical structures of governance.2 4 Athanasius imitated the imperial 
organization by consolidating the administration of the Egyptian Church 
around the episcopate's system of dioceses and parishes and by 

a DerwasJ. Chiny, The Deseri a City (Crestwood, NY, 1966), 1-45. 
2 3 James E. Gochring, 'The Encroaching Deseri: Literary Production and Ascetic Space 

in Early Christian Egypt', 1 (1993), 281-96, at 286-7 n - , 7-
2 4 Jacqueline Lallemand, L 'Administration civile de VEgypte de Vavénement de Dioclctien a 

la creation du diocese (284-382) (Brussels, 1964); Philip Rousseau, Pachamius (Berkeley, 
Calif., [985), 3-13-
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channelling the receiving and distribution of church funds through this 
system. He designed bis ascetic policies so that ascetic institutions would 
be ancillary to this episcopal network. Secondly, the literate and 
economically privileged classes in Egyptian society shared a Hellenistic 
culture that tied together the metropolis of Alexandria and the cities and 
towns of Upper Egypt. 2 5 The wealthy families of the Thebaid cities and 
villages read the classics, sent their sons to Alexandria for their educa
tion, and engaged in business with Lower Egypt. This group's allegiance 
to the Athanasian episcopate and its financial support would have 
enhanced both the power and prestige of the clergy and the unity of the 
Church throughout the province. There are indeed signs that Athanasius 
aimed his ascetic programme particularly at these educated and well-to-
do Egyptians. 

The following chapters examine this ascetic programme in order 
to understand Athanasius1 ascetic theology and its political and social 
functions; Athanasius , interactions with discreet groups of ascetic 
Christians form the first area of investigation. Chapter i studies 
Athanasius* efforts to control the life of virgins in the city of Alexandria. 
The bishop sought to detach the virgins from competing groups by 
issuing a set of regulations that fostered a virginal lifestyle isolated from 
the contentious public life of the city, yet connected to the parish 
churches that the Athanasian episcopate administered. He resisted 
efforts by the followers of his Egyptian contemporary Hiera cas to 
establish communities of ascetic men and women totally divorced from 
married Christians; in response, Athanasius portrayed virginity as a 
virtue analogous to but superior to ordinary marriage and placed human 
moral freedom at the centre of his ascetical theology and his social vision 
of a diverse Church. Athanasius attempted to dissuade virgins from 
associating with Arian Christian teachers through a rhetoric of anti-
intellectualism that rendered the Christian study circle theologically 
illegitimate and through an interpretation of the virgins' traditional tide 
'brides of Christ* that rendered the virgins' life silent and submissive. 
Because he considered the active and vocal participation of virgins in 
theological conflict incompatible with a united and orderly Church, 
Athanasius encouraged a lifestyle for virgins that was more separate from 
Alexandria's public life. 

Chapter 2 turns to Athanasius' dealings with the desert monks, the 

B Colin H. Roberts, Manuscript, Society and Belief m Early Christian Egypt (London, 
•9701, Rousseau, Packomius, 6-9; Naphtali Lewis, Life in Egypt under Roman Rule (Oxford, 
•983). 59-67; Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton, NJ, 1993), 99-109. 
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serai-eremitical monks of the Nitrian desert and the cocnobitic monks of 
the Thebaid, and describes a strategy- not of isolation, but of inclusion. 
Athanasius tried to involve the monks more fully in the public life of the 
Church by appointing many of them as bishops. He also asserted the 
right of bishops to intervene in monastic affairs both by issuing opinions 
on matters of ascetic practice, such as the proper amount of sleep and the 
significance of nocturnal emissions, and by resolving questions of leader
ship within monastic communities. While he told the Alexandrian 
virgins to stay out of the conflict between himself and his ecclesiastical 
opponents, Athanasius rallied the desert monks to his cause and intro
duced the issue of theological disagreement into the monastic practice of 
hospitality'. T o Athanasius, a united Church required strong boundaries 
between the 'orthodox' and the 'heretics'. Once again Athanasius' goal 
was the integration of ascetic Christians into a Church defined by the 
Alexandrian episcopate: he granted desert monasticism a certain amount 
of autonomy, but still considered it ancillary to the network of parish 
churches that he was forming. 

This integration of ascetic Christians into a comprehensive Church in 
practical terms was accompanied by an integration of asceticism into a 
comprehensive view of the Christian life on the theoretical level. 2 6 

Chapter 3 outlines Athanasius' spirituality and shows how it assimilates 
ascetic values into a vision that can also encompass ordinary Christians. 
By picturing the Christian life mythically as an ascent to heaven and an 
appropriation^ the incarnate Word's victory over moral and physical 
corruption, Athanasius articulated a spirituality that could be most fully 
embodied only in a life of ascetic renunciation, which he called 'with
drawal'. None the less, he claimed that the Church comprised people at 
different levels of renunciation, united by the Church's sacraments and 
by a shared May of life' {rroXireía) formed through imitation of the 
saints. The rhetoric of imitation was crucial to Athanasius' vision of a 
diverse, yet ascetic Church: the imitation of various saints accounted 

M Here I borrow a distinction made by Rowan A. GTeer: 'In broad terms what happened 
in the course of the fourth century was that Church leaders like Athanasius harnessed what 
began as a protest movement to the service of the Church. Part of what this involved was 
bringing the monks under episcopal authority in one way or another. But, as well, harness
ing monasricism meant the creation of a theoretical understanding of it that brought its 
ascética! and moral discipline into relation with the Church's theology. In this way theology 
sought to shape the monastic life, and the project of leaders like Athanasius, Basil the 
Great, and John Chrysostom was 10 establish a full living out of the Christian life that put 
its theological principles into practice* {Broken Lights and Mended Lives (University Park, 
Pa., and London, 19S6), 163). The goal of this book is a more precise understanding of this 
twofold project as Athanasius carried it out. 
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for the Church's diversity, but this imitation always had the ascetic 
character of renunciarion of the world and discipline of the body. The 
bishop developed an ascetic programme for ordinary- Christians during 
the seasons of Lent and Easter, a regime which enabled them to realize 
in a less perfect fashion the control over the body's movements that 
monks and virgins achieved. In his Festal Letters, Athanasius interpreted 
such religious practices as sexual renunciation, fasting, and almsgiving so 
that their meanings cohered with his ascetic yet inclusive spirituality. 

The supreme example of Athanasius' ideal Christian life was the 
monk Antony, whose biography the bishop wrote during his third exile; 
the Life of Antony, the subject of Chapter 4, epitomizes Athanasius' 
ascetic programme in both its practical and theoretical aspects. 
Athanasius' portrait of Antony represented an alternative to other views 
of Antony held by fourth-century Egyptians, who saw him as a spiritual 
patron, a teacher of wisdom, or a monastic party leader. Athanasius 
instead made Antony the perfect instance of human appropriation of the 
Word's victory over sin and death: Antony's body is in the full control of 
his soul, which is in the full control of the Word of God. Antony is 
therefore able to withstand the attempts of demons to thwart bis journey-
on the way up to heaven by exploiting humanity's natural fear of death. 
Antony's interactions with bishops, imperial officers, and philosophers 
exemplify the relationships between monk and bishop. Church and 
State, Christianity and false religion that Athanasius considered proper. 
Athanasius used the motif of Antony's unschooled wisdom to criticize an 
academic understanding of Antony's authority and to clear the way for 
his own presentation of Antony as a model for moral imitation. In 
publishing the Life of Antony, Athanasius hoped to foster the formation 
of the Church as a shared 'way of life* (woAtTfia) by setting in motion a 
process of mutual imitation with his image of Antony as the catalyst. 

Admittedly, the primary thesis of this book, that Athanasius' embrace 
of ascetic Christians and their values strengthened his political position 
and helped him to build an Egyptian Church more dependent on the 
Alexandrian episcopate, is not new. Indeed, it was first advanced in 380, 
just seven years after Athanasius' death, when Gregory of Nazi an/us 
delivered an oration in praise of the deceased bishop of Alexandria. 
Gregory identified two strategies by which Athanasius formed an 
'orthodox' Christian Church in Egypt: one of exclusion, requiring the 
construction of strong boundaries between 'true' Christians and 
'heretics', and one of integration, requiring the construction of strong 
ties between city-based Christians and desert-based ascetics. Gregory 
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devoted most of his panegyric to Athanasius' exclusionary anrj-Arian 
activities, comparing them to Christ's cleansing of the Jerusalem 
temple. 2 7 But Gregory also attributed to Athanasius a policy of recon
ciliation: the uniting of the active life of ecclesiastical leadership ('priest
hood') with the contemplative life of monastic withdrawal ('philosophy'). 
Gregory claimed that Athanasius accomplished this unification while he 
was exiled in the Egyptian desert for his Nicene faith: 

While he associated with them [the monks], the great Athanasius, just as 
he was the mediator and reconciler of all people, imitating him who 
made peace between disparate elements with his blood, so too reconciled 
the solitary life with the shared by showing that the priesthood is philo
sophical and that philosophy requires a priesthood. For he harmonized 
the two and brought them into one—both quiet action and active quiet
ness—in such a way that he convinced [the monks] that to be a monk is 
characterized more by the steadiness of one's conduct than by the with
drawal [dVax&Vijoie] of one's body. 2 8 

According to Gregory, Athanasius, like King David, embodied in him
self both the active life of political leadership and the quiet life of medi
tative philosophy and thereby demonstrated to the desert fathers their 
irrevocable tie to the wider Church. Gregory made Athanasius the 
virtual founder of monasticism as an organized, disciplined phenomenon 
within Christianity: 'Whatever he thought was law to them [the monks], 
and they rejected whatever did not seem good to him. T o them his 
teachings were the tablets of Moses, and their veneration of him sur
passed what human beings owe to the saints.' 2 9 The result of Athanasius' 
monastic activities, in Gregory's view, was the support that the monks 
gave him in his struggles with the 'Arians*. Modern scholars have dis
cerned an additional benefit of Athanasius' enthusiasm for the ascetic 
movement: the unification of an Egyptian Church divided between 
Hellenistic Alexandria and Coptic Upper Egypt. 3 0 

If this book's thesis is not novel, my goal none the less is to provide 
this oft-repeated picture of Athanasius and asceticism with a stronger 
historical foundation and a more precise understanding of how 
asceticism advanced Athanasius' political programme. For example, I 

2 7 Gr. Naz. Or. 21. 31 .1 -4 Mossay-Lafontaine. 
B Ibid. 19. 17-20. 4 Mossay-Lafontaine. 
7 9 Ibid. 20. 11-14 Mossay-Lafontaine. 
* W. H. C Frend, 'Athanasius as an Egyptian Christian Leader in the Fourth Century', 

in Religion Popular and Unpopular in the Early Christian Centuries (London, 1976), No. 
XVI, 20-37; ) • G. Griffiths, 'A Note on Monasticism and Nationalism in the Egypt of 
Athanasius', SP 16 (1975), 24-6*. 
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study ascetic works attributed to Athanasius that previous scholars have 
seldom used (primarily because, for circumstantial reasons, they have 
survived not in Greek, Athanasius1 own literary language, but in such 
languages as Coptic and Syriac). 3 1 Some of these Athanasian writings are 
presented in English translation for the first time in the Appendix to this 
book. A continuing theme in this study will be scepticism about the 
traditional scholarly model that I have just mentioned, namely the sharp 
division of Egyptian Christianity into 'Hellenistic Alexandria* and 
'native Coptic Egypt?, a cultural gap that Athanasius is then seen to 
bridge. Instead, we must imagine, in the words of a modern scholar, 
'dual language communities [Greek and Egyptian] with a substantia] 
overlap in membership, neither separate communities nor a fully 
bilingual society*.32 This book will emphasize the presence in the cities 
and villages throughout Egypt of a Hellenized élite, characterized by a 
shared educational culture and economic privilege, and it will see this 
group as the primary target of Athanasius' ascetic propaganda and unify
ing activities. Along with this shift in perspective comes a greater 
interest, particularly in Chapter 3 , in a topic virtually ignored by most 
studies of Athanasius: how Athanasius described the proper lifestyle of 
the ordinary, non-ascetic Christian in ascetic terms and articulated his 
own 'politics of asceticism'. 

Indeed, the 'politics* of asceticism that forms our subject has two 
aspects, which must be constantly distinguished and kept together. 
These two aspects roughly correspond to the distinction that anthropo
logists make between 'etic' analysis, 'which utilizes the investigator's 
own analytic categories', and 'emic' analysis, which uses 'native 
categories in explanation*.33 In this study, the 'etic' politics of asceticism 
refers to my detection of the ways that Athanasius, self-consciously or 

n For a detailed examination of the ascetic writings attributed to Athanasius and the 
establishment of the Athanasian 'canon* on which this book is based, sec my 'The 
Authenticity of the Ascetic Athanasiana', Or. 63 (1004), 17-56.1 judge the Life of Antony to 
be authentic; Ch. 4 of this book shows the coherence of the Life's content with that of the 
other Athanasian works. Recent attempts to show that the Syriac version represents the 
most primitive form of the Life and so rules out Athanasian authorship are groundless: see 
my 'The Greek and Syriac Versions of the Life of Antony1, Mus. 107 (1004), 29-53. As 
another argument against authenticity, Barnes cites as the 'earliest reference to the Life1 the 
mention of it without attribution in a letter to monks attributed to Scrapion of Thrnuis 
(Scrap. £p. man. 13 (PC 40.940); Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 240 n. 64). But Klaus 
Fitschcn has argued that this letter is not by Scrapion, but was written in the 5th cent. 
(Serapion von Thrnuis (Berlin and New York, 1902), 70-84). Barnes's argument from silence 
is not persuasive in any case. 

n Bagnali, Egypt in Late Antiquity, 259. 
a Susan R. Garrett, 'Sociology of Early Christianity', Anchor Bihie Dictionary (New 

York, 1992), 6. 89-99, at 91. 
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not, manipulated ascetic Christians, their values, and their prestige in 
order to enhance his own power and to expand and soHdify the episco-
pally centred Christianity that he was forming. The 'emic' politics of 
asceticism, in contrast, refers to Athanasius' own understanding of how 
ascetic behaviours contributed to the formation of the church as a 
noXtreta, a 'civic community' with a distinctive way of life and pattern of 
governance. This book will oscillate between these aspects of the 'politics 
of asceticism' as it seeks to describe both how Athanasius' ascetic policies 
and theology contributed to his policy of consolidating Christian Egypt 
around his episcopal hierarchy and how Athanasius himself understood 
his ascetic programme of self-formation to be a political programme of 
church formation. 



Female Virginity and Ecclesiastical Politics 
in Alexandria 

The abundance of virgins in the Christian Church was, to the young 
Athanasius, a significant demonstration of the power lying behind the 
teaching of the incarnate Word, as he wrote early in his career in On the 
Incarnation'. 'What person . . . taught about virginity and did not reckon 
it to be impossible for this virtue to exist among human beings? Yet our 
Saviour and the King of all, Christ, so prevailed in his teaching about 
this that even children not yet of legal age promise virginity over and 
above the law.'1 Christian virgins, as Athanasius defined them here, were 
young women who not only observed standards of sexual chastity before 
marriage, but also renounced the possibility of ever marrying—this even 
before they had reached the 'legal age' of 1 2 . 2 Such extraordinary resolu
tion, Athanasius believed, could not be the result of merely human 
teaching, but had to indicate the dissemination of some divine power to 
humanity through the incarnation. Years later, Athanasius, now a con
troversial bishop hiding in the desert, returned to this idea in his Defence 
before Constantius: 

The Son of God, our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, having become human on 
our account, and having destroyed death and delivered our race from the 
bondage to corruption, in addition to all his other benefits bestowed this also: 
that we should possess upon earth the state of virginity as an image [tUtov] of the 
angels* holiness. Accordingly the women who have attained this virtue the 
catholic Church has been accustomed to call the brides of Christ [nJ/i^ai rou 
Xpiarov]. And the pagans who see them express their admiration for them as the 
Word's temple [voos TOO Aoyov). For indeed this holy and heavenly profession 
is nowhere established but only among us Christians, and it is a very strong argu
ment that among us is to be found the genuine and true religion.3 

1 fnc.su 1-6 T. 
2 On the legal age for marriage in Roman law, see Susan Treggiari, Roman Marriage 

(Oxford, 1991), 30-43. Although it is not wholly satisfactory, I will use the term 'virgin* to 
refer to these celibate Christian women. 

1 Apcl Const. 33. 1-12 S. On the dating of this and other sections of the Defence, see 
Timothy D. Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius (Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1993), 
196-7. 

http://fnc.su
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Athanasius believed that, as 'brides of Christ', virgins were the supreme 
examples of humanity united with the divine Word; their ability to 
renounce sex permanendy was certain proof that the incarnate Word had 
triumphed over death and the human soul's bondage to the bodily 
passions. As individual 'brides of Christ? and as a corporate 'temple of 
the Word', virgins were united with the Son of God in a manner so close 

^ that even 'th~e virgins' l imbsarein a special way meSaviourVown*. 4 In 
this respect. Christian virgins replicated God theWord's asgnnptjon of 
a human bodypwhich served as his "temple', and they exemplified all of 
saved humanity, which Athanasius called 'God's temple' or 'thiTWord's 
temple'. 5 Virgins, then, were powerful, multivalent religious symbols for 
Athanasius: their union with Christ, understood as a kind of marriage, 
manifested in a heightened manner the union with the Word of God 
required of every Christian and imitated the Word's incarnation; 
moreover, their exceptional control of the passions demonstrated 
Christianity's superiority to other religions. 

Athanasius' remarks to Constantius reveal not only the theological 
meaning of Christian virgins, but also their political significance: assum
ing that the Emperor shares his esteem for virgins, Athanasius goes on to 
describe how his Arian opponents stripped and scourged Alexandrian 
virgins while they claimed that Constantius ordered them to do it. 6 The 
bishop hopes that his description of Arian attacks on such universally 
admired figures will discredit his political opponents in the Emperor's 
eyes. Apart from Athanasius' own purposes in reporting it, this violence 
against virgins allied with him reflects how by the fourth century conse
crated virgins had joined the retinues of prominent bishops as symbols of 
their power and prestige;7 in this particular case, it indicates that many 
virgins were considered part of Athanasius' own power base and thus 
appropriate targets for political violence. 8 Athanasius' remarks suggest 
also that the Arian conflict in Alexandria was not a struggle that involved 
only men, but rather one that engaged the interest and energies of 
Christian women as well. In this passage, Athanasiusjnvokes the virgins1 

sufferings in order to turn the Emperor against his polirical^opponents^ 
b^tm_p^SFwritihgs he addressed the virgins themselves in an effort to 
shape their participation in the Alexandrian Church. Theologically, 

•* ApoL Const. 33. 23-6 S.; cf. Carlton Milk Badger, Jr., *Thc New Man Created in 
God', Ph.D. thesis (Duke, 1900), 256-7. 

5 Word's assumed body: Ar. 3. 53 (PG 26. 433b); Ep. Adelph. 7 (PG 26. 1081a). Saved 
humanity: Ar. 1. 42-3; 3. 58 (PG 26. 100,445a); Ep. Scrap. 3. 3 (PG 26. 620). 

4 ApoL Const. 33. 16-41 S. 
' Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York, 1988), 259-60. 
* Badger, 'New Man*, 231. 
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Athanasius instructed virgins on how tg^ulrivate^their union with Christ 
••^SQjhat they would preserve thejrjioly state; pohjgilyZR. suggested to 

them patterns ofjife that would cohere wjtlLthechurch order-he sought 
tpjçreate inAlexandria. Such significant symbols of Athanasian theology 
and power required careful protection. 

The recognition of virgins as a special class with its own problems can 
be traced back to the earliest Christian communities ( i Cor. 7 ) , but the 
origins of female asceticism in the Alexandrian Church are, like every
thing else about earliest Christianity there, frustratingly obscure. There 
is much talk about the concept of virginity in the writings of Clement 
and Origen, but practically nothing about the institutions and disciplines 
in which it was practised.9 Gnostic works, some of which originated in 
Alexandria, often use the term SirginaP as a laudatory adjective and 
seem to take a dim view of sexual intercourse, but give us little evidence 
for the sectaries' social practices.1 0 The imprecise nature of our know
ledge about Christian virginity in the second and third centuries is not 
unique to Alexandria, but applies to churches in other areas as well." In 
the fourth century, however, matters become clearer. A fragment attri
buted to Bishop Peter of Alexandria (bishop 300 -11 ) mentions a virgin 
who had been promised to the Church by her parents for lifelong 
service. 1 2 By the time of Alexander's episcopate (312-28) , virgins appear 
as supporters of the presbyter Arius, and Athanasius describes virgins 
who lived at home with their parents coming to visit Bishop Alexander 
as a group. 1 3 But during the career of Athanasius the evidence for the life 
and practices of Alexandrian virgins abounds: the bishop himself wrote 
at least four letters to virgins as well as a treatise On Virginity.14 

9 Henri Crouzcl, SJ, Virginité et mariage selon Origene (Paris, 1963), 195-7. 
1 0 See Anne McGuire, "Virginity and Subversion: Norea Against the Powers in the 

Hypostasis of the Artkoni, and Antoinette Clark Wire, 'The Social Functions of Women's 
Asceticism in the Roman East', in K. L. King (éd.), images of the Feminine in Gnosticism 
(Philadelphia, 1988), 239-58, 308-23. 

1 1 René Metz, La Consécration des vierges dans Céglise romaine (Paris, 1954), 41-76. The 
notable exception is Carthage, for which the writings of Tertulhan and Cyprian provide 
some information. 

1 1 Hugo Koch (ed. and tr.), Quellen zur Geschichte der Askese und des Monchtums in der 
alien Kirche (Tubingen, 1933), 38-9. 

u Ep. vhg. i. 36, 45 (91- 7 - " ; 94- 36-95' 3 Le£)ì Sev. Hist. pair. Alex. I. 8 (405 
Everts). 

1 4 See the works treated as Nos. 9, 10, l i , 15, and t6 m my 'The Authenticity of the 
Ascetic Athanasiana', Or. 63 (1994), 17-56. Translations of the most important of these 
works are provided in the Appendix to this book: the first Letter to Virgins, preserved in 
Coptic (Ep. virg. 1 ); the second Letter to Virgins, preserved in Syriac (Ep. virg. 2); and On 
Virginity, preserved in Syriac and Armenian (Virg.). I cite these works by the section 
numbers in the translations and then, in parentheses, by the page and/or line numbers in 
the critical editions. 
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These writings disclose how Athanasius sought to consolidate the 
Alexandrian Church around the episcopate partly through organizing 
female asceticism as a separate, but ancillary branch of the developing 
network of local churches led by bishops and priests. The first part of 
this chapter examines these efforts. The bishop encouraged virgins to 
live in either of two settings: their parents* home, or a community of 
other women. He developed for them an ascetic regime that would pro
tect them from the machinations of Satan and his demons, restore their 
soul's control over the body's movements, and focus the mind's attention 
on Christ. The lifestyle that the bishop recommended was a secluded 
one, which he compared to an 'enclosed garden'. He expressed ambiva
lence about virgins' participation in such public activities as employment 
and pilgrimage. He strongly condemned virgins who lived in a celibate 
relationship with an ascetic man, accusing such 'brides of Christ' of 
committing adultery. The bishop also attacked the teachings and social 
practices of a Christian ascetic named Hieracas, who had formed a 
community where celibate men and women lived together in complete 
separation from married people. To refute this alternative model for the 
virgins' lifestyle, Athanasius entered into a debate with Hieracas over the 
relative merits of virginity and marriage and the roles of nature and 
freedom in human ethical life. Athanasius' emphasis on humanity's free 
will supported his social vision of a Church made up of persons of 
differing degrees of moral attainment The bishop also used the virgins' 
traditional title 'brides of Christ* to depict virginity as not completely 
dissimilar to marriage, but rather a higher form of marriage. 

The tide 'bride of Christ' was extremely common in early Christian 
literature on virginity and carried with it a host of traditional themes.15 

But in fourth-century Alexandria, where controversy was raging over the 
person and nature of the 'Christ' who was the virgins' 'bridegroom', 
Athanasius interpreted this image in ways that supported his political 
goals. The Arian crisis in Alexandria was a struggle over the identity of 
the Word of God to whom the virgins were symbolically wed. It was a 
conflict between two competing pictures of this Word, as model of virtue 
(Arian) and as enabler of virtue (Athanasian), and between two corres
ponding forms of Christianity, the school (Arian) and the episcopate 
(Athanasian). Virgins were actively involved in this struggle as partisans 
of both camps. The second part of this chapter examines how Athanasius 

1 5 See Elizabeth Castelli, 'Virginity and its Meaning for Women's Sexuality in Early 
Christiarury\ 2 (1986), 61-88, at 71-2, with references to Christian works; Robin 
Lane Fox, Pagans and Christians (San Francisco, 1986), 371. 
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sought to detach virgins from unorthodox male teachers and bind them 
to the Athanasian episcopate by attacking the concept of the Christian 
teacher and by secluding the virgins in lives of silent conversation with 
their bridegroom, the fully divine Word, whose incarnation had enabled 
their virginity. Virgins who accepted such a self-understanding would 
not take an active role in Alexandria's public conflicts; they would 
instead lead private lives of devotion to Christ within the episcopate's 
sphere of authority. Athanasius used the title 'bride of Christ' to make 
this secluded lifestyle appear to be the natural one for Christian virgins. 

THE DISCIPLINE OF VIRGINS WITHIN THE CHURCH 

It is during the episcopate of Athanasius that Christian virgins begin to 
appear regularly in Alexandrian sources as constituting an identifiable 
group with distinctive patterns of life. The fourth century was a period 
of change for the virginal life in Christian Alexandria. In the early 
decades, there was not yet any uniform regimen followed by the majority 
of virgins. Rather, ascetic women appear in a variety of settings and 
associated with several groups in the Egyptian Church. A long-standing 
pattern, whereby a Christian girl dedicated herself to a life of virginity 
and lived with her parents, was giving way to other models, such as 
living in a community of virgins guided by older women or cohabitation 
with an ascetic man. In addition. Holy Land pilgrimage and other new 
acts of devotion supplemented prayer, fasting, and other traditional 
forms of piety. Doubtless the end of imperial persecution of Christians 
in the 31 os enabled the multiplication of Christian virgins, their 
organization into communities, and their development of more public 
forms of piety—changes evident in other locations, such as Rome. 1 6 In 
Alexandria, Athanasius took it upon himself as bishop to bring some 
order to this changing situation. He endorsed patterns of living and 
devotion that would minimize contact with men and indeed with the 
public life of the city, foster a private life of undivided attention to 
Christ, and yet maintain a close connection to the official cult of the 
Church. Such a way of life, the bishop believed, would make the virgin 
'a whole burnt offering, undivided', one that would 'please the heavenly 
bridegroom'.17 Athanasius' ascetic programme was, however, not the 
only one available to Alexandrian virgins. Hieracas of Leontopolis 
offered his own vision of the celibate life as the only legitimate response 

l b Metz, Consecration des vicrges, 77-93. 1 3 Ep. virg. 2. 4 (72-5 Leb.). 
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to the teaching and example of Christ. He excluded married people 
both from his worship services and from the kingdom of heaven that 
continent people would inherit. Human history, as Hieracas interpreted 
it, had left marriage behind in the period before Christ's incarnation, an 
event which had ushered in the new era of self-control and continence. 
Athanasius defended his programme of connecting the virgins' piety 
with that of the wider Church by depicting virginity not as a virtue 
totally dissimilar to marriage, but as a transcendent form of marriage. 
Virgins were not superior to married people by their nature, Athanasius 
argued; rather, they chose to pursue a higher virtue and thus demon
strated the full use of human freedom made possible by the Word's 
incarnation. The varied uses of human freedom created the multi-tiered 
Church that Athanasius sought, one inclusive of married people and 
virgins. 

Athanasius' ascetic programme for virgins 

The sources for the organization and ascetic regime of virgins in fourth-
century Egypt are primarily Athanasius' own writings.18 From these one 
can discern both the patterns of life that the bishop endorsed and, to a 
lesser degree, the actual practices of virgins of his time. The Athanasian 
works can be supplemented with other materials, the most extensive of 
which are the various canon collections of the early Egyptian Church. 
There are three canon collections that may (whatever their date of compi
lation) reflect conditions of the fourth century: those associated with the 
names of Hippolytus, Athanasius, and Basil; all of these are extant in 
Arabic versions of lost Greek originals; the latter two also exist in frag
mentary Coptic versions." When these collections were compiled is 
uncertain, and even the origin of the Basili an canons in Egypt has been 
doubted.20 Still, the rules relating to virgins in all three collections cohere 

" For this section, ef Susanna K. Elm, 'The Organization and Institutions of Female 
Asceticism in Fourth-Century Cappadocia and Egypt', D.PhiL thesis (Oxford, 1987), esp. 
110-40. 

n Probably all three are pseudonymous, although the editors of the canons of Athanasius 
defended their authenticity. Hippolytus: René-Georges Coquin, Let Canons d'Hippolyte 
(PO 31. 2; 1966). Athanasius: Wilhelm Riedel and Walter E. Crum, The Canons of 
Athanasius, Patriarch of Alexandria, ta. a o j - j 7 j (London, 1904; repr. Amsterdam, 1973). 
Basil: Wilhelm Riedel, Die KtrchenrechtsquelUn da Patriarchats Alexandrien (Leipzig, 1900; 
repr. Darmstadt, 1968), 231-83. 

* W. E. Crum, T h e Coptic Version of the "Canons of S. Basir \ PSBA 26 (1904), 
57-62, at 58 n. 6; René-Georges Coquin, 'Canons of Hippolytus\ 'Canons of Pseudo-
Athanasius', 'Canons of Saint Basil*, in Coptic Encyclopedia (8 vols.; New York, 1991), 
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with and fill out the situation found in the writings of Athanasius and 
thus can be used as evidence in a secondary, supplementary fashion. 
While the letters of Athanasius and these canons, along with some 
additional materials, provide us with a great deal of information about 
Egyptian virgins in the fourth century, they leave many of our questions 
unanswered. The sources none the less paint a vivid picture of Atha
nasius' attempt to regulate and seclude active and independent women. 2 1 

In terms of socio-economic status. Christian virgins seem to have 
come from nearly every level of society. Athanasius believed it necessary' 
to instruct virgins on the proper way to relate to 'a male slave' (as little 
as possible), but he also knew virgins who were 'oppressed by poverty*.22 

The women could read; or, at least, if they could not, they would have 
had to learn in order to fulfil the exhortations to read the Scriptures.21 

The Athanasian canons speak of virgins inheriting and disposing of 
family property.24 A fourth-century papyrus records that a certain 
Bishop Plusianus (most likely the one that presided in Lycopolis in the 
Thebaid until his death in 346) arbitrated an inheritance dispute between 
Thaesis, a 'perpetual virgin' (atnrapBtvos), and other heirs, who in
cluded a deacon. Thaesds' rivals accused her of 'stealing Christian books'; 
but Plusianus awarded the virgin half of the disputed estate.23 The 

1 1 Elm ('Organization and Institutions', 110-15) Badger ('New Man', 179-81) also 
use these sources to reconstruct die life of virgins in 4th-cent. Egypt; the notes indicate my 
reliance on and differences with their studies. My task is slightly different: to reconstruct 
Athanasius' programme for virgins, its goals and implications. 

a Ep. virg. i. 17 (80. 3-6 Lef.}; Ep. virg. 2. 24 (316 Lcb.). 
* Ep virg. 1, 13, 35 (78. 18-19; 00. »5-7 LeO; Kfc <syr.) 8 (83 Leb.). 
14 Can. Ath. 102 (Ricdel and Crum, Canons, 66) 
a P. Lips. 43; ed. L. Mitteis and U. Wilcken, Grundzuge and Ckrestomathie der 

Payruskunde (2 vols, in 4; repr. Hildeshdm, 1963), 2. 2. i2t. The interpretation of 
aenrdp8tro> as an ecclesiastical term meaning 'perpetual virgin* is not obvious; it could 
mean, non-theologically, 'still unmarried* (Alanna Emmet 1, 'Female Ascetics in die Greek 
Papyri', Jahrbuth dtr osterreuktschen Byzaniinistik, 32. 2 (1082), 507—15, at 507-8). But the 
ecclesiastical setting and the designation of another heir as a 'deacon* suggest that the word 
is a formal tide (Susanna Elm, 'An Alleged Book-Theft in Fourth-Century Egypt P. Lips. 
43*, SP 18 (1989), 209-15, at 209-10). The identification of (he Bishop Plusianus in the 
papyrus as Plusianus of Lycopolis appears likely. In a letter to Athanasius written in the 
330s, a pro-Athanasian Bishop Plusianus is mentioned by Arsenius, the Metitian bishop of 
Hypselc, which is just south of Lycopolis (ApoL stc. 69. 2 (147. 21 Op.)). At the Synod of 
Tyre in 335, Plusianus was accused of burning Arsenius* house and arresting him under 
orders from Athanasius (Soc. H.e. 2. 25). In his Festal Letter for 347, Athanasius states that 
Eudacmon has replaced the now deceased Plusianus as bishop of Lycopolis and thai in 
nearby Hypsele Arsenius has been 'reconciled to the [Athanasian) Church' (Ep. /est. (syr.) 
19. 10 (47*. 14-15 C.)). In our papyrus, Plusianus' church is identified as 'the catholic 
Church', suggesting that this Plusianus was involved in a conflict with another Christian 
organization; such a conflict is entirely consistent with the eventful career of Plusianus of 
Lycopolis. Cf. Opitz's note to ApoL see. 69. 2. 



24 Virginity and Ecclesiastical Politics 

Athanasian canons forbid 'rich women1 from having virgins as servants 
or employing them in other 'worldly' occupations; however, a rich 
woman who had no daughter could dedicate one of her female slaves to 
the ascetic life, but then had to remove her from normal slave duties and 
'care for her as her own daughter*.26 Virgins came, then, from a 
variety of backgrounds: some were wealthy enough to own slaves and 
property; others were themselves slaves; most probably fell between 
these extremes. Such diversity would not be surprising even if only a 
minority of Egyptian Christians attempted to fulfil the canon that there 
ought to be a virgin 'in every house of Christians*.27 

There were virgins in several of the cities and towns of Egypt. We 
have already met the virgin Thaesis in Lycopolis. Athanasius' writings 
demonstrate that virgins were common in Alexandria, but the bishop 
also indicates that in third-century Upper Egypt Antony was able to give 
his sister to 'respected and trusted virgins' in his village. How organized 
these women were is not clean some manuscripts have the sister entering 
a 'convent' {nápOevov); others, simply "virginity' (napdevia).2* It is 
possible that this is not a historical fact, but merely Athanasius' depiction 
of what he thought Antony should have done with his sister. In any case, 
by the 330s the Pachomian federation included a monastery for women 
near Tabennesi. Thus, there were virgins in Athanasius' time in the 
Thebaid as well as in Alexandria. It seems best, however, to consider the 
virgins that Athanasius addressed in his letters to be residents of 
Alexandria because, except for the reference in the Life of Antony, the 
bishop speaks only of virgins in that city, and portions of the letters 
reflect conditions specific to the Christian churches in Alexandria.2 9 

Already during Athanasius1 episcopate the young women who wished 
to become Christian virgins made some formal vow of celibacy, but we 
have no details about the vow's content or in what setting (liturgical or 
other) it was made.3 0 Throughout the first Letter to Virgins, Athanasius 
emphasizes the permanence of the life of virginity and speaks five times 
of a 'vow* or 'promise' (GpHT) in ways that indicate something formal. 
For example, he praises 'the vow of virginity' and urges the virgins, 

26 Can. Ath. 103-4 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 66-7). 
2 7 Ibid, gü (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 6a). 
S VA-3 (PG 26. 844a); cf. Elm, 'Organization and Institutions', no. 
21 Pace Elm, who asserts diat the first Letter to Virgins 'was written in Coptic and there

fore intended for virgins who spoke the Egyptian vernacular' ('Organization and 
Institutions', 116); the first Letter to Virgins was actually written in Greek and later trans
lated into Coptic (Brakke, 'Authenticity', 22). 

x Scholars have divided also over what kind of vow, if any, virgins may have made in the 
3rd cent.; see Metz, Consecration des vierges, 62-7. 
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when tempted to engage in commercial activities, to "remember your 
vow*.31 This vow may have taken written form, since Athanasius, to 
remind virgins of their decision to choose the ascetic life, says in 
another letter, 'Rejoicing, you offered [yourself] and wrote that you 
would strive.132 The canons as well speak of a 'vow'. The Basilian canons, 
for example, emphasize the disgraceful nature of breaking this vow by 
getting married: parents therefore must not make such a decision for 
their daughter; it must be her own choice.3 3 If women dedicated them
selves to virginity about the time they would have been married, most 
would have made this vow as teenagers:34 hence, the emphasis in the 
sources on the girl's own choice and the constant pressure on her to 
break the vow. Again, the Basilian canons provide no information about 
the vow's contents or setting. Such a vow probably did not have much 
legal or canonical definition since Athanasius emphasized that virginity 
'has no law' and lacks the precise regulations of ordinary marriage.3' 
Christian virginity did not yet have the full support of imperial law. 
None the less, the vow was public and standard enough for Athanasius to 
appeal to it repeatedly in his exhortation to the virgins; the performance 
of a vow similar to that associated with ordinary marriage would also 
have lent 'an aura of factuality' to the virgins' symbolic status as 'brides 
of Christ'. 3 6 

A woman who had made this vow could live in at least four different 
settings: at home with her parents, in a community with other virgins, in 
the home of an ascetic man, or independently. Athanasius' second Letter 
contains an extended polemic against the third option, cohabitation with 
a monk (so-called 'spiritual marriage'), and one of the Basilian canons 

11 Ep. virg. 1- 1, 33 (73. 11; 89. 36 Lef.); cf. 6, 19,32 (76. 3-4; 81. 32; 89. 9-10 Lef.); cf. 
Ep. virg. 2. 22-4. 

w Ibid. 23 (291-2 Leb.). 
u Can. Bos. 5, 36 (Ricdcl, KirchenrechtsqtuUen, 239, 256-7); Can. Ath. 98 (Ricdcl and 

Crum, Canons, 62). 
M On the age of Roman girls at marriage, see Trcggiari, Roman .Marriage, 398-403. 

Evidence from the West indicates that most girls married in their late teens or early 
twenties: Brent D. Shaw, 'The Age of Roman Girls at Marriage: Some Reconsiderations\ 
JRS 77 (1987), 30-46. Roger S. Bagnall estimates that 70% of Egyptian women married by 
age 20, 00% by 24 {Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton, NJ, 1993), 189). 

u Elm, 'Organization and Institutions', 119-20; Ep. virg. 1. 2; 18-19 ("3- 25I 81. 6-23 
Lef.). 

M The phrase 'an aura of factuality' is borrowed from Clifford Geertz's famous 
definition of religion: *a system of symbols which acts to establish powerful, persuasive, and 
long-lasting moods and motivations in men by formulating conceptions of a general order 
of existence and clothing these conceptions with such an aura of factuality that the moods 
and motivations seem uniquely realistic' ('Religion as a Cultural System', in his The 
Interpretation of Cultures (New York, 1973), 87-125, at 90). 
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forbids it;5 7 the rhetoric surrounding this living arrangement will receive 
more detailed treatment below. As for the fourth option, the Syriac 
index to Athanasius' Festal Letters speaks of a woman, 'Eudemonis, a 
perpetual virgin* living in 'a simple house and small cell'. 3 8 The context 
implies that Eudemonis lived alone in this modest dwelling; doubdess 
women who had sufficient financial resources could afford to live on 
their own. But it is the first two options, living at home and in com
munity, that attracted most virgins, and it is the transition from home to 
community that is most prominent in the sources from Athanasius' 
career. The peace of the Church under Constantine made it easier for 
Christian virgins to form communities that would attract public notice. 

Athanasius' letters indicate that some virgins lived at home with their 
parents but still had contact with other virgins, women both of their own 
age and more advanced in the ascetic life. Bishop Alexander, Athanasius' 
immediate predecessor, addressed virgins who looked to their parents as 
their primary authority figures, but who still gathered together as a 
group. Athanasius as well knew virgins who lived at home; his portrait of 
the ideal virgin, Mary the mother of Jesus, is of a girl who lives with her 
parents, is obedient to them, and goes with them to church.3 9 The pro
cession of virgins described by the bishop includes 'the parents of these 
women because their daughters walked in the image of their purity', 
surely an encouragement to parents who might be reluctant to withdraw 
their daughters from the network of family alliances that defined one's 
place in Roman society.40 Elsewhere Athanasius urges the virgins: 'Let 
your bodies be on earth, but your minds in heaven. Your dwelling place 
is your father's house, but your way of life is with the heavenly Father.'4 1 

Ambiguous as this statement is, the context implies that the father in 
whose house the virgin dwells is an 'earthly' father.42 Most likely this 
'father' would be her own parent, not some spiritual leader because, 
although Athanasius (and Alexander) can speak of the virgin having 
fellow virgins as 'sisters' and Christ as 'brother' and 'bridegroom', he 
nowhere refers metaphorically to any contemporary person as the 

ÎT Ep. virg. 2. 20-9 (258-381 Leb.}; Can. Bos. 32 (Riedel, Kirchenrechtsquelten, 249-50). 
» Ckron. Ath. 32 (387-91 M/A). M

 Ep. virg. 1. 15-16 (79. 17-80. 3 Lef.). 
4 0 Ibid. 21 (82. 35-83. 1 Lef). For similar encouragement to parents of home-based 

virgins, see the sermon from early 4th-cenT. Syria edited by David Amand de Mendiera and 
Matthieu-Charles Moons, 'Une curieuse homélie grecque inéditée sur la virginité adressée 
aux pères de famille*, R. Ben. 63 (1953), 18-69, 211-38; tr. Teresa M. Shaw, 'Homily: On 
Virginity', in V. L. Wimbush (éd.). Ascetic Behavior in Greco-Roman Antiquity 
(Minneapolis, 1990), 29-44. 4 1 Ep- virg- 2. 6 (94-5 Leb.). 

n So Lebon, 'Athanastana Syriaca H: Une lettre attribuée à saint Athanasc 
d'Alexandrie', Mus. 41 (1928), 169—216, at 192. 1$. 
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virgin's 'mother' or 'father', not even himself. It would appear, then, that 
Athanasius wrote to virgins who lived with their actual families and was 
not speaking of the ascetic community as the virgin's 'spiritual family'.4 3 

A papyrus from the fourth century illustrates a variation on this house
hold pattern: a certain Nonna appears to live with 'her daughter, a 
perpetual virgin [aeiirapdevosY .** Palladius' Lausiac History also records 
a mother-daughter ascetic pair.45 These family virgins practised their 
discipline under the guidance of one or both of their parents. 

Even household-based virgins interacted with fellow virgins and 
'elders'; still other virgins known to us from Athanasius* writings lived in 
community; the bishop encouraged these developments.46 He exhorted 
the virgins to serve as models of the holy life for one another and to look 
to more advanced ascetic women for examples of how to behave.47 He 
instructed the women on how to relate to 'elder women' and their 
'equals* and how to behave when they attended church together.48 The 
extent of these instructions indicates that Athanasius was addressing not 
only home-based virgins, but also women who lived together and inter
acted on a daily basis. The Athanasian canons reflect a similarly diverse 
situation: they speak of virgins in 'convents' and 'monasteries' and 
regulate their visitors and trips outside, but they also urge that there be 
a virgin 'in every house of Christians* and discuss how a virgin's parents 
ought to direct her life.4 9 One canon illustrates how a virgin who lived at 
home still participated in the life of a community of virgins: 'Whoso hath 
a virgin daughter, let him not take her with him unto the church with 
her people; but he shall go with her unto a virgins' nunnery and deliver 
her unto the mother, who shall teach her the order of the singing-tones. 
With them she shall pass the night watching and shall [then] return unto 
her house.*50 Such a virgin would have looked to the authority both of 

a Pace Elm, 'Organization and Institutions', 118. The canons, in contrast to Athanasius, 
do speak of the female leader of a community of virgins as 'mother': see e.g. Can. Ath. 98, 
cited below. 

** P. Mich. inv. 431; ed. H. C. Youtie, 'Short Texts on Payrus', Zeitschriflfur PapyrologU 
und Epigraphik, 37 (1980), 211-26, at 216-17; cf Ernmett, 'Female Ascetics', 507—10, who 
again considers the possibility that iu-napBa-o? means simply 'still unmarried'. 

4 5 Pall. Hist, laus. 6o. 
46 Pace Badger, 'New Man', 258. 
47 Ep. virg. 1. 12, 35 (78. 4-7; 90. 28-35 Lcf)-
4 8 Ep. virg. 2. &-10 (106-36 Leb.). 
4 9 Virgins in community: Can. Ath. 48, 92, 99, 101 (Riede! and Cram, Canons, 35-6, 

58-60, 64-6). Virgins in private homes: ibid. 97, 98, 104 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 62-4, 
66-7). 

5 0 Ibid. 98 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 64), a change from Athanasius1 instruction that 
virgins should attend church with their parents. Here household virgins attend church only 
with fellow virgins. 
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her parents and of more advanced women in the community, a situation 
that corresponds exactly with the picture in Athanasius' letters. The 
references to both home- and community-based virgins in our sources 
indicate not only the coexistence of these two living patterns during 
Athanasius1 career, but also the reality of most young women's lives: 
probably only a minority of young adults had living parents (particularly 
fathers), very few after the age of 40. 5 1 Thus, even home-based virgins 
had eventually to find other quarters (if not in a community of virgins, 
then alone or with a celibate man) or to abandon virginity for marriage. 

The means by which virgins supported themselves financially appears 
to have been as varied as the circumstances from which thev came and in 
which they lived. 5 2 We have seen that some virgins had family property 
to inherit and dispose of, and others continued to live at home with 
their parents after their vow. But other virgins, Athanasius says, were 
impoverished.5 3 Some of these turned to ascetic men for support and 
shelter; the bishop condemned this practice. He also complained about 
virgins who engaged in profit-making activities: 

When you hear about someone who cares about the seeking of goods, posses
sions, and worldly transactions and you learn that they have become negligent 
and have fallen, do not make your virginity like these, but remember your vow. 
Let your sight be on the Lord, with whom you have made a covenant to remain 
a virgin. And do not seek the things that bring profit, but let your competitive
ness be directed toward the upright person. For indeed a worthy wife docs not 
seek in confusion to know who the evil woman is; rather, she 'worries about how-
she might please her husband' [1 Cor. 7: 3], and she keeps the bedroom holy 
[Heb. 1 3 : 4 ] . « 

The reference to the 'covenant to remain a virgin' may indicate that 
financial need was a reason for virgins to break their vow and get 
married; hence, the reminder that the virgin is the 'wife' of Christ. 
Athanasius here most likely does not forbid the virgin from engaging in 
all money-making activity, but only from devoting too much attention to 
it and becoming 'competitive'. He may have in mind fourth-century 
Egyptian women like Didyme and 'the sisters', two of whose letters 

• 

5 1 Richard P. Salter, 'Men's Age at Marriage and its Consequences for the Roman 
Family', CP 82 (1987), 21-34, whose evidence is admittedly limited to the l̂ tin-speaking 
West; cf. Naphtali Lewis, Life in Egypt under Roman Rule (Oxford, 1983), 54. 

a Cf. Elm, 'Organization and Institutions', 119; Fox, Pagans and Christians, 368-9; 
Castelli, 'Virginity and its Meaning', 83-4. 

• Ep. virg. 2.24(3i6Leb.). 
w Ep. virg. 1.33 (89.33-90 7 Lef.l 
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survive among the Egyptian papyri.5 5 Although these women were 
certainly Christians, there is no unambiguous evidence that they formed 
an ascetic community' other than their reference to themselves as 'the 
sisters'. In any case, the women who wrote these letters bought and sold 
wine, food, and clothing in transactions that involved impressive 
amounts of money. Men appear as business associates and friends, but 
otherwise the women act completely on their own. Similarly, in the 
summer of 400 C E , Aurelius Jose, a Jew living in Oxyrhynchus, rented 
two rooms of a building in that city owned by Aurelia Theodora and 
Aurelia Tauris, whom Aurelius Jose identified as 'monks who had 
renounced' (povaga* atroTaKTiKat).56 It may be this kind of extensive 
independent commercial activity that Athanasius found objectionable. 
His On Virginity quotes a virgin proudly saying, 'I work as much as I can 
so that I might not need a husband; I procure my own food.' The 
bishop approved of this activity, but thought that the virgin should keep 
only as much money as she absolutely needed and should give the rest to 
the poor.5 7 Athanasius considered acceptable a moderate amount of busi
ness activity, carried on only at a level necessary to support oneself and 
perhaps make a contribution to the Church's welfare system, but he 
urged virgins to redirect their competitive energies to moral competition 
with one another. As we shall see in Chapter 4, Athanasius pursued a 
similar strategy in the Life of Antony, where he urged wealthy men to use 
their acquisitive instincts in competition for spiritual profit. 

Presumably communities of virgins benefited from the inheritances of 
individual virgins and also received gifts from supporters, in addition to 
any work the women performed. Didyme's letters suggest how a group 
of ascetic women may have supported themselves. Athanasius portrayed 
virgins from a community complaining to Bishop Alexander of sisters 
who fasted all the time and did 'no work with their hands, by which 
something might be earned to feed the poor'.5 5 These virgins may have 
had enough money for their community life, but they still worked for 
charitable purposes. Supportive non-ascetic Christians were another 
potential source of money. One of the Athanasian canons provides that 'a 

" P. Bert. inv. 13897; P. Oxy. 1774; dated palaeographically to the early 4th cent.; ed. 
Mario Naldini, // Cristianaimo in Egitto (Florence, 1968), Nos. 36 and 37, pp. 173-80; tr. 
Robert F. Boughner with intro. by James E. Goehríng, 'Egyptian Monasncism (Selected 
Papyri)*, in Wimbush (ed.). Ascetic Behavior, 456-63, at 458 (intra.) and 462-3 (trans.); cf. 
Alanna M. Emmett, 'An Early Fourth-Century Female Monastic Community in Egypt?' in 
A. Moflan (ed.), MaisJor (Canberra, 1984), 77-83. 

* P. Oxy. 44 (1976), 3203; cf. Emmett, 'Female Ascetics', 511. 
17 Vug. (syr.) 8, 12 (83-4,125-6 Leb.); Ep. virg. 1. 13 (78. 16-18 LeQ. 
a Sev. Hist. patr. Alex. 1. 8 (405 Everts). 
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rich woman* who is concerned about a legal affair involving her son 
or husband may go to a community of virgins and spend the night 
there while the virgins 'pray for her and for her household1; the canon 
directs the woman to reimburse financially the virgins for her stay, so 
that 'none of the virgins shall suffer loss on her account* and 'the 
blessing of the Lord may rest upon her whole house*.59 By means of 
such hospitality and intercessory prayer, communities of virgins estab
lished networks of outside supporters, whose financial contributions in 
turn secured spiritual benefits for themselves. In his writings to virgins, 
Arhanasius did not address this practice explicitly, but we will see that, 
in the Life of Antony, he did articulate his own model for this kind of 
exchange of spiritual and material benefits between ascetic and lay 
Christians. 

Some virgins who did not enjoy the financial security of living at 
home or in community took up residence in the private home of a male 
ascetic Christian, a practice that modern scholars often call 'spiritual 
marriage'.60 This practice was widespread in the ancient churches: there 
are references to it in the Shepherd of Hermas and in the writings of 
Irenaeus, Tertullian, Gregory of Nyssa, Jerome, and John Chrysostom, 
among others. If the controversial opinion that i Cor. 7: 3 6 - 8 refers to 
spiritual marriage is correct, then Paul knew and approved of the 
practice.61 In any case, all of the subsequent male teachers and bishops 
who wrote about spiritual marriage condemned it and called the virgins 
involved in it women who had been 'slipped in' (owctaafcrac, sub-
introductae) to the man's home; even today these women are called in 
modern scholarship by the pejorative term of 'virgines subintroductae'. 
They have been defined as 'female Christian ascetics who lived together 
with men, although both parties had taken the vow of continency and 

n Can. Ath. 09 (Riedcl and Crum, Canons, 64-5). Elm suggests that the inheritance left 
to the virgin Thacsis (P. Lips, 43; n. 25 above) may have been a similar donation by a sup
portive layman ('Alleged Book-Theft', 210). 

w H. Achclis, Virgines Subintroductae (Leipzig, 1902); Elizabeth A. Clark, 'John 
Chrysostom and the Subintroductae', in her Assetic Piety and Women's Faith (Lewiston, 
NY, 1986), 265-90; Dyan Elliott, Spiritual Marriage (Princeton, NJ, 1993), 32-8; and much 
additional literature. 

*' This was Achelis's opinion, argued in Virgines Subintroductae. The Pauline passage 
reads: 'If anyone thinks that he is not behaving properly toward his virgin, if his passions 
arc strong, and so it has to be, let him marry as he wishes; it is no sin. Let them marry. But 
if someone stands firm in his resolve, being under no necessity but having his own desire 
under control, and has determined in his own mind to keep her as his virgin, he will do 
well. So then, he who marries his virgin does well; and he who refrains from marriage will 
do better' (NRSV, alt.). For a recent discussion of the issue that decides against Achelis's 
opinion, see Antoinette dark Wire, The Corinthian Women Prophets (Minneapolis, 1990), 
87-9> 224-5. 
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were animated with the earnest desire to keep it'. 6 2 Like other male 
Christian leaders, Athanasius had grave doubts about the 'earnest 
desire' to be celibate of men and women who chose to inhabit the same 
house. 

In the view of its practitioners, the benefits of spiritual marriage were 
both practical and spiritual.63 On the practical level, the woman received 
shelter, food, and clothing from the man, who in turn enjoyed some of 
the advantages of having a wife: her cooking, cleaning, and serving. 
These celibate men found justification for aid to the virgin in the teach
ings of Jesus; 'Whoever gives even a cup of cold water to one of these 
little ones in the name of a disciple—truly, I tell you, none of these will 
lose their reward* (Matt. 10: 42)." In addition to these practical con
siderations, spiritual marriage offered the possibility of friendship 
between the sexes, something that most ancient men considered 
improbable.65 The Alexandrian virgins who practised spiritual marriage 
told Athanasius that their living arrangement was one of 'fellowship' 
(reh>tu*e) and 'spiritual love' mni; nía a..).66 They claimed to preserve 
the spiritual quality of their fellowship with men from any contamination 
by sexual desire through their discipline of fasting and prayers.67 In this 
case, asceticism made possible a new form of relationship between 
women and men characterized by mutuality and intimacy. Although 
Christians had practised spiritual marriage for centuries, it was 
increasingly a desirable option for women during the fourth century, as 
more and more chose an ascetic life, but formal structures for financial 
and spiritual support were still in their infancy. 

Spiritual marriage, however, was unacceptable to Athanasius, who 
sought to direct virgins into living situations that were satellites of the 
episcopally controlled local churches: households and communities of 
virgins. He believed that the only male authorities in a virgin's life 
should be, in addition to Christ, her father and her priest or bishop. 
Athanasius' arguments against spiritual marriage were manifold. He 
ridiculed the exchange of practical help by insinuating that it must 
include sex as well (and playing on the wording of John 1: 16): '"favour" 

H. Achelis, 'Agapctae', Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics, I. 177-80, ai 177. 
u Cf. Clark, 'John Chrysostom', 278-82; Brown, Body and Society, 266-7. 
M Ep. virg. 2. 28 (355-6 Leb.). 
4 i Clark, 'John Chrysostom*, 279-80; cf. Rosemary Rader, Breaking Boundaries (New 

York, 1983), 62-71. 
** Ep. virg. 2. 21 (267-70 Leb.), most likely translating Kotnovia and ¿yáirr¡ 

Jtvt VfiarucTj. 
* Ibid. 25 (331-4 Leb.). 
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[xop*c] in exchange for "favour" \ 6 * He claimed that a spiritual friend
ship of mutual support between the sexes was impossible: daily contact 
between a man and woman would inevitably arouse lust in both. 6 9 In 
addition, Athanasius feared that such a relationship would result in 
the reversal of the proper gender roles: because the man would be over
come by lust for a woman with whom he could not have sex, he would 
'become subject to a woman rather than [her] head [cf. i Cor. n : 3], 
a slave instead o f lord of the house'. This reduction of a man from 
ruler to ruled was, in Athanasius* view, the equivalent of 'killing' him. 7 0 

Such lust and its devastating effects required no physical contact, but 
merely sight, the vehicle of desire in antiquity*; Athanasius urged male 
ascetics: 'Make a covenant with your eyes not to gaze upon a virgin, as 
Job said' 0ob 31: i ) . 7 1 This rhetoric of 'the gaze' makes only a brief 
appearance in Athanasius' discussion of spiritual marriage, but would be 
fully exploited by John Chrysostom. 7 2 Like Chrysostom, Athanasius 
could not imagine a proper relationship between a man and woman 
that was not hierarchical and dominated by the man: the mutuality 
and intimacy of spiritual marriage appeared to him to be nothing 
more than a mask for sexual desire and improper ruling of a man by a 
woman. 

Other arguments that Athanasius mustered against the practice of 
spiritual marriage drew on three themes that were characteristic of his 
own particular view of the ascetic life. First, he reminded the virgin that 
her promise of virginity was an act of the will, a 'willing sacrifice' of the 
self not made any under 'force'. 7 3 The danger of spiritual marriage was 
that it divided the virgin's will in that she must serve not only Christ, 
but also her spiritual partner. The exercise of free will in 'undivided' 
attention to Christ was a central virtue of virginity as Athanasius saw 
i t 7 4 Secondly, Athanasius claimed that the virgin who entered into a 
spiritual marriage was turning her attention from spiritual matters to 
'fleshly* ones and sacrificing spiritual benefits for material ones. The 
lowering of the human gaze from spiritual to material realities provoked 
the fall in Athanasius' interpretation: the goal of the ascetic life was 

** Ep. virg. 2. 28 (356-S Leb.). The Syriac !crm is the usual equivalent of 
XQpts- For the erotic use of x^P1^ s-v-,n* 2* 

** Ep. virg. 2. 20-1, 25-9 {261-73, 32&-73 Leb.). 
7 0 Ibid. 26 (334-9 Leb.). 
7 1 Ibid. 28 (363-4 Leb.). 
7 2 Blake Leyerle, ' J o n n Chrysostom on the Gazx"yJECS 1 (1993), 159-74. 
1 5 Ep. virg. 2. 23 (290-301 Leb.). 
7 4 Ibid. 4, 24-6 (72-3, 307-11, 325-30, 340-1 Leb.). On virginity as an exercise of free 

will, see the discussion of Athanasius' debate with Hieracas below. 
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the restoration of human focus on the realm of the immaterial.75 

Finally, Athanasius argued that since the virgin was the bride of Christ, 
she could not give herself to another man without committing the sin of 
adultery and dissolving her marital union with the Word. 7 6 Athanasius 
interpreted the virgin's title 'bride of Christ* to indicate that her 
relationship to the Word of God was exclusive and precluded her from 
having an intimate relationship with another male. 

Despite these more lofty* objections to the practice of spiritual 
marriage, the crux of the matter as Athanasius saw it was financial: the 
virgin's need for shelter, clothing, and food. He conceded that some 
virgins were 'oppressed by poverty' and so needed the support that an 
ascetic man offered. But he insisted that, by taking up residence in the 
home of a man, the virgin was behaving like Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 
5: 1-11): she was holding back a portion of'the wealth of [her] virginity' 
that she had promised to God. 'For', the bishop asks, 'she who greets a 
man in order to be seen by him, or to have fun with him, or to speak with 
him in a fleshly way—what else has she done except taken from that 
offering pledged by her to God and given it to a man?'7 7 This pecuniary 
imagery had particular potency at a time when church leaders were eager 
to redirect the inheritances of virgins into the Church. 7 8 If virgins were 
to offer all their 'wealth' to Christ as Athanasius depicted it, they had 
litde alternative but to live in one of the arrangements that the bishop 
endorsed: at home or in a community of other virgins. Significantly the 
bishop never mentioned in his letters to virgins the possibility of 
financial support from the Church. Perhaps this silence was part of the 
bishop's strategy of leaving virgins no choice but to live with their 
families or each other. There are, however, indications in Athanasius* 
other works that at least some virgins were connected to the Church's 
welfare system in his time: he complained that, during the turmoil 
surrounding Arian Bishop Gregory's arrival in Alexandria in 339, the 
anti-Athanasians interrupted 'the bread offerings for the ministers and 
the virgins' and seized the alms given to widows and beggars.79 None the 
less, Athanasius advised the poor virgin who was tempted to enter a 
spiritual marriage to accept a monk's financial gift, but not to sacrifice 

" Ep. virg. 2. 21-4, 27-8 (270-90, 200-302,317-20, 350-3. 361-2 Leb.). On ihc fall and 
ascetic recovery, sec Ch. 3. 

" Ibid. 21. 24, 27-8 (273-8, 313-14,344-8; 363 Lcb.). 
7 7 Ibid. 22 (270-00 Leb.). 
7 1 Brown. Body and Society, 262. 
' Ep. cncytL 4. 3; H. AT. 13. 3 (173. 11-12; (8g. 24-5 Op.); Ep. cler. Alex. (PC 26. 

1335-8). 
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her reputation by cohabiting with him: 'Receive, but do not give that 
which is great.'^ Athanasius' contempt for spiritual marriage was 
unrelenting: he accused one of his enemies, Bishop Leontius of Antioch, 
of having castrated himself rather than give up his domestic relationship 
with *a certain Eustolium', in Athanasius' sarcastic words, 'a wife as far 
as he is concerned, although she is called a virgin'. 8 1 

The discipline that Athanasius recommended to virgins was fairly 
simple in comparison with what would develop in the following 
centuries of Christian asceticism. It consisted of seclusion (leaving the 
home or monastery as little as possible);82 wearing a veil in public;*3 

modesty in clothing;8 4 moderation in eating and drinking, including the 
avoidance of wine; 8 5 fasting;56 moderation in sleep;87 speaking as little as 
possible and only to certain people;88 prayer;89 regular reading of the 
Scriptures;90 vigils;9 1 and the singing or chanting of the Psalms.92 The 
purposes of this ascetic regime, according to Athanasius, were threefold: 
to strengthen the self in order to ward off one's enemies, the devil and 
his demons;95 to preserve the purity of the body so that it could retain 
Christ's presence and be presented holy to the bridegroom;94 and, above 
all, to focus the inner person (the 'soul' or 'mind') so that it could devote 

1 0 Ep. virg. 2. 24 (316-17 Leb.). 
n H.Ar.2% (198. 2-4 Op.); cf. Fug. 26. 14-18 S. 
B Ep. virg. 1.13,15 (78.13-16; 79.17-19 Lef); Ep. virg. 2. 14 {193-200 Leb.); Frag. ap. 

Sben. (108. 8-17 Lef.); Can. Ath. 92, 99, 101 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 58, 64-6); Can. 
Bas, 36 (Riedel, KirehenrechtsqueUen, 255-6). 

n H. Ar. 55. 3; 59. 2 (214. 24-5; 216- 16-17 Op.); Ep. encycl. 4. 3 (173. 9-10 Op.); Ep. 
virg. 2. 7 (06-7 Leb.); Virg. (syr.) 15 (166-70 Leb.). 

w Ep. virg. 2.4 (68-9 Leb.); Virg. (syr.) 8 (85-6 Leb.). The canons speak of a prescribed 
dress: Can. Ath. 92, 98 [ax^ua) (Riede! and Crum, Canons, 59, 63). 

B Ep. virg. 1. 14 (79. 5—17 Let); Ep. virg. 2. 4, 14 (67-8, 196 Leb.); Cor. et temp. 118. 
14-119. 10 Lef.; Frag, (cop.) 2 {121. 24-6 Lef.); Can. Ath. 92, 98 (Riedel and Crum, 
Canons, 59, 62); Can. Bos. 36 (Riedel, KirehenrechtsqueUen, 255). 

» Ep. virg. 1. 14 (79. 11-12 Lef.); Ep. virg. 2. 20, 25 (261, 331 Leb.); Virg. (syr.) 9 (96 
Leb.); Car. et temp. 117. 20 Lef.; Can. Ath. 92, 98 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 59, 62); Can. 
Bos. 36 (Riedel, KirehenrechtsqueUen, 255). 

87 Ep. virg. 1. 14 (79. 9—11 Lef.); Can. Bat. 36 (Riedel, Kirchenrechtsquellen, 256). 
a Ep. virg. 2. 14 (192-3 Leb.); Can. Ath. 92 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 60); Oin. Bas. 36 

(Riedel, KirehenrechtsqueUen, 256). 
m Ep. virg. 1.13,15-16,27,30,32 (78.19-23; 79. 27-36; 86. 32-3; 88.8-9; 89. 8 Lef.); 

Ep. virg. 2. 10, 25 (123, 332 Leb.). 
* Ep. virg. 1.13-14,35 {78. 18-19; 79- » ; 90- 25-7 Lef); Virg. (syr.) 8 {83 Leb.). 
w Ep. virg. 2. is (332 Leb.); Virg. (syr.) 8 (82 Leb.); Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 26-122. 2 Lef.). 
9 1 Ep, encycl. 4. 5 (173. 18-20 Op.); Virg. (syr.) 8,11 (82-3,111—12 Leb.); Can. Bas. 36 

(Riedel, Kirchenrechtsquellen, 256)-
, J Ep, virg. 1. 20-1, 32 (82. 16; 83. 4-12; 89. 2-27 Lef.); Ep. virg. 2. 12 (164-8 Leb.); 

Virg. (syr.) 15 (167-8 Lcb.J. 
* Apoi. Const. 33. 9 S.; Ep. virg. 1. 14, 17, 34 (79. 5-17; 80. 22-3; 00. 13-15 Lef.); Ep. 

virg. 2. 3 (45-6 Leb.); Car. et temp. 116. 1—3; 117. 21-3 Lef. 
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itself to Christ in an 'undistracted' manner.95 Athanasius used a variety 
of images and philosophical ideas to describe the virgin's ascetic life: it 
was the Christ-aided warfare waged against the devil; the maintenance of 
the purity of the temple in which Christ dwells; the stabilization of the 
mind for focused concentration on the Word; and the behaviour of the 
bride who wishes to please her groom. All of these rhetorical complexes 
shared two elements: the bridegroom Christ, with whom the virgin had 
become 'one spirit1, joined in a 'blessed union';96 and the rendering of 
the virgin as a person set apart and enclosed: a tower, a temple, an un
divided mind. 

Although he meant them to be set apart, Athanasius did not want the 
virgins to practise their piety divorced from the public worship of the 
wider Church. They were to attend church either with their parents or 
in a group of fellow virgins.97 Church was the only place to which 
Athanasius encouraged the virgins to go. On such occasions, the virgin 
was to walk to church 'soberly' and to greet people as little as possible; at 
worship, she was to be silent and receive the teaching of the priests and 
bishop; lay people were not to speak with her.94 It would seem that after 
the general dismissal of the people at worship, virgins would remain 
behind for additional prayer.99 For the other worshippers the virgin 
functioned as the silent image of a person in the grip of the divine: 
'Those who saw her thought that she had someone watching over her, 
making her remember and edifying her in everything she would do. ' 1 0 0 

Athanasius limited virgins' participation in Christian rituals when it 
violated their regime of seclusion: he told virgins not to keep overnight 
vigils, even for a dead sister, since 'it is not fitting for a virgin to be seen 
after sunset'.1 0 1 Virgins also contributed to the life of the Church by-
praying for it and, as we have seen, by praying for other Christians.102 

Thus, Athanasius envisioned the virgin's asceticism as an individual 
struggle for purity and attention to Christ, but one carried out within the 
context of the devotional life of the entire Church and in the periodic, 
controlled view of lay Christians. 

9S Ep. virg. 1. 13, 27, 44 (78. 8-9; 86. 31-3; 94. 32-3 Lef.); Ep. virg. 2. 4 (54-75 Leb.); 
Virg. (syr.) 11 (118-21 Lcb.); Car. et temp. 117. 19-21 Let; Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 17-18 
Lef.)- * Ep. virg. 1. 3 (74. 6, 10-11 Lef.). 

9 7 Ibid. 15 (79. 17-19 Lef.); Ep. virg. 2. 9-10 (119-36 Leb.); Can. Ath. 92, 98 (Ricdel 
and Crura, Canons, 58, 63). 

9 8 Ep. virg. 2. 4, 8-10 (63-6, 106—36 Leb.). 
» H. Ar. 55. 3 (214. 21-3 Op-); cf. Badger, 'New Man', 231. 

, t n Ep.virg. 1. 15 (79. 21-3 Lef.). 
101 Frag. ap. Shen. (108. &-17 Lef.). 
m Can. Hipp. 32 (PO 31.2. 403); Can. Ath. 99 (Ricdel and Crura, Canons, 64-5). 
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One of the most dramatic acts of devotion performed by the 
Alexandrian virgins was to make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land, 
specifically to Bethlehem and Aelia Capitolina (biblical Jerusalem). 
Athanasius addressed his second Letter to Virgins to women who had 
just returned to Alexandria from such a journey. After the Christian 
emperor Constantine arrived in the East in 324/5, he began to con
tribute generously to the construction of churches at the holy sites in 
Jerusalem and its environs.103 The most important of these 
Constantinian basilicas were built at what Eusebius of Caesarca called 
the 'three mystical caves': the cave of the nativity in Bethlehem, the Holy 
Sepulchre in Jerusalem, and the cave of the ascension on the Mount of 
Olives. 1 0 4 In 327 Constantine's mother Helena made a spectacular 
pilgrimage to Jerusalem; although by no means the first Christian 
pilgrim to visit the 'Holy City', she did initiate a trend that grew in 
popularity throughout the fourth century.1 0 5 Because their own accounts 
of their travels survive, the best known of these early pilgrims are an 
anonymous pilgrim from Bordeaux, who travelled to Jerusalem in 333; 
and Egeria, a wealthy lady from Spain who toured the Christian East in 
the early 380s.106 

What we know of the itinerary of the Alexandrian virgins fits 
perfectly with the evidence from these fellow pilgrims.1 0 7 The virgins 
visited 'the cave of the Lord' in Bethlehem, where they participated in 
worship,, received 'noble exhortations' from 'the holy ones' (presumably 
priests or ascetics), and lodged with 'sister virgins'.1 0 8 Next they saw 
'the holy cave of the resurrection and the site of Golgotha1, the two 
attractions in the Church of the Holy Sepulchre.1 0 9 That the virgins also 
visited the site of the ascension on the Mount of Olives is suggested by 
the comparison of the virgins' 'departure from the holy mountain' to 
that of the disciples after 'the Saviour departed from them' (cf. Acts 1: 
12). 1 1 0 In any case, the complete triad of major holy places appears later 
in the letter: 'You have seen the place of the nativity . . . the place of the 

m E. D. Hunt, Holy Land Pilgrimage in the Later Roman Empire AD 312-460 (Oxford, 
1982), 6-27. 

IW Eus. LC 9. 16; cf. Hunt, Holy Land Pilgrimage, 6-27; P. W. L. Walker, Holy City, 
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John Wilkinson (rev. cdn.; Jerusalem, 1981). 
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Sources on Female Pilgrimage (3rd and 4th centuries A.D.)\ SP 20 (1987), 219-23, at 220. 
m Ep. virg. 2. 1 (4-26 Leb.). I W Ibid. 2 (27 Leb.). 
m Ibid. 2 (35-7 Leb.). 
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crucifixion . . . the place of the ascension.'1" Thus, the virgins visited the 
major pilgrimage sites of the fourth-century Holy Land, those associated 
with the central events in the incarnation. They may also have seen some 
less important places from the life of Christ and the history of the 
Israelites. Twice Athanasius mentions Zacchaeus (Luke 19: 1-10) as a 
figure to be emulated by those 'who have walked in the holy places'; in 
333 the Bordeaux pilgrim saw 'the sycamore tree which Zacchaeus 
climbed' in Jericho, eighteen miles from Jerusalem.112 

Whatever the virgins saw once they arrived in Jerusalem, the trip 
there would have been a major undertaking. Although there was a well-
used road from Alexandria to Jerusalem, travel was still full of hazards, 
and a network of Christian hospitality along pilgrimage routes took 
decades to develop. 1 1 3 None the less, we have seen evidence that some 
women in fourth-century Egypt were organized enough financially to 
undertake such a journey: in addition to their other transactions, the 
'Didyme and the sisters' of the papyri acknowledged the receipt of 
'travel supplies' (rà ooWo'pta)."* If the independent, commercially 
active Didyme and her sisters were ascetics, they appear to have had the 
wherewithal and independence to undertake a journey to Jerusalem, 
although there is no evidence that they did. 

Doubdess the arduous journey was worth the effort to the virgins, 
who desired to be physically present at 'the holy places'. Egeria's account 
of her pilgrimage gives a sense of what the experience of visiting the 
Holy Land may have meant to the Alexandrian virgins. It was Egeria's 
desire to see the places where biblical events took place that motivated 
her journey; as she gazed at each new site, she had the appropriate 
biblical passage read to her.1 1 3 She wrote her memoir so that her sisters 
could 'better picture what happened in these places when you read the 
holy Books of Moses'. 1 1 6 T o Egeria, the places themselves were holy, 
infused with God's presence: even the structure of the mountains at 
Sinai 'must have been planned by God' . 1 1 7 The pilgrim's climb up the 
mountain was 'impelled by Christ our God and assisted by the prayers of 
the holy men who accompanied us'." 8 So too Athanasius imagined that 

»• Ibid. 2.6 (91-4 Leb.). 
1 1 2 Ibid. 5 (79,86 Leb.); //. Bunt. 596. 5-6 (Wilkinson, Egeria's Travels, 160); cf- Jer. Ep. 
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1 1 6 Ibid. 5. 8 (Wilkinson, Egeria's Travels, 98). 
1 1 7 Ibid 2. 7 (Wilkinson, Egeria's Travels, 93). 
1 , 8 Ibid 3. 2 (Wilkinson, Egeria's Travels, 93). 
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the Alexandrian virgins valued their seeing of the biblical sites and con
sidered them tilled with the divine presence. 'In the life-giving places', 
Athanasius wrote, 'you saw, so to speak, Christ walking.'1" For them 
these places were 'where Christ dwells', 'where Christ's presence is ' . 1 2 0 

And so their departure from the Holy Land was emotionally painful for 
the virgins: 'As you were separating from the holy places, you shed 
streams of bitter tears.' 1 2 1 Thus, Athanasius' letter to the virgins takes 
the form of a consolation to them in their spiritual 'distress' at being 
separated from the special presence of Christ found in the Holy Land. 1 2 2 

The bishop, in his effort to console the virgins, expressed a less 
enthusiastic view of such a journey to the holy places: he said that an 
actual pilgrimage to Jerusalem, although acceptable, was not needed to 
experience Christ's presence. 1 2 3 The ascetic life could make any person 
anywhere a 'temple' for Christ. 1 2 4 The goal of the virgin's life was still 
Jerusalem, but the Jerusalem defined by Athanasius was, as a modern 
scholar has put it, a 'spiritual concept', not a geographical one. 1 2 5 The 
true Jerusalem, he said, was in heaven, and the virgin's journey there 
took place within her, in her 'mind', by means of her 'way of life': 

Do not depart from Jerusalem, but await the promise of the Father [cf. Acts i: 
4]. You have seen the place of the nativity: he has given birth to your souls anew. 
You have seen the place of the crucifixion: let the world be crucified to you and 
you to the world [cf. Gal. 6: 14]. You have seen the place of the ascension: your 
minds are raised up. Let your bodies be on earth, but your minds in heaven. 
Your dwelling-place is your [earthly] father's house, but your way of life is with 
the heavenly Father.11* 

Athanasius told the virgins, now physically present in Alexandria, not to 
depart from Jerusalem with their minds, thereby spiritualizing the holy 
places and transferring them into the virgin's interior landscape. Like 
Athanasius, Gregory of Nyssa and Jerome expressed ambivalence about 
the new enthusiasm for Holy Land pilgrimage. 1 2 7 In his case, Athanasius' 

m Ep. virg. 2. 5 (83-4 Leb.). 
'» Ibid 3 (43-4 Leo.). 
, n Ibid 1 (3-4 Leb.). 
m Ibid 1-2 (4-5, 16-18, 24-6,35-6,30-41 Leb.). Cf. Joseph T. Rivers III, 'Pattern and 
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spiritualization of pilgrimage functioned to console the recendy returned 
Alexandrian virgins. It also dovetailed with two elements of his own 
thought: an ambivalence about the continued existence of the earthly 
successor to Jerusalem, and a model of the virgin whose life is private 
and internal, not public and external. 

In Athanasius' view, the earthly city of Jerusalem and the Temple that 
once stood in it were merely 'patterns* or 'shadows' of the spiritual 
realities present in Christ and heaven; their destruction by Titus in 70 CE 
and Hadrian in 135 was a sign that the Word of God had come, that the 
era of the Mosaic legislation was at an end, and that present-day 
Palestine no longer had religious significance. Athanasius could have 
learned all this from reading his Alexandrian predecessor, Origen. 1 2 8 

This apologetic theme appears in Athanasius' early work, ~tht the 
Incarnation: 

For a sign and a great proof of the coming of God the Word is this: no longer 
does Jerusalem stand, nor does a prophet arise, nor is vision revealed to them— 
and rightly so. For when he who was signified has come, what need is there of 
those that signify? When the truth is present, what need is there of the shadow? 
For this reason they prophesied until Righteousness itself should come and he 
who absolves the sins of all; and for this reason Jerusalem stood for so long, in 
order that they might first meditate there on the patterns of the truth. Therefore, 
since the holy of holies is at hand, righdy have vision and prophecy been sealed, 
and the kingdom of Jerusalem has ceased.129 

Although certainly 'the kingdom of Jerusalem' (the pre-Roman temple 
state) had ceased, it was true only in a rhetorical sense to say that 
Jerusalem itself 'no longer stands', for a city certainly did stand on the 
same site—but one now renamed Aelia Capitolina. 1 3 0 Thus, years later, 
in his Letter to Adelphius, Athanasius limited his remarks explicidy to the 
destruction of the Jerusalem Temple, which he took to be the 'pattern* 
for the human flesh in which the incarnate Word dwelled 'as in a 
temple'. 1 3 1 This theme, in the form of a polemic against continued 
Jewish observance of the Passover, appears numerous times in the 
Festal Letters, where Athanasius assimilated it to his 'shadowY'reality' 

i a For more on the context of this belief, see Wilkcn, Land Catted Holy, 65-81, and his 
John Chrysoslom and the Jews (Berkeley, Calif., 1983), 128-60. 
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typology of history'- Here the earthly Jerusalem is merely the pattern for 
a 'heavenly' or 'higher' Jerusalem, which Christians attain by celebrating 
Easter but which the Jews fall short of by continuing to observe the 
Passover.132 In these passages, there seems little room for the earthly 
Aelia Capitolina (formerly Jerusalem) to continue to have spiritual 
significance, except as a sign of the end of the era of Jewish law and 
festivals.133 In Athanasius' view, it was far more important to be 'within 
the truth' than to be in any 'place'. 1 3 4 

The bishop's ambivalence about Holy Land pilgrimage also reflected 
his conviction that virgins should cultivate their particular holiness in a 
private fashion, as an interior virtue. Here Athanasius urged the 
returned virgins to focus their ascetic efforts not only on their bodies, 
but also on their inner persons: 'For it is not holiness of the body alone 
that is required, but also that of the spirit.* Such holiness of 'spirit' 
manifested itself in the virtue of being 'undividedly attentive' (i Cor. 7: 
35). 1 3 5 The virgin became 'undivided', Athanasius claimed, by turning 
away from the public sphere of society: 'Do not love the world, lest you 
have enmity with your God [Jas. 4: 4]. . . . Abandon the nets of 
the world, that is the world's entanglements, and henceforth follow 
Christ, abandoning everything like Zacchaeus.' The bishop invoked the 
traditional image of Mary from the story of Mary' and Martha (Luke 10: 
38-42): 'Sit at the feet of Jesus; choose for yourselves the better portion, 
and do not forsake hearing the divine words.' 1 3 6 In his discussion of 
Bethlehem, Athanasius compared the virgins not to the magi,' who 
travelled to foreign lands to see Christ, but to this Mary, who welcomed 
Christ into her private home. 1 3 7 The virgin was to be concealed from 
other human beings: 'Your entrance as the bride of Christ [is] when your 
face is veiled before all human beings and is revealed to the bridegroom 
alone.* ,3S This theme, that the virgin should cultivate a life that is private 
and interior and not public and exterior, recurs again and again in 
Athanasius' writings to virgins. In the context of pilgrimage, it severely-
limited the kinds of activities that women like Egeria and Didyme and 

m Epp.fest. (syr.) 1.7-9; 4.4; 6. 12 (17. 13-18. 19; 34. 18-35. 6*. 14-15 C ) ; (cop.) 
24 (38- 27-32; 39. 16-20 Lef.); (gr.) 45 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10.13.3-4 Wolska-Conus. 

U J Cf. the attitude of Eusebius of Caesarca as described bv Walker, Holy City, Holy 
Places? 

m PC 26. 1180-90. 
Ep.virg. 2 . 4 ( 5 4-6Leb. ) . 

"* Ibid. 5 (76-7, 84-6, 88-90 Leb.). 
1 3 1 Ibid. 1 (21-3 Leb.); Frank, 'Pilgrims' Experience'. 
, M Ibid. 7 (06-7 Leb.) 



Virginity and Ecclesiastical Politics 41 

her sisters were undertaking. To the extent that pilgrimage represented 
an exercise of the virgins' 'freedom of movement', Athanasius was eager 
to limit this freedom.139 

In summary, then, some Alexandrian virgins in the fourth century 
were organized and financially secure enough to undertake a pilgrimage 
to the Holy Land. Papyrus evidence confirms that there were women 
in Egypt at this time who had the wherewithal to make such a trip. 
For the virgins, this trip was a pilgrimage to the 'holy places', where 
'Christ's presence' existed 'in abundance'; departure from these places 
could be considered the occasion for profound grief. Athanasius, 
however, without explicidy criticizing this act of piety by the virgins, 
urged them to make their ascetic discipline an interior pilgrimage 
to the 'Jerusalem' that was 'in heaven'. The bishop's position reflected 
both his own ambivalence about the meaning of the earthly successor 
to the biblical city of Jerusalem and his view that a virgin's life 
ought to be private, essentially removed from public life. Bishop 
Athanasius quoted his predecessor Alexander as explaining that, for 
the virgin, Christ must replace the normal ties of human society: 
'He is your brother, and he is your bridegroom, and he is your neigh
bour. Oh, daughters of Jerusalem, you will no longer be called by 
the name of your parents; rather, because you have joined yourselves 
with him, you will be called by everyone "daughters of Jerusalem".'140 

According to Athanasius and Alexander, the virgins' tide 'daughters 
of Jerusalem' indicated no tie to any earthly city of that name; rather, 
it represented their abandonment of their earthly citizenship for 
'undivided' attention to their heavenly bridegroom and his celestial 
city. 

Another area of public life that Athanasius warned the virgins to avoid 
was the public baths. The baths were an important part of daily life in 
Roman cities: only the wealthy could afford to have baths in their own 
homes, and the public baths provided extensive facilities not only for 
various kinds of bathing (hot, cold, steam), but also for exercise, reading, 
and socializing.141 Debates among Christians over their participation in 
this part of city life focused on the possibility of contact between the 
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sexes. 1 4 2 Much of the information concerning the use of the baths by 
women is unclear.1 4 1 In general, it would seem that during the republican 
period most public baths had structurally separate areas for male and 
female bathers, even with their own entrances, but strict separation of 
the sexes was not always observed. Later, as the building of new baths 
escalated during the early empire, public baths without such distinct 
sections appeared, and mixed bathing remained popular until at least the 
end of the fourth century. Some private baths may have been exclusive 
to one sex or the other. The Apostolic Constitutions probably reflects the 
reality of the situation: it assumes the existence of some baths open to 
both sexes and others open only to one, and it urges Christians to make 
use only of the latter.144 

Athanasius, like Cyprian of Carthage before him, told virgins that 
they should not use the public baths at all. The large bath in Alexandria 
had been built during the second century, perhaps as part of the recon
struction after the Jewish revolt of 113-15 . 1 4 5 But Athanasius told the 
virgins who had just returned from a trip to Jerusalem that 'a basin is 
sufficient for you to wash away your dirt'. He urged them to follow the 
examples of Sarah, Rachel, Miriam, and the women who followed Jesus, 
all of whom apparentiy carried a basin with them on their travels; of the 
disciples, who did not wash their hands before eating (Matt. 15: 1-20); 
and of Peter, who asked Jesus not to wash his feet (John 13: 3-11). 
'Who', the bishop asked, 'is purer than the aforementioned people?* The 
danger of public bathing, in Athanasius* view, was not simply that harm 
might come to the virgins, but even more that the mere sight of their 
naked bodies might arouse lust in a male Wewer and so drag him down 
to corruption. The prime culprit among 'women who bathe* was 
Bathsheba: 'When she stripped, she instandy stripped such a great man 
of holiness and rule. . . . Because she washed her body, she defiled 
another's soul.' In an astonishing reversal of the biblical text's plain 
sense, Athanasius even blamed Susannah for the attack on her by the 
elders: 'When she washed and bathed in the garden, she caused the two 
elders to fall.' 1 4 6 A century earlier Carthaginian virgins had said to 
Bishop Cyprian in defence of their use of the public bath, 'Let everyone 

1 H Johannes Zellinger, Bad und Bäder in der allchrisilichen Kirche (Munich, 1928); 
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look to the disposition with which he comes there; my concern is only 
that of refreshing and washing my poor body.' 1 4 7 The virgins1 argument 
assumed that men were free to control their reactions to women. 
Athanasius, however, shared Cyprian's belief that the sight of the naked 
female body would inevitably arouse lust in men and cause them to fall, 
that men had no control over this reaction. Clement of Alexandria had 
expressed this idea well: 'From looking people get to loving.*148 

Characteristically, Athanasius saw the problem in terms of fleshly 
distraction from intellectual contemplation of God: when the elders saw 
the naked Susannah, 'the uncovered flesh covered their eyes so that they 
did not contemplate heaven* (cf. Sus. 9). 1 4 9 As in the case of spiritual 
marriage, Athanasius assumed that the mere sight of a female body was 
sufficient to destroy a man's virtue. A male's anxieties about his own 
integrity required the removal of female virgins from the city's public 
life. 

It is ironic that Susannah's obscuring of the elders* contemplation of 
heaven occurred in a garden, for Athanasius said that the way of life he 
recommended was meant to build a wall around the virgin and make her 
'an enclosed garden*. 'It behoves you', the bishop told the pilgrim 
virgins, 'to be enshrouded, separated, set apart, and withdrawn in every 
way, with a steadfast will, and to be scaled up.' The inspiration for this 
image was Song of Songs 4: 

An enclosed garden is my sister, the bride, 
an enclosed garden, a sealed fountain, 
a paradise of pomegranates with fruits of the trees: 
Cyprus with nard, nard and saffron, cane and cinnamon, 
with all the cedar-wood of Lebanon. 

(S. of S. 4: 12-14] 

The image drew on the innocence of the Garden of Eden, but it 
functioned here to emphasize seclusion, with subde sexual undertones. 
The virgin, who was 'all fruit and goodness', must be 'guarded, with
drawn, and sealed', 'an enclosed garden that is not trodden upon by any
one, except by its gardener alone'. 1 5 0 The virgin's relationship with 
Christ was to be exclusive: he alone was permitted to enter the garden 
and harvest its fruit. Athanasius' instructions to virgins carefully set 
them apart as enclosed spaces of goodness in the midst of the urban 
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Athanasius vs. Hieracas on virginity and marriage in the Church 

In his first Letter to Virgins, Athanasius explicitly called Hieracas and his 
followers 'wolves' who were 'destroying the vineyard' of virginity, and 
he urged his addressees to 'take courage and condemn Hieracas, who 
says that marriage is evil inasmuch as virginity is good'. 1 5* While 
Athanasius was developing an ascetic programme that placed virgins in 
households and communities connected to local churches, Hieracas was 
promulgating an alternative vision of the Christian Church that placed 
virgins in communities with ascetic men, disconnected from married 
Christians. A complex debate between Hieracas and Athanasius on 
human nature and free will formed the ideological dimension of a 
conflict between two competing social programmes. Hieracas appeared 
particularly dangerous to bishops like Athanasius because he was, even 
his opponents admitted, learned and, in many ways, quite admirable. 

1 1 1 Badger, 'New Man*, 181. >" Ep. virg. 2. 30 (391-6 Leb.). 
, u Ep. virg. 1. 24, 29 (84. 23-5; 87. 30-1 Lef.). For modern discussions of Hieracas, see 

Karl Heussi, Der Ursprung des Mdncktums (Tubingen, 1936), 58-65; Bernhard Lohse, 
Askese und Monchlum in der Antike and tn der alien Kircke (Munich, 1969), 179-81. 

Church; the effect of his regulations was to make the virgins' life one 
'in the city, but not of it', 1 5 1 separate from the parish church, but still 
a satellite of it. Given .the tumultuous character of church life in 
fourth-century Alexandria, there is something wistful in the bishop's 
description of the virgin garden: 

Be careful that no merciless stranger spoils the manifold seedlings and beautiful 
blossoms of the garden; that no one mars the injured vine; that no ferocious foxes 
from some place or other destroy the beautiful clusters of grapes [cf. S. of S. 2: 
15]; that no one disturbs the sealed fountain or muddies the bright and shining 
waters of virginity-; that no one fills the paradise of sweet fragrance with a foul 
odour.1" 

Unfortunately, when Athanasius surveyed the life of Alexandrian 
virgins, he did not always see a placid garden. 'Ferocious foxes', certain 
Alexandrian men, again and again 'destroyfed] the beautiful clusters 
of grapes' and 'muddiefd] the bright and shining waters of virginity*. 
These 'foxes' were not only the monks who uwited virgins into 
spiritual marriage; they were also Athanasius' theological opponents. 
Among these opponents was the ascetic teacher Hieracas, whose 
vision of the virginal life conflicted with Athanasius' both socially and 
philosophically. 
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According to the Life of Epiphanius, Hieracas 'was reckoned by some to 
be good and to have prior knowledge of God 1; he lived outside 
Leontopolis, a city in the southern portion of the Egyptian Delta, in a 
'monastery' {jiovaa-rqpiov). It is reported that Epiphanius, a Christian 
ascetic from Palestine who later became bishop of Salamis on Cyprus, 
heard of Hieracas' great reputation, was eager to meet him, and so 
visited him during his tour of Egypt in 335. The Life reports that 
Hieracas' disciples formed *a great crowd', and it praises Hieracas' 
renunciation of food and drink. The only 'irregular opinion' that 
Hieracas held was about the resurrection: 'He taught that this flesh 
would not rise, but some other [flesh] in its place, and that this present 
one would dissolve into the earth, as it is written: "You are earth, and to 
earth you will return" [Gen. 3: 19]. He also said that immature children 
would not be found in the age to come.* The Life says that when 
Epiphanius heard this teaching and taught the true doctrine from the 
Scriptures, he convinced Hieracas to repent (after miraculously striking 
him dumb). 1 5 4 Apart from its legendary qualities, this account portrays 
Hieracas as an intelligent and genuinely ascetic person, despite his 
controversial teaching on the resurrection; it also places Hieracas* death 
sometime after 335 but before 370, since he was dead by the time 
Epiphanius wrote the Panarion, a lengthy refutation of various 'heresies', 
including that of Hieracas. 1 5 5 

Chapter 67 of the Panarion remains our only extensive source for the 
doctrine and practice of Hieracas; no work attributed to him has yet 
appeared. 1 5 6 According to Epiphanius, Hieracas was a learned ascetic 
who published scriptural commentaries, treatises, and 'psalms' in both 
Greek and Coptic. The resurrection, Hieracas claimed, would not mean 
the rising of human 'flesh' (oaof), but only of the 'soul' (fttr#$)i since 
paradise was not 'of the sensible order' (aiooVroc). 1 5 7 The Christian life, 
then, was the struggle to overcome and escape the flesh and so to gain 
this completely spiritual paradise. Children who died 'before knowledge' 

0 4 V. Epiph. 27 (PC 41. 57b-6oa). " s Hcussi, Vrsprung, 58-9 n. 2. 
m Martin Tctz has suggested that the Pseudo-Athanasian sermon On Endurance is 

related to the Hieracite movement, but his arguments do not appear conclusive ('Eine 
asketischc Ermuntcrung zur Standhafugkeit aus der Zeit der maximimschen Verfolgung 
(311/13)', ZNWSl (1090), 79-102, at 99-102). More promising is the Coptic fragment 
published by L. Th. Lefort ('Fragments d'apocryphes en copte-akhimique', Mas. 52 
0939)i 2-3) and discussed by E. Peterson ('Ein Fragment des Hierakas (?)', Mus. 
60 (1947), 257-60); more on this below. In general, see Tito Orlandi, 'Coptic Literature', in 
B. A. Pearson and J. E."Goehring (eds.). The Roots of Egyptian Christianity (Philadelphia, 
1986). 5 i -8>.« 60. 

1 5 1 Epiph. Haer. 67. 1. 5; 2. 8 (3. 133. 14-15; 135. 4-7 Hou -̂Dummer). 
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(77-00 yvcootois) would not 'inherit the kingdom of heaven because they 
have not taken part in the contest [OVK TJywvtaavToY.m For Hieracas, 
Christianity was an extreme form of the late antique quest for virtue, 
requiring purposeful effort. Christians pursued excellence far better than 
anyone else because they practised 'chastity and continence', virtues 
unknown before the coming of Jesus Christ. According to Hieracas, 
marriage had been permitted in the period before the incarnation, but 
afterwards its practitioners could not 'inherit the kingdom*. Nearly all of 
Christ's teachings could be found in the Hebrew Scriptures, 'but this 
one thing he came to establish: to preach continence in the world and to 
gather to himself chastity [ayveta] and continence [eyKparaa]; now 
without this (one) cannot live.*15* Hieracas supported this claim with 
references to 1 Cor. 7 and Matt. 19: 12 ('There are eunuchs who have 
made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven'). T o 
his mind, the Parable of the Wise and Foolish Virgins (Matt. 25: 1—13) 
did not, as many Christians believed, warn ascetics that virginity alone 
was not enough to save them, but rather proved that the kingdom of 
heaven belonged only to the continent: 'Sensible virgins, foolish virgins, 
none the less virgins they are who are compared to the kingdom of 
heaven; he did not speak of married people.' 1 6 0 Christ's chief function in 
the Hieracite version of Christianity was to teach and exemplify* the 
virtues of chastity and continence; sexually active persons were at best 
second-class Christians, if Christians at all, since they failed to imitate 
Christ in this crucial respect. 

Hieracas' teachings may not have been as radical as they might first 
appear. To have doubts about the resurrection of 'the flesh' was not 
uncommon among Christians of the second and third centuries, 
especially since Paul had spoken not of a resurrected 'flesh', but of a 
'spiritual body' (1 Cor. 15: 35-5o). 1 6 ' Only in the late fourth century, 
during the so-called 'Origenist' controversy (in which Epiphanius was a 
vigorous participant), did various Christian intellectuals reach a majority 
consensus on this problem. 1 6 2 Traditional too was Hieracas' Middle 
Platonic language for describing the relationship of the Son to the 
Father: 'a lamp from a lamp, or like a torch [whose flame has been 

1 5 8 Epiph. Hatr. 67. 2. 7 (3. 134. 27-135. 4 HoU-Dummcr). 
'** Ibid. 67. 1. 7-9 (3. 133. 22—134. 8 HoU-Durnmer). 

Ibid. 67- 2. 6 (3- 134- 22-5 HoW-Dummer). 
, u Bendey Layton, The Gnostic Treatise on Resurrection from Nag Hammadi (Missoula, 

Mont, 1979); W. van L'nnik, 'The Newly Discovered Gnostic "Epistle to Rheginus" on 
Resurrection', JEH 15 (1964), 141-67. 

I U Elizabeth A. Clark, The Origenist Controversy (Princeton, NJ, 1992}, esp. 85-158. 
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divided] into two'; Arius quoted these phrases of Hieracas as self-
evidendy heretical, 1 6 3 but even Epiphanius apparendy found nothing 
wrong with this teaching, although he criticized Hieracas' identification 
of the Holy Spirit with Melchizedek. Moreover, an understanding of 
human history as a gradual advance from marriage to virginity, similar to 
that of Hieracas, appears in the Symposium of Methodius, a Christian 
teacher of the late third century active in Olympus, a small city in Lycia 
(south-west Turkey). Here the history of human morality, as the virgin 
Marcella is made to tell it, is the story of how human beings "advance 
nearer to heaven1, progressing from polygamy through monogamy and 
continence to virginity, as 'the habitual inclination to sexual intercourse' 
is slowly removed. Virginity arrived with Christ: 'It was reserved for the 
Lord alone to be the first to teach this doctrine, since he alone, coming 
down to us, taught humanity to draw near to God.' Christians can 
recapture the lost image of God in themselves by imitating Christ, the 
'Archvirgin*.1 6 4 Marcella's companion Theophila accepts this idea of 
progress toward virginity, but says that 'the predestined number of 
human beings' must be fulfilled; at that time, "there must also be no 
more procreation of children'. But that point has not yet come, and so 'at 
present humanity must co-operate in the forming of the image of God, 
while the world exists and is still being formed'. 1 6 5 Thus, Methodius 
envisions the Christian Church as 'a flower-covered and variegated 
meadow, adorned and crowned not only with the flowers of virginity, but 
also with those of childbearing and of continence'. 1 6 6 But all are not equal 
in Methodius* Christian meadow: 'After he had brought in \ii"ginity, the 
Word did not altogether abolish the generation of children; for although 
the moon may be greater than the stars, the light of the stars is not 
destroyed by the moonlight.*1 6 7 Hieracas, it would seem, shared 
Methodius' opinion that marriage could continue after Christ's incarna
tion, albeit as a lesser light in the ecclesiastical sky: according to him, the 
apostle Paul wrote, '"On account of fornication, each one should have 
his own wife" [i Cor. 7: 2], not in the sense of praising marriage after the 
advent of Christ, but in the sense of tolerating it, lest they fall into 
greater ruin*.1 6 8 How is this statement to be understood? It is possible 
that Hieracas reserved complete blessedness (the imperceptible 

•» Alh. Syn. 16. 3 (Urk. 6; 13. 1 Op.). 
'** Meth. Symp. 1. 2. 21-33; 3- 2 2 - ° ; 4- 6-10 Musurillo. 
m Ibid. 2. 1. 22-4 Musurillo. 
m Ibid. 2. 7. 40-4 Musurillo. 
w Ibid. 2. 1. 8-11 Musurillo. 

Epiph. Haer. 67. 2. 5 (3. 134. 17-20 Holl-Dummcr). 
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"paradise*, 'the kingdom of heaven1) for continent people, but granted a 
lesser ultimate fate, short of damnation, to married people and children. 
Such a scenario would have been similar to the one that some 
Valentinians developed to explain the eternal states of non-Valentinian 
Christians. 1 6 9 These observations, plus Hieracas1 willingness to use 
scripture (the Ascension of Isaiah) that did not belong to the canon used 
by Athanasius and his supporters, justify the description of Hieracas' 
thought as 'archaic 1, 1 7 0 a system at home in the loosely related Christian 
groups of the third century, but increasingly out of place in the develop
ing imperial Church of the fourth. 

Certainly the social practices of Hieracas and his followers did not 
cohere with the institutional, episcopally centred Christianity that 
Athanasius was forming. According to Epiphanius, the followers of 
Hieracas limited their meetings to fellow ascetics: 'No one worships with 
them except someone who is a virgin, a monk, a continent person, or a 
widow.1 Moreover, men and women lived together in a community: they 
'make themselves quite ridiculous because of the "slipped-in" women 
that each man has acquired [ÔV as K&cmprfw GKaaros avvetaaKTovs 
yvvaiKas], and whom they are accustomed to boast they have at their 
service. 1' 7 1 Here the separatist tendencies of the ascetic movement and 
the new male-female relationships that it made possible reached their 
logical extreme in a Christian community that intentionally excluded 
married people from participation in the cult and where unattached men 
and women lived together; by no means was this the secluded virginal 
life that Athanasius proposed. Such a form of Egyptian Christianity 
could easily have developed in the third century, when the Alexandrian 
episcopate was not particularly strong; by his death in 231/2, Bishop 
Demetrius of Alexandria had appointed only three bishops in all the rest 
of Egypt. But as the power and influence of the Alexandrian patriarch 
grew, the Hieracites appeared more and more unacceptable to other 
Christian leaders. 1 7 2 None the less, virgins in places other than 
Leontopolis, even in Alexandria itself, began to embrace the teachings of 
Hieracas. 

Athanasius' presentation of Hieracas in his first Letter to Virgins does 
not differ significantly from what is found in Epiphanius' Panarion™ 

m Ir. Hacr. 1. 6. 1-4; 7. 1, 5; 0*. Bentley Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (Garden City, 
NY, 1087), 293-7. 

1 7 0 Heussi, Ursprungr 60. 
m Epiph. Haer. 67. 2. 9; 8. 3 (3. 135. 7-8; 140. 9-11 Holl-Dummer). 
m Hcussi, Ursprung, 63. 
ra Cf. Yves-Marie Duval, 'La Problématique de la lettre aux vierges d'Athanase*. Mus. 
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but Athanasius introduced a topic not found at all in Epiphanius: human 
nature and free will. Athanasius articulated his dispute with Hieracas 
over human nature in his interpretation of the Parable of the Sower 
(Matt. 13: 3-8, 18-23). The question is why the different soils (rocky 
ground, thorny place, good soil), sown with the same seed, have such 
different results. From Athanasius1 presentation of it, Hieracas1 answer 
appears to have been that each soil is of a different 'nature1 {éúais): one 
soil (the good) has a nature that permits it to receive the seed and bear 
fruit; the others do not. By analogy, human beings must have different 
natures that determine their ability to receive the good, to practise 
celibacy, and thus to be saved. Athanasius rejected this interpretation: 
the soils that are not good in fact receive the seed at first, demonstrating 
that by nature they are 'persons capable of receiving the good1; when 
these soils later reject the seed, it is therefore 'not because of nature, but 
rather because of neglect and worldly desire1. The biblical figures Judas 
and Phygelus and Hermogenes (2 Tim. 1: 15) are examples of persons 
who originally demonstrated a good free will but then went bad, due to 
their own negligence and greed. 1 7 4 Athanasius then turns to the good 
earth and asks, 'If there is a single kind of nature1, as he himself claims, 
'why does that soil bear fruit a hundredfold, sixty, and thirty?1 The 
answer is human free will: 

Now, it produces fruits that differ from one another so as to make manifest the 
zeal of free will [npoatpeais] and advancement [wpoKOJn}]. Wherever there is 
free will, there is inferiority. And this is nothing other than a revelation that 
humanity is free and under its own power [aur^oiímos], having the capacity to 
choose for itself what it wants. Moreover, the virgin reveals that she exists not by 
nature [^úois], but by free will, when she heeds the opinion of Paul and becomes 
a bride of Christ, and justiy they [sic] will receive the crown of purity in 
heaven.175 

B8 (1975). 405-33, at 422-4. In the surviving fragments, Athanasius docs not mention 
Hieracas' teaching on the Son of God, but that is not surprising since his quotation of 
Alexander contains imagery ('ray of light*) that is close to what Hieracas used (Ep. virg. 1. 
38 (91. 30 Lef.)). In general, Athanasius' portrait of Hieracas' views is more extreme than 
Epiphanius': Athanasius implies that Hieracas condemned the marriages of the patriarchs, 
and he does not mention Hieracas' idea that Paul allowed marriage to continue as a con
cession to the weakness of certain people. But the di fieri n g tones in the two presentations 
is attributable to their different contexts: Athanasius is engaged in a heated polemic against 
a live option for ascetics in his immediate context; Epiphanius is more removed from the 
situation temporally and geographically. 

IM Ep. virg. 1. 22 (83. 10-84. 5 Lef). 
1 7 1 Ibid. 23 (84. 8-21 Lef.), A noteworthy passage: without it, one might think that 

Athanasius did not apply a¿rc¿oúoio$ to human nature; cf. J. Rebecca Lyman, Christology 
and Cosmology (Oxford, 1993), 146. 
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Athanasius accounted for diversity in human ethical achievement by 
claiming that human beings had a single nature, which made them 
capable of receiving the good and bearing fruit, but that they were free 
to advance in virtue as far as they desired. The social result was a diverse 
Church in which superiority and inferiority in moral attainment were 
inevitable. 

This argument suggests that Hieracas held that human nature did not 
have 'a single kind', but existed in varying natures that determined the 
degree to which an individual could 'receive the good'. The social result 
would have been a uniform Church made up only of those having the 
'good' nature. Although Epiphanius does not speak of Hieracas teaching 
anything like this doctrine, a determinism of this kind might account for 
Hieracas* teachings that children who died early and so 'have not yet 
been called to the contest' could not enter the kingdom of heaven and 
that Paul allowed some people to marry 'lest they fall into greater ruin'. 
Presumably these people had weak or inferior natures. In this 
connection, a fragmentary Coptic papyrus dated palaeographically to the 
fourth century is intriguing. 1 7 6 It has been suggested that the Coptic 
hymn which survives on the papyrus is from Hieracas because Hieracas 
is the only known fourth-century composer of Coptic hymns and 
because the papyrus is similar in material, language, and orthography to 
one containing part of the Ascension of Isaiah, a work that Hieracas is 
known to have used. 1 7 7 The hymn begins with an 'Alleluia' and then has 
three parts: a series of citations from the Old Testament in which God 
chastises his people, an address to Adam, and a lament by Adam in the 
first person. In the second section God speaks to Adam after the fall: 

For before you changed your nature [^tíotc], Adam, 
Adam, were you not a god, a son of God? 
For this is not the manner in which I made you! 
Adam, were you not a god, a son of God? 
For nothing dominated you. 
Rather, everything was under your power [i%ovoía\.m 

The term 'nature' that figures so prominentíy in Athanasius' polemic 
against Hieracas plays a key role in this hymn: Adam's 'nature' changed 
with the fall, before which he was 'a god, a son of God', having 'power' 
over everything. Presumably, according to Hieracas' view, after the fall 
Adam found himself'dominated' and in need of the gradual introduction 

"* Lefort, 'Fragments', 1-7. 
1 7 7 Peterson, 'Ein Fragment'. 
• Ed. Lefort, 'Fragments', 2, lines 10-15. 
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of virtue leading to the imperceptible 'kingdom of heaven' that Hieracas 
described. In contrast, Athanasius stated that even post-lapsarian 
humanity was 'free and under its own power [aurc^ouoioc]'. In Hieracas' 
thought, the incremental introduction of perfection culminating in the 
Word's bringing of 'chastity and continence' on the historical plane 
may have correlated with an incremental hierarchy of human 'natures' 
culminating in his community of continent people on the social and 
theological planes. 

In any case, the main contours of Hieracas' thought and its attraction 
to ascetics are clear. What was new about Christ and Christianity was 
chastity, and Christ was the model of the chaste person. Those destined 
to inherit the 'kingdom of heaven' were those who had overcome the 
flesh: virgins, monks, continent people, and widows. Married people 
may not have fallen into the deepest perdition, but they were to be kept 
eternally separate from these holy people. Virgins who accepted 
Hieracas' ideas lived in community with ascetic men, worshipping and 
singing new psalms only among other persons who were not sexually 
active. They may even have considered their nature to be superior to that 
of the ordinary married person. Hieracas' philosophical concept of diver
sity in human natures promoted social uniformity in the Church, which 
he conceived of as the gathering of sexually continent people. 

We have already seen that Athanasius offered his own understanding 
of human nature and free will in response to Hieracas. The bishop 
attacked Hieracas' model of a sexually continent Church in three 
additional ways: by claiming that marriage continued to be legitimate 
after the incarnation, by describing virginity as a transcendent form of 
marriage, and by developing a vision of a diverse, multi-tiered Church. 
First, to defend the continued legitimacy of marriage for Christians, 
Athanasius adduced his own set of prooftexts from the Gospels. 1 7 9 As for 
the important Man. 19: 12, Athanasius pointed out that Jesus offered his 
teaching about 'eunuchs' for the kingdom of heaven 'off to the side'; 
Jesus, he said, 'was not commanding that people become virgins by force 
of law, but rather giving it to the free will of those who desire it*. Paul as 
well did not condemn marriage but believed that virginity's virtue is 
measured according to the 'free will and desire' of those who practised 
i t 1 8 0 The important terms for Athanasius were 'free will and desire', 
terms opposed to 'nature' and 'command'. The former terms applied to 
virginity; the latter, to marriage alone. The Scriptures did not abolish 

1 7 9 Luke 1: 8-23; John 2: 1—11; Marx. 19: 3-9; Ep. virg. 1. 26 (85. 25-32 Lef.). 
'» Ep. virg. 1. 26-7 (85. S2-86- 4 i 86- 26-8 Lef-)-
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Marriage 

Indeed, virtue of this sort (marriage] 
belongs to the nature of humanity, 
for each of the deeds that people do 
in accordance with the taw 
has the law testifying in its behalf 
and recommending it as having ful
filled its precept and its intention. 
Moreover, human nature, aware of 
the rib that was taken from Adam 
for a woman, seeks to join her tvitk 
him, 
so that, 
on account of it [the rib] 
'the man will leave his father and his 
mother and cleave to his wife and 
the two become one flesh'' 
[Gen. 2: 24]. 

Virginity 

But virginity has ascended higher 

and has no law, rather it has 
transcended it. It has its testimony 
in and of itself. Its honour as well 
comes from the Word. 
But virginity, having surpassed human 
nature and resembling the angels, 
hastens and endeavours to cling to the 
lord, 
so that, 
just as the Aposde said, 

they might ^become one spirit with him* 
[2 Cor. 6: 7].** 

Athanasius was so insistent that virginity was not to be found among the 
commands of the Hebrew Scriptures that he claimed that 'Paul himself 
did not learn about it through the Law, but rather through the lifestyle 
of Mary' 1 8 3—the ascetic counterpart to Paul's receiving of the gospel 
through a revelation of Jesus Christ (Gal. 1 : 1 2 ) . Marriage, since it 
belonged to the realm of human nature and the law, was a matter of 
regulation, force, compulsion; virginity, in contrast, having transcended 
human nature and the law, was a matter of recommendation, freedom, 

m Here I use Duval's excellent analytical table demonstrating this point 
('Problcmatique*, 408-0J. 

»« Bp. 0 0 * 1- 2-3 (73. 18-74. 6 Lef.). 
« Ibid. 18(81.2-3 Lef)-

marriage with the coming of Christ, he said, but only offered virginity as 
a higher option for those who desire and choose it. 

Athanasius, in fact, argued that virginity is marriage, simply a 
transcendent form of it, as indicated by the virgin's title 'bride of Christ*. 
Because earthly marriage was in accord with human nature and regulated 
by scriptural laws, it was characterized by obedience; the virgin's 
marriage, because it surpassed human nature and was not commanded 
by any law, represented an act of human freedom, a free choice of 
higher virtue. Athanasius' statements on marriage and virginity can be 
put into precise parallelism:181 
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choice.1*4 Both marriage and virginity functioned as contexts for the 
Christian's quest for virtue, but virginity was superior in that it 
transcended obedience to commands and instead was a full revelation of 
humanity's ability to choose the good freely, which the incarnation of the 
Word had made possible. 1 8 5 

For Athanasius, then, virginity was not something completely foreign 
to marriage, but a higher form of marital union, one not between two 
human beings, but between a human being and the divine Word. It even 
had its own superior form of reproduction, which resulted from an 
exchange of 'thoughts' between the virgin and her bridegroom: citing 
Isa. 26: 17—18, Athanasius said that the 'offspring' of the immortal 
marriage of virgin and Word were 'true and immortal thoughts'. 1 8 6 

Similarly, Philo had said of the 'aged virgins' among the ascetic Jewish 
community of the Therapeutae that, having taken Wisdom as their 
'spouse', they 'desire no mortal offspring, but those immortal children 
that only the God-loved soul can bear on its own, since the Father has 
sown in it intellectual rays by which it can see the teachings of 
Wisdom'. 1 8 7 In this way, Philo's or Athanasius' ideal virgin could still 
be a good mother, indeed, a superior one, since her offspring were 
immortal thoughts rather than mortal human beings. Athanasius urged 
the virgin to use the ordinary wife's attachment to her husband as the 
model for her own attachment to Christ: 'As for women of the world, all 
their hope is in their husband, and without him they do nothing; they do 
not go anywhere because they fear their husbands. How much more the 
virgin is completely obligated to her bridegroom and Lord!' 1 8 8 Thus, 
Athanasius accepted Hieracas' claim that virginity was better than 
marriage, but he argued that virginity's virtues were analogous to those 
of marriage: they only existed on a higher plane, the angelic plane of 
freedom and immortality. The traditional symbolic designation of 
virgins as brides of Christ made Athanasius' argument possible. 

Athanasius' social purposes in depicting virginity as a transcendent 
form of marriage were twofold: first, to prevent virgins from breaking 
their vow and getting married; second, to form a Church that, unlike 
Hieracas' community, included both celibate and married Christians. 
Many virgins, recall, dedicated themselves to their celibate lifestyle when 

m Ibid. 19 (81. 15-23 Ld.% cf. Ep. virg. 2.23 (290-302 Leb.). 
m Epvirg. 1. 23 (84. 8-21 Lcf.). 
3 8 6 Ibid. 3 (74. 7-12 Lcf). On the theme of virginity's 'spiritual fecundity*, see Castelli, 

*• Virginity and its Meaning', 72-3. 
1 P Ph. Conl. 68 (LCL 9. 154). 
«• ^.(syr.)t(4- 7 Leb.) . 
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m Ep. virg. 1.10-11 (77. 6-34 Lcf.). 
Ibid. 1 (73. 6-10 Lcf.). 

m Ibid. 19(81.20-31 Lcf.). 
• Ibid. 4 (74- 13-17 Lcf-)-

they were teenagers, and they faced financial pressures that led some to 
five with an ascetic man. Still others broke their vow by entering actual 
marriages. Some Alexandrian Christians excused such former virgins by 
claiming that Mary the mother of Jesus eventually got married and had 
children; Athanasius replied that Alary actually remained a virgin for
ever precisely to serve as a model for those who might be tempted not to 
persevere. The proof of Mary's perpetual virginity was Jesus's entrust
ing of her to the Beloved Disciple on the cross, which he would not have 
done if Mary had had other children. 1 1 9 Even more, however, virginity's 
status as a transcendent form of marriage supported its permanence: 
'Thus, if human marriage has this law, which is the written word, "What 
God has joined together, let no person separate" [Matt. 19: 6], how 
much more, if the Word joins with the virgins, it is necessary for the 
union of this kind to be indivisible and immortal!' 1 9 0 Athanasius argued 
that ordinary marriage had seasons and regulations, but that virginity 
had none of these; it was permanent and belonged to the realm of 
immortality, a union that could not be dissolved. 

Athanasius also claimed that, as brides of Christ, virgins should 
understand themselves as part of a diverse Church that included ordi
nary brides and thus people of superior and inferior virtue. Athanasius 
placed virginity atop a hierarchy of greater and lesser goods: 'So if the 
virgin is different, being first among them, yet marriage follows after her 
and has its own boast.' 1 4 1 Admittedly, Athanasius oudined a develop
mental picture of human sexual history as a progression toward virginity 
similar to those of Hieracas and Methodius, but the end of his story was 
quite different. According to Athanasius, virginity was not a new virtue 
first proclaimed by Christ; rather, Christ's incarnation enabled more 
people to practise a virtue that had long been known but beyond the 
ability of most persons. True virginity, as Athanasius denned it, had two 
essential characteristics: freedom and permanence. Pagans, he said, did 
not practise such true virginity because they were 'completely ignorant 
of God, who has given grace to those who believe in him righteously'.'92 

Echoing a distinction that Philo had made between pagan virgins and the 
female Therapeutac, Athanasius claimed that any pagan women who 
dedicated their virginity to a god or goddess remained virgins only 
'temporarily' and did not voluntarily choose virginity, but were 'com-
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pellcd forcibly by others*.1 9 3 Unlike their Christian counterparts, pagan 
women lacked God's 'grace' and thus could not be permanent virgins, 
freely choosing a higher good. Pagan virginity, because it was compul
sory and temporary, was not true virginity. Meanwhile, virginity was 
rare among the Jews because it was not commanded in the Law, but it 
did exist because 'the shadow of his [the Word's] coming was at work'; 
examples of pre-incarnation virgins were Elijah, Elisha, Jeremiah, and 
John the Baptist. The incarnation of the Word, however, divinized 
human flesh and enabled human beings to control their bodily passions 
freely and permanendy. Virginity was the best example of this: 'When 
the Lord came into the world, having taken flesh from a virgin and 
become human, at that time what used to be difficult became easy for 
people, and what was impossible became possible. That which formerly 
was not abundant is now seen to be abundant and spread out.' 1 9 4 

According to Athanasius' version of human sexual history', marriage had 
always been commanded by God, and it still was; virginity, in turn, had 
always existed as a more virtuous option, and it still did. Athanasius' 
Christ was not Hieracas' teacher and example of chastity; instead, the 
unprecedented ability of so many Christians to practise virginity demon
strated that the incarnation of the Word had made human freedom to 
choose a higher good fully possible. 

Therefore, unlike Hieracas, who placed marriage in ancient history' 
and its practitioners in a state just this side of ruin, and unlike 
Methodius, who also relegated marriage to a bygone era and retained 
it only to keep creation moving along, Athanasius saw the new post-
in carnation a 1 situation as embracing the diverse virtues of all people 
throughout history and in the present. In contrast to Methodius, 
Athanasius placed his rhetorical emphasis on the unity of the new order, 
one Lord, one house, one kingdom, one sky: 

It is the same Lord who says to the virgin, 'Ik set over ten cities', and to the mar
ried woman, 'Be set over five cities [Luke 19: 17-19] . There are many dwelling-
places in my Father's house [John 14: a].' But it is a single age that exists, the 
kingdom of heaven: everyone whose deeds are pure in faith will be found there. 
But each one will receive the crown of victory according to how well he carried 
out the way of life belonging to his vow: even if one star differs from another in 
glory, it is nevertheless the same sky in which the stars are and which contains 
them (cf 1 Cor. 15: 41] . 1 * 

" Ibid. 1. 6 (75. 23-9 Lef.); cf. Ph. Omt. 68. 
* Ibid. 7-8 (76. 6-25 Lef-). 
m Ibid. 20 (82. 9-18 Lef.). Athanasius uses John 14: 2 to make this same point in Ep. 

/est. (syr.) 10. 4 (146. 14-19 C). 
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Here is a theme that will reappear in the bishop's Letter to Dracontius: 
each person will be judged on the basis of his moral effort within his own 
context ('according to how well he carried out the way of life belonging 
to his vow*), rather than simply on the basis of which vow he had made 
(married vs. celibate). This idea suggests that Athanasius did not make 
the sexual hierarchy in the Church (marriage good, virginity better) an 
absolute one: by her moral effort, a married woman may receive a 'crown 
of victory' superior to that won by a less accomplished virgin. 
Athanasius' vision of the procession of the saints into heaven was a 
lively picture of diversity and joy. The virgins were there, of course, but 
so were their parents and virtuous married women. Just as at the Red 
Sea 'Miriam walked before the women with a timbrel', so Virginity 
would lead diverse people in 'a single symphony in the faith'. 1 9 6 This 
heavenly procession found its earthly counterpart in the Athanasian 
'multi-tiered' congregation, made up of ascetics and married people 
worshipping together. 1 9 7 In contrast, Athanasius mocked Hieracas' 
community of continents as not a church, but merely a 'school of 
thought' (aipcaic), one 'foreign to our fainY.1'1 

Athanasius tried to realize his vision of a united and hierarchically 
diverse Church in part through his regulation of the lifestyle of virgins. 
His insistence that virgins live with their families or in their own 
communities, his polemics against excessive commercial activity and 
spiritual marriage, and his recommendations that virgins undertake only 
interior pilgrimages and avoid public baths were all meant to carve out 
for the virgins of Alexandria their own niche in the Athanasian Church. 
Virgins were to be secluded and set apart, yet in arrangements that were 
closely tied to local worshipping communities and their cultic life. 
Hieracas also wanted to set virgins apart from other people, but not in a 
manner that recognized the Church as a diverse community. Rather, 
Hieracas excluded married people from his community as somehow 
different in nature from celibate Christians. In response, Athanasius 
defined virginity as a transcendent form of ordinary marriage: as the 
brides of Christ, virgins cultivated virtues analogous to those that ordi
nary wives pursued, but they did so not out of obedience to commands, 
but out of their free choice of virtue. Athanasius' philosophical emphasis 
on human freedom supported his political programme of a multi-tiered 
Church, centred around the emerging parish and its clergy. As 
Athanasius used it, the symbolic designation of virgins as brides of 

'* Ep. virg. 1. 31 (82.28-0; 83.2-12 Lef). 
m Cf. Badger, New Man', 263-6. » Ep. virg. 1. 25 (85. 6-8 Lef). 
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V I R G I N S I N T H E A R I A N C O N F L I C T 

It is likely that Hieracas attracted followers among Alexandrian virgins 
not only because he embraced celibacy so zealously, but also because he 
was immensely learned and intellectually gifted. According to 
Epiphanius, Hieracas was highly trained in the traditional disciplines, 
such as rhetoric and geometry, and in medicine; he was a master of 
scriptural exegesis who had memorized the Old and New Testaments. 
He wrote in both Greek and Coptic. 2 0 0 Hieracas, then, was a learned 
teacher, but he was not the only teacher whose doctrines Athanasius 
attacked in his first Letter to Virgins; Athanasius also quoted extensively 
a denunciation of Alius' christology by his predecessor as bishop of 
Alexandria, Alexander. 2 0 1 Athanasius described a group of virgins calling 
on Alexander and asking him for instruction. Alexander responded with 
a lengthy description of the virgins' 'bridegroom', the Word of God, 
defending his full divinity against 'the deceitful people who falsely say 
against the noble one that he is a creature and make him foreign to the 
substance of the Father in order to deceive you, his brides'. 2 0 2 These 
'deceitful people' were the 'Arians', Alexandrian Christians who resisted 
the ageing Alexander's attempt to suppress the teachings of Arius and 
who, after Alexander's death, continued to oppose the Nicene theology 
that Athanasius taught. 2 0 5 The conflict began around 318, when Bishop 
Alexander convinced a synod of Egyptian bishops to condemn and 

m See Introd., nn. 27-S. 
3 0 Epiph. Haer. 67. 1-4(3. 133. 1-13 HoII-Dummcr). 
m Ep. vtrg. I. 33, 37-45 (89. 35; 91. 17-95. 6 Lef). 
• Ibid. . .42(943-5 LeO. 
3 0 Throughout this section 1 will refer to the opponents of Alexander and Athanasius as 

'Arians' although it is not clear that such persons formed a coherent group except in 
Athanasius' rhetoric. 

Christ had the double political function of exclusion and integration: on 
the one hand, Athanasius told the virgins to be secluded and exclusively 
devoted to their husband, like ordinary wives; on the other hand, he 
pointed to the virgins' fundamental kinship with Christian women who 
had chosen more earthly husbands. Athanasius' double-sided manipula
tion of the symbolic title 'bride of Christ', then, advanced his general 
strategies of exclusion and integration in church formation, which 
Gregory of Nazianzus identified. 1 9 9 The same can be said of how 
Athanasius approached the issue of virgins' participation in the Arian 
conflict. 
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depose the presbyter Arius and his allies. The controversy continued 
after Alexander died in 328, as his successor Athanasius resisted inter
national pressure to readmit Arius to communion. 2" Although 
Athanasius seemed never to tire of refuting the Arian 'heresy', such a 
long foray into the fine points of christology might seem out of place in 
an episde to virgins devoted primarily to the relative merits of virginity 
and marriage and to the exemplary lifestyle of the Mother of God. But 
more was at stake for Athanasius than the proper theological ideas of 
these virgins. The bishop wished to detach the virgins from a social form 
of Christianity in which free academic discussion of doctrine thrived and 
hence 'heresy' might be enunciated: the study circle of men and women 
gathered around a brilliant teacher. In this effort, the tide 'bride of 
Christ' proved a convenient image: according to Athanasius, the virgins' 
fidelity to their husband the Word required a private life devoted to the 
cultivation of true thought, not a public life involving conversation with 
men. The setting for the virginal life, in Athanasius' view, should not be 
the Christian school, but the community of women affiliated with the 
episcopal party. The enclosed garden of virginity was not to be a school
room for unorthodox teaching. 2 0 5 

In recent years it has become increasingly clear that the Arian crisis 
was not merely a theological debate or even an international political 
struggle among the major Eastern cities; rather, it was also a crisis in the 
identity of the Alexandrian Church. Alexander, for instance, now 
appears in the scholarship as a bishop trying to assert his authority over 
a group of presbyters accustomed to acting and thinking independendy, 
as equal colleagues. 2 0 6 And the struggle between Arius and Athanasius 
becomes symptomatic of 'the constant and vital interplay' between 'the 
cosmopolitan religiosity proper to the Hellenistic city of Alexandria* and 
'the spiritual landscape of the Nile valley' (a characterization that can 
only be accepted with qualification, since it may underestimate the 
strength of Hellenistic culture in the cities and towns along the Nile) . 2 0 7 

But, even more persuasively, Rowan Williams has described the conflict 
as an instance of the venerable and ever-present early Christian tension 
between 'catholic' and 'academic' Christianities, two competing, but 
not mutually exclusive, modes of authority, social formation, and 

** For a more detailed surnmary of events, see the Introd. 
•* For this section, cf. Elm, 'Organization and Insotuóons*, 125-31. 
m Henri-Ire nee Marrou, 'L'Ariarusme comme phénomène alexandricn*, in his 

Patnttique et humanisme (Paris, 1076), 321-30. 
m Charles Kannengiesser, 'Athanasius of Alexandria vs. Arius: The Alexandrian Crisis1, 

in Pearson and Goehring (eds.), Roots, 204-15, at 212. 
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spirituality. 2 0 8 The conflict was between two parties: on the one hand, the 
episcopate, which was centred around the practices of worship and dealt 
with conflicts juridically as questions of admission to the cult; on the 
other hand, the school, which was centred around the personalities of 
outstanding teachers and dealt with conflicts scholastically as questions 
of intellectual speculation and disagreement. Competing hierarchies of 
priests and teachers developed simultaneously in early Christianity, and 
their values and social forms influenced one another. Before Constantine 
began to patronize episcopal Christianity, these two forms of church life 
could coexist, albeit not always peacefully; but during the fourth 
century, 'the "Catholic" model of the church [came] to be allied with the 
idea of a monolithic social unit and the policy of religious coercion 1. 2 0 9 

Nowhere was this development more painful than in Alexandria, where 
the academic model was clearly the more ancient one. 

Although the origins of Alexandrian Christianity remain veiled in 
obscurity, the first Alexandrian Christians we can make out with any 
clarity are teachers and their students. Glaucias, who flourished around 
ioo CE, appears in our sources as (perhaps) a commentator on the 
Kpisile(s) of St Peter and as the teacher of Basilides, who himself became 
a prominent Christian philosopher. 2 1 0 From here the story of 
Christianity in Alexandria in the second and third centuries is essentially 
one of teachers and their competing independent 'schools': the Gnostics, 
Valentin us, Pantaenus, Clement, Origen, and so on. 2 1 1 Within these 
small study circles, Christians advanced spiritually and intellectually 
under the guidance of their learned teachers. 2 1 2 Not until after I8Q CE, 
with the advent of Bishop Demetrius, does the monarchical episcopate 
appear in Alexandria, and then as an institution hostile to the free
wheeling, unmanageable Christian schools. Most likely it was Demetrius 
who, in the wake of the Severan persecutions of 202-6, first established 
a single Catechetical School as an official auxiliary of the episcopate. 
However, Origen, the School's brilliant leader, did not restrict his 

a w Rowan Williams, /thus (London, 1987), 82-91; cf. Manlio Simonetti, La Crist anuria 
nel iVsecolo (Rome, 1975), 141-3. 

m Williams, Arias, 87. 
**• Bender Layton, The Significance of Basilides in Ancient Christian Thought', 

Representations. 28 (Fall 1989), 135-51. 
1 , 1 See now Ulrich Neymeyr, Die cknsthcken Lekret am zmeiten Jahrhmndert (Leiden. 

1089). 40-105. 
1 1 1 Cf. Brown, Body and Society* 103-8. Hans von Campenhausen's description of the 

Christian teacher, which uses Clement of Alexandria as its example, is a classic 
Ecclesiastical Authority and Spiritual Potter in the Church of the First Three Centuries, tr. 
J. A. Baker (London, 1969), 194-212. On the spirituality of the teacher-student relation
ship, sec Richard Valantasis, Spiritual Guides of the Third Century (Minneapolis, 1991). 
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activities to the basic instruction of converts; instead, Origen cultivated 
a smaller circle of students devoted to speculative philosophy and 
gained international fame and respect through his books and lecture 
tours. Demetrius eventually sent Origen packing to Caesarea Maritima 
and installed the more pliable Hcraclas in his place as head of the 
Catechetical School. 2 1 3 A complete history of the forms of academic 
Christianity in Alexandria would take us far afield, but three charac
teristics of the school tradition (wherever it manifested itself) merit 
attention: a tolerance, even encouragement, of speculation and diversity 
of opinion; a central role for the teacher, both as source of intellectual 
enlightenment and as model for moral and spiritual progress; and the 
participation of women, especially those who had renounced sexual 
relations. It is precisely these features of the Christian school that 
Athanasius attacked. 

The early Christian study circles varied in the extent to which they 
encouraged diversity of opinions, but their philosophical atmosphere 
made a certain amount of intellectual freedom inevitable. The Gnostics, 
for example, shared a coherent myth and sectarian consciousness, but 
their literature indicates that they accepted, and perhaps even celebrated, 
variations on their basic mythic themes. 2 1 4 Philosophically inclined 
Christians were attacked on this point by bishops like Irenaeus of 
Lugdunum (ft. c. 180), who developed an anti-academic rhetoric that 
spoke of a universal, uniform Church in possession of a 'rule of truth1, a 
small body of doctrines that he claimed all legitimate Christians shared. 
In comparison to this rule, any free-thinking person might seem outside 
the Christian community. In response, academic Christians who 
accepted this rule still argued that there was a realm of knowledge that 
was not covered by this set of core teachings and thus open to the 
speculative musings of human reason. So Origen: 

The holy apostles, when preaching the faith of Christ, took certain doctrines, 
those namely which they believed to be necessary ones, and delivered them in 
the plainest terms to all believers, even to such as appeared to be somewhat dull 
in the investigation of divine knowledge. The grounds of their statements they 
left to be investigated by such as should merit the higher gifts of the Spirit and 

I I J On the independent schools of Pantacnus and Cement and the early history of the 
Catechetical School in Alexandria, see Gustave Bardy, 'Aux origmcs de l'ccole 
d'Alexandrie', RSR 27 (1937), 65-90. and David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural 
Revision in Ancient Alexandria (Berkeley, Calif., 1992), 210-22. 

2 H Sec Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 5-214. It is possible that Valentinus learned of the 
Gnostic myth in Alexandria around the year 130. Certainly Gnostic groups were active in 
Alexandria by the 180s, when Clement was at work. 
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in particular by such as should afterwards receive through the Holy Spirit him
self the graces of language, wisdom, and knowledge. There were other doctrines, 
however, about which the apostles simply said that things were so, keeping 
silence as to the how or why; their intention undoubtedly being to supply the 
more diligent of those who came after them, such as should prove to be lovers of 
wisdom, with an exercise on which to display the fruit of their ability. The 
men 1 refer to arc those who train themselves to become worthy and capable of 
receiving wisdom.21* 

In Origen's view, not only were portions of Christian philosophy 
uncertain and hence open to speculation, but they were left so 
intentionally by the apostles, so that there might be schools like Origen's, 
populated by Christians 'more diligent' than the rest. For such 
Christians, the Scriptures and other church teachings served as spring
boards for philosophical discussion. Athanasius satirized this element of 
academic spirituality when he wrote about the Arians: 'When they hear 
that the Son is the Wisdom, Radiance, and Word of the Father, they 
customarily ask, "How can this be?" [cf. John 3: 9], as if something 
cannot be unless they understand it.' 2 1 6 Philosophical Christians could 
justify their ambivalent participation in episcopal Christianity by accept
ing the creeds and Scripture canons used by ordinary Christians and yet 
interpreting these texts allcgorically as referring to more esoteric 
doctrines. Origen practised something like this strategy, but it appears 
that Valentinian Christians most fully exploited allegorical interpretation 
as a means of maintaining a dual commitment to the episcopally con
trolled churches and to philosophical speculation.2'7 Academic Christians 
sometimes called the more speculative matters of doctrine 'higher things' 
and gave themselves, the ones who studied such matters, special names: 
'lovers of wisdom' (Origen), 'true gnostic' (Clement), 'spiritual people' 
(Valentinians), and the like. 

Certain Christians, Origen said, received 'higher gifts of the Spirit' 
that enabled their doctrinal investigations. Intellectual originality found 
its warrant in the person of the teacher, considered superior not only 
because of his learning and intellect, but also because of his moral 
character, asceticism, and close contact with the divine. 2 1 1 Some Gnostic 
teachers claimed to have ascended into heaven and contemplated the 
godhead in its essential nature and then to have descended to transmit 

• Or. Prtnc t. pref. 3 ; tr. G. W. Buttemorth, On First Principles (repr. Gloucester, 
Mass., 1973), 2. 

m Ep. Strap. 2. 1 (PC 26. 609a). 
1 , 7 Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 272-4; Dawson, Allegorical Readers, 177-8. 
m Valantasis, Spiritual Guides, esp. 1-33. 
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Gr. Thaum Pan. Or. 9. 126 Koctschau. 
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Or. Horn, in Num. z. 1 (9. 22-7 Baehrcns); Williams, Arius, 83. 
Apocalypse of Peter 79: 30-1. 

what they learned to others. Zostrianos, for example, said that he had 
ascended 'into the great, masculine, perfect, first-manifest intellect', 
where he 'saw all these [spiritual beings] as they exist in one' and 
'became wholly perfect'; he then 'descended to the perceptible world 
. . . and went about preaching truth unto all'.' 1 9 Valentin us announced 
dramatically at the end of the Gospel of Truth: 'I have been in the place 
of repose.' 2 2 0 T h e teacher manifested his superior knowledge and his 
deeper communion with the divine through his virtuous life, especially 
his asceticism, and so he served as a model for his students to emulate. 
Gregory Thaumaturgus wrote of Origen: 'Not with words did he go 
through with us the things concerning virtues, but he encouraged us [to 
do] works; and he exhorted more by his deeds than by his words.'" 1 The 
person who did not meet the philosopher in person could study him 
through a biography. 2 2 2 A teacher could legitimate his authority also by 
producing his intellectual pedigree, a list of the teachers who had 
preceded him stretching back to, say, St Paul. Bishops, in turn, drew up 
their own lists of predecessors that guaranteed their possession of 
'apostolic tradition'. 2 2 5 Thus, parallel hierarchies came into being and 
sometimes into conflict. Origen, the casualty of one such conflict, 
pointed out that spiritual authority did not always coincide with rank in 
the bishops' hierarchy: often someone of 'low and common understand
ing 1, he said, attains 'a high rank in the priesthood or the teacher's chair' 
(cathedra doctoris, surely meaning the office of bishop), while someone 
'spiritual and free enough from worldly pursuits so as to discern all 
things and to be judged by no one' (cf. 1 Cor. 2: 15) possesses 'an 
inferior rank in the ministry or is even relegated to the mass of the 
people.' 2 2 4 Here the tension between teacher and bishop surfaces briefly 
in academic discourse. The author of the Apocalypse of Peter was more 
blunt: bishops and deacons, he said, were 'waterless canals'. 2 2 5 

Bishops worried not only about the competing authority of the 
teachers, but also about the participation of women in their study circles. 
Gnostics and Y'alentinians were notorious for the active involvement of 
women in their groups, a practice granted religious legitimacy by myths 
that featured assertive female characters and valued androgyny or, at 
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least, the rcconciliation of male and female elements. The Valendnian 
teacher Ptolemy was confident that his spiritual sister Flora would prove 
'worthy of the apostolic tradition' and so 'learn how to test all the propo
sitions by means of our saviour's teaching*.2 2 6 Teachers allied with the 
bishops who opposed the Gnostics and Valentinians also included 
women in their schools. In response to rumours that Origen had 
castrated himself in his youth, Eusebius offered as a possible reason for 
this act the presence of women in the philosopher's classroom and 
Origen's desire to avoid any scandal. 2 2 7 Clement believed that women 
were just as capable of virtue and perfection as men and hence were to be 
trained in Christian philosophy, albeit in order to fulfil more perfectly 
their roles as wife and mother. 2 2 8 Clement's female 'sages' may have had 
to wait to study philosophy until after they had raised their children and 
the passions had subsided; not so the Christian virgins who became so 
numerous during the third century: early sexual renunciation often gave 
them the leisure for literary and philosophical pursuits. 2 2 9 In Methodius' 
Symposium^ a fictional group of ten virgins discourses in learned fashion 
on topics like the origin of the soul and the mechanics of reproduction; 
the male teacher produces the literary record of the event at the request 
of yet another educated woman. 2 3 0 These virgins, like academic 
Christians before them, welcome disagreement as an opportunity for dis
cussion; and, although they talk much of the Church, parish churches 
and their priests and bishops lie well out of sight, far below their lofty 
garden, 'a second abode of paradise'.2 3 1 

The literate and often wealthy young women who became Christian 
virgins in Alexandria would have expected this advanced study of 
Christian philosophy to be part of their discipline as well. For guidance 
they looked to Alexandrian presbyters like Alius, who continued this 
academic tradition into the fourth century. Although Bishop Demetrius 
could expel Origen from Alexandria, this act did not represent a final 
triumph of episcopal over academic Christianity; instead, the values of 
the venerable study circles permeated the nascent system of parish 
churches in urban Alexandria. 2 3 2 By the 310s there were, Epiphanius 
tells us, 'many' churches in Alexandria, each presided over by at least 

Ptol. Ep. ap. Epiph. Hatr. 33. 7. q (Layton, Gnottie Scriptures, 314). 
m Eus. He. 6. 8. 2. 
m Clem. Paed. 1. 4; Sir. 4. 8, 10-20; Donald Kinder, "Cement of Alexandria: Con

flict ir.? Views on Women', Sec. Cen. 7 (1080-00), 213-20. 
°* Brown, Body and Society, 122-30, 276-7. 
m Cf ibid., 183-9-
m Meih. Symp. prcf. 80-1 MusuriUo. m Marrou, 'L'Arianisme*. 
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one presbyter. 2 3 3 In their parishes, the presbyters continued the 
Alexandrian tradition of teaching focused on the Scriptures and of 
rivalry* among competing teachers: 

Each of them (the presbyters] of course taught the people entrusted to him 
during the usual services, and they caused a certain rivalry- to spring up among 
the people by their expositions of scripture. Some favored Arius, others 
Colluthus, others Carpones, and still others Sarmatas. As then each presbyter 
expounded the scripture differently in his own church, some people because of 
the one they favored and admired called themselves Colluthians, while others 
Arians.234 

The local churches in Alexandria took on the character of lecture halls 
dominated by the personalities of charismatic presbyter/teachers. .Arius 
was one of these presbyters, in charge of the parish of Baucalis; accord
ing to one report, he gave public lectures on scriptural interpretation on 
Wednesdays and Fridays. 2 3 5 He self-consciously portrayed himself in his 
Thalia as the latest in a long line of God-taught sages: 

According to the faith of God's chosen, those with discernment of God, 
His holy children, imparting the truth and open to God's holy spirit, 
These are the things I have learned from the men who partake of wisdom, 
The keen-minded men, instructed by God, and in all respects wise. 
In such men's steps I have walked, advancing in thoughts like theirs, 
A man much spoken of, who suffers all manner of things for God's glory. 
And, learning from God, I am now no stranger to wisdom and knowledge.236 

Here Arius poetically celebrates the academic pedigree that authenticates 
his own original thought. In his austere dress and urbane manner, Arius 
successfully filled the old-fashioned role of the Christian religious 
mentor: 'he always wore a hemiphorion and kolobion [the traditional dress 
of the male ascetic], was charming in his speech, and able to persuade 
and flatter many souls'. 2 3 7 To identify Arius as belonging to the school 
tradition is not to marginalize him as 'a fringe figure';238 rather, it is to 
place him in one of Alexandrian Christianity's most vibrant and long-
lived modes of spiritual and social identity, which appears marginal only 
from the perspective of later Christian episcopal orthodoxy. It was 

U J Epiph. Haer. 69. 2 . 2 (3. 153 . 16 Holl-Dunimer)- tr. Philip R. Amidon, SJ, The 
'Panama' of Sc. Epiphanius ofSalamis (New York and Oxford, 1990), 255. 
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precisely this episcopal orthodoxy that Alexander, the bishop of 
Alexandria, was trying to establish. In doing so, he faced not only the 
continued work of independent teachers in the city but also the per
sistence of academic Christianity's philosophical speculation and 
intellectual mode of authority within his own episcopal organization—a 
clear threat to any system of bureaucratic authority headed by the 

ishop. When Arms' opinions appeared to transgress the limits of 
acceptable diversity, Alexander took the opportunity to assert his 
episcopal primacy by condemning the presbyter through a synod of 
bishops. Alexander, in the words of his secretary Athanasius, expressed 

ie opinion of the episcopal party: 'There is one body of the universal 
[KadoXtKrj\ Church, and a command is given to us in the sacred 
Scriptures to preserve the bond of unity and peace.' 2 3 9 And so the Arian 
conflict got under way. 

Virgins w:ere active among the Alexandrian Christians who supported 
either Arius or his episcopal opponents. According to Epiphanius, Arius 
'managed to draw apart from the church [namely, the anti-Arian party] 
into a single group seven hundred virgins'.2*0 In 321/2 Alexander com
plained that the Arians 'at times convene tribunals through conversation 
with disorderly "silly women" whom they have deceived [2 Tim. 3: 6], 
and at other times bring ridicule upon Christianity through their young 
women [vewTepat] walking around the entire city impiously'. 2 4 1 Here 
Alexander, inspired by the activities of pro-Arian women, first uses 2 
Tim. 3: 6-7 to construct a natural connection between women and 
heresy. 2 4 2 Later in the conflict (V.356) Athanasius charged that male 
Arians not only verbally abused and physically attacked Athanasian 
virgins, but also 'gave permission to the women of their party to insult 
whomever they chose'. 2 4 3 Still other Alexandrian virgins made protests 
in Athanasius' favour, prompting Constantine to write a letter com
manding them 'to keep quiet'. 2 4 4 In many of his writings, Athanasius 
described how virgins suffered violence, imprisonment, torture, and 
verbal abuse for their pro-Athanasian activities, particularly during the 

m Alex. Al. Ep. encyci 2 (6. 3-4 Op.). On Athanasius' authorship of this fetter, 
see G. Christopher Stead, 'Athanasius'' Earliest Written Work*, JTS, N S 30 (1988), 
76-91. 

M Epiph. Haer. 69. 3. 2 (3. 154. 17-18 HoJl-Dummcr; Amidon, Panarion, 256). 
M 1 AJex. Al. Ep. Alex. 5 (Urk. 14; 20. 14-16 Op.); cf. 58 (29. 5-8 Op.). Date: WrUliams, 

Arius, 48-58. 
2 4 2 Virginia Burrus, 'The Heretical Woman as Symbol in Alexander, Athanasius, 

Epiphanius, and Jerome', HTR 84(1991), 229-48, at 233-5. 
2« H. Ar. 59. 2-3 (216. 14-20 Op.). 
1 + 4 Soz. H.e. 2. 31. 2 (96. 10-12 Bidez-Hansen). 
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persecutions of 3 3 9 and 3 5 6 . 2 4 5 Eager to portray his opponents as ruth
less and unprincipled, Athanasius in these passages depicts the virgins as 
helpless objects of Arian violence. But his references to the actions of 
Arian women and the protests made by Athanasian virgins suggest that 
some Alexandrian virgins were not merely passive victims of a conflict in 
which they had no part, but rather were active participants in a struggle 
over ideas that they valued. In this struggle, virgins allied with the 
Allans probably suffered indignities similar to those endured by 
Athanasian ascetics, but Alexander and Athanasius do not report them. 
In their eyes, the virgins associated with heretical groups played far too 
public a role: conversing with men, walking around the city in an 
impious fashion, and insulting Nicene Christians. That is, they were 
vocal supporters of the Arian cause. Apart from any attraction that the 
content of their teachings might have had for ascetics, the circles around 
Arius and his allies doubdess appealed to some Alexandrian virgins as 
places where they could fruitfully both cultivate their asceticism and 
advance in Christian philosophy.2 4* The response of Bishops Alexander 
and Athanasius to this situation was twofold: first, an attack on the 
Christian school tradition in general; secondly, a programme of 
secluding virgins in private lives of prayer. 

Athanasius attacked academic Christianity by attacking the concept of 
a Christian teacher: he claimed that only Christ was to be called 'teacher1 

and so made the tide 'teacher' in reference to human beings a negative 
one; he then attached that title to his opponents, rendering them suspect, 
and denied that he himself was a teacher. In his Festal Letter for 3 5 2 , the 
bishop distinguished between 'the words of the saints' and 'the fancies of 
human invention' by claiming that only the 'saints', the authors of the 
New Testament books, handed down what they heard from the Word of 
God himself 'without alteration*; hence, 'of these the Word wants us to 
be disciples, and they should be our teachers, and it is necessary for us to 
obey only them'. 2 4 7 Here the bishop claimed that Christian doctrine was 

•* £>. etuyel. 3. 6; 4. 4-5 (172. 10-21; 173. 14-20 Op.); Apol. sec. 15; 30. 3 (98. 20-99. 
8; 109. 26 Op.); Apol. Const. 27. 37; 33, 16-41 S.; Fug. 6. 7-8,24-8 S.; H. Ar. 12. 3; 48. 2; 
55 3-4; 59- 2-3; 72. 5-6; 81. 5. 7i 9 (189. 16; 211. 6-7; 214. 21-33; 216. 14-20; 223. 7-14; 
229. 13, 21—5, 31-3 Op.); Thdt. H.e. 2, 14. 13 (127. 16-128. 3 Parmcnner-Scheidweiler). 
For a narrative description of this violence, see Badger, 'New Man', 225-33. 

*** Alexandrian topography may also have played a role. Christopher Haas suggests 
that the proximity of Arius* parish church of Raucalis to the martyriurn of St Mark and 
to suburban cemeteries made ascetic* who congregated in such places a significant 
portion of Arius' congregation (The Arians of Alexandria", VC 47 (1993). 243-5, at 
237-8). 

" Ep. /est. (syr.) 2. 7 (24. 12; 24. 22-25. 1 C). Festal Letter 24 has been mistakenly 
transmitted as No. 2. 



Virginity and Ecclesiastical Politics 67 

unchanging and found only in the canon that he and his supporters 
recognized; the only good teachers were the authors of the canonical 
books. Athanasius later used his 39th Festal Letter (367) to attack his 
opponents by portraying them as teachers whose ideas were too original 
and whose reading lists included too wide a range of Christian literature. 
This episde is jusdy famous because it contains the first list of the New 
Testament canon that would eventually prevail, but less studied is its 
origin in the social conflict between episcopal and academic Christiani-
ties.24H Athanasius, the patron of the episcopal party, claimed that only 
Christ himself was to be the teacher of Christians: 'The name of Wisdom 
becomes him because it is he alone who is the true teacher. For who 
is to be trusted to teach human beings about the Father except he 
who exists always in his bosom?' 2 4 9 Jesus, Athanasius pointed out, com
manded that Christians call no one else 'teacher' (Matt. 23: 8-10) . The 
apostles were therefore called teachers only honorifically; in reality, they 
were merely disciples, mouthpieces who passed on what the Word of 
God told them: 

For the words that the disciples proclaim do not belong to them; rather, they 
heard them from the Saviour. Therefore, even if it is Paul who is teaching, it is 
Christ who is speaking in him. And even if he says that the Lord has appointed 
teachers in the churches [1 Cor. 12: 28], it is he [the Lord] who first teaches them 
and sends them out. For the nature of everyone who is part of creation is to be 
taught, but our Lord and Demiurge is by nature a teacher. For he was not taught 
by another person how to be a teacher, but all human beings, even if they are 
called 'teacher1, were first disciples. Moreover, everyone is instructed since the 
Saviour supplies them with the knowledge of the Spirit, so that they might be 
God's students. But our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, being the Word of the 
Father, was not instructed by anyone else. Rightly he alone is the Teacher.2* 

This is an attack on the use by teachers of academic pedigrees to legiti
mate their authority, a strategy that we have seen Arius employ in the 
Thalia: Christ, said Athanasius, has no need to produce such a pedigree, 
being himself Word and Wisdom. 

By making this claim, Athanasius hoped to replace the authority of 
human teachers with the authority of his biblical canon. The disciples, 
the bishop said, simply wrote what Christ the Teacher told them in the 

iA* An English translation of Festal Letter 39 is provided in the Appendix to this book. In 
this letter Athanasius attacked also the use of writings that he considered 'apocryphal', a 
practice that he attributes to the Melitians; here 1 focus only on the anti-academic aspect of 
the letter. 

w Ep.fest. (cop.) 39 (OLP 15: ir. aio-29 Co.). 
» Ibid. (16. 17-31 I-ef-)-
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Scriptures, which therefore included every doctrine human beings need 
to know. 2 5 1 Athanasius declared that the canon, unlike teachers who 
traced their predecessors back to the source of Christian truth, recorded 
Truth's speech directly, without mediation or development. This 
unchanging canon made the intellectual originality of the schoolroom 
appear suicidal: heretical teachers, by daring to be original, had 
'abandoned the spring of life' (that is, Athanasius1 canon) and thus 
'remained dead in their unbelief by being bound by their evil thoughts, 
just as the Egyptians were bound by their own axles'. 2 5 2 In this way 
Athanasius sought to render independent Christian academic activity 
illegitimate by making the tide 'teacher', when applied to a human being, 
a cause for suspicion and distrust, and by claiming that original human 
thought was evil and dead. In turn, the bishop, who was manifesdy 
teaching and inventing new ideas, had to deny what he was doing and 
say that he was himself no teacher, but merely a conduit for an unchang
ing tradition: 'For I have not written these things as if I were teaching, 
for I have not attained such a rank. . . . I have thus informed you of 
everything that I heard from my father [i.e. Alexander].' i i J Even when 
claiming not to be a teacher and attacking the use of academic pedigrees, 
Athanasius acted like a teacher by referring to his own academic succes
sion in the person of Alexander. These strategies of personal attacks on 
teachers and professed condemnation of original thought were the 
staples of Christian school polemics dating back to Justin Martyr. 2 5 4 

In the second century', Irenaeus employed a similar strategy of using 
academic succession to bolster the authority7 of bishops but of reserving 
the tide 'teacher', and its connotations of suspicious originality, for bis 
opponents. 2 5 5 Here the episcopal party in fourth-century Alexandria 
used the rhetoric of anti-intellcctualism to render their Arian opponents 
suspect and their own teaching activity invisible. 

In this campaign, Athanasius stressed that the Word of God, unlike 
human beings, had no need to learn anything: he was by nature a 
teacher; human beings, by nature students. This assertion took aim not 
only at the school tradition's great esteem for the teacher, but also at the 
Arians' alleged depiction of the Word as one who advanced in knowledge 
and virtue and therefore could serve as a model for Christians making 

251 Ep.fisl. (cop.) 39 (OLP 15: 6V. 025-^29 Co.). 
1 5 2 Ibid. (17. 8-9,2i-4 Lef.). 
» Ibid. (21. 11-12, 14-15 Lcf.). 

Layton, 'Significance of Basüidcs*. 135-6. 
U í Virginia Burrus, "Hierarchalizarion and Genderization of Leadership in the Writings 

of Irenaeus', SP 21 (1989), 42-8, at 43-5. 
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their own spiritual progress. 2 5 6 Whether or not Arian Christians actually 
held this soteriology, their opponents saw it as a clear implication of their 
christology. 2 5 7 According to Alexander, the Arians said that the Word of 
God was 'of mutable nature and capable of both virtue and vice'. 2 5 5 Since 
*no one is by nature a son of God 1 , the Word was 'singled out1 among the 
higher beings 'on account of the diligence of his way of life and his 
discipline [ao/crjoic], which did not turn to the worse'. 2 3 9 As the Psalmist 
wrote: 'You have loved righteousness and hated injustice; therefore, 
God, your God, has anointed you with the oil of gladness above your 
fellows' (Ps. 44 (45): 8 ) . 2 6 0 According to Alexander, the Arians under
stood the 'therefore' in this verse to show that God promoted the Word 
to the status of 'son' based on his virtue. The moral of this story was 
clear to Alexander: 'We too can be sons of God like him'. 2 6 1 Athanasius 
also claimed that the Arians saw the Word as one who learns and 
advances: 

*But% they say, 'although he [the Ward] is a creature and of things originate, yet 
as from a teacher [oidaaxaAo;] and artisan he learned how to create and thus 
ministered to God who taught him.' . . . If the Wisdom of God attained to the 
ability to create through instruction [oioaoxaAia], how is he still Wisdom when 
he needs to learn? And what was he before he learned? For it was not Wisdom, 
if it needed teaching; it was surely but some empty thing, and not essential 
Wisdom; rather, through advancement [trpo/ton-q] it had the name of Wisdom, 
and will be Wisdom only so long as it can keep what it has learned. For what has 
accrued not by any nature but from learning admits of being one time 
unlearned.262 

In this conflict the notions that Christians held about God and Christ 
were closely tied to the social forms in which they developed and 
inculcated these notions. 2 6 3 In academic Christianity-, the Christian 
teacher's classroom, filled with students eager to progress in wisdom and 
virtue by patterning themselves after their mentor, found its heavenly 

"* Robert C. Gregg and Dennis E. Groh, Early Arianism—A View of Salvation 
(Philadelphia, 1981). 

2 5 7 Gregg and Groh's argument that the Arians depicted the Word as one who advanced 
in knowledge and virtue and hence served as a model for Christians has not won universal 
acceptance (see e.g. Williams, Arias, 10-20), but even Williams's summary of Arius* under
standing of the Word's 'promotion' places a great emphasis on the Son's use of his freedom 
to choose virtue (Anus, 114-15). 

2 5 1 Alex. Al. Ep. Alex, ti (Urk 14; 21. 12 Op.). 
1 B Ibid. 13(21-20-2Op). 
M Ibid. 14(22. 1-3 Op.). 
M Ibid. 11 (21. 15 Op.). 
** Ar. 2. 28 (PG 26. 205c, 208a); cf. Ar. t. 37 (PG 26. 880-90). 
2 4 3 Cf. Gregg and Groh, Early Arianism, 163-4. 
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and Virtues (Berkeley, Calif., 1987), 3-14, at 4. 

analogue in the Word's education at the feet of the Father. Like the 
charismatic teacher, the Word was a model for Christians to imitate. 
This spirituality was well adapted to late antiquity's 'civilization of 
paideia\ at the heart of which was the 'intensive male bonding' between 
teacher and pupil. 2 6 4 In some of Alexandria's Christian study circles, this 
scholastic 'male bonding' was projected on to the deity itself, and on 
earth it was modified to include educated, celibate women. 

Bishops Alexander and Athanasius would have none of this: by nature 
the Word was the only true Teacher, human beings, on the other hand, 
were by nature merely 'God's students', taught by the Word through its 
mouthpieces, the Scriptures and the bishops. Athanasius, as we shall sec 
in Chapter 3 , developed his own teaching about human imitation of the 
divine, but one based on humanity's dissimilarity—not likeness—to the 
Word. In this context, Athanasius' attempt to detach Alexandrian 
Christians from heterodox teachers required not only his prohibition of 
their actual interaction with such teachers, but also his attack on the 
image of Christ that provided mythic legitimacy to the school tradition. 
Athanasius drew a line between Creator and created and limited the term 
'teacher' to the former and the term 'student' to the latter. iMeanwhile, 
Alexander's description of the Arian position on the Word suggests how 
it may have appealed specifically to Christian virgins since the Word was 
promoted by God on the basis of his 'discipline' (aoKrjots). 

So far we have studied the anti-Arian bishops' campaign against 
academic Christianity in general and Arianism in particular as it was 
waged in writings not specifically directed to virgins, although ascetic 
Christians formed a prominent segment of the audience to which the 
bishops were appealing. When they addressed virgins in particular, 
Alexander and Athanasius supplemented their attacks on the tide 
'teacher' and on the Arian Word with interpretations of the virgin's 
symbolic marriage to the Word that promoted their political goals. 
Alexander's lengthy exhortation against christological error quoted in 
Athanasius' first Letter to Virgins urged virgins to be devoted exclusively 
to their bridegroom, the Word of God; to give heed only to teachers who 
transmit his teaching, by which he meant specifically the Nicene party; 
and to take as their model of virtue not Christ or any male, but the 
Virgin Mary. Alexander connected the episcopate's idea of unchanging 
doctrine with a prospective bride's desire to know about her fiance: like 
other brides, the virgins must learn the character of their bridegroom. 
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but they should 'become acquainted with him not through simply any
one', but only through 'the people who speak about God just as the 
Scriptures do' , 2 6 5 that is, Alexander and his partisans. Alexander told the 
virgins that, like other wives, they should give themselves only to their 
husband and avoid any other man. 2 6 6 If the virgins were to cling only to 
Christ, they would not be confused by differing or complex ideas: 'You 
will not stumble in your inner thoughts.' The incarnate Christ, 
Alexander said, did not provide the virgins with an example of discipline 
to imitate as Arian (and Hieracite) christology implied; rather, the divine 
Word's taking on flesh enabled their virginity: 'If the Word had not 
become flesh, how would you now be joined with him and cling to him? 
But when the Lord bore the body of humanity, the body became accept
able to the Word. Therefore, you have now become virgins and brides of 
Christ.' 2 6 7 The virgins did not need to turn to any male teachers for their 
instruction; their parents and the Virgin Mary were sufficient for them: 

For already you have nourishment from your parents, from whom you have 
received the seeds of the desire for virtue. For because they have nourished you 
well, the bridegroom has found you and spoken to your heart. He persuaded you 
to remain a virgin for him. Moreover, you likewise have the way of life [voAima] 
of Mary as a pattern [TUTTOC] and image [eiKutv] of the heavenly life.2 6 3 

Alexander, then, warned the virgins against Arian christological ideas, 
but he also urged them to cultivate a life of virtue that was private, one 
developed not in the context of the study circle gathered around the male 
teacher, but rather in the home with their parents. 

Writing perhaps decades later, Athanasius expanded on these themes 
in the remainder of the Letter as well as in his other epistles to virgins, 
with the goal of detaching virgins from Arian study circles and secluding 
them in communities ancillary to the Athanasian episcopate. First, he too 
urged virgins to form their discipline through imitation, not of the Word 
or of any male teacher, but of the Virgin Mary, Virginity's eternal 
'image' (ciVoii'), and of other virgins, Virginity's more temporary 
images. 2 6 9 Here a distinctive Athanasian process of self-formation 
through observation, imitation, and reflection functioned to create self-
contained communities of women. Young virgins were to be 'silent 

» Ep. virg. 1. 37 (OJ- " -4 L<f-). 
* Ibid. 41 (93-7-i3Lef.). 
x Ibid. 41,43 (93. 17; 04- 25-9 Lef.); Badger, 'New Man\ 259-63 
** Ep. virg. 1. 45 (94- 36-05. 6 Lef.). 
*• Ibid. 11-12,17 (77. 33-4; 78. 5-7; 80.20-1 Lef.); cf. Ep. virg. 2. 9 (113-19 Leb-); Ep 

virg. 1.35 (90. 25-35 Lef.). 
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students' before 'elder women', 2 7 0 not speaking subjects interacting with 
intellectual males. Secondly, Athanasius told virgins that, as the brides of 
Christ, they should avoid conversation with human males and instead 
only converse silendy with their bridegroom, the Word of God. 2 7 1 Once 
again Mary was the model of a virgin whose contacts with men were 
limited to fleeting glimpses and never involved hearing: 'She was not 
familiar with the male voice.' 2 7 2 The intended effect of these regulations 
was to silence the virgins' public conversations with anti-Athanasian 
teachers by fostering in them a private conversation of thoughts and 
prayers with Christ. In Athanasius* view, virgins should live secluded 
among themselves in a zone of silence. 

Athanasius' effort to separate virgins from the discourse of academic 
Christianity thus involved intensive censorship of the virgin's speech 
and hearing. The virgin must not, 'listening with desire, accept vain 
sounds'; she should 'speak like a dove, which barely speaks in her 
heart' (cf. Nahum 2: 8); even her laughter was to be 'without a 
sound*. 2 7 3 Silence ought to surround the virgin. This sensibility found 
expression in Athanasius' description of an assault on an Athanasian 
church in June 356. Virgins were beaten, unveiled, and kicked—'dread
ful', Athanasius admitted—but 'what happened next was worse and 
more intolerable than any outrage': young men attacked them with 
obscene language. The Arians incited such an assault because 'they 
knew the virgins' piety and the immaculate character of their hearing 
and that they were better able to endure stones and swords than words 
of obscenity*. T o Athanasius, assault on a virgin with language was far 
worse than any physical attack. The Athanasian virgins and other women 
'fled from such words as if from the bites of asps', doubtiess to return 
to the silent speech of Christ. 2 7 4 We have seen that virgins were vocal 
participants in the Arian conflict; displeased with this situation, 
Athanasius created a model for the virginal life that emphasized silent 
seclusion. 

Athanasius claimed that the virgin's silent conversation with the Word 
would engender within her thoughts that were stable and pure, instead 
of the evil and confused thoughts that human teachers produced. Again, 
Mary provided the model of a virgin whose interior life was true and 

CT Ep. virg. 2. 8 (110-12 Lcb.) 
m £p- virg. 1. 30 (87. 3'-88- 12 Lef); Virg. (syr.) 5 (40-5 Leb.). 
ro Ep. virg. 1. 17 (80. 13 ; cf. 80. 3-5 Lef.). 
1 7 5 Ep. virg. 2.4,14,11-12 (66-7, iQ2, 137-69 Leb.). 
r'* H. Ar. 55. 3-4 (214. 21-33 Op->; cf. Ph. Spec. 3. 174 (LCL 7. 585), where a woman 

who hears obscene language in the market-place should *stop her ears and run away*. 
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stable, undisturbed by curiosity or dissent from official teaching. 2 7 3 In the 
same way, Athanasius told the virgin that her relationship with her 
husband, the Lord, ought to be an exchange of thoughts, in which 
'heavenly thoughts enter you 1 and 'your thoughts fly [to him]*. 2 7 6 This 
exchange, we have seen, was analogous to sexual reproduction in that it 
gave birth to 'true and immortal thoughts'; here was another imitation of 
the Virgin Mary, whose bearing of Rationality itself (Aoyos) was 
mirrored in the virgins' bearing of'rationalities' (Xoyiotioi).271 In contrast 
to this faithful intellectual reproduction, the heretics offered 'evil 
thoughts'; the devil, 'a human thought'; these gave birth only to 'con
fusion'. 2 7 8 T o avoid this evil, Athanasius instructed the virgin to cultivate 
an internal, private self, one that in public kept silent and conveyed its 
holiness to others visually, not vocally. 2 7 9 The virgin who followed this 
pattern would not adhere to a public study circle gathered around a 
lecturing teacher; instead, she would, through silent prayer to her bride
groom, acquire 'good thinking' as her 'guardian and teacher'. Her 
conversation would not be the verbal discourse between teacher and 
student; rather, it would be the silent exchange of thoughts with her 
heavenly husband. Such a virgin would not take a learned male ascetic as 
her image of virtue; she would instead conform her lifestyle to that of 
Virginity's eternal image, Mary, and her temporal images, older ascetic 
women. In Athanasius' view the context for the virgin's cultivation of 
her self was to have been completely private; her public role was to 
function as a silent image. 

To-be sure, as in his other writings, Athanasius did not reject com
pletely the values and traditions of academic Christianity in his exhorta
tions to virgins; rather, he adapted academic values to his cause by 
restricting teaching and learning to a carefully defined space in the 
public church that was under his control. Beside her reading of the 
Scriptures at home, the virgin was to do her learning in the church 
building, but only within the authorized rituals and modes of instruc
tion. Other conversation would make the church 'a house of gibberish' 
when it should be *a house of prayers, a house of listening to the divine 
words, a house of learning the holy teaching'. 2 8 0 The virgin was to go to 
church, receive the official teaching, and return home, avoiding contact 

n s Ep. virg. I, 13 (78. 11,19-23 Lef.). 
m Virg. (syr.) 2 (19-25 Leb.). 
w Ep. virg. 1. 3 (74. 7-12 Lef.). The Coptic word used for 'rationalities* or 'thoughts* is 

•A\€eo"£, the equivalent of Xoywfxos. 
»» Bp, virg. 1. 22, 30, 32 (83- 88. 5; 89. 7 Let). 
m Ibid. 15 (79. 17-31 Lef.). m Ep. virg. 2. 10 (122, 130-2 Leb.). 
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with other people. 2 8 1 It was not that the virgin was to receive no teaching 
at all; she simply must be sure to accept only the proper teachings, which 
she would find in the Scriptures and in the Church, presided over by its 
bishops and priests. 2 8 2 Athanasius, in two of his letters to virgins, pre
sented his predecessor Bishop Alexander as a learned teacher: 'And the 
gospels were in his hand, for he was a long-time lover of reading.*283 

And, of course, the immediate source of proper teaching was the 
speaker himself, Bishop Athanasius, who none the less claimed merely to 
pass on 'what we heard from our father Alexander' and hence to be no 
innovative human teacher dispensing evil thoughts of confusion. 2 8 4 

Athanasius, then, having depicted academic Christianity as intellectually 
disorientated and morally suspect, still applied academic imagery to him
self, other clergy, and their church meetings, all the while denying their 
academic character. 

Athanasius prefaced his citation of Alexander's anti-Arian exhortation 
by urging the virgins not to 'make your discipline [aatcnois] different 
from others'. 2 8 5 This remark, along with the extensive polemic against 
Arian concepts, has caused some to wonder whether Arius and his 
followers, who undoubtedly appealed to ascetic Christians, promoted a 
form of asceticism different from that practised by Athanasian 
Christians. 2 8 6 In this view, the Life of Antony might also be targeted 
against an 'Arian asceticism'. If such an alternative ascetic discipline 
existed, there is no evidence for what it was like. Probably the basic form 
of the asceticism practised by 'Arian' virgins would have been little 
different from that practised by 'Athanasian' virgins: sexual renuncia
tion, fasts, prayers, vigils, readings in the Scriptures, and so on. It is hard 
to imagine a regime much different from this one, although differences 
in degrees of harshness are to be expected. Still, virgins associated with 
Arian study circles may have understood themselves as progressing in 
discipline and philosophy in imitation of the Word's own advancement; 
philosophical discussion with their teachers and one another would have 
been a central part of their spiritual formation. Athanasius' goal was to 
detach Alexandrian virgins from such schools by telling them to behave 

m Ep. virg. 2. 10 (132-6 Lcb.) 
m Ibid. 4, 8 (65-7,106-8 Lcb.). 
m Ep. virg. 1, 36 (91. 11-12 Lef.); cf. Athanasius ap. Scv. Hist. pair. Alex. t. 8: 'He 
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Everts.). 

™ Ep.virg. 1.36(91- 5-6 Lef.). 
** Ibid. 33 (89. 32 Lef.). 
m Elm, "Organization and Institutions', 130-1. 
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more like wives. True virgins, he claimed, did not engage in public 
controversy, but inhabited a zone of silence, where they exchanged 
thoughts with a heavenly bridegroom. Their public role was to be 
limited to appearances in church, where they would passively receive 
proper teaching and the sacraments before returning to their homes. 
They were to be seen by others, but not heard. They need fear no loss of 
spiritual insight, for their bridegroom was no mere human teacher, stuck 
in the mud of his own 'evil thoughts'; 2 8 7 rather, their bridegroom was the 
Word of God, Discourse and Reason itself, the only true Teacher. 

Athanasius attempted to modify the behaviour and attitudes of 
Alexandrian virgins by appealing constandy to their tide 'brides of 
Christ1; this ride, Athanasius believed, required that virgins should 
behave like ordinary wives. Athanasius* picture of the ideal wife—silent, 
withdrawn, and submissive—probably did not reflect the actual 
behaviour of Roman wives, who doubtless often were not silent and obe
dient; rather, it drew on a tradition of marital ideals developed by Greek 
and Latin male philosophers, as well as on the household codes found in 
the New Testament. 3 8 8 Although not unanimous on these points, most 
ancient philosophers and moralists agreed that the ideal wife limited her 
activities to the home, dressed and behaved modestly, and devoted her
self exclusively to her husband. 2 8 9 A good example is the Conjugal 
Precepts of Plutarch, a Greek philosopher active in the first and second 
centuries C E . 2 9 0 According to Plutarch, the ideal wife conforms her 
emotions (seriousness or laughter) to those of her husband (140a), has no 
independent friends but only her husband's (140a), wears modest 
clothing (14j.de), and subordinates herself to her husband (i42de). The 
wife should stay at home and 'hide herself; if she must leave the house, 

2 0 Ep.fest. (cop.) 39 (17- 21-4 Lef). 
m Eph. 5: 21-6: 9; Col. 3: 18-4: i; 1 Tim. 2: 8-15; 5: 1-2; 6: 1-2; Titus 2: I-IO;3: 1; 1 

Pet. 2:11-3: 12 
*** Sec Trcggiari, Roman Marriage, 183-228. A recognition of the persistence of these 

attitudes in the period of the early empire should balance Michel Foucauh's emphasis on a 
new symmetry and reciprocity in the marital relationship during this period (The History of 
Sexuality, tr. R. Hurley (3 vols.; New York, 1978-86). 3- 147-85); cf. David L. Balch, Let 
Wives Be Submissive (Chico, Calif., 1981), 143-9. When reading ancient exhortations to 
mutual companionship in marriage, one ought to remember the substantial age difference 
between Roman (older) husbands and their (younger) wives (Sailer, *Men's Age at 
Marriage*, 33-4). 

**° References are to the edition and translation found in Plutarch's Moralia, tr. Frank 
Cole Babbitt (LCL; 15 vols.; Cambridge, Mass., 1927-8), 2. 298-343. Cf. Kathleen 
O'Brien Wicker, 'First Century Marriage Ethics: A Comparative Study of the Household 
Codes and Plutarch's Conjugal Precepts', in J. W. Flanagan and A. W. Robinson (cds.). So 
Famine in the Land (Missoula. Mont., 1975), 141-53. 
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she should only be seen with her husband (i39d). She should not speak 
to other people or in public; rather, the ideal wife lives in 'silence' and 
speaks only 'to or through her husband' (i42cd). The groom is not only 
the woman's husband, but also her father and brother; indeed, the wife 
should consider him her 'guide, philosopher, and teacher [OiSaoxoAoc] 
in all that is most lovely and divine' (145c). Independent thought is 
particularly dangerous: 

It is said that no woman ever produced a child without the co-operation of a 
man, yet there are misshapen, flcshlike, uterine growths originating in some 
infection, which develop of themselves and acquire firmness and solidity, and are 
commonly called 'moles'. Great care must be taken that this sort of thing does 
not take place in women's minds [i/ivxai]. For if they do not receive the seed of 
good doctrines [Aoyoi] and share with their husbands in intellectual advancement 
[vcuocw], they, left to themselves, conceive many untoward ideas and low 
designs and emotions (i45de). 

Here Plutarch, as we have seen Athanasius do, 2 9 1 metaphorically com
pares the production of thoughts in a woman's mind to sexual inter
course and reproduction: neither should take place without the 
husband's 'seed'. Plutarch's ideal bride will conform her intellectual, 
emotional, and social lives to the leadership of her bridegroom. Jews and 
Christians adopted these ideals in their own marital ethics: Philo of 
Alexandria, for example, agreed that the outdoor, public life was for 
men; the indoor, household life for women. 2 9 2 Athanasius went further 
and applied these marital principles to the proper conduct of the 
Christian virgin, taking the tide 'bride of Christ' as his warrant to do so. 
Here, however, the virgin's bridegroom, to whom she was to be 
exclusively devoted, was a divine, heavenly being; actual direction of the 
virgin's life therefore passed into the hands of the bridegroom's earthly 
representatives, the bishops and priests. Only they could supply the 
proper 'seed' of the bridegroom. 

It would appear that many Alexandrian virgins did not interpret their 
symbolic status as 'brides of Christ' as requiring the withdrawn, episco-
pally controlled lifestyle that Athanasius wanted. Perhaps, too, this 
particular tide was not the central religious symbol in the virgins' own 
understanding of their identity; other tides appear in Athanasius' 
writings—'temple of the Word', 'daughter of Jerusalem', and simply 
'virgin', designations that possibly did not carry with them the sub
ordinating implications of 'bride* that the bishop so relendessly 

Ep virg. 1. 3 (74. 7-12 Lef.). » Ph. Spec. 3. 169. 
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exploited. Thus, many virgins did not play the role of the dutiful wife. 
Instead, they carried on their own commercial activities, made journeys 
to the Holy Land, cultivated innovative relationships with ascetic men, 
and participated in public discussions of Christian philosophy. 
Athanasius' invocation of the virgin's marital union with the Word of 
God was meant to curtail these independent behaviours. 

The traditional tide 'bride of Christ' appealed to Athanasius not only 
because it helped his political goals, but also because the union of human 
flesh with the Word of God in the incarnation was so central to his 
theology. The union of a human woman with the divine Word paralleled 
this archetypal union. The Athanasian motto, 'He became human so that 
we might become divine', stressed that the Sa\-iour was not 'a mere 
human being', but 'truly the Son of God, being the Word and Wisdom 
and Power of the Father'; his incarnation rendered his assumed body 
incorruptible and, through that single body, miraculously divinized all 
human flesh. 2 9 3 Thus, by Athanasius' logic, for the virgin who was in 
need, whether financially, intellectually, or spiritually, union with the 
Word was completely sufficient: 

When you have found him, hold on to him, and do not leave him until he brings 
you into his bedroom. He is your bridegroom. He is the one who will crown you. 
It is he who is preparing the wedding garment for you. It is he who is revealing 
to you the treasures. It is he who is preparing the Father's table for you, and who 
from the torrent of delight gives you to drink. Wait for him; gaze on him with 
your mind; speak to him; rejoice with him; take everything from him. For when 
you are fed by the Lord, you will lack nothing, and you will enjoy eternal life.29* 

The virgin, according to Athanasius, manifested her dependence on this 
all-sufficient Word by renouncing her ties to other men and by entering 
the secluded, but parish-orientated lifestyle that he recommended. 
There were many activities open to virgins in fourth-century Alexandria 
(pilgrimages, controversies over theology, commerce), and many men 
who appealed to them for their company and allegiance ('Arian' and 
Hiera cite teachers, potential husbands, male ascetics). Athanasius 
declared that the virgin needed none of these: her life was complete if 
she relied totally on Christ, her bridegroom; he was sufficient for her. 
Moreover, Athanasius' christology of divinization promoted a mode 
of social formation (the emerging parish church) different from those 
reinforced by competing christologies of moral exemplification: by 
portraying Christ, the virgins' bridegroom, as the enabler rather than the 

Inc. 54- 11-12; 48. 40-1 T.; see Ch. 3. *** Ep. virg. 2. 31 (401-8 Leb.). 
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model of their \irginity, Athanasius hoped to dissuade virgins from 
adhering to either a Christian school or an alternative community made 
up of only ascetics. 

Several of the themes that the bishop developed in his writings to 
virgins had ramifications that went beyond the virgins themselves. These 
included the ascetic life as a battle with Satan, in which the Christian is 
aided by Christ and his angels; the restoration of the mind's ascendancy 
over the body and, hence, the acquisition of proper 'thoughts'; the 
incarnate Word more as the enabler of virtue than as its model; self-
formation through a pattern of imitation; the importance of human free
dom and the exercise of the will in the life of virtue; the Church as a 
hierarchical unit)', made up of married people and celibates. With some 
modification, these ideas could apply equally to the lives of non-ascetic 
Christians, but the virgin, because she was most closely united to the 
Word of God, embodied them in their purest form. Athanasius, more
over, hoped that the virgin who saw her spiritual life in these terms not 
only would enjoy a blessed relationship with Christ, but also would 
remove herself from relationships and groups that were not under his 
control. In this way, Athanasius' instructions to virgins furthered his 
project of consolidating the Alexandrian Church under him and his 
hierarchy. 

It is ironic that, in order to create a more unified Church, Athanasius 
considered it necessary to separate the virgins from the Church's public 
life more completely. The episcopal organization that the bishop was 
forming had no room for young women who engaged in independent 
commercial activities and undertook pilgrimages, who participated in 
study circles and their theological debates, and who formed alliances of 
mutual care with ascetic men. T o be sure, the Alexandrian virgins were 
to consider themselves part of the diverse Church, made up not only of 
brides of Christ like themselves, but also of women married to less 
ethereal husbands. None the less, their role in this Church was to be 
carefully regulated, their appearances in public few and silent, their 
contact with others minimal. Their primary' function was to form an 
'enclosed garden' in the busy city, a temple of God's unsullied holiness 
in the midst of a congregation whose life was filled with violence and 
politics. Athanasius had a far different message for the men who lived as 
monks in the monasteries at the edges of the city or in the desert: they 
were to become more actively involved in the life of local churches. But 
the role of women in the Church required a more cautious approach. 
Essentially, Athanasius wanted every Christian woman to take on the 
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social role of a wife: either as an ordinary wife dominated by her earthly 
husband, or as a supernatural wife dominated by her divine bridegroom, 
the Word of God, through his agents, Athanasius and his fellow clergy. 



2 

The Desert Fathers and the Episcopate 

When Gregory of Nazianzus wrote that Athanasius 'reconciled* ascetic 
Christians with the institutional Church, he did not have in mind the 
consecrated virgins of the city, but the monks of the desert, with whom 
Athanasius took refuge during his third exile. 1 While groups of virgins in 
the churches could be traced back to the New Testament period, both 
Athanasius and Gregory considered the monastic movement in the 
Egyptian desert something new. Late in the third century, male ascetics, 
who also enjoyed a long tradition in the churches, first developed social 
forms comparable to those of ascetic women, beginning a process that 
would rapidly lead to the thousands of monks spread throughout 
the Christian world. 2 At that time ascetic men called apotaktikoi 
('renouncers') began to move into community houses and to adopt a 
distinctive style of dress. By the beginning of Athanasius* episcopate 
in 328, however, three new forms of monasticism had emerged: the 
eremitical life associated with Antony, the semi-eremitical associated 
with Ammoun and Macarius, and the coenobiric associated with 
Pachomius, and these were rapidly eclipsing the apotactic lifestyle in the 
popular imagination of Christian Egypt. 3 Unlike the apotactic monks, 
who were to be found in the heart of the city and were engaged in the 
affairs of the parish church, these new monks lived apart from 'the 
world*, either in the desert or behind monastery walls. Church leaders 
like Athanasius were quick to embrace these new, more removed forms 
of monasticism as the most legitimate kinds of ascetic life for men, for 
such stark withdrawal was both symbolically powerful and politically 
fortuitous: symbolically powerful in its resonance with the great 
imaginative distance between city and desert;4 politically fortuitous in 

1 Gr. Naz. Or. 21. 19. 20-22 Mossay-Lafbntainc. 
1 E. A. Judge, 'The Earliest Use of Monachos for "Monk" (P. Coll Yourie 77) and the 

Origins of Monasticism', J AC 20 (1977), 72-89. 
: This tripartite scheme, along with its fictitious founder figures, oversimplifies a fluid, 

complex situation; see James E. Goehring, 'The Origins of Monasticism', in H. W. 
Attridge and G. Hala (eds.), Euubius, Christianity, and Judaism (Detroit, 1992), 235-55. 

4 James E. Goehring, 'The Encroaching Desert: Literary Production and Ascetic Space 
in Early Christian Egypt*, _7£CS 1 (1993), 281-96. 
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its removal of competing male authority figures from the immediate 
proximity of insecure bishops. 

Desert monks were not, however, an unmixed blessing for Athanasius 
and his fellow bishops. In several respects, their emergence posed even 
greater challenges to the development of a parish-centred Church than 
did that of the urban virgins. Not only did the desert monastic move
ment represent something new; it was primarily, but not exclusively, a 
male institution.5 While the maintenance of proper gender roles shaped 
Athanasius' dealings with the Alexandrian virgins, this issue does not 
arise in his correspondence with the desert monks. Further, the monks, 
simply by being in the desert, outside 'the world', were removed from 
the immediate reach of the local bishop's authority. The geographical 
and symbolic division between desert and settled land made the monks 
appear more distant from local worshipping communities and their 
priests and bishops, even when the actual distance was small and inter
action between the monks and 'the world* quite common. 6 Although this 
distance had its advantages for bishops, monastic withdrawal could yet 
increase monks' prestige and represent criticism of episcopal 
Christianity. While it seemed to Athanasius that the practice of female 
virginity arose like a garden in the urban Church, the withdrawal of 
ascetic men (and some women) into the desert and monasteries con
tained elements of protest against the worldly nature of imperial 
Christianity: even the urge to receive the Eucharist from a presbyter 
could be temptation from the devil. 7 For these reasons, Athanasius could 
not address the desert fathers as he did the virgins: with simple declara
tive commands and regulations. Instead, Athanasius related to the monks 
like a politician: writing letters of advice, admonition, or consolation; 
making strategic appointments; articulating his vision of a Church made 
up of bishops, monks, and ordinary Christians. None the less, the 
bishop's ultimate goal was the same: to link ascetic Christians with 

5 Cf. Gochring, 'The Encroaching Desert', 203 n. 52. 
* On die one hand, 'the settlements of the fourth-century Egyptian ascetics combined 

geographical proximity to the settled land with a sense of measureless imaginative distance' 
(Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York, 1988), 215). On the other hand,'. . . one 
must be cautious lest the symbolic significance of the separation between eprjpos [desert] 
and 0U0 ¡ J I : Í I - [inhabited world] in the monastic literature of Egypt be translated into 
a reality that precludes too drastically the equally real social and economic interaction 
between the monks and the surrounding world' (James E. Gochring, 'The World Engaged: 
The Social and Economic World of Early Egyptian Monasücism', in J. E. Goehring, 
et at (eds.). Gnosticism and the Earty Christian World (Sonoma, Calif., 1990). 134-^4, at 

135). 
' Verba sen. 7. 24 (PL 73. 898); cf. Rowan A. Greer, Broken Lights and Mended Lives 

(University Park, Pa., and London, 1986), 164-8. 
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the orthodox episcopate and, when necessary, to detach them from 
competing Christian groups. 

Gregory believed that Athanasius* personal example was sufficient to 
convince the desert fathers of their essential connection to the wider 
Church. Athanasius, he said, combined in his own person the virtues of 
action and contemplation and so demonstrated the mutual dependence 
of 'philosophy* (monasticism) and 'priesthood' (episcopate).8 Other 
ancient sources suggest that Athanasius did more than merely act as 
an example in his effort to connect monastic communities with the 
emerging system of parish churches. The present chapter will examine 
three sets of evidence that show Athanasius addressing the problems for 
church unity raised by monastic withdrawal into desert or monastery. 
First, in his correspondence with the eremitical and semi-eremitical 
monks in the northern part of Egypt, particularly Nitria, Athanasius 
worked out a proper relationship specifically between monk and bishop. 
He claimed that the bishop had the authority to adjudicate in disputes 
between monks over matters of ascetic practice; he brought ascetic issues 
such as the proper amount of sleep and the meaning of nocturnal 
emissions within the sphere of ecclesiastical truth that it was the bishop's 
task to preserve. Athanasius also recruited monks to become bishops. He 
insisted that the ascetic's withdrawal from the life of the city or town did 
not exempt him from the duties of church leadership. Monks, he 
claimed, were irrevocably tied to the parish churches through baptism 
and the formation of a shared way of life through imitation. Athanasius 
recognized the different roles of monk and bishop, but he made them 
intersect by saying that the monastic life was an extension of the network 
of parish churches that the bishops administered. 

Secondly, over the entire length of his career, Athanasius had dealings 
with the coenobitic monastic federation that Pachomius founded in the 
southern part of Egypt. Early in his episcopate, when the Pachomian 
community was still small and its relations with neighbouring churches 
still fluid, Athanasius did not devote much attention to complaints from 
a local bishop about Pachomius. But in the 360s, when the federation 
had grown too large and wealthy to be ignored, Athanasius twice inter
vened in the Pachomians' affairs, first by provoking a reconciliation 
between two of its leaders and then by virtually appointing a successor 
when one leader died. The bishop granted the Pachomian federation 
much autonomy, but he did not hesitate to assert his authority when 
circumstances appeared to require i t 

* GT. Naz. Or. 21.19. 17-20.14 Mossay-Lafontaine. 
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Thirdly, during his exile of 356-62, much of which he spent hiding in 
the desert, Athanasius waged a vigorous campaign to rally monks to his 
side in his struggle with the imperial authorities. He produced literary-
works that defended his own theology and actions and attacked those of 
his opponents; he disseminated a sensational account of Alius' ignoble 
death; he condemned the monks' practice of offering hospitality without 
regard to theological affiliation; and, in his Life of Antony, he depicted 
the famous hermit as a steadfast opponent of Athanasius' enemies. A 
monk's withdrawal, Athanasius insisted, did not exempt him from 
taking sides in church politics, and he had better choose the right party, 
namely the Athanasian episcopate. 

THE ROLES OF MONK AND BISHOP 

According to one of the Sayings of the Fathers, the bishop of Rhaithou on 
the Sinai peninsula ordained a monk named Matoes without the monk's 
consent. At supper the bishop said to the new priest: 'Forgive me, Abba. 
I know that you did not want this thing; but it was so that I might be 
blessed by you that I dared to do it.' Matoes replied that, indeed, he did 
not want to be ordained because he feared that, if he were, 'I must be 
divided from the brother who is with me, for I am not able to keep on 
making the prayers alone.' So the bishop ordained the other monk as 
well. But the two monk-priests never celebrated the Eucharist: Matoes 
explained, 'I trust God, that I will not receive great condemnation for my 
ordination, provided I do not make the offering. For ordination belongs 
to those who are blameless.'9 

This story illustrates some of the elements that complicated the 
relationship between the bishops of local churches and the multiplying 
ascetics outside the cities. The bishop recognizes the monk's spiritual 
power, he ordains the monk in order to receive the monk's blessing. The 
monk, however, fears that ordination will 'divide' him from his non-
ordained brother and interfere with his ascetic practices. And, once 
ordained, Matoes refuses to perform the duties of the office because of 
his great humility. The monk and bishop each ignore the wishes of the 
other, professing the 'right' reasons but surely engaged in a political 
struggle in which the bishop tries to bring the monk under his control by 
ordaining him and the monk tries to escape this by refusing to act as a 
priest. These underlying tensions surface more explicidy in other stories. 

• Apophtk Pair, Matoes 9 (PG 65. 2920-38). 
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When Archbishop Theophilus of Alexandria visited Scete and a certain 
Pambo was asked to 'say a word to the patriarch, that he may be edified', 
the monk replied, with a growl one imagines, 'If he is not edified by my 
silence, he will not be edified by my speech.' 1 0 Although ordained monks 
working within the ascetic world gained increasing acceptance among 
their fellows as the fourth century progressed, church officials outside 
the monastic groups, especially bishops, remained suspect." 

Athanasius worked toward the creation of a more stable relationship 
between the Alexandrian episcopal hierarchy under his control and the 
growing monastic communities in the desert regions near the Delta. 
Thanks to his correspondence, we can see how the bishop recast the 
roles and positions of the bishop and monk in ways that would more 
closely tie them together. Athanasius defined bodily ascetic practice as 
part of dogma, to be defined and guarded by the bishop. The monk, 
although he enjoyed superiority over other Christians by virtue of his 
renunciation of sex, was none the less to be subject to the Church's 
rule. 1 2 Athanasius depicted a Church that remained centred on the 
bishop and his priests, but which granted a role to the emerging 
authority of the monk. The monk could share in the power of the bishop 
by becoming a bishop himself; the bishop could share in the power of the 
monk by functioning as an ascetic teacher. In other words, Athanasius 
tied monk and bishop more closely together both by clearly distinguish
ing their positions and roles and by relativizing these very distinctions. 

The bishop as monk: Ascetic correspondence 

Authority among the multiplying ascetics of northern Egypt was at 
first profoundly personal, residing not in offices or positions but in 
persons, in monks who had, through the duration and character of their 
discipline, achieved the status of ¿fifias, 'father'. Less experienced 
monks learned by emulating these more advanced figures and by 
questioning them about ascetic practices and goals. 1 3 Sometimes assisted 
through visions or revelations, the abbas granted words that their 

10 Apophih. Pair. Theophilus 2 (PG 65. tojd). The monk could not have been the 
famous Pambo, who was long dead (Derwas J. Chitty, The Desert a City (Crestwood, NY, 

11 On increasing acceptance of ordained monks and the movement of authority within 
ascetic groups from charisma to ordination, see Philip Rousseau, Ascetics, Authority, and the 
Church in the Age of Jerome and Cassian (Oxford, 1978), 62-4. 

n Virginal superiority: Ep. Amun. 69. 1-3 J. Subject to rule: VA 67 (PG 26. 937c). 
u See Rousseau, Ascetics, 19-32, and Graham Gould, The Desert Fathers on Monastic 

Community (Oxford, 1993), 26-87, w-ith abundant literature cited at 26 n. 1. 
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disciples considered inspired by God. 1 4 So Athanasius depicted Antony 
gaining an education in the virtues from the 'men of zeal' whom he 
observed: 

Now at that rime in the neighbouring village there was an old man who had 
practiced from his youth the solitary life. When Antony saw him, he emulated 
him in goodness. At first he also began by remaining in places proximate to his 
village. And going forth from there, if he heard of some zealous person any
where, he searched him out like the wise bee. He did not go back to his own 
place unless he had seen him, and as though receiving from him certain supplies 
for traveling the road to virtue, he returned.15 

It was the innovation of Pachomius to formalize this master-disciple 
relationship into a carefully planned hierarchy of offices, although even 
in the Pachomian federation there remained the real, if undefined, 
authority of 'the elders' (01 apx&tot). The informality and fluidity' of the 
prevailing guru system in eremitical and semi-€remitica! monasticism 
could and did lead to differing views on matters of spirituality and 
ascetic practice. As long as monasticism itself remained informal and 
fluid, such differences probably did not seem significant, but the 
pressures toward consolidation and stability operating throughout the 
forms of fourth-century Christianity were no less at work among 
monastic communities. Not only the imperial episcopate, but forces 
unique to the ascetic movement—loyalty to masters, increasing 
numbers, the passing of the charismatic pioneers, and a growing willing
ness to exercise ascetic authority beyond the monastic world— 
contributed to the process of stabilization. The result was the formation 
of new patterns of relationships not only among the monks, but also 
between monks and bishops. 1 6 

Athanasius contributed to some of the ways that these new patterns 
were created. For example, by writing the Life of Antony, he furthered 
the rise of an ascetic literature that would canonize certain models and 
behaviours for the ascetic life by placing them in the mouths of famous 
past figures or by embodying them in the lives of such monastic greats. 1 7 

Authors like Jerome (The Life of Paul, the First Hermit) and the com
pilers of the Lives of Pachomius followed in his footsteps. Also, by issuing 

H Gould, Deters Fathers, 37-44. 
lJ VA 3 (PC 26. 844b); tr. Robert C Gregg, Athanasius: The Life of Antony and the Utter 

to Marceitinus (New York, 1080), 32. 
]* Rousseau, Ascetics, 33-67; Gould is unconvinced {Desert Fathers, 82-6). 
1 7 Rousseau speaks of 'a change from word to example' in the functioning of ascetic 

authority (Ascetics, 39); cf. Gould, Desert Fathers, 82-3. On the rise of monastic literature, 
see Rousseau, Ascetics, 68-76. 



86 The Desert Fathers and the Episcopate 

his own opinions on ascetic matters in correspondence to monks, 
Athanasius positioned the bishop as an authority on issues of ascetic 
practice, issues that he phrased in terms of heresy and orthodoxy. It is to 
this second development that we turn now since it direcdy involved the 
relationship between monks and bishops. It is important to understand 
not only the views of Athanasius, but also those of the monks with whom 
he was in contact. This task is not an easy one, but it is essential if 
we are to see how Athanasius accepted, modified, or rejected ascetic 
values in his efforts to tie ascetic Christians more closely to the church 
organization that he was developing. 

Two extant pieces of Athanasian correspondence address matters of 
ascetic practice: the Letter to Ammoun and the fragmentary work On 
Sickness and Health. In both cases, Athanasius phrased his argument in 
terms of the correct interpretation of Scripture, a mode of argument 
familiar indeed to bishops but perhaps less congenial to some monks. 1 8 

According to Athanasius' own depiction of him, Antony began his 
ascetic career by trying simply to live out what is found in Matt. 19: 21: 
Tf you wish to be perfect, go, sell your possessions, and give the money 
to the poor, and you will have treasure in heaven.' 1 9 Athanasius made 
Antony a paradigm for the ascetic life as the attempt to embody in one's 
lifestyle and behaviour the way of life depicted in the Scriptures. When 
Athanasius sought to modify or correct ascetic behaviour that he found 
extreme, unwise, or disruptive, he adduced the alleged scriptural 
foundations for these practices and then offered alternative interpreta
tions. It is not always clear how ascetic Christians thought that Scripture 
justified their practices because they seldom wrote rational defences of 
their positions: they simply acted. However central Scripture and its 
recitation were to monastic spirituality, it seems likely that most ascetic 
practices, including the ones that Athanasius discussed, had their roots 
in folk-ways of spiritual discipline; the use of Scripture to justify such 
practices followed as a secondary phenomenon. 2 0 The monks adapted 
their use of Scripture to their elder-disciple pattern of authority.2 1 In 
contrast, when Bishop Athanasius wanted to change an ascetic practice, 
he asserted that it had a particular scriptural basis, attacked that basis as 

1 1 On biblkal interpretation among the monks, see now Douglas Burton-Christie, The 
Word in the Desert (New York and Oxford, 1993). 

» VA 2-3 (PC 26. 8410-42). 
* 'Certain biblical texts served as an inspiration for action—for the movement to the 

desert and for the adoption of particular practices. However, it is also true that certain prac
tices and attitudes were highly valued in the desert and that the value of these practices was 
then confirmed through reference to the Scripture' (Burton-Christie, Word in the Desert, 
171)- » Cf. ibid. 108-11. 
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incorrect exegesis, and offered the correct interpretation. By clearly sub
ordinating spiritual practice to scriptural exegesis so that the former had 
to derive from the latter, Athanasius could label ascetic behaviours either 
orthodox or heretical and so justify the punishment of differing monks as 
'heretics1. The political result was an expansion of episcopal control into 
monastic life. 

For example, in addressing the Christian worried about his health in 
On Sickness and Health, Athanasius criticized ascetics who slept as little 
as possible. 2 2 Athanasius claimed that these monks used the injunction 
against sleep in Prov. 6: 4-5 to justify their practices of sleep depriva
tion: 'Give not sleep to your eyes nor drowsiness to your eyelids, so you 
might be saved, like a gazelle from nets and a bird from a trap.' But 
Athanasius argued that the 'sleep' referred to in the passage is not 
'bodily sleep', but 'the sleep of the soul'. The sleep of the soul, the 
bishop wrote, exists in two kinds: a good kind, 'when it is at rest from 
petty things'; and a bad kind, 'its idleness and neglect of virtue'P It is 
this second kind that is at issue in the Proverbs passage: 

And he [the Word] also spoke symbolically about these things in Proverbs: 'Give 
not sleep to your eyes nor drowsiness to your eyelids, so you might be saved, like 
a gazelle from the nets and a bird from the trap.' Some of the heretics do not 
understand this and, as if they really had no mind, misconstrue what is written 
spiritually and suppose, concerning bodily (sleep), that one should not sleep, and 
so defraud people of its {sleep's] natural use. They do not know that, although 
they are awake for a time, they are totally asleep in their thinking and that by 
fearing bodily sleep they fall away from the watchfulness of the soul.2* 

From here Athanasius went on to explain how the soul can contemplate 
'better things' even while the body is asleep and the mind can travel to 
faraway places, even to heaven, while the body is lying in bed. This dis
tinction between kinds of sleep, one of the body and the other of the 
soul, is one example of several such double meanings in Scripture that 
Athanasius gathered under the Pauline rubrics of the 'inner' and 'outer 
persons' (cf. 2 Cor. 4: 16; Eph. 3: 14—17).25 The soul not only possesses 
spiritual counterparts of the body's members, but also makes use of its 
own five spiritual senses, plus a sixth, 'divine sense*.2 6 

Both Athanasius1 interpretation of the Proverbs passage and his 
guiding concept of spiritual members and senses followed his 
Alexandrian predecessor Origen. Origen anticipated Athanasius by 

2 2 An English translation of this letter is provided in the Appendix to this book. 
2 3 Mar. et vol 5 (6.27-8, 30-1 D.). 
M Ibid. 6 (7.1-9 D.). a Ibid, r (5. 6-16 D.). * Ibid. 8 (7. 26-8. 7 D.). 
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making the same Pauline distinction between the 'inner' and 'outer 
persons' in his reading of Prov. 6: 

Indeed, there is 'sleep' and 'watchfulness', just as in the case of the 'outer 
person', so too in the case of the 'inner'. And we are required to be watchful, as 
the Saviour said, 'Watch and pray that you may not enter into temptation* [Mark 
14: 38 parj, and it says in Proverbs, 'Give not sleep to your eyes nor drowsiness 
to your eyelids* [Prov. 6: 4]. And [we are required] to sleep, when the Saviour 
says, 'Sleep at last, and be refreshed' [Mark 14: 41], and Solomon, 'For if you 
rest, you will be fearless, and if you sleep, you will slumber sweedy, and you will 
not fear some panic coming upon you' [Prov. 3: 24-5 J.27 

Elsewhere Origen made the general statement that in the Scriptures, 
'apart from the exit from this life, "sleep" indicates the soul's inatten-
tiveness, while its attentiveness is called "watchfulness"'; the 'divine 
Word' uttered Prov. 6: 4 because he 'wanted to keep us safe from 
inattentiveness'.2 8 Origen often cited Prov. 6: 4 - 5 to show that com
mands to 'stay awake' or 'watch' in the New Testament forbid not 
bodily sleep, but the 'sleep of the soul'. 2 9 Origen provided his most 
thorough discussion of the 'outer' and 'inner' persons and the lattcr's 
spiritual senses in his Dialogue with Heraclides?** The tendency to under
stand Prov. 6: 4 -5 only in this spiritual, moralizing fashion reached its 
zenith with Evagrius Ponticus: 

The 'sleep' of the soul is sin in action, while 'drowsiness' is the impure thought 
that first takes shape in the soul. Therefore, the text forbids 'sleep' even before 
'drowsiness'. For he [Jesus] says, 'It was said among the ancients, "Do not kill", 
but I say, do not even become angry' [Matt. 5: 21-2] . And hence it seems to me 
that the Law forbids 'sleep*, but the gospel of Christ [forbidsl 'drowsiness', since 
the former cuts off sin in action and the latter the evil that first takes shape in 
thought.31 

2 7 Or. Fr. in Lc. 196 (310 Rauer). Arhanasius also cited Prov. 3: 24-5 as an example of 
the soul's good sleep; Mor. et val. 5 (6. 28-9 D-). 

1 8 Or. Set. in ft / / / 6 (PG 12. 1128a). Of the works of Origen cited here, only this one 
could be from the Alexandrian period, but there can be little doubt that works written in 
Caesarca were known in Egypt in the 4th cent. For a chronology of Origen's works, see 
Pierre Nautin, Origene (Paris, 1977), 364-412; on Psalm commentaries, 261-92. On this 
particular fragment and its manuscript tradition, see Ekkehard .Muhlenberg, Psalmen-
kommentare aus der Katenemiberlieferung (Berlin, 1978}, 3. 44. 

2 9 Cf. Or. Comm. in 1 Cor. 90. 2-6 Jenkins (JTS 10 (1909), 51); Comm. in Ml. 93 (211. 
4-7 Klostermann). 

* Or. Dial. Her. 154. 9-166. 22 Scherer. On the spiritual senses, sec Karl Rahncr, 'The 
"Spiritual Senses" According to Origen', in his Experience of the Spirit: Source of Theology, 
vol. 16 of Theological Investigations, tr. David Morland (London, 1979), 81-103. 

J 1 Ev. Pont. Scot, in Pr. 70 (164 Gchm). That the Hebrew Bible forbids sins in action 
and the New Testament sins in thought is a principle which Evagrius applies often (Paul 
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Hence, Athanasius stood in a clear tradition of understanding this 
passage in a moral sense, referring not to actual sleep of the body, but 
to an inner disposition of moral neglect called 'sleep'. Inspired by Mark 
14: 37, Athanasius declared that in general 'the sleep of the soul is 
negligence and forgetting death'. 3 2 

Given this well-established reading of Prov. 6: 4-5, who might have 
understood the passage to forbid actual sleep, and why? It has been 
reasonably suggested that either the Messalians or the followers of 
Alexander the Sleepless Monk (both ascetic movements active in Syria 
and Asia Minor in the fourth and fifth centuries) might have made use of 
Prov. 6: 4-5 to justify their behaviour;33 however, there seems to be no 
literary evidence that they did so. None the less, in monastic circles, the 
verse could be understood in a sense that extended the interpretation of 
Athanasius and Origen into the more external sphere of demonology. 
The unknown author of the Teachings of Silvanus, a work of third- or 
fourth-century Egypt, cited Prov. 6: 4 in urging his readers to 'fight the 
great fight as long as the fight lasts, while all the powers [Swâixaç] are 
watching you, not only the holy ones, but all the powers of the 
Adversary'.3 4 Pachomius also used the verse to warn his monks to be 
vigilant against the attacks of the 'spirits' (Trvevu-ara) of the vices that 'lie 
in ambush against' the monk: 

Woe to the wretched soul in which they [the spirits] make their home and of 
which they make themselves masters. They hold such a soul far from God, 
because it is in their power. It sways from side to side till it ends in the abyss of 
hell. My son, obey me. Do not be negligent: 'Give your eyes no sleep, your eye
lids no rest, so that you may break free like a gazelle from the snares'. For, O my 
son, all the spirits have attacked me often since my childhood.5' 

Most likely it is demons that 'Silvanus' and Pachomius called 'powers' or 
'spirits'. 3 6 Although still operating within the tradition exemplified by 
Athanasius and Origen, this reading of the verse did not place it 
exclusively in the sphere of the soul's interior life, but also in the arena 
of a person's combat with external, albeit spiritual, forces that wish to 
invade the soul and take it captive ('make their home' in it). Here we 
come much closer to the need to keep physically awake and alert as much 

Géhin in Évagre le Pontiquc, Scholies aux Proverbes, cd. Géhin (SC 340; Paris, 1987), 

165-7). 

» Fr.Le.(PGzr <397C>. 
u Franz Dickamp (éd.), Analecta Patristica (Rome, 1938), 8-9. 
** Teachings of Silvanus 113: 30-114: 6 Janssens. 
u Cal. 1. 11 (3 -3 -11 Lef>-
* Demons: Yvonne Janssens, La leçons de Silvanos {NU VIL 4) (Quebec, 1983), 136-7. 



QO The Desert Fathers andjhe Episcopate 

as possible. The traditional reading of a biblical passage was adapted to 
the monastic struggle with demons. 

Athanasius accepted the reality of this more external sphere of attack
ing demons, but he found the practice of extreme sleep deprivation 
unwise, particularly for someone in ill health. The soul, after all, could 
enjoy 'contemplation of better things' even while the body was asleep. 3 7 

Bodily ascetic practices, Athanasius believed, should exercise or train the 
soul and so focus its attention on God. 3 8 Sleep deprivation, however, did 
not contribute to this goal; rather, it made people 'totally asleep in their 
thinking [oWotaJ and led them to 'fall away from the watchfulness of 
the soul'. 3 9 T o Athanasius, then, excessive neglect of the body could 
relax the mind's attention to God. In making this point, the bishop sub
ordinated monastic practice to the biblical passage as traditionally 
('spiritually') understood. 

The problem of nocturnal emissions, the subject of the Letter to 
Ammoun, is another example of Athanasius' use of Scripture to argue 
for modification of ascetic practices in order to reorientate the monk's 
attention from body to mind. As in the case of sleep deprivation, certain 
practices involving the body were at issue, and the interpretation of 
Scripture played an important role in Athanasius' argument. In this case, 
the biblical passage in question is a surprising one. Athanasius wrote to 
Ammoun: 

We are defiled only when we commit the most foul-smelling sin. But when any 
natural discharge takes place independently of will, then we experience this, like 
other things, as we said, by necessity' of nature. But since those who want only to 
deny what is said righdy, or rather what is made by God, twist even a saying in 
the Gospels, alleging that 'not what goes in defiles a person, but what goes out' 
[Mart. 15: 11], we are obliged to refute this irrationality—for I cannot call it a 
question—of theirs.*0 

Athanasius went on to explain that Matt. 15 is really about foods and 
that doctors teach that 'there are certain necessary passages accorded to 
the living thing to provide for the dismissal of the excess of what is 
secreted in our several parts'.4 1 Lying behind Athanasius' hostility to the 
monks who regarded emissions as defiling was the common practice 
of absenting oneself from communion if one had had an emission. 
When nocturnal emissions are mentioned elsewhere in early Christian 
literature, the participation of men in the Eucharist is always the con-

3 3 MOT. ct vat. 6 (7. 11 D-). 
a See his discussion of fasting in Ep. /est. (syr.) 1. 4-6. 
* Mor. et vol. 6 (7. 7-9 D.). * Ep. Amun. 65.0-23 J. Ibid. 66. 21-07. > J-
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cera. Church orders from Syria reveal that some Christians believed that 
a nocturnal emission rendered a man 'unclean* and hence ineligible to 
receive the sacrament; accordingly, these men absented themselves from 
the Eucharist.4 2 The church orders condemn this practice as tantamount 
to returning to the purity regulations found in Leviticus (in this case, 
Lev. 15: 16-18) and thus an apostasy to Judaism. Such failure to 
communicate was to 'abrogate the baptism of God': the Holy Spirit 
acquired in baptism was not driven out by such bodily discharges (as the 
criticized Christians seemed to believe), but only by 'impiety towards 
God, and transgression, and injustice towards one's neighbour 1. 4 3 

Likewise, these Syrian orders did not bar menstruating women from the 
Eucharist.4 4 Syrian discussions of nocturnal emissions revolved around 
two issues: Christianity's need to differentiate itself from Judaism, and 
the status of the Holy Spirit acquired in baptism. 

In Egypt, however, church leaders were more open to regulation 
based on such emissions, and the problem took on a psychological 
focus. Bishop Dionysius of Alexandria (bishop 248-65) believed that 
menstruating women should not 'touch the body and blood of Christ' on 
the grounds that the woman with the twelve-year flow of blood (Mark 5 : 
25) did not touch Jesus but only the edge of his garment. 4 5 Dionysius 
also turned to the New Testament to justify' his position on nocturnal 
emissions, but here he was pragmatic and moderate. He compared the 
question to Paul's principle on the observation of food taboos, taking 
Paul's statement that 'the one who doubts is condemned if he eats' 
(Rom. 14: 23) to indicate that men who had had an 'involuntary 
nocturnal emission' should 'follow their own conscience' and 'examine 
themselves whether they doubt concerning this or not'. He concluded: 
'Let everyone who goes in to God be of good conscience and confidence 
with respect to his own inner disposition.' 4 6 Over a century later, 
Timothy I, bishop of Alexandria (381-5), also barred menstruating 
women from the Eucharist,4 7 but his opinion concerning male discharges 
was, like that of Dionysius, less absolute. On whether 'a layman who has 
had a [wet] dream' should commune or not, he writes: 'If desire for a 
woman underlies it [the wet dream], he should not. But if Satan is 

*z Did. App. 26; Const. App. 27. 
*5 Did. App. 26 (260. 7-8 Voobus); Const. App. 27. 8 (382.1-2 Metzger). 
** On this closely related topic, sec Shave J. D. Cohen, 'Mcnstruants and the Sacred in 

Judaism and Christianity', in S. B. Pomeroy (ed.), Women's History and Ancient History 
(Chapel Hill, NC, and London, 1991)» 273-99. 

** Dion. Al. Ep. can. 2 (12. 1-23 J.). * Ibid. 4 (13.14-14- 2 J.). 
4 7 Tim. I AL Resp. 7 (244. 7-12 J.). 
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tempting him, so that through this pretext he might be estranged from 
communion with the divine Mysteries, he should commune, since the 
tempter will not stop attacking him at that time when he should 
commune.'4* While Dionysius defended his reasoning on sexual purity 
issues solely by an appeal to biblical passages, new elements appear in the 
thinking of Timothy: a psychological concern about the 'desire' that a 
dream might indicate, and the possibility that Satan might use sexual 
dreams precisely to keep a man from receiving the Eucharist. The 
interest in 'desire' reveals the influence of the monastic movement of the 
intervening century; the concern for Satan, the influence of Athanasius. 
The views of the monks and of the great bishop complicated Egyptian 
attitudes about male sexual purity; it is to these views that we now turn. 

The monastic movement of Egypt also considered nocturnal emissions 
in the context of whether or not to receive communion and shared the 
ambivalence displayed by the bishops of Alexandria.4 9 The monks did 
not, as Athanasius assumed, simply view all emissions as defiling. 
Instead, they urged each other to consider whether an emission was 
involuntary and natural or the result of impure thoughts. So Dioscorus, 
a priest and abbot of a monaster)' in the fourth-century Thebaid: 

Take care that no one who has pondered on the image [^airaai'a] of a woman 
during the night dare to approach the sacred Mysteries, in case any of you has 
had a [wet] dream while entertaining such an image. For seminal emissions 
[yovoppotcu] do take place unconsciously without the stimulus of imagined 
forms, occurring not from deliberate choice but involuntarily. They arise 
naturally and flow forth from an excess of matter. They are therefore not to be 
classed as sinful. But imaginings are the result of deliberate choice and are a sign 
of an evil disposition \yvwiirj\. Now a monk must even transcend the law of 
nature and must certainly not fall into the slightest pollution of the flesh. On 
the contrary, he must mortify the flesh and not allow an excess of seminal 
fluid to accumulate. We should therefore try to keep the fluid depleted by the 
prolongation of fasting. Otherwise, it arouses our sensual appetites.*0 

For Dioscorus, a nocturnal emission may have required that a monk 
abstain from the Eucharist if it was a symptom of a deeper problem. 
Antony had enunciated a threefold division that probably lay behind 
what Dioscorus said: 'It is necessary to know that there are three bodily 
movements: one natural, another from negligence in foods, and the third 

* Tim. I Al Resp. 12 (247. 14-248. 6J.). 
w Most completely studied by Aline Rousselle, Perneia, tr. F. Pheasant (Oxford, 1088), 

154-0, 170-3, to which I am indebted for much of what follows. 
w H. mon. 20. 1-3 (20. 3-15 Festugiere; rr. N. Russell (London and Oxford, 1980), 

105). 
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from demons 1. 5 1 Dioscorus, like Athanasius, accepted the opinion of 
ancient doctors that nocturnal emissions resulted 'naturally1 from an 
accumulation of fluid, but unlike Athanasius, he urged following the diet 
recommended by doctors for reducing fluid in the body in order to 
reduce the number of emissions and thereby prevent the arousal of 
'sensual appetites*.52 Although not sinful in themselves, the number of 
ejaculations and the dreams that accompanied them served for the monies 
as indicators of their inner state; a modern scholar writes: 'These genital 
manifestations were considered as signs of the stage the individual had 
reached in his pursuit of a life directed constandy toward God.* 5 3 

According to John Cassian, the achievement of true chastity, attained 
only by 'a few men*, would mean the complete cessation of nocturnal 
images and emissions; as far as Cassian knew, such perfection had been 
achieved by only one monk, appropriately named Serenus, and a few 
others. 3 4 Although a nearly unattainable ideal, this level of self-control 
still lay before the monk as a goal: Dioscorus said that 'a monk must even 
transcend the law of nature'. 

Cassian, a Christian ascetic writing in Gaul in the early fifth century, 
provides the most detailed discussions of this phenomenon and explains 
the connection with Matt. 15: 11 that Athanasius found so unreason
able. 5 5 Although Cassian presented his material in conformity with his 
own spirituality, he claimed to be transmitting the teaching of Egyptian 
monks whom he had met during a lengthy sojourn in Egypt. Thus, he 
can be used with caution for our purposes. Once again, the purity 
required to receive communion is central; after discussing the efforts of 
athletes to prevent nocturnal emissions, Cassian asks: 'With what purity-
should we guard the chastity of our body and soul, we who must daily-
eat the Lamb's holy flesh, which the precepts of the ancient Law [Lev. 7: 
19-20] permit no one impure to touch?' 3 6 The chastity that Cassian has 
in mind is not merely abstinence from sexual acts, but rather purity of 
heart: 

Hence, correction of this vice [fornication] depends primarily on perfection of 
the heart, from which, it is indicated by the Lord's voice, the poison of this 
malady proceeds. 'From the heart', he says, 'come forth evil thoughts, murder, 

a ApophtL Pair. Antony 22 {PG 65. 84b). 
5 2 Roussellc, Porneia, 172-3. 5 3 Ibid., 157. 
H Cass. Coll. 12. 7 (132. 30-133. 14 Pichery); Inst. 6. 20. 1-4 Guy. 
5 5 See Institutes 6 and Conferences 12, 22; Michel Foucault, 'The Battle for Chastity', in 

P. Aries and A. Bejin (eds.). Western Sexuality, tr. A. Forster (Oxford, 1985), 14-25; 
Brown, Body and Society, 420-3; Rousseau, Ascetics. 169-234. 

" Cass. Inst. 6. 8. 4-$ Guy. 
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adultery, fornications, thefts, false testimony', etc. [Mart. 15: 19J. Therefore, it 
[the heart] must be purified first, since we learn that it remains the source 
of life and death when Solomon says, "Guard your heart with all care, for 
from it life comes forth* [Prov. 4: 23]. For the flesh serves its judgement and 
command.57 

Here is the connection to Matthew 1 5 that puzzled Athanasius. From the 
heart come forth all the vices, including fornication, and so it must be 
purified. But the heart is full of 'hiding places' inaccessible to human 
examination, which is hindered by 'the distractions of daytime*.5* At 
night, however, 'something hidden in the inmost fibres of the soul' can 
be brought *to the surface of the skin', and thus sleep can expose 'the 
hidden fevers of the agitations that we have collected by feasting on 
harmful thoughts all day long'. 5 9 Images, dreams, and ejaculations arc 
diagnostic tools for the examination of one's otherwise inaccessible heart: 
in a modern scholar's words, 'signals on a screen' indicating 'processes 
that lay out of sight in the depths of the self'.'* Cassian could almost be 
speaking about Athanasius when he describes the erroneous thinking 
that a monk should avoid: 

The blessed Apostle said: 'Indeed, the word of God is living and active, sharper 
than any two-edged sword, piercing until it divides soul from spirit, joints from 
marrow; it is able to judge the thoughts and intentions of the heart' [Heb. 4 : 12]. 
And so, he [the monk], like an overseer or impartial judge, discerns fairly which 
[emission] is a necessary and inevitable attribute of the human condition and 
which a product of habitual vice and youthful neglect, since he is placed, as it 
were, at the boundary between them. . . . He thoroughly considers the mode of 
his purity by the sure scales of his own experience and just discernment. Let him 
not be deceived by the error of those who excuse ejaculations that, due to their 
own negligence, are more frequent than nature requires by attributing them to 
their natural condition. Although it is clear that they are doing violence to nature 
and forcing out of it pollution that nature itself does not produce, they attribute 
their intemperance to the needs of the flesh, indeed even to the Creator himself, 
transferring their own faults to the disgrace of nature. It is well said of such 
people in Proverbs: *A man's foolishness corrupts his ways, yet in his heart he 
accuses God* [Prov. 19: 3].*' 

Again, the goal is to see into the heart, the source of all vices (Matt. 15: 
19), and so the monk must carefully discern which ejaculations are 
involuntary and necessary and which speak of a deeper problem. 

" Cass. Inst. 6. 2. 1-9 Guy. H Ibid. 6. 9. 1; I I , 1-2 Guy. 
* Ibid. 6. 11. 6-9 Guy. 
" Brown, Body and Society, 421. 
M Cass. CoU- 12. 8 (133. 10-134. 10 Piehery). 
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timatcly, for Cassian, any emission in excess of the natural one that 
would occur every two or three months indicates that there are thoughts 

desires still present in a hidden part of the monk's self. The monk's 
goal is to eliminate this hidden self and to become totally transparent to 

leself, to other people, and to God: as Cassian puts it, 'to be the same 
as one is during the day, the same in bed as one is at prayer, the same 
alone as in a crowd of people, so that one never sees oneself in secret to 
be such that one would blush to be seen by other people, nor does that 
unavoidable eye see in one anything that ought to be concealed from 
human sight 1 . 6 2 Monks, Cassian writes, can reduce the number of 
emissions by eating less, wearing metal over their genitals at night, and 
not drinking too much water before going to sleep. 6 3 But concern about 
nocturnal emissions really need not enter the monk's spiritual discipline 
until he reaches an advanced stage: their complete absence will come 
only at 'the pinnacle of chastity* and, even then, only by grace.6 4 In its 
depth and subtlety, Cassian's analysis of this problem moves far beyond 
what can be safely attributed to the monks associated with Ammoun in 
fourth-century Egypt, but it seems likely that Cassian does provide us 
with the relevance of Matt. 15. 

The discernment and care with which monks approached nocturnal 
emissions and the relevance of Matt. 15: 10-20 to the subject escaped 
Athanasius. The monks did not, as he implied, regard the phrase 'what 
goes out* in Matt. 15: 11 to refer to the emission itself, but to the vice of 
fornication, whose unsuspected presence the emission might indicate. 
Athanasius made it appear that an 'absurd' interpretation of a biblical 
passage was the basis for monastic attention to nocturnal emissions when 
in fact it was not Rather, anxiety about such bodily functions and the 
attendant practices of fasting and absence from the Eucharist struck 
Bishop Athanasius as ascetic extremism of a dangerous kind: 'nonsense', 
'irrationality'.65 By calling night emissions 'involuntary*, Athanasius 
seems to have assumed that the will was disconnected from the body 
during sleep, a position consistent with his belief that the soul enjoys a 
contemplative life and journeys independent of the body's geographical 
position during sleep. In any case, speaking in terms that the desert 
fathers would understand, Athanasius blamed scrupulous attention to 
emissions on 'the craft of the devil', who 'introduces thoughts in the 
appearance of "purity" [Ka8apo-rns]y but it is an ambush rather than 

« Cass. Coll. la. 8 (135. 14-21 Pickery). 
• Cass. Inst. 6. 10-28 Guy; ColL 12. 11 (139. 17-24 Pickery). 
" Cass. Inst. 6. 20-2 Guy; Foucault, 'Batik', 21-3. * £>. Amun 64. 18-19; 65- *» J 
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"discernment" [SoKi/xaoia]'.66 Here the bishop took terms directly from 
the monastic discussion of nocturnal emissions ('purity1, 'discernment') 
and portrayed them as mere covers for the devil's 'ambush'. Once again, 
Athanasius argued that asceticism too intendy focused on the body can 
disrupt the mind's attention to God, for precisely by diverting the 
monks' attention to the phenomena of the body, the devil hopes to 
'distract the ascetics from their customary and salutary meditation 
[/ieA<FTTJ?]*.M Athanasius likened such demonic concern for the body's 
purity to the licentious behaviour of unnamed persons who would not 
restrict sexual activity to marriage.68 Careful regulation of the body's 
functions, on the one hand, and free use of its organs, on the other, 
became, by the pen of Athanasius, two sides of the same 'evil' coin. 

Steering between the Scylla of obsession with bodily purity and the 
Charybdis of sexual licence, an extreme dichotomy that he himself had 
created, Athanasius reduced Christian sexual ethics to two options, 'two 
ways in life': abstinence and married intercourse. He sought thereby to 
bind together monks and married people in one Church. Worried that 
certain monks may have had 'unclean and evil questions' about married 
Christians, Athanasius depicted the Church as a community in which 
both virginity and 'the lawful use' (i) ivvopos XPyat$) 0 I * sexual 
organs, meaning intercourse within marriage, have their place. 6 9 

Although the bishop criticized those who would have sex 'secretly and in 
an adulterous fashion', 1 0 his main concern here was that monks, anxious 
about the polluting effects of nocturnal emissions, might also condemn 
marriage. The bishop assumed, mistakenly as we have seen, that such 
monks would question the goodness of the body ('a work of God's 
hands', he said) and condemn any use of its sexual organs. 7 1 Therefore, 
Athanasius insisted that the married person 'is not to be reproached'.7 2 

For this point he drew on his favourite passage, the different yields in 
the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13: 1-8), and described a hierarchy, in 
which the married person yields fruit 'thirtyfold', but the celibate person 
yields 'hundredfold'. Thus, the difference between the monk and 
ordinary Christians is only one of degree of holiness and, hence, of 
reward, in a hierarchical unity: monks will receive 'more wonderful gifts' 
since they bear 'the perfect fruit', but the married person still receives 

<* Ep.Amun. 64. 8-12 J. 
6 7 Ibid. 64. 13-15 J. 
** Ibid. 67.13—16 J. Such persons, Athanasius sarcastically says, advocate 'the honest use 

\rj OATJITJJS XPVa's] of the organs created by God'. 
69 Ep. Amtm. 69. 14—15; 67. 19 J. 
7 0 Ibid. 68. 1 J. 7 1 Ibid. 65. 1-5 J. 7 2 Ibid. 69. 4-5 J. 
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'wonderful gifts'. 7 5 T o be sure, in this picture the ascetic enjoys moral 
and heavenly superiority, but here also was an explicit reminder to the 
monk of his connection to the Church made up of those who have 
'chosen the worldly way'. 7 4 A monk's abstention from the Eucharist due 
to emissions undermined this basic connection between ascetic and lay 
Christians. 

When he wrote about nocturnal emissions and sleep deprivation, 
Athanasius opposed not merely ideas—what a certain biblical text 
means, what might be defiling—but also practices involving the body. 
The debates that Athanasius entered in his ascetic correspondence were 
not first of all disputes over biblical interpretation; rather, conflicts over 
ascetic practices took the form of arguments over the scriptural 
passages used to justify such practices. In each case, the bishop 
exhibited a reserve about the monastic attention to the body and its 
functions that reflected his belief that the ascetic's task was to reorientate 
himself from body to mind. The ascetic Christian, in the bishop's view, 
was to concentrate on 'contemplation' and 'meditation', not on the 
processes of the body. Because they could obscure this mental attentive-
ness, Athanasius considered certain bodily practices of monks to be as 
dangerous and divisive as unorthodox opinions. Moreover, he saw in the 
practice of abstaining from the Eucharist after a nocturnal emission a 
threat to the social unity of the Church, which was created and expressed 
in the sacrament where the bishop presided. For these reasons, not only 
through thinking, but also through bodily behaviour (sleeping, fasting, 
taking or not taking communion), the monk could be 'orthodox' or 
'heretical'. 

But even more, by painting differences in ascetic practice as matters 
of heresy and orthodoxy, Athanasius iroplicidy positioned ascetic 
Christians within the Church and under the bishop's authority. He 
called the ascetics who quoted Proverbs 6: 4 to support sleeping as litde 
as possible 'certain people from the heresies [atpecrets]'.75 By interpreting 
Proverbs in this way they acted 'as if they really had no mind'; this 
phrase ('have no mind*) was a favourite of Athanasius' in describing 
'heretics'. 7 6 These vigilant monks 'defraud people of its [sleep's] natural 
use', engaging in an activity ('defrauding') that Athanasius attributed not 
only to Arius and idol-makers, but even to Satan. 7 7 In his Letter to 

7 i Ep. Amun. 69. 6-14 J. 7+ Ibid. 69. 3 J. » MOT. et vai. 6 {7. 4 D.). 
7* Ibid.; Gent. 30. 22-3 T.; Dion. 12, 24 (PC 25. 407b, 516c); H. AT. 69 (PC 25. 776c); 

Ep. Serap. 1. 17 {PC 26. 572c). 
7 1 Mor. et vat. 6 (7. 6 D.); cf. Ar. 1. 4 (PG 26. 20b); Gent. 15. 3 T.; Ep. Aeg. Lib. 2 (PG 

25. 541a); cf. H. Ar. 44 (PG 25. 745d). 

I 
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Ammoun, Athanasius said that the monks who were worried about 
nocturnal emissions taught 'nonsense' (<j>Xvapia)t 'absurdity' (¿Aoyta), 
and 'ignorance' UluaQla), ail characteristically Athanasian terms for 
heretical teachings. 7 8 They wanted, as Athanasius said other heretics did, 
to 'deny what is said rightly [optó?]'. 7 9 The cumulative effect of this 
vocabulary was to recast differences in ascetic practice into conflicts 
between 'what is said righdy' and the 'nonsense' of 'heretics', that is, 
between orthodoxy and heresy. Pachomius, in contrast, could say about 
variety in the monastic life, 'There is not just one measure of piety, but 
many.*8 0 T o be sure, Athanasius introduced the vocabulary of orthodoxy 
in support of a value shared by numerous monks: moderation in ascetic 
discipline. The fourth-century monk Agathon, who wandered through
out Egypt, approved of two disciples each 'leading the anchoritic life in 
his own way'; the Alexandrian virgin Syncletica (fourth or fifth century) 
distinguished between the asceticism of God and that of the devil by the 
former's 'balance' (ouf¿/x€Tpía) and the latter's 'imbalance* (a/t€Tpia).81 

These ascetic Christians urged one another to adjust the severity of their 
regimes to each individual's condition. Nevertheless, Athanasius* 
rhetoric, while granting hierarchical diversity within the Church 
(marriage and virginity as 'two ways'), placed limits on the diversity of 
ascetic practice, limits determined not by the progress of the individual 
monk, but by 'the truth', which the monks were to hold 'unbroken and 
secure'. 8 2 Ascetic behaviour became part of the domain of ecclesiastical 
truth, guarded by the bishop. 

Athanasius' discussions of sleep deprivation and nocturnal emissions 
provide additional clues to his theoretical ideas about the human will, 
desire, and the body, which I will address in the next chapter. Here I 
want to highlight how these discussions advanced Athanasius' practical 
goal of church formation: Athanasius tied the monastic movement to the 
episcopate in part by making the monk's work, namely the cultivation of 

7 8 ¿Awtpía (Ep. Amun. 64. 18-19 J.): Tug. 26. 12-13 S.; Ep. Max. t (PG 26. 1085b); Ep. 
Jo. et Ant. (PG 26. 1168a); cf. ^Xuapfhr. Horn, m Ml. 11: 27 6 (PC 25. 217c); ApoJ. Const. 
17. 31 S.; AT. I . 2, 35; 2. 51; 3. 17 (PG 26. 13c, 84a, 253c, 360a); Ep. Scrap. 4. 15 (PG 26. 
657b); VA 32 {PG 26. 892a); Fug. 10. 20 S.; Ep. mort. AT. 3. 3 (179. 25 Op.); Ep. Aeg. Lib. 
16 (PG 25. 576b). oXoyla (Ep. Amun. 65- 22 J.): Deer. 1 (PG 25. 416b); Dion. 1 (PG 25. 
480a); Ep. Aeg. Lib. 16 (PG 25. 573b); Fug. 2. 25 S.; etc. ofiaBta (Ep. Amun. 65. 24 J.): Ar. 
1. 29,32 (FG 26. 72a, 77c); Syn. 3,4,33 (PG 26. 685b, 685a, 752c); etc 

w Ep. Amun. 65. 15-16 J.; cf. Deer. 4. 1, 2; 20. 6 (3. 25-36; 4. 2; 17. 26 Op.); Ep. Drac. 

10 (PG 25. 533d); Syn. 7- 9- a (234' 32-4Í 23°- 23 Op.); Ep. Jov. 2 (PG 26. 817a). 
8 0 VP 75 (50. 20-1 Hallan); cf. Pach. Cat. 2. 3 (25. 17-26 Lef.). 
8 1 Apopkth. Pair. Agathon 20; Syncletica 15 (PG 65. 1130-163,425); cf. Antony 8, where 

'discernment' (Stáuptais) is preferred to 'discipline' (aoKvois) (PG 65. 77b). 
8 1 Ep. Amun. 70. 22-4 J. 
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proper ascetic practices, also a part of the bishop's work. He did so in 
part by subordinating ascetic practice to a 'right' (opdós) understanding 
of Scripture, which the bishop defined. Athanasius did not by himself 
create this new ascetic role for the bishop; in both of the instances we 
have considered, the patriarch's correspondents asked him for his 
counsel. Athanasius also recognized Ammoun's authority within the 
guru system of Nitrian desert monasticism, urging him to 'strengthen, 
O father, the flocks under you 1; Ammoun's task, he said, was to 'exhort' 
(n-apaícaAtíV), 'persuade' (t¡ivx<iyory€Ív), and 'advise' (avfipovXevetv) less 
advanced monks. 8 3 But when Ammoun sought Athanasius' opinion, the 
bishop gave it and then declared the issue settled: having received the 
episcopal dictum, the monks were now to 'obey the truth' and 'cease 
from the vain labour* of 'asking questions maliciously'.8 4 Athanasius 
asserted the bishop's ascetic authority at a time when the monks them
selves were seeking more stable modes of authority within their own 
communities. Taking advantage of this situation, Athanasius worked to 
ensure that bishops played a prominent role in emerging models of 
ascetic leadership and conflict resolution. 

The monk as bishop: Episcopal appointments 

Athanasius not only inserted the bishop into the monastic world; he also 

brought monks into the episcopal hierarchy. In his political struggles 
with the 'Arians' and Melitians, it was important to Athanasius that he 
have bishops allied with him up and down the Nile. In his effort to install 
such friendly bishops, Athanasius filled numerous available bishoprics 
with monks. The practice of appointing monks as bishops became 'a 
general custom in Coptic Egypt' by the fifth century. 8 5 It is precisely 

during Athanasius' episcopate that lists of Egyptian bishops from various 
sources (including Athanasius' writings) make it possible to trace the 
careers of several bishops and to follow the episcopal succession in a 
number of sees. 8 6 In two of these lists, Athanasius himself drew attention 
to the number of monks who had been made bishops. Writing in 354 to 
the monk Dracontius, who was reluctant to accept appointment as 

u Ep. Amun. 69. 18-22 J. 
** Ibid. 70. n-12, 17-19 J. 
u Jacob Muy ser, 'Contribution a l'ctudc des listes episcopales de I'Eglise copie', BSAC 

10(1944), 115-76, at 134. 
* Most of Ihese lists are conveniently collected by H. Munier (ed. and nr.), Rtcueii des 

listes episcopates de l'église copte (Cairo, 1943), 1-10; cf. Muyscr, 'Contribution*. For the 
episcopal succession in a number of Egyptian bishoprics, see Alberto Camplani, Le Leltere 

festali di Atanasio di Alessandria (Rome, 1989), 283-316. 
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b i s h o p o f H e r m o p o i i s P a r v a , A t h a n a s i u s n a m e d s e v e r a l o t h e r m o n k s 

t u r n e d b i s h o p s : 

F o r y o u a r e n o t t h e o n l y o n e w h o h a s b e e n e l e c t e d f r o m a m o n g m o n k s , n o r a r e 

y o u t h e o n l y o n e t o h a v e p r e s i d e d o v e r a m o n a s t e r y , o r t h e o n l y o n e t o h a v e b e e n 

l o v e d b y m o n k s . B u t y o u k n o w t h a t S e r a p i o n w a s a l so a m o n k , a n d p r e s i d e d o v e r 

m a n y m o n k s ; y o u w e r e n o t u n a w a r e o f h o w m a n y m o n k s h a d A p o l l u s a s t h e i r 

f a the r ; y o u k n o w A g a t h o n a n d a r e n o t i g n o r a n t o f A r i s t ó n . Y o u r e m e m b e r 

A m m o n i u s , w h o w e n t a b r o a d w i t h S e r a p i o n . P e r h a p s y o u h a v e a l s o h e a r d o f 

M u i t u s i n t h e u p p e r T h e b a i d , a n d c a n l e a r n a b o u t P a u l a t L a t o p o l i s a n d m a n y 

o t h e r s . 8 7 

T h e l a s t t w o b i s h o p s t h a t A t h a n a s i u s n a m e d , M u i t u s a n d P a u l , h a d 

e a r l i e r f o u n d t h e i r d u a l t i e s t o e p i s c o p a t e a n d m o n a s t e r y t e s t e d w h e n , a t 

t h e S y n o d o f L a t o p o l i s (345), t h e d e f e n d a n t P a c h o m i u s a s k e d t h e m : 

' W e r e y o u n o t o n c e m o n k s w i t h m e i n t h e m o n a s t e r y b e f o r e y o u b e c a m e 

b i s h o p s ? D o y o u n o t k n o w t h a t b y t h e g r a c e o f G o d I , j u s t l i k e y o u , l o v e 

G o d a n d c a r e f o r t h e b r o t h e r s ? ' 8 8 I n 354 A t h a n a s i u s p e r s u a d e d 

D r a c o n t i u s t o j o i n M u i t u s a n d P a i d a s a m o n k - b i s h o p . F o u r t e e n y e a r s 

l a t e r , a t t h e e n d o f Festal Letter 40 f o r E a s t e r 368, A t h a n a s i u s , a s h e o f t e n 

d i d i n t h e s e a n n u a l p a s t o r a l e p i s d e s , l i s t e d t h e b i s h o p s w h o t o o k o f f i c e 

d u r i n g t h e p r e c e d i n g y e a r a n d p a u s e d t o c o m m e n t : ' A n d a l l t h e s e 

m e n a r e a s c e t i c s [áatajTaí] a n d i n t h e l i f e [fiíos] o f m o n a s t i c i s m 

[ A R T ^ O M d . X O C ] ' . T h e s e t w o A t h a n a s i a n r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e n u m b e r o f 

m o n k - b i s h o p s f r a m e t h e e p i s c o p a l a d m i n i s t r a t i o n o f t h e r e l u c t a n t 

D r a c o n t i u s , f o r i n Festal Letter 40 A t h a n a s i u s a l s o a n n o u n c e d t h a t 

' I s i d o r e h a s b e e n a p p o i n t e d i n p l a c e o f D r a c o n t i u s \ s ' , 

I t i s e v i d e n t f r o m b o t h t h e Letter 10 Dracontius a n d t h e 40th Festal 
Letter, t h a t p o l i t i c a l n e c e s s i t y w a s a p r i m e m o t i v a t i o n f o r A t h a n a s i u s ' 

p r o g r a m m e o f p l a c i n g m o n k s i n t h e E g y p t i a n h i e r a r c h y ; w e l l i n t o h i s 

c a r e e r A t h a n a s i u s s t i l l h a d t o w o r k a t b u i l d i n g a n E g y p t i a n e p i s c o p a t e 

l o y a l t o h i m . T o w a r d t h e e n d o f t h e 360s, a s h i s i n f l u e n c e i n t h e t h e o 

l o g i c a l a n d p o l i t i c a l s t r u g g l e s i n t h e E a s t e r n C h u r c h w a n e d , A t h a n a s i u s 

t u r n e d t o t h e i n t e r n a l p r o b l e m s o f t h e E g y p t i a n C h u r c h a n d w r o t e a 

s e r i e s o f Festal Letters o n i s s u e s o f c h u r c h o r d e r : t h e c a n o n o f S c r i p t u r e s 

(367), i r r e g u l a r o r d i n a t i o n s (368), a n d a b u s e s a t m a r t y r s h r i n e s 

** Ep. Drac. 7 (PG 25. 532a). T h e reference t o Serapion 's trip abroad dates the Letter to 
Dracontius t o around 354 since this unsuccessful mission to the empero r took place in early 
353: Chron. Ath. 25 (305-10 M / A ) ; Hist. ac. 1.7. 38-44 M / A . 

M V P 112 (73. 31-4 Ha lk in) . Sec the discussion of this incident below. 
m Ep.fest. (cop.) 40 {OLP 15: Sr . tfi-4,17-20 Co.) . An English translation of this letter 

is provided in the A p p e n d i x to this book. 
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(309-70).90 I n Festal Letter 40 (368), A t h a n a s i u s c o m p l a i n e d o f p e o p l e 

w h o w e r e ' e l e c t i n g c l e r g y f o r o t h e r d i o c e s e s t h a t a r e n o t t h e i r s ' . T h e s e 

r i v a l p a r t i e s s e e m a l s o t o h a v e r e c r u i t e d p r i e s t s a n d b i s h o p s f r o m a m o n g 

t h e m o n k s , f o r h e w r o t e t h a t ' n o t o n l y t h e c h u r c h e s a r e d i s t u r b e d b y 

t h e m , b u t t h e m o n a s t e r i e s a s w e l l , f o r s u c h h a s t i n e s s r e a c h e s e v e n 

t h e m * . 9 1 A s i n t h e c a s e s o f t h e S c r i p t u r e c a n o n a n d t h e m a r t y r s h r i n e s , 

A t h a n a s i u s t r i e d t o m a k e t h e M e l i t i a n C h u r c h a s c a p e g o a t f o r p r a c t i c e s 

w i d e s p r e a d i n t h e E g y p t i a n c h u r c h e s , b u t h i s first-person p l u r a l 

l a n g u a g e r e v e a l s t h a t d i s o r d e r l y o r d i n a t i o n s a n d c o n s e c r a t i o n s w e r e a 

p r o b l e m a l s o i n t h e p r o - A t h a n a s i a n c h u r c h e s : ' H o w w i l l s o m e o n e n o t 

c o n d e m n u s j u s t l y w h e n w e d o n o t k e e p t h e r u l e s g i v e n t o u s ? * 9 2 I n t h i s 

l e t t e r A t h a n a s i u s s o u g h t t o a d v a n c e t w o l o g i c a l l y c o n n e c t e d g o a l s : t o 

b r i n g t h e s e l e c t i o n o f b i s h o p s u n d e r m o r e d i r e c t A l e x a n d r i a n c o n t r o l , 

a n d t h e r e b y t o p r e v e n t t h e i n s t a l l a t i o n o f u n f r i e n d l y b i s h o p s i n v a c a n t 

s e e s . A s t o t h e first p o i n t , A t h a n a s i u s ' l a n g u a g e i s u n f o r t u n a t e l y v a g u e 

a b o u t p r e c i s e l y h o w b i s h o p s w e r e a p p o i n t e d : i n w r i t i n g t o D r a c o n t i u s , 

h e r e p e a t e d l y u s e s t h e n o n - d e s c r i p t i v e v e r b KaraarTJaat ( ' a p p o i n t ' ) a n d 

i t s c o g n a t e s ; 9 3 i n t h e Festal Letter, w e find xaporoveiv ( ' e l e c t ' , ' a p p o i n t ' ) , 

w h i c h m a y i n d i c a t e s o m e d e m o c r a t i c p r o c e d u r e . 9 4 I n d e e d , A t h a n a s i u s 

r e m i n d s D r a c o n t i u s o f t h e C h r i s t i a n s o f H c r m o p o l i s P a r v a b y c a l l i n g 

t h e m ' t h o s e b y w h o m y o u w e r e a p p o i n t e d [tear*ordflns]'.95 J u d g i n g f r o m 

s u c h r e f e r e n c e s t o t h e l a i t y i n t h e Letter to Dracontius a n d f r o m t h e c o m 

p l a i n t s a b o u t p e r s o n s from n e i g h b o u r i n g d i o c e s e s i n t h e Festal Letter, i t 

s e e m s l i k e l y t h a t t h e l o c a l c l e r g y , r e p r e s e n t a t i v e l a i t y o f a l l s o c i a l l e v e l s 

( ' l i t t l e o n e s ' ) , 9 6 a n d n e i g h b o u r i n g b i s h o p s e i t h e r r a t i f i e d t h e n o m i n e e o f 

t h e A l e x a n d r i a n p a t r i a r c h o r e l e c t e d t h e i r o w n c a n d i d a t e s ) , w h o t h e n 

r e q u i r e d t h e p a t r i a r c h ' s c o n s e n t . G a i n i n g t h i s c o n s e n t m a y h a v e r e q u i r e d 

a t r i p t o A l e x a n d r i a b y t h e c a n d i d a t e a n d a l o c a l d e l e g a t i o n , b u t c e r t a i n l y 

t h e p a t r i a r c h c o m m u n i c a t e d h i s a p p r o v a l t o t h e w i d e r E g y p t i a n C h u r c h 

t h r o u g h h i s Festal Letter.™ I n t h e c a s e o f D r a c o n t i u s , w h o s e b i s h o p r i c 

*° Waning influence in East: Camplani, Lctterc festati, 238; Jean-Marie Leroux, 
'Athanase et la secondc phase de ta crise arienne (345 a 373)', in C. Kannengiesser (ed.), 
Politique et theologie ehez Athanase a"Alexandrie (Paris, 1974), 145-56. 

Vl Ep.fest. (cop.) 40 (22. 13-14,18-20 Lef.). 
w Ibid. (23. 7-8 Lef.). Scapegoating of Melitians: Camplani, Lettere festali, 271-2. 
n Ep. Drat. 1, 2, 7, 8 (PG 25. 524b, 525a, 532). 
** Ep.fest. (cop.) 40 (22. 13 Lef.). 
» Ep. Drac. 2 (PC 25. 525a). * Ibid. 3 (PG 25. 526c). 
9 7 See Ewa Wipszycka, 'La chiesa nelFEgitto del IV secolo: Le strutture ecclesiastic he', 

Miscellanea Historiae Ecclesiastuae, 6 (1983), 182-201, at 189-92. Such 3 procedure would 
have been similar to that followed in North Africa during Cyprian's timej see Cyp. Epp. 55-
8. 4; 59. 5. 2; 67. 3ff.; 68. 2. 1; and the remarks of G. W. Clarke, The Letters of St Cyprian 
of Carthage (New York, 1984-9), 2. 178-9. 
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( H e r m o p o l i s P a r v a ) l a y n e a r t o A l e x a n d r i a , A t h a n a s i u s m a y h a v e t a k e n 

p a n a l s o i n s o m e l o c a l c e r e m o n y o f i n s t a l l a t i o n , s i n c e h e s p e a k s o f h i m 

s e l f ' e s c o r t i n g 1 {wpov^anar) t h e n e w l y e l e c t e d b i s h o p . 9 8 A t h a n a s i u s * 

i n s i s t e n c e o n o r d e r l y a p p o i n t m e n t s i n t h e 40th Festal Letter s u g g e s t s 

t h a t t h i s p r o c e d u r e w a s s t i l l i n d e v e l o p m e n t : A t h a n a s i u s w a s s e e k i n g t o 

e n l a r g e h i s o w n r o l e a t t h e e x p e n s e o f n e i g h b o u r i n g b i s h o p s . 9 9 

G r e a t e r A l e x a n d r i a n c o n t r o l o v e r t h e s e l e c t i o n o f l o c a l b i s h o p s w o u l d 

h a v e h e l p e d A t h a n a s i u s t o p r e v e n t o p p o s i n g e c c l e s i a s t i c a l p a r t i e s f r o m 

i n s t a l l i n g t h e i r o w n b i s h o p s i n v a c a n t s e e s . A t h a n a s i u s w a r n e d 

D r a c o n t h i s t h a t h i s r e f u s a l t o a c c e p t a p p o i n t m e n t w o u l d g i v e A t h a n a s i u s 1 

o p p o n e n t s a n o p p o r t u n i t y t o g a i n c o n t r o l o f H e r m o p o l i s P a r v a . 1 0 0 

C o m p e t i n g b i s h o p s w e r e s t i l l a p r o b l e m i n t h e 350s, t h r e e d e c a d e s a f t e r 

t h e M e l i t i a n C h u r c h w a s a b l e t o p r e s e n t a c o n s i d e r a b l e l i s t o f i t s b i s h o p s 

t o A l e x a n d e r . 1 0 1 T h e t r a d i t i o n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f l o c a l b i s h o p s i n t h e filling 

o f a v a c a n t n e a r b y s e e c o u l d b e e x p l o i t e d b y v a r i o u s c h u r c h f a c t i o n s i n 

t h e i r e f f o r t s t o e x p a n d t h e i r a r e a s o f i n f l u e n c e . A t h a n a s i u s * r e c r u i t i n g o f 

m o n k s f r i e n d l y t o h i m i n t o t h e e p i s c o p a l h i e r a r c h y , t h e n , n o t o n l y b o u n d 

t h e m o n a s t i c m o v e m e n t m o r e c l o s e l y t o t h e A l e x a n d r i a n e p i s c o p a t e , b u t 

a l s o r e p r e s e n t e d a n a t t e m p t t o c o u n t e r o t h e r C h r i s t i a n o r g a n i z a t i o n s , 

i n c l u d i n g t h e M e l i t i a n s , t h a t w e r e a l s o i n s t a l l i n g m o n k s i n t o c h u r c h 

o f f i c e s . D o u b d e s s o n e r e a s o n t h a t m o n k s w e r e a t t r a c t i v e e p i s c o p a l c a n d i 

d a t e s t o A t h a n a s i u s w a s t h a t t h e i r w i t h d r a w a l h a d p r e v e n t e d t h e m f r o m 

f o r m i n g t r o u b l e s o m e a l l i a n c e s w i t h o p p o s i n g l o c a l b i s h o p s , y e t h a d g i v e n 

t h e m a p r e s t i g e t h a t d r e w l a y s u p p o r t . 1 0 2 A t h a n a s i u s ' a c u t e a n x i e t y a b o u t 

w h a t h e c a l l e d ' l a w l e s s n e s s * i n b o t h t h e c h u r c h e s a n d t h e m o n a s t e r i e s 

r u n s t h r o u g h o u t t h e Festal Letters o f 367-70: t h o s e w h o w e r e e l e c t i n g 

r i v a l p r i e s t s a n d b i s h o p s , t h e b i s h o p s n a p p e d , ' m i x t h e w i n e a n d w a t e r 

l i k e t a v e r n - k e e p e r s * . 1 0 3 A t h a n a s i u s ' final y e a r s w e r e n o t p e a c e f u l a n d 

u n t r o u b l e d . 1 0 * A s b i s h o p s , m o n k s c o u l d p r o v i d e v a l u a b l e suppor t t o 

A t h a n a s i u s d u r i n g a d i f f i c u l t time. 

* Ep. Drac. 7 (PC 25. 520d). 
w Of course, when it was politically advantageous to him, Athanasius was willing to 

overlook electoral irregularities, as he did in (he case of a Bishop Sidcrius of Palaebisca in 
Libya, who was consecrated illegally, yet was anri-Arian; Synes. Ep. 66 (107. 17-109. 12 
Garzya). 

m Ep. thai. 1 (PC 25. 524b). 
101 ApeL sec. 71 (PC 25. 3760-72); Munier, Recueil, 2-3. 
m Pace Wipszycka, who sees the monks' lack of 'organizational capacity' as often dis

qualifying them for episcopal office in the eyes of 4th-cent, patriarchs ('La chicsa 
neU'Epno', 193-4) 

m Ep.fest. (cop.) 40 (CUP 15: 7T. ¿24-6 Co.). 
m Pace \V. H. C Frend, 'Athanasius as an Egyptian Christian Leader in the Fourth 

Century', in Religion Popular and Unpopular in ike Early Christum Centuries (London, 
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T h e reluctance o f Dracontius to assume the episcopal office at 
Hermopolis Parva indicates the kind o f resistance Athanasius faced from 
the monastic side in his efforts to appoint monks as bishops. Although 
the bishop makes a passing reference to 'the afflictions weighing upon 
the Church' as a possible reason for Dracontius' flight, Athanasius is 
more concerned to allay Dracontius' concern that, should h e become a 
bishop, his spiritual condition 'would become worse [xcioaw]' and that 
'the bishop's office is an occasion for sin' and 'from it comes opportunity 
for s inning' . 1 0 5 Throughout the letter, Athanasius condemns people w h o 
made these arguments, whom he calls Dracontius' 'advisers' (ou/i-
/3ouAeúovT€9),106 presumably more advanced monks like Ammoun: 
Athanasius, recall, urged Ammoun to 'advise' (ov/x^ouAcuetv) his 
monastic disc iples . 1 0 7 S o m e monastic teachers did indeed believe that 
ordination and ecclesiastical office could be the opportunity for sin, 
particularly for pride. Pachomius and his successors, as we shall see 
below, made this argument and hence discouraged their followers from 
becoming ordained. Cassian could almost be speaking for Dracontius' 
advisers: 

But sometimes it [the spirit of vainglory] suggests the rank of clergy and a desire 
for the priesthood or diaconate. And it represents that, even if a man has received 
this office against his will, he will fulfil it with such sanctity and rigour that he 
will be able to set an example of saintüness even to other priests; and that he will 
win over many people, not only by his manner of life, but also by his teaching 
and preaching.1** 

Pride could enter in when the monk crossed the crucial frontier between 
'desert' and 'world'. Surrounded by other people, a monk-bishop could 
learn to depend more on the approval of human beings than on the assis
tance o f God . W h e n the monk Apphy became bishop of Oxyrhynchus 
and 'wanted to practise the same austere discipline even in the "world", 
but could not 1 , he asked God , 'Surely it is not because of the episcopate 
that your grace has left me?* T h e answer: ' N o , but when you were 
solitary and there was no human being around, God helped you. N o w 
there is the world, and human beings help y o u . ' 1 0 9 T h e 'world' was full 

1976), No. XVI, 20-37, a l 3°i J- G. Griffiths, 'A Note on Monasticism and Nationalism in 
die Egypt of Athanasius*, SP 16 (1985), 24-8, at 24; L. W. Barnard, 'Atnanasius and the 
Emperor Jovian', SP 21 {1987), 384-9, at 389. 

** Ep. Drat. 1, 8,9 (PG 25. 524a, 532). 
1 0 6 Ibid. 4 (PG 25. 528a); cf. 5-10 passim. 
107 Ep. Amtm. 69. 22; 70. 10-11 J. 
1 0 8 Cass. Inst. is. 14. 1-7 Guy; cf. Inst. 1. 20. 
, B Apophth. Pair. Apphy (PG 65. 133). 
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o f h u m a n b e i n g s w h o c o u l d d i s r u p t t h e m o n k ' s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h G o d 

a n d p r o v i d e t h e h u m a n a p p r o v a l t h a t l e a d s t o p r i d e . W h e n B i s h o p 

A d e l p h i u s o f N i l o p o l i s s h o w e d t h a t h e h a d l e a r n e d a l l t o o w e l l h o w t o 

a d a p t h i s b e h a v i o u r t o t h e o p i n i o n s o f o t h e r s , S i s o e s w a r n e d h i m t h a t ' i f 

G o d d o e s n o t g l o r i f y a p e r s o n , t h e g l o r y o f h u m a n b e i n g s i s n o t h i n g 1 . 1 1 1 1 

F o r t h e s e r e a s o n s i t w a s b e l i e v e d t h a t o n l y a d v a n c e d m o n k s s h o u l d d a r e 

t o t a k e o n c h u r c h o f f i c e s : T o r m a n y a r e t h e t e m p t a t i o n s f o r t h o s e [ w h o 

I i \ ' e ] a m o n g h u m a n b e i n g s . I t i s g o o d f o r s o m e o n e w h o k n o w s h i s o w n 

l i m i t a t i o n s t o a v o i d t h e b u r d e n o f b e i n g i n c h a r g e . ' 1 1 1 I n t h e firth c e n t u r y , 

N e t r a s , a s k e d w h y h e u n d e r t o o k a h a r s h e r a s c e t i c d i s c i p l i n e w h e n h e 

b e c a m e b i s h o p o f P h a r a n , r e p l i e d , e c h o i n g A p p h y , t h a t ' n o w t h e r e i s t h e 

w o r l d * a n d s o h e m u s t w o r k h a r d e r ' l e s t I d e s t r o y t h e m o n k ' . 1 1 2 

A t h a n a s i u s , t h e n , f a c e d t h e t a s k o f c o n v i n c i n g m o n k s l i k e D r a c o n t i u s t o 

r e t u r n p r e c i s e l y t o w h a t t h e y h a d fled: t h e s e t t l e d w o r l d , w i t h i t s 

h i e r a r c h i e s a n d o f f i c e s , i t s o p p o r t u n i t i e s f o r p r i d e ( ' t h e g l o r y o f h u m a n 

b e i n g s ' ) a n d n e g l e c t o f t h e s p i r i t u a l l i f e . 

A l t h o u g h h e m a d e u s e o f a v a r i e t y o f a p p e a l s i n h i s l e t t e r o f a d m o n i 

tion t o D r a c o n t i u s , A t h a n a s i u s e m p h a s i z e d , a s h e d i d i n h i s first Letter to 
Virgins, t h e i m i t a t i o n o f v i r t u o u s h u m a n m o d e l s . T h e b i s h o p m a k e s a 

p e r s o n a l a p p e a l t o D r a c o n t i u s , a s k i n g h i m t o ' s p a r e y o u r s e l f a n d u s : 

y o u r s e l f , l e s t y o u r u n i n t o p e r i l ; u s , l e s t w e b e g r i e v e d b e c a u s e o f y o u * . 

A n d h e u r g e s t h e m o n k t o c o n s i d e r t h e o r d i n a r y C h r i s t i a n s , w h o s e 

f e e l i n g s m i g h t b e h u r t , a n d t h e o t h e r p r o - A t h a n a s i a n b i s h o p s , w h o m i g h t 

f o l l o w D r a c o n t i u s i n flight.113 I r o n i c a l l y , A t h a n a s i u s m a k e s t h e s a m e 

c l a i m t h a t C a s s i a n a t t r i b u t e s t o t h e d e m o n o f v a i n g l o r y : t h a t a b i s h o p 

c a n c o n v e r t m a n y p e o p l e t h r o u g h h i s t e a c h i n g , p r e a c h i n g , a n d 

l i f e s t y l e . " * M o r e c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , A t h a n a s i u s u r g e s D r a c o n t i u s t o 

e m u l a t e t h e e x a m p l e s o f b i b l i c a l figures: ' W e s h o u l d c o n d u c t o u r 

c o m m o n l i f e [noXtTeveaBai] a c c o r d i n g t o t h e e x a m p l e o f t h e s a i n t s a n d 

f a t h e r s , i m i t a t e t h e m , a n d k n o w t h a t , s h o u l d w e a b a n d o n t h e m , w e 

b e c o m e a l i e n t o t h e i r f e l l o w s h i p [KOIVCJVUL]*-11S I f D r a c o n t i u s f a i l s t o 
i r o Apophth. Pair. Sisoes 15 {PC 65. 397a). 
111 Apophth. Pair. Orsisios 1 (PG 65. 3t6b). 
m Apophth. Pair. Netras {PG 65. 312a). Gould sees no tension between the episcopal 

and monastic vocations in these savings (Desert Fathers, 147, 174). 
'» Ep. Drac. 3 (PG 25. 525c). 
m Other monks turned bishops, Athanasius says, have fulfilled their calling by 

'admonishing others to advance: how many have they turned away from the idols? How 
many have they caused to stop their familiarity with demons by their admonition? How 
many servants have they presented to the Lord so as to make those who see these signs 
marvel? Is it not a great sign to make a girl become a virgin, a young man become continent, 
and an idolater come to know Christ?*; Ep. Drat. 7 (PG 25. 532b). 

W Ep. Drac. 4 (PG 25. 52S0). 
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i m i t a t e t h e s e v i r t u o u s m o d e l s a n d flees, h e h i m s e l f w i l l b e c o m e a b a d 

e x a m p l e f o r o t h e r b i s h o p s . A t h a n a s i u s h e r e , a s h e d o e s e l s e w h e r e , b a s e s 

c h u r c h u n i t ) ' o n t h e f o r m a t i o n o f a s h a r e d w a y o f l i f e t h r o u g h i m i t a t i o n 

o f t h e ' s a i n t s ' — i n t h i s c a s e , s u c h r e l u c t a n t p r e a c h e r s a s P a u l , J e r e m i a h , 

a n d M o s e s — a n d h e n c e t h r o u g h i m i t a t i o n o f C h r i s t . 1 ' 6 T h i s a p p e a l 

e c h o e s A t h a n a s i u s ' e x h o r t a t i o n s t o v i r g i n s t o i m i t a t e M a r y a n d m o r e 

a d v a n c e d v i r g i n s . I n t h e c a s e o f t h e v i r g i n s , A t h a n a s i u s ' e t h i c o f 

i m i t a t i o n f u n c t i o n e d t o i s o l a t e t h e v i r g i n s i n s e l f - c o n t a i n e d f e m a l e 

c o m m u n i t i e s , c o n n e c t e d t o A t h a n a s i a n b i s h o p s b u t s e p a r a t e f r o m A r i a n 

t e a c h e r s . H e r e i t p e r f o r m s t h e o p p o s i n g f u n c t i o n o f r e d u c i n g m o n a s t i c 

i s o l a t i o n , b u t o n c e a g a i n f o s t e r i n g c o n n e c t i o n t o t h e A l e x a n d r i a n 

e p i s c o p a t e . 

A n o t h e r s t r a t e g y o f A t h a n a s i u s i n h i s l e t t e r t o D r a c o n t i u s w a s t o 

n e u t r a l i z e t h e o p p o s i t i o n b e t w e e n d e s e r t a n d s e t d e d l a n d , t h e m o n a s t i c 

l i f e a n d t h e p a r i s h c h u r c h , t h e m o n k a n d t h e b i s h o p . H i s c l i n c h i n g a r g u 

m e n t r e l a t i v i z e s t h e d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n m o n k a n d b i s h o p b y c l a i m i n g 

t h a t t h e i r l i f e s t y l e s a r e n o t m u t u a l l y e x c l u s i v e ; c h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y , h e 

a d d u c e s m o d e l s f o r D r a c o n t i u s t o i m i t a t e , P a u l a n d T i m o t h y , t w o 

' b i s h o p s ' w h o b e h a v e d l i k e ' m o n k s ' : 

F o r i t i s p o s s i b l e f o r y o u a l so as a b i s h o p t o h u n g e r a n d t h i r s t , a s P a u l d i d [ P h i l . 

4 : 1 2 ] . Y o u c a n d r i n k n o w i n e , l i ke T i m o t h y [1 T i m . 5 : 2 3 ] , a n d fas t c o n s t a n d y 

t o o , as P a u l d i d [2 C o r . 1 1 : 2 7 ] , i n o r d e r t h a t , t h u s f a s t i n g a f t e r h i s e x a m p l e , y o u 

m a y f e e d o t h e r s w i t h y o u r w o r d s , a n d w h i l e t h i r s t i n g f o r l ack o f d r i n k , y o u m a y 

g i v e o t h e r s t o d r i n k b y t e a c h i n g . L e t n o t y o u r a d v i s e r s , t h e n , a l l ege t h e s e t h i n g s . 

F o r w e k n o w b o t h b i s h o p s w h o fas t a n d m o n k s w h o eaL W e k n o w b i s h o p s w h o 

d r i n k n o w i n e a n d m o n k s w h o d o . W e k n o w b i s h o p s w h o p e r f o r m s i g n s a n d 

m o n k s w h o d o n o t . M a n y o f t h e b i s h o p s h a v e n o t e v e n m a r r i e d , w h i l e m o n k s 

h a v e b e e n f a t h e r s o f c h i l d r e n , j u s t a s a r e f o u n d b i s h o p s w h o a r e f a t h e r s o f 

c h i l d r e n a n d m o n k s o f a p e r f e c t k i n d . A n d a g a i n we k n o w c l e r g y w h o suf fe r 

h u n g e r , a n d m o n k s w h o fas t . F o r i t [ f a s t i n g ] i s p o s s i b l e i n t h e l a t t e r w a y 

[ m o n a s t i c i s m ] , a n d n o t f o r b i d d e n i n t h e f o r m e r [ e p i s c o p a c y ] . B u t l e t a p e r s o n , 

w h e r e v e r [-navraxov] h e i s , s t r i v e e a r n e s t l y ; f o r t h e c r o w n i s g i v e n n o t a c c o r d i n g 

t o p o s i t i o n , b u t a c c o r d i n g t o a c t i o n [ov Kara ró-nov, óAAá KOTO rr¡v vpa(iv].m 

T h i s h a r d l y s u f f i c e s t o a l l a y f e a r s a b o u t t h e p r i d e t h a t c o u l d a r i s e from 

e p i s c o p a l o f f i c e , b u t i t d o e s u n d e r c u t o n e a s s u m p t i o n u p o n w h i c h s u c h 

f e a r s m i g h t r e s t : A t h a n a s i u s s u g g e s t s t h a t i t i s n o t ' p l a c e ' o r ' p o s i t i o n ' 

(TÓTTOC), w h e t h e r d e s e r t o r w o r l d , t h a t d e t e r m i n e s o n e ' s c h a r a c t e r , b u t 

r a t h e r o n e ' s ' a c t i o n ' o r ' d e e d ' ( n - p ó f is). F o r b y c l a i m i n g t h a t ' t h e c r o w n 

" 6 See M a r t i n Tetz, 'Athanasius und die Einhei t der Kirche*, Z. Th. K. 81 (1984), 
196-219, esp. 213-14; and C h . 3 below. 

m Ep. Drat. 9 (PC 25. 532d-3b). 
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is given not according to position, but according to action', Athanasius 
shifts the terms o f moral discernment from the Christian's 'position' in 
the Church, where he or she stands in the hierarchy of 'the two ways', to 
the individual's 'action', his or her 'striving' to live out the moral life 
'wherever he [or she] i s 1 . Athanasius makes clear that the hierarchy of 
celibate and married Christians articulated in the Letter to Ammoun 
depends not on the fact of the monk's separation from the settled world, 
but on the quality of his moral effort. T h i s effort is always carried out in 
the context of the Church and so includes care for others. Hence , a monk 
can become a bishop without becoming 'worse'; indeed, i f appointed, he 
must do so or risk 'the danger that comes from denying the ecclesiastical 
ordinance [T) €KKXrjataaricrj 5iaTafts]\11* 

Athanasius plays on the ambiguity o f the Greek word dvax<op-qaLs 
('withdrawal') in his relativization of the distinction between desert and 
world. In his writings, this ordinary Greek word and the related verb 
avaxcofKtv ('to withdraw') begin to take on a technical Christian meaning 
of ascetic withdrawal from the wor ld . 1 1 9 In the Life of Antony, these 
words can appear in their neutral sense o f ' t o depart' or 'to retreat', 1 2 0 but 
they more often refer to the specific practice o f ascetic withdrawal from 
human society. For example, Antony's twenty years in the deserted 
fortress are called his 'withdrawal 1 , and monks are those 'who are eager 
to withdraw'. 1 2 1 Elsewhere Athanasius refers to 'virgins' [-napdevoi] and 
those who are 'renouncers [anordKrtKoi\ or people who have withdrawn 
[oWxappT/reu]'.1 2 2 At about the same time (c. 357) that he wrote the Life of 
Antony, Athanasius wrote the Defence of his Flight: for reasons to become 
dear below, he uses the verb 'withdraw' and its related words eleven 
times in this work, describing not only his own flight into the desert, but 
also the prudent flights of biblical figures of which his withdrawal is an 
imitat ion. 1 2 3 In this letter to Dracontius, however, he uses the term only 
twice: precisely because Dracontius was 'withdrawing' from the 
episcopal office for ascetic reasons, the term carried strong associations 
and so had to be used with care. There is a subde criticism o f what 
Athanasius sees as the wrong kind of'withdrawal' in his use of the word: 

m Ep. Drat. 10 (PC 25. 533d). 
m Cf. Judge, 'Earliest Use of Monachos*. 
"» VA 13, 82 (PC 26. 864a, 960b) 
»' Ibid. 14, 94 (PC 26. 865a, 976a); cf. 7,48, 49.8/ (PC 26. 853b, 912c, 913b, 964c). 
1 2 2 Car. et temp. 116. 25-7 Lef. This threefold distinction of parthenoi, apotatrtikoi, and 

anakhbretai in a work of Athanasius coheres with Judge's case that apotakttkm referred to a 
distinct, transitional form of the monastic life in 4th-cent. Egypt ('Earliest Use of 
Monachos1, csp. 79-83). 

m Fug. 6. 22; 10. 20; 12. 12; 13. 14; 19. 5; 20. 24; 24. 6, 23, 27, 28; 26. 5 S. 
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The surprising unanimity about your election in the district of Alexandria will 
necessarily give way to schism because of your withdrawal [avax^P1)01^ Hfe 
episcopate of the district will be grasped at by many: many, indeed, who are 
crooked [OVK op8os\y but whom you yourself k n o w . . . . Think of the Church, lest 
because of you many of the little ones [i.e. ordinary lay people] be harmed and 
the others [i.e. other pro-Athanasian bishops] receive a pretext for withdrawing 
\avaxojp<tv\}lA 

For Athanasius, 'withdrawal' from the world was not desirable in its o w n 
right but had to be undertaken in a manner that was morally responsible 
and attentive to the unity of the Church. Athanasius has Antony 
evaluate 'withdrawal' on the basis of the monk's exercise o f moral 
responsibility: 'And this tenet of his was also truly wonderful, that 
neither the way of virtue nor withdrawal [avax^frrjots] for its sake ought 
to be measured in terms o f time spent, but in terms of one's desire and 
intention [rrpooupemc]'. 1 2 5 Dracontius' ascetic withdrawal may have given 
him licence for a certain amount of self-orientation, but the needs of the 
Church have changed that: 'You must know and not doubt that before 
you were appointed you lived for yourself, but when appointed, you live 
for those by whom you were appointed. ' 1 3 6 

Athanasius argued that the moral discernment that must accompany 
ascetic withdrawal should take into account the welfare of the Church, 
full o f ' l i t t le ones' and endangered by people who are 'crooked', because 
the Church and its episcopate were essential to the monastic life. There 
would be no monks, Athanasius tells Dracontius, without the church and 
its bishops: 

For if everyone were of the same mind as your advisers now are, how would you 
have become a Christian since there would be no bishops? And if those who 
come after us receive this state of mind, how will the Church be able to hold 
together? Or do your advisers think that you have received nothing since they 
look down on it? Indeed, they are wrong on this. For it is time for them to think 
that the grace of the bath [AovrpoV, i.e. baptism] is nothing if certain people look 
down on it. But you have received it, O beloved Dracontius: do not put up with 
your advisers nor deceive yourself.1 2 7 

Here Athanasius invokes the sacraments as a mode of church unity 
complementary to the imitation of the saints that he also places before 
Dracontius. Monks, he claims, are not self-created Christians, but have 
received their baptism from the Church, at the hands of its bishops. T h i s 
'grace of the bath' underlies their being Christian and binds them to the 

* Ep. Drac. 1, 3 (PC 25. 524b, 526c). I U VA 7 (PC 26. 853a). 
» Ep. Drat. 2 (PG 25. 525a). » Ibid. 4 (PC 25. 528a). 
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Church. With great sarcasm, Athanasius seizes on the growing tendency 
o f monastic groups to have ordained priests permanently settled among 
them: 

Why do they advise you not to take up the episcopate when they themselves 
want to have presbyters? For if you become bad, let them not associate with you. 
But if they know that you are good, let them not envy the others. For if, accord
ing to them, teaching and presiding arc an occasion for sin, let them not be 
taught nor have presbyters, lest they and those who teach them become worse.'2* 

'Teaching and presiding 1 are the tasks of the episcopate and are essential 
to the existence and unity of the Church, whether in the city or in the 
desert. Athanasius articulated a principle of reciprocity: the monks 
required priests and must, i f called, serve the Church in this capacity. 

T h e unity of the Church was the consistent theme of Athanasius 1 

appeal to Dracontius. T h i s unity had its basis in the sacraments that the 
bishops administered, and manifested itself across time in lives formed 
through imitation of 'the saints and fathers 1. Moreover, the Church's 
unity became concrete in the activities of teaching and presiding carried 
out by bishops and priests. T h e monks received their faith from the 
Church like all other Christians and equally required the Church's 
offices. Their virtue did not rest on their 'withdrawal' in itself or on their 
'position', whether on the map o f Egypt or in the hierarchy of marriage 
and virginity; it depended rather on their 'action', their earnest striving 
wherever they were. T h e ever-present threat to this ecclesiastical model 
as Athanasius developed it were the 'crooked 1 (OVK opQos) persons who 
were eager to install their own bishops and priests in place o f those 
friendly to Athanasius and the Alexandrian episcopate. T h e monks had 
to adhere to the 'right' (0066$) Church. 

At least in the case of Hermopolis Parva, Athanasius was successful in 
convincing his monastic friend Dracontius to become its bishop. In so 
doing, he made that city a kind of headquarters for the monks of Nitria 
and tied these monks to an important bishopric and thereby to the 
Alexandrian hierarchy. 1 2 9 Bishop Dracontius, because o f his loyalty to 
Athanasius, was banished to the desert near Clysma in 356 by Sebastian, 
the commander of the Roman military in Egypt; he was recalled by the 
Emperor Julian in 362, at which time he attended the Synod of 
Alexandria. 1 3 0 Both o f Dracontius' successors were Nitrian monks. 

Ep. Drac. 10 (PC 25. 533c). 
1 2 1 Camplani, Lettere festali, 315; cf. Annik Martin, 'L'Ezlise « la khora egyptienne au 

l\- siede'. Revue des eludes augusimtennes, 25 (1079), 3-26, at 16. 
» Fug. 7. 19 S.; H. AT. 72. 4 (223. 1 Op.). 
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Bishop Isidore of Hermopolis Parva was among the ascetics visited by 
Melania the Elder during her tour of Egypt in the early 370s.1 3 1 O n this 
visit Melania also met Dioscorus, one of the 'Tall Brothers', who would 
later succeed Is idore. 1 3 2 T h u s , starting with Athanasius' appointment of 
Dracontius in 354, the see of Hermopolis Parva became an established 
link between the monks of Nitria and the hierarchy o f Alexandria. T h i s 
link would eventually be broken by the persecution of Dioscorus and his 
brothers at the hands of Archbishop Theophi lus at the turn o f the fifth 
century . 1 3 3 N o n e the less, the career of Dioscorus' brother Ammonius 
reveals that, after the death of Athanasius, monks remained reluctant to 
assume offices in the episcopal Church. When the people of a nearby city' 
asked Archbishop T imothy of Alexandria to make Ammonius their 
bishop, the monk cut off his left ear as a graphic sign of his unwillingness 
to leave the desert. When the people and archbishop persisted, 
Ammonius threatened to cut off his tongue as well. At this point, his 
would-be flock relented, and a relieved Ammonius 'withdrew' 
(avexeiófrnoav).1*4 

Athanasius' efforts to bind bishop and monk more closely together 
were made in the midst of a divided Church. Establishing a firmer 
connection between the monks of the desert and the bishops of the 
Alexandrian hierarchy promoted two o f the bishop's goals: it resisted the 
work o f competing Christian organizations, such as the Melitians, and it 
countered tendencies among the monks that led to separation from the 
wider Church. In making these political moves, Athanasius enunciated 
his own images o f the bishop and monk. T h e bishop was, in his view, an 
authority on ascetic matters, advising monks on proper ascetic practice 
and denouncing monks who differed as 'heretics'. T h e monk, in turn, 
was subject to the order of the Church; his virtue rested not on his 
'position', not on his withdrawal from the settled land into the desert, 
but on his 'action', which he could perform even as a full participant in 
the Church's hierarchy. M o n k s participated in the Church's unity 

U l Pall. H. Laus. 46.2 (134. 13-14 Butler). This Isidore must be carefully distinguished 
from the hospitable Isidore who would Later play such an intriguing role in the career of 
Bishop Theophilus of Alexandria (Pall. H. Laus. 1 ) . The various persons bearing die name 
Isidore arc clearly sorted out by Dom Cuthbert Butler, The Lausiac History of Palladius 
(Cambridge, 1898-1004), 2.185 n. 7. 

U I Ammon. Aeg. Ep. 32 {115. 6 Goehring); cf. Pall. Hist. Laus. 10. 1; 12. 1. For the 
careers of Dracontius and Dioscorus, see James E. Goehring (ed.). The Letter of Ammon and 
Pachomian Monasticism (Berlin, 1986), 286-7. 

'» Soz. H.e. 8. 12-13; S o t He. 6. 7. 
m Pall. H. Laus. 11. 1—3 (32. 20-33. *7 Butler). Also in the 4th cent., Theodore of 

Pherme (a mountain near Scetis) refused to act even as a deacon; Apophth. Pair. Theodore 
of Pherme 25 (PG 65. 193). 
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™ Ep. Drac. 10 (PC 25. 533d). 
VA 67 (PC 26. Q37C-40a). 

137 Ep. Amun. 69. 1-2 J. 

through receiving the sacraments at the hands of the bishops and 
through imitating the biblical saints. When he developed these ideas, 
Athanasius did not run roughshod over such monastic values as attention 
to bodily functions, moderation in ascetic practice, and withdrawal from 
the-settled land, but he did attempt to refocus them in directions that 
promoted mental attention to God and that took account o f the Church's 
organic unity. Athanasius also recognized the authority of advanced 
monks like A m m o u n to 'advise' their colleagues less experienced in the 
spiritual life, b u t when the opinions of Dracontius' 'advisers' under
mined Athanasius' efforts to establish episcopal order, the bishop over
ruled them. T h e monastic life was to take place within the context o f ' t h e 
ecclesiastical ordinance'. ' 5 5 

Athanasius depicted the kind of relationship he desired between monk 
and bishop in the Life of Antony: 

Although he was such a person, he [Antony] honoured the rule of the Church 
[TOV Kavova rip iKxXi/mas] scrupulously, and he wanted every cleric to be held 
in higher honour than himself. He was not ashamed to bow his head to the 
bishops and priests. If a deacon ever came to him for benefit, he discussed the 
matters pertaining to his benefit, but in matters of prayer he yielded to him (the 
deacon], since he was not ashamed to learn himself. For indeed, often he would 
raise questions and ask to hear from those with him. And he acknowledged that 
he was benefited if someone said anything useful. 1 3 6 

Just as Athanasius advised Dracontius, so Antony honours 'the rule of 
the Church*. Like A m m o u n and the anonymous Christian in ill health 
who received the letter On Sickness and Health, Antony is willing to learn 
from the clergy of the Church. T h e clergy also come to him 'for benefit', 
recognizing the monastic guide's authority in spiritual development. But 
clearly it was monk who submitted to bishop in this picture of ascetic 
and episcopal relations: a sign, perhaps, o f how much authority the 
monks were enjoying and how much their influence disturbed the 
bishops nearby. By placing the monk firmly under 'the rule of the 
Church' and its bishops, Athanasius mitigated somewhat the moral 
superiority he (and most other Christians) granted to the monks who, in 
comparison to other Christians, followed the 'angelic and unsurpassed' 
way of virginity. 1 3 7 
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ATHANASIUS AND THE PACHOMIANS 

I turn now to Athanasius' interactions with the Pachomian monastic 
community in the Thebaid of southern Egypt. So far in this chapter the 
ascetics that we have seen Athanasius dealing with were mostly 
eremitical and semi-eremitical monks in northern E g y p t T h e s e monks, 
who were geographically close to Alexandria, understood society and the 
episcopacy with that metropolis and its bishop in mind. Many o f their 
leading figures, including Ammoun, were men w h o had given up posi
tions of power or prestige in Alexandria or s o m e other urban set t ing. 1 3 8 

Recent scholarship has justly warned against overstating the distance 
between the cultures of the Delta in the North and the Thebaid in the 
South. Indeed, several o f the Pachomian monks came from precisely the 
same wealthy and educated classes that produced monks like Ammoun. 
N o n e the less, the Pachomian movement presented Athanasius with an 
ascetic movement o f a character different in several respects from what 
we have seen. First, it developed far away in southern Egypt and so had 
to identify' itself primarily not with respect to Alexandria, but in relation 
to the many small towns and local bishoprics located along the Nile. 
Secondly, the Pachomian community was innovative within the 
Christian asceticism o f its time, not because its monks lived near or even 
with one another, but because it represented a truly coenobitic, c o m m u 
nal life. T h e Pachomians organized a network of monasteries that was 
held together by a structure o f offices, a single authoritative leader, and a 
rule that regularized the ascetic life; inevitably the spirituality that they 
developed was qualitatively different from that of the more solitary forms 
of monasticism. T h e Pachomian federation's distinct character and 
values must be kept in mind when its interactions with Athanasius are 
studied. 

In this connection, it is important to avoid two stereotypes of 
Pachomian monasticism in its relation to the emerging catholic Church. 
On the one hand, the picture of the Pachomians as consistent l> obedient 
'children of the Church' who never questioned or came into conflict 
with local bishops and laypeople ignores frank indications of such 
tensions found in the Pachomian literature itself. O n the other hand, 
the opposing tendency to depict Pachomius and his early followers as 
free-thinking, even heterodox Christians, unconcerned with how their 

, M Ammoun: H. num. 22. 1-2; Pall. H. Laus. 8. Maori us the Alexandrian: H. mm. 23; 
Pall. H. Laus. 18. 
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beliefs or spirituality cohered with the wider Church, seems equally 

exaggerated. 1 5 9 Instead, the historian must imagine several forms of 

Christianity in existence at this time, with one of them, the Athanasian 

episcopate, emerging only later as a structure that would either embrace 

other Christian groups or eliminate them. A certain power vacuum had, 

into the fourth century, fostered a bewildering diversity of Christian 

groups in Egypt , but the Alexandrian episcopate sought to fill this void. 

In the particular case of Pachomian monasticism, concepts like 'ortho

doxy 1 and 'heresy' fully apply only to the later period of the federation's 

history, certainly no earlier than Theodore's administration (350-68). 

Even then, however, it remained a somewhat open question how the 

Pachomian Koinonia would fit into the developing structure of a 

dominant Church in Egypt, how independent it could be, how its own 

spirituality could be maintained, in what ways the episcopate could 

influence its progress and character. Athanasius played a role in settling 

these i s sues . 1 4 0 

An extensive dossier of evidence, emanating from the ancient 

Pachomian milieu, has come down to us. It comprises several b io

graphies of Pachomius, letters and sermons o f the federation's leading 

figures, and sets of rules. Just how these Pachomian sources may be used 

in historical reconstruction is a tangled and controversial question. N o 

single solution is apparent. 1 4 1 It seems rather that 'the historian must sift 

and weigh the material from the various Vitae to determine, in each case, 

which account deserves to be followed [E]ach story or pericope must 

be explored in all its forms. ' 1 4 2 For the most part, this procedure means 

comparing accounts in the so-called First Greek Life (VP) and the c o m -

m This position often rests on the assumption that the Nag Hammadi codices were 
copied, or at least read, in a Pachomian monaster)', a notion for which there is no positive 
evidence. See John C. Shelton's introduction m J. \V. B. Burns, et at. (cds.), Nag Hammadi 
Codices: Greek end Coptic Papyri from the Cartonnage of the Covers (Leiden, 1981), csp. 
5 - 1 1 ; also the remarks of Bentley Layton in a review of that book, JAOS 102 (1982), 

397-8. 
1 4 3 For this section, cf. Carlton Mills Badger, Jr., T h e New Man Created in God', 

Ph.D. thesis (Duke, 1990), 193-7, 216-25. 

For surveys of the debate on this subject, see Goehring, Letter of Amman, 3-23, and 
Philip Rousseau, Pachomius (Berkeley, Calif., 1985), 37-56. Armand VcillcuYs stemma of 
the Lives is the most important recent proposal concerning the use of the Pachomian 
sources (La Liturgie dans le cenohitisme pachômien au quatrième siècle (Rome, 1968), esp. 
83-107): he has both highlighted the importance of the Arabic material and convincingly 
combined the Bohairic Life and certain Sahidic Lives into a comprehensive Coptic Life 
called S. Bo. In this study, I follow Veilleux by referring to the published Arabic Life (in 
translation) when possible and by using his S. Bo. 

, c James E. Goehring, 'Pachomius' Vision of Heresy: The Development of a Pachomian 
Tradition', Mus. 95 {1982), 241-62, at 245-6. 
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First encounter (329/30) 

Athanasius' first encounter with the Pachomian federation occurred in 

the year following his elevation to the episcopate in 328. Five or six years 

earlier Pachomius had setded near Tabennesi , a village in Upper Egypt, 

and had started to gather disciples into a community' under his direction. 

Around 329 Pachomius began to expand his movement by founding a 

second monastery at Pbow, which became the federation's headquarters. 

Also about this time tensions developed between him and Bishop 

Sarapion of Tentyra because Pachomius refused to be ordained as a 

priest by Sarapion. T h e Pachomian Lives record that in 320/30 

Athanasius, the new bishop of Alexandria, made a tour of the Thebaid 

'to give comfort to the churches', and these reports are confirmed by 

Athanasian sources . 1 4 4 During this tour, Sarapion asked Athanasius to 

force Pachomius to become a priest, but Athanasius did not do so. 

Doubdess a major purpose o f Athanasius' tour was to solidify his 

position in the face o f the Melitian opposition to his election, but it 

would be misleading to interpret the interaction between Athanasius, 

Sarapion, and Pachomius solely in terms of the Melitian s c h i s m . 1 4 5 

Rather, concerns peculiar to the local situation at Tentyra (or Nitentori) 

motivate the actors in this scene, with the complex factionalism of 

Egyptian Christianity providing the background. 

m For this Coptic Life. I follow and cite Veilleux's S. Bo. as found in his Pachomian 
Koinonia (Kalamazoo, Mich., 1980-2), 1. 23-266. Textual references are to Lefort's 
Bohairic tew or to his edition of the appropriate Sahidic Life. In this section, the trans
lations from the Pachomian literature are Veilleux's, with some modifications. In the 
absence of an edition and translation of the best Arabic Life, I have, on the advice of 
Veilleux {Pachomian Koinonia, 1. 6), used the Arabic Life in the French translation by E. 
Amclineau, Monuments pour semr à Vhistoire de l'Egypte chrétienne au IVe siècle: Histoire de 
Saint Pakh&me et des ses communautés (Paris, 1889), 337-599, 644-51 (Am.). I cite Am. by 
page and line number in Améhneau's French translation. 

1 4 4 S. Bo. 28 (28. 16-30. 2 Lef.); VF 30 (19. 24-20. 15 Halkin); Am. 384.13-386. 3, very 
close to S. Bo.; Chron. Ath. 2 (39—46 M/A). Timothy D. Barnes speaks of Athanasius 
'withdrawing to the Thebaid' as if under political pressure {Athanasius and Const ant as 
(Cambridge, Mass., and London, 1993), 21). 

1 4 1 Cf. Martin Tetz, •Athanasius von Alexandrien', TRE 4. 333-49, at 335. 

prehensive Coptic narrative formed from Bohairic and Sahidic works 

(S. Bo.) , which I will henceforth refer to as simply 'the Greek Life1 and 

*the Coptic Life", respectively. 1 4 3 Fortunately, in assessing evidence for 

Athanasius' involvement with the Pachomians, other sources (such as the 

Syriac index to the Festal Letters) provide additional checks on the 

Pachomian material. 
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'** This 'Sarapion1 is probably the 'Saprion* who attended the Council of Tyre in 335; 
Ath. Apol. sec. 78. 7 (159. 7 Op.). 

1 4 3 On the translation implied here, see A.-J. F es tu giere, Les Moines tfOrient, IV/2, La 
Première Vie grecane de Saint Packòme (Paris, 1965), 246-7. 

Mi For the literary history of this scene, especially its development in the Third Greek 
Life, see Tim Vivian, Si Peter of Alexandria (Philadelphia, 1988), 5-6. 

m See Leo Ueding, 'Die Kanones von Chalkcdon in ihrer Bedeutung für Mönch rum 
und Klerus', in A. Grillmeier and H. Bacht (eds.). Das Konzil von Chalkedon (Würz
burg, 1953), 2. 569-676, esp. 580-6; Heinrich Bacht, 'Mönchrum und Kirche: Eine 
Studie zur Spiritualität des Pachomius*, in J. Daniélou and H. Vorgrimler (eds.). Sentire 
Ecclesiam (Freiburg, 1961), 113-32; Rousseau, Pachomius, 158-73; Veillcux, Liturgie, 
189-95. 

In this case, the more reliable account is to be found in chapter 30 of 

the Greek Life. Pachomius and other monks gather along the river to see 

Athanasius as he sails by Tabennesi , most likely on his way to Tentyra, 

whose bishop, Sarapion, has already sent a letter to Athanasius asking 

him to ordain Pachomius and 'set h i m over all the monks in m y diocese 

as father and priest*. 1 4 6 Pachomius, aware of Sarapion's request, hides 

among the monks to avoid ordination and, as Athanasius passes by, 

recognizes that the bishop is 'a holy servant of G o d ' . 1 4 7 T h e Coptic Life 

has taken the basic elements o f this more original account—Athanasius' 

visit to the Thebaid, Sarapion's request for Pachomius' ordination, and 

Pachomius' avoidance of ordination—and secondarily created a dramatic 

scene: Athanasius actually prays within a Pachomian monastery, where 

Sarapion makes his request in person. Pachomius then hides, and 

Athanasius praises the monastic leader with a speech formed directiy out 

of Pachomian piety. While the focus in the Greek Life had been on the 

relation between Pachomius and the episcopate that Athanasius 

exemplified, the Coptic emphasizes Pachomius' negative attitude toward 

the ordination of monks in general. But these differences between the 

two accounts do not obscure the essential shape o f the interchange 

among the three men: Sarapion's request for Pachomius' ordination, 

Pachomius' avoidance o f this, and Athanasius' failure to ordain 

Pachomius . 1 4 8 T h e s e three elements constitute a basis for reconstructing 

this incident historically. 

Sarapion of Tentyra is one of a number of local bishops who appear 

and disappear in the narratives of the Pachomian literature; their varied 

responses to the growing monastic federation indicate the kinds of 

awkward situations that developed as it expanded. 1 4 9 For the most part, 

Pachomius appears to have gone about his organization o f the federation 

without much reference to the local hierarchy, but occasionally bishops 

became involved. T h e y could hardly ignore such a major enterprise, so 
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ercially active in their vi l lages . 1 5 0 At least once a bishop actively 
encouraged the establishment o f a monastery within his diocese: Bishop 
Arius o f Panopolis asked that Pachomius found a monastery near his city 
despite local opposi t ion. 1 5 1 O n the other hand, when Pachomius received 
a vision that he should expand further to the South by opening a 
monastery at Phnoum, the bishop of nearby Latopolis (Sne ) led a m o b in 
a violent attempt to stop Pachomius from building there. Pachomius, it 
would appear, did not yield non-violently; we are told rather that he 
'withstood the danger until the Lord scattered them and they fled before 

: s face*. 1 5 2 According to the Coptic Life, it was also to the bishop of 
topolis that Theodore's mother appealed when, distressed over her 

son's abandonment of his family and entrance into the monastery, she 
wanted either to retrieve him from the Pachomians or at least to see 
h im. ' 5 3 Again, Pachomius* resolve in the face of such pressure (from 
multiple bishops, the Greek says) was firm, and he took evident delight 
in his protege's refusal to be moved: 'Certainly', he said (as Rousseau 
imagines it, 'with a wink'), 'our fathers the bishops will not be vexed 
when they hear about this, but will rather rejoice at your progress . ' 1 5 4 

Apparendy local clergy helped the distraught mother to catch a glimpse 
of her son from a distance. 1 5 5 Such appeals to local bishops may have 
been fairly common: the First Sahidic Life, the most frank account of the 
Koinonia's early years, reports that Pachomius' first disgruntled disciples 
*ran in the blindness of their hearts to the bishop of the diocese' (just 
possibly our Bishop Sarapion) to complain about Pachomius* harsh 
treatment of t h e m . 1 5 6 Episcopal distrust of Pachomius climaxed in 345, 
when a synod of 'monks and bishops' put him on trial for suspicious 
clairvoyant powers, once again at Latopolis. Pachomius barely escaped 

m Commen i.illv active: Goehring, 'World Engaged', 139-44. 
I n S. Bo. 54 ( = VS S 146. 12-23 Lef-); VP 81 (54. 14-55. 4 Halkin); cf. D . J . Chitty, *A 

Note on the Chronology of the Pachomian Foundations', SP 2 (1957), 379-85, at 381—2. 
I n S. Bo. 58 (56. 18-57. 10 Lef.). 
•» Ibid. 37 (39. 2-40. 19 Lef.); VP 37 (22. 16-23. 1 ° Halkin). 
w VP 37 (23. 7-9 Halkin); Rousseau, Pachomius, 171. 
m S. Bo. 37 (40. 10-19 Lef-)- VP omits this revealing incidem: see James E. Goehring, 

Theodore's Entry into the Pachomian Movement (Selections from Life ofPachomiusY, in 
V. L. Wimbush (ed.), Ascetic Behavior in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Minneapolis, 1990), 
349-56, at 349-S2-

m VS' 19 (117b. 14-38 Lef.). Camplani assumes that the bishop involved here, who 
is indeed named Sarapion, is Sarapion of Tentyra (Lettere festalt. 312). But the name 
of the diocese is illegible in the manuscript, and there is space for only three or four 
letters, certainly not TCflTCDPC. Lefort suggests either Sne (yet again?) or Hou (Les Vies 
copies de saint Paehóme el de set premiers successeurs (Louvain, 1943), 68 n. 76). Veilieux, with 
hesitation, leans toward the latter (Pachomian Koinonia, I. 443 n. 1 to VS 1 19). 
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with his life when a riot broke o u t . 1 5 7 For his part, Pachomius displayed 
no contempt for or opposition to the episcopal hierarchy, but rather 
urged obedience to 'our fathers the bishops 1 in ecclesiastical matters . 1 5 8 

Nevertheless, Pachomius resisted any episcopal intrusion into the life o f 
the federation, and the rapid emergence o f his large and well-organized 
community could and did lead to tensions and even to violence as 
spheres of authority were being defined and coming into conflict. 

Bishop Sarapion of Tentyra was a player in one of these moments of 
tension: the building of the church at Nitentor i . 1 5 9 Here the clearer 
version in the Coptic and Arabic Lives is more trustworthy. 1 6 0 T h e s e 
sources make plain that part o f Pachomius' motive for building the 
church was to provide a place for the monks to worship: his two reasons 
were 'so that he could hold the synaxis there and because there were 
many people around that place*. 1 6 1 When the monks numbered one 
hundred, Pachomius 'built a church in his monastery so they might 
praise God there', but he continued to go to the village church for the 
Saturday evening Eucharist T h i s double-tiered worshipping community 
o f monks and laypeople must have looked odd enough to Sarapion, the 
local bishop, but even more disturbing to him would have been the 
financial arrangements. 

T h e Greek and Coptic Lives, although they differ on many details, 
agree that Pachomius himself took responsibility for the finances of the 
village church that he had founded. T h e Coptic reports that Pachomius 
'took care of their offering [Vpocnpopa] because they were in a state of 
great poverty', and the Greek says that Pachomius 'spent money 
[avqXioKcv] for their needs and those of the passing strangers [oc 
77apaj8aAAovT€s f e v o t ] ' . 1 6 2 Here Pachomius was more clearly intruding on 
the bishop's authority-, for early church orders made the receiving and 

1 0 VP 112 (72. 24-73. 36 Halkin); cf. Ueding, 'Kanones', 582-83; Rousseau, Pachomius, 
171-2. Veifleux suggests that it may have been the same bishop of Latopolis who opposed 
the foundation of a monastery at Phnoum who instigated the synod in his city (Liiurgie, 
104). 

, a S. Bo. 25 (25. 5-8 Lef.). 
m Ibid. 25 (24. 3-25. 14 Lef.); Am. 371. 11-372. 14; VP 29 (19. 6-23 Halkin); cf. 

Ueding, 'Kanones*, 582; Bacht, 'Monchtum und Kirche', 118-19; Rousseau, Pachomius, 
161. 

iu vp, eager to display episcopal-monastic harmony, places the scene immediately 
before the risk of Athanasdus and is careful to add that Pachomius built the church 'not on 
his own accord, but on the advice of Sarapion, the bishop of the church of Tentyra'; VP 29 
(19. 9-11 Halkin). 

m S. Bo. 25 (24. 6-8 Lef.). VP makes Pachomius a kind of evangelist: he built the 
church in a 'deserted village' for the 'common* shepherds nearby; VP 29 (19. 7-8 Halkin). 

1 6 2 S. Bo. 25 (24. 8-10 Lef.); VP 29 (19. 13-14 Halkin). Am. 371. 13-14 has nearly the 
exact wording of S. Bo. 
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distribution of money the unique prerogative of the bishop. Church 
orders from Syria said therefore that a bishop had to be generous, frugal 
in his own living expenses, and discerning in the people from whom he 
accepted money. 1 6 3 Laypeople were not to question how the bishop dis
tributed their offerings, 1 6 4 nor were they to give direcdy to the needy and 
so bypass the bishop: 'If any man should do something apart from the 
bishop, he does it in vain, for it is not right that any man should do 
something apart from the high priest. 1 1 6 5 Egyptian church orders likewise 
made the Church's financial organization and welfare system centre on 
the bishop, assisted by an official called 'the steward'. 1 6 6 Thus, a canon 
complains of men who become bishop for 'shameful gain'. 1 6 7 It is note
worthy that, as the patron of all the churches in his diocese, the bishop 
was to take from the rich parishes and give to the poor ones: 

If there is revenue [npouoSos] in the church [€Kn\7jaia] or offering [trpoatfiopd] 
[sufficient] for the life of the clergy and the oil for the light of the lamps, they will 
not trouble the bishop in anything. But if there is not revenue sufficient for the 
offering and the life of the clergy and the oil for the lamps, the bishop will give 
to them for these three requirements. But if, in turn, the revenue is more than 
sufficient for these three requirements, the bishop will take them and use them in 
accordance with the love of God, since the entire will of God is compassion for 
the poor. Yet let him not forget one that is needier than another; rather, let 
equality be among them all. l h S 

According to this canon, if the parish at Nitentori was poor, it was 
Bishop Sarapion's right and responsibility to provide for it. The career 
of Bishop Cyprian of Carthage illustrates how the collection and distri
bution of church funds could be used to establish and to undermine the 
authority of the bishop, who by this time in church history played the 
role of patron. 1 6 9 The financial system in place at Nitentori, however, 
totally bypassed the bishop. As unconventional as the Pachomian 
establishment and use of a local church for worship may have seemed, 
Pachomius' control of church finances posed a direct challenge to one 
means by which the episcopal hierarchy maintained its authority. 
Pachomius' patronage of the villagers made him a rival to Sarapion. 

I H Cf. Did. App. 4, 8-9, 18-19; Const. App. 2. 25-35; 3- 8; 4- 6-8. 
m Did. App. 9 (114.1-7 Voobus); Const. App. 2. 35 (1. 256-8 Metzger). 
"* Did. App. 9 (104. 2-15 Voobus). 
146 Can. Ath. 16,61,81, 89 (Riedel and Crum, Canons? 26-8, 40-1, 50, 55-6); cf. Martin, 

IVEglise et la khdra\ 7-11, 22-3. 
, w Can. Ath. 5 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 10). 
m Ibid. 65 (cop.; Riedel and Crum, Canons, 101-2); cf. 23 (Riedel and Crum, Canens, 

29), where the bishop is responsible for the support of the priest of a poor parish. 
, w Charles Bobertz, 'Cyprian of Carthage as Patron*, PhX>. thesis (Yale, 1988). 

I 
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m S. Bo. 25 (24. 28-9; 25. 2-5 Lef.}; cf. VP 27 (17. 3-7 Halkin). 
™ S.Bo. 105(137. 21-3, 13-14 Lef)-

Sarapion's plan to deal with this problem was a s imple one: bring 
Pachomius under the full control of the episcopate by making him a 
priest- H i s request for Pachomius 1 ordination proposed that the 
Pachomian federation be integrated into the local church by the creation 
of a hierarchy in which all monks in the diocese, presumably both 
hermits and coenobites, would be responsible to a priest, Pachomius, 
who would naturally be answerable to his bishop, Sarapion. Such an 
organization not only would have prevented awkward situations like the 
Nitentori church, but also would have provided Sarapion with means of 
dealing more effectively with such problems as monastic affiliations with 
Melitian churches. With the domain of his power gready extended, 
Sarapion could have given orders to Pachomius. T h i s plan represented 
an innovative expansion o f the bishop's authority and was resisted by 
Pachomius; hence, Sarapion was obliged to ask the bishop of Alexandria, 
Athanasius, to perform the ordination. 

On the part of Pachomius, his avoidance of ordination reflects no t so 
much any reservations he may have harboured about Athanasian 'ortho
doxy' or his position on the Melitian question as much as his desire to 
maintain the federation's independence without introducing any 
inequality of status into his monastic community. W e have seen that 
Pachomius firmly resisted bishops who attempted to intervene in the life 
of his federation from outside. Internally, Pachomius feared that ordina
tion would bring divisive distinctions into the community. T h e Lives 
describe ordination of monks as 'an occasion for strife, envy, jealousy, 
and even schisms'. T h e familiar demon of pride appears: Pachomius 
compared 'a thought of grandeur' to 'a spark cast into the threshing 
floor*, which, 'unless it is quickly quenched, will destroy a whole year's 
labour*. 1 7 0 Clerical rank would threaten what Pachomius saw as the 
advantage o f the coenobitic life over the eremitic: the mutual care among 
the brothers, each o f whom must 'bear the responsibility of other 
ascetics' and 'see those who practise exercises' and thus learn. Each 
brother was responsible for his neighbour's soul . 1 7 ' Gal. 6: 2 ('carry each 
other's burdens'), among other passages, provided scriptural warrant for 
this central element of Pachomian spirituality, as the Pachomian leader 
Horsisius would later express it: 

And, after we have rendered an account of our own life, we shall likewise render 
an account for those who were entrusted to us. And not only is this to be under
stood of the housemasters but also of the superiors of the monasteries and of each 
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of the brothers belonging to the rank and file, because all must 'carry each other's 
burdens and so fulfill the law of Christ'. 1 7 2 

Hence , Pachomius' avoidance of the ordination requested by Sarapion 
arose not from any suspicious or possibly 'unorthodox' proclivities in his 
theology, but rather from values peculiar to Pachomius and his project: 
communion with the local episcopate and the wider Church must not 
be achieved at the cost either of the federation's autonomy or of the 
equality and mutuality of the monastic brotherhood. It is possible that 
Pachomius founded his second monastery at Pbow in the diocese o f 
Diospolis Parva precisely to escape the intrusive activity o f Bishop 
Sarapion. 1 7 3 

Athanasius did not press for the ordination o f Pachomius once he 
resisted, but it i s unlikely that his failure to do s o reflected any particular 
sympathy with Pachomius' side o f the dispute or with his monastic 
va lues . 1 7 1 Athanasius' inaction may indicate that already he was prepared 
'to allow a wide latitude for ascetic common-l i fe without strong ties to 
the local church and community ' . 1 7 5 However, it may b e more reasonable 
to suspect that the issue o f a reluctant monk and his local bishop's 
anxieties about him did not loom very large in the mind of Athanasius, 
who had only recendy been elevated to the see o f Alexandria. Perhaps 
here the Melitian problem entered the picture, for Athanasius may have 
been uncertain about his o w n power at this p o i n t When Athanasius 
toured U p p e r Egypt, the Pachomian community was only 6 years old at 
the most and had only recently begun to expand beyond the first 
monastery at Tabennes i . 1 7 6 T h e young Alexandrian bishop, recendy 
elevated in a contested election, had greater problems to worry him as he 
sailed past Tabennesi , perhaps unaware, as the Greek Life implies, that 
the Pachomius about whom Sarapion had written h i m was anywhere 
near. 

Hence, it is possible that this first encounter between Athanasius and 
the Pachomian monks was actually no encounter at all. Yet the litde 
interplay between Pachomius, Sarapion, and Athanasius was well 
remembered by the monks and with good reason, for it exemplified the 
formless nature o f the n e w federation's relations with local church 
authorities and hence with the hierarchical Church based in Alexandria. 

172 Lib. HOT. I I (115. 21-116. 1 Boon); cf. Pach. Ep. 5. 11 (02. 12-13 Boon). 
m Chitry, 'Chronology', 381. 
1 7 4 The speech put in Athanasius' mouth in S. Bo. 28 (and Am 385.8-17) closely echoes 

what Pachomius says earlier and, ironically, conflicts with what the bishop would himself 
later write to Draconiius in urging him to accept consecration as a bishop. 

1 7 5 Badger, 'New Man', 195. 1 1 6 Chitty, 'Chronology'. 

1 
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T h e picture O F this scene that the Pachomian Lives give us is not without 
its irony: Sarapion's plan to tie monasticism more closely to the institu
tional Church b y means of ordination would later be adopted by 
Athanasius (as we have seen in studying Lower Egypt). Moreover, as the 
Pachomian federation grew too large and economically prosperous to be 
ignored, Athanasius would engage in the very episcopal intervention that 
Pachomius had so firmly resisted. 

Reconciliation of Theodore and Horsisius (c. 363—367) 

Athanasius, AS far as we know, did not visit the Pachomian monasteries 
again before Pachomius died in 346, although there is evidence for c o n 
tact between the federation and the Alexandrian see during the decades 
following Athanasius' elevation. For example, it is possible that, shortly 
before Athanasius was forced to leave Alexandria for Rome in the spring 
o f 339, Pachomius sent a delegation of his monks to visit the beleaguered 
bishop, doubdess a show of support particularly welcome to 
Athanasius . 1 7 7 Before his death, Pachomius had surprised the brothers by 
naming as his successor not his protege Theodore , the favourite O F an 
influential faction within the federation known as 'the ancient brothers', 
but an older monk named Petronius, whose wealthy family had donated 
one of the federation's monasteries. 1" 8 Petronius died after less than three 
months in OFFICE, and his appointee Horsisius became the new leader of 
the federation. Unl ike the popular Theodore , Horsisius did not have a 
strong base of support among the monks, and S O in 350, when 
Apollonius, the head O F one of the individual monasteries, refused to 
obey h im, Horsisius resigned in tears. Theodore took control O F the 
federation to the joy and relief o f the brothers, but he and the monks 
denied the reality o f what had happened by insisting that Theodore was 
not the leader O F the federation, but merely the deputy to Horsisius. 
T h u s , an awkward situation arose, in which Theodore acted as the 
federation's leader at Pbow, while the ostensible leader, Horsisius, lived 
in self-imposed exile in the monastery at Seneset. This impasse lasted 
into the 360s, when Athanasius made another tour O F the Thebaid. 

1 7 7 S. Bo. 89. An ascetic Alexandrian lector named Theodore (not to be confused with 
the Thcdorc discussed below) returned to the Pachomian monasteries with this delegation. 
Carlton Badger has studied the chronology of Theodore of Alexandria's career in detail 
and considers 339 the most likely date for this incident ('Athanasius and the Pachomians', 
paper read at the General Meeting of the North American Pa eristics Society, Chicago, May 
1992). 

1 7 6 Theodore favourite of 'ancients': Chitty, 'Chronology', 385; Vcillcux, Pachomian 
Koinonia 1. 420 n. t to VP 129. For this period, see Rousseau, Pachomius, 181-7. 
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During this tour the bishop met Theodore and sent by his hand a letter 
to Horsisius that provoked a reconciliation between the two Pachomian 
leaders and the return of Horsisius from exile. A than asms 1 intervention 
into the Pachomians' internal problems indicates a closer and more 
formal relationship between the federation and the episcopate. 

T h e r e is, however, confusion in the sources about the timing and 
nature o f Athanasius' contact with Theodore. T h e Letter of Ammon and 
the Lives of Pachomius agree that Athanasius met Theodore personally 
near Hermopolis and Antinoe during a trip through the Thebaid, but 
there the similarities in the accounts end. These two dissimilar accounts 
must now be examined. 

T h e Letter of Ammon purports to be a letter from a Bishop A m m o n , a 
former monk who had spent time in the Pachomian monastery at Pbow 
during Theodore's administration, to Bishop Theophi lus o f Alexandria 
(bishop 385-412). Its historical reliability is a matter of scholarly dispute. 
In chapters 34-5 of this work, Athanasius himself is made to deliver a 
speech in praise o f Theodore, who is the focus o f the letter. T h e Letter 
has this speech delivered in either 363 or 366 ('when the blessed pope 
Athanasius returned' from exile); however, neither o f these dates agrees 
with the assertion in the Letter that Theodore had 'recendy fallen 
asleep', i.e. died, for in actual fact Theodore was still alive in 367. 1 7 9 In 
any case, Athanasius is made to report how during his expulsion from 
Alexandria by the Emperor Julian (362-3) he met Theodore and 
another monk in Antinoe and prepared to flee with them in their boat; 
how Theodore miraculously knew that Julian had died and that a 
Christian would become emperor; and h o w Athanasius returned to 
Alexandria and then set out to meet the n e w emperor, Jovian. T h e point 
of this story is the amazing visionary power of Theodore , w h o m 
Athanasius is made to praise at great length. 

T h e geographical details of this report are confirmed by the index to 
the Festal Letters and the Historia acephela. T h e latter i s a chronicle of 
Athanasius' reign compiled and revised by the Alexandrian see during 
the late fourth and early fifth centuries. T h e index says that Athanasius 
was 'pursued from Memphis to the Thebaid' , from which he sent his 
Festal Letter for 363. 1 8 0 T h e Historia acephela provides more detailed 
information: ' N o w Bishop Athanasius, who was staying at Chereon, as 
has been said, went up to the upper parts o f Egypt as far as U p p e r 
Hermopolis in the Thebaid and as far as Antinoe. And while he was stay-

, w Ammon. Aeg. Ep. 34 (155. 20; 156. 6-7 Goehring); cf. Goehring, Letter of Ammon, 
288-9. I W Ckron. Ath. 35 (436 M M ) . 
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ing in these places, it was learned that the Emperor Julian was dead and 
that Jovian, a Chrisdan, was emperor. ' 1 8 1 Hence , some contact with 
Theodore or other Pachomian monks during the exile o f 362-3 is 
possible although certainly the details of the story in the Letter of Ammon 
are too problematical to be trusted. In fact, both Palladius and Sozomen 
report that it was D i d y m u s the Blind who was miraculously informed of 
Julian's death and given the task of telling Athanasius. 1 8 2 

A quite different picture emerges in the Lives of Pachomius.1*' 
Although there are discrepancies in the details between the Coptic and 
Greek accounts, both versions describe a triumphal pre-Eastcr tour of 
the bishop with no hint o f flight from persecution. Here too Athanasius 
meets Theodore in the vicinity of Hermopolis and Antinoe, but, in con
trast to the report in the Letter of Ammony he tours the monasteries at 
Kaior and Nouoi (which Theodore had founded), approves of them, and 
gives Theodore a letter for Horsisius. This letter provokes a reconcilia
tion between the two monks and the return of Horsisius to Pbow. In 
comparison to the Greek, the Coptic version explains why Theodore 
went to meet Athanasius without Horsisius, gives a slightly different text 
for Athanasius' letter to Horsisius, and in general is l more detailed and 
clearer'.1** 

Because o f the geographical similarities between the accounts in the 
Letter of Ammon and the Pachomian Lives and the lack of independent 
corroboration for any pre-Easter visit by Athanasius to the Thebaid after 
363, scholars have usually treated these two reports as alternative 
accounts o f the same event. Hence , they have felt obliged to attempt 
either to reconcile the two versions or to choose between them. 1 * 5 It is 
unlikely, however, that one version is a systematic revision of the other 
since each reflects its own peculiar tendencies: the Lives never mention 
Julian, and the Letter of Ammon, more surprisingly, never mentions 

i n Hist. ac. 4.3. 11-16 (M/A). 
m Pall. H. Lous. 4. 4; So*. He. 6. 2. 
I U S. Bo. 200-3; VP 143-4. Am. is of no help here since this part of it is 'a late, free 

translation' of the third Greek Life, itself a revision of VP (Veilleiu, Pachomian Koinonia, 
1.422 n. 1 to VP 144). 

1 9 4 Festugiere, Premiere vie grecque, 63-5. 
m P. Ladeuze saw the pre-Easter tour and the incident in the Letter of Ammon as both 

happening in 363 while Athanasius was in exile in the Thebaid {Etude sur te cenobitisme 
pakhchnien pendant te IV* siede et la premiere moitiedu Ve (Louvain, 1898), 223-6). H. Bacht 
also reconciled the two reports by placing the pre-Easter tour in 363 (Das Vermächtnis des 
Ursprungs, vol. I of Studien zum frühen Möncktum (Würzburg, 1072), 21). Lcfort preferred 
the report in the Coptic Life and called the story in the Letter of Amman a pure fabrication 
(Vies coptes, 199 n. 7, 223 n. 3). Chiny, however, defended the historicity of the account in 
the Letter of Ammon ('Pachomian Sources Reconsidered', JEH 5 (1954), 38-77, at 42). 
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Horsis ius . ' 8 6 It seems best to accept the account in the Lives and to leave 
to one side the report in the Letter of Ammon: it is possible that 
Athanasius had contact with Theodore or some other Pachomian monks 
during his exile under Julian, but the nature of that contact is not to be 
found in the legendary story of Theodore's clairvoyance. Instead, the 
Lives must be describing yet another trip to the Thebaid sometime after 
363: although such a tour rinds no independent confirmation in other 
Athanasian sources, it would have been possible in the years 364-7. 1 8 7 

Athanasius' tour of Upper Egypt in the middle of the 360s exacer
bated the tension between Theodore and Horsisius that had been present 
since the forced resignation of Horsisius in 350. It did so by raising the 
question of who should lead the Pachomian delegation that would greet 
the visiting patriarch: Horsisius, the ostensible leader, who was in self-
imposed retirement; Theodore , allegedly the assistant to Horsisius, but 
actually the leader of the federation; or both. In fact, Theodore led the 
delegation without Horsisius. Unlike the Greek version, the Coptic Life 
attempts to explain how this could have happened: Horsisius himself, it 
says, summoned Theodore to Seneset, site of the monastery where 
Horsisius had withdrawn, and sent him to meet Athanasius; Theodore 
urged Horsisius to go as well, but Horsisius replied, 'If you go, it is also 
I who have gone, because we two are like a single person, a single soul, 
and a single spirit . ' 1 8 8 It is difficult to say whether this report contains 
any authentic historical material: there is no trace of a meeting in Seneset 
in the Greek Life. T h e Coptic meanwhile takes a special interest in the 
transition of leadership from Theodore back to Horsisius: it devotes to 
this subject a long section which begins with Theodore predicting his 
own death and praising 'Aba Horsisius, the perfect man' . 1 8 9 However, if 
the Coptic Life is to be trusted in this, the need to resolve the leadership 
question was on Theodore's mind as he went to meet Athanasius, and 
there arc hints of this in the Greek version as we l l . 1 9 0 If so, the events 
that follow, particularly the letter of Athanasius to Horsisius and the 
return of Horsisius to Pbow from his self-imposed exile, would make a 
great deal of sense. 

, t o Cf. Gochring, Letter of Ammon, 290-1. 
, n Cf. Rousseau, Pachomius, 189; pace Badger, 'New Man', 220-2. 
l w S. Bo. 200 (197- 18-21 Lef-)- '» Ibid. 199 (196. 6 Lef.). 
1 W Like S. Bo., VP places the return of Horsisius to Pbow immediately after the tour of 

Athanasius, but it states that Theodore 'was consoling our father Horsisius for his past 
affliction. And he began to move him lirtJe by little [ijpfaro *\*e»- avrov fuxpov) to come 
to the monastery of Pbow, first to make a visit to the brothers'; VP 145 (91. 22-5 Halkin). 
The language here implies an ongoing effort by Theodore to convince Horsisius to return 
to Pbow, begun perhaps even before the meeting with Athanasius. 
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There are indications that by this time Theodore already enjoyed 

established connections with the episcopal hierarchy in Alexandria; such 

connections make intelligible his request for help from Athanasius in 

resolving the question of leadership in the federation. It is not likely that 

Athanasius and Theodore had previously met , although that is not 

impossible. T h e Greek and Coptic Lives both state that Athanasius did 

not know which monk Theodore was when the Pachomian group 

approached the touring bishop (in the 360s), but these statements flady 

contradict earlier stories in which Theodore, on trips to Alexandria in 

345 and 346, meets the b i shop. 1 9 1 T h e earlier stories are problematic, 

however, since both o f the visits to Alexandria seem to have occurred 

while Athanasius was in exi le . 1 9 2 Hence , unless Theodore made yet other 

trips to Alexandria that are not narrated, it would seem that Theodore 

and the bishop did indeed meet for the first time during this pre-Easter 

tour. N o n e the less, it seems reasonable that Theodore would have estab

lished some contact with the Alexandrian clergy and ascetics loyal to 

Athanasius on these trips. T h e Letter of Amnion, for example, plausibly 

has Theodore correspond with Athanasius. 1 9 3 There are signs also in the 

Lives ofPachomius that Theodore had close connections with the institu

tional Church. H e came, it would appear, from the cultured élite of 

Upper Egypt, whose ties with Alexandria were extensive, for he is 

described as *a son of a prominent family in the city of S n e \ i.e. 

Latopolis, coming 'from a great home thriving according to the world' . 1 9 4 

W e have already seen how his mother was able to enlist the aid of the 

bishop of Latopolis in her attempt to retrieve her son from Pachomius. 

It was Theodore who read Athanasius' 39th Festal Letter on the canon to 

the brothers. 1 9 5 T h e Lives are quite frank about Theodore's pragmatic 

personality and style, especially in comparison to Pachomius . 1 9 6 It may 

m 345: S. Bo. 96; VP 109,113; Am. 589.13-590.10, dose to S. Bo. 346: S. Bo. 124-36; 
VP 120; the account in Am. 656. 15-659. 13 lies outside the parts of .Am. that we can 
safely use (Veilleux, Pachomian Kcanonia, 1. 6). 

m On the first visit (in 345), see Vnllcux, Pachomian Koinonia, 1. 282 n. 3 to S. Bo. 96; 
Badger, 'New Man'. 217-18. VP 113 correctly portrays Athanasius as in exile at this time 
and so, unlike S. Bo. 96 and Am., docs not describe Theodore and Athanasius meeting. On 
the second visit (in 346), see Veilleux, Pachomian Koinonia, 1. 287 n. 2 to S. Bo. 124; 
Badger, 'New Man', 218-19; Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 97. Once again VP 120 
seems more accurttc since it appears to place the trip after Athanasius' return from exile in 
Oct. 346. m Ammon. Aeg. Ep. 2 (125. 3-6 Goehring). 

m S. Bo. 30 (32. 23-4 Lef.); VP 33 (from Arh. 1015, 22. 27 Halkin-Fesrugièrc). On 
Theodore's social status, sec Goehring, Theodore's Entry*, 351. 

m S. Bo. 189; cf. L. Th. Lefort, 'Theodore de Tabennesc et la lettre de S. Athanase sur 
le canon de la Bible', Mus. 29 (1910), 205-16; Badger, 'New Man', 222-3. 

m Seee .g .S . Bo. 62; VP 66. 
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be no coincidence that Pachomius was summoned before the synod o f 
bishops at Latopolis while that city's prominent son, Theodore, was 
away on a trip to the Delta. 

In general, the period of Theodore's leadership was a time o f institu
tionalization within the federation and closer relations with the 
Athanasian episcopate . 1 9 7 T h e internal revolt that forced the resignation 
of Horsisius revealed that the federation's administration was unstable 
without the unifying presence of the charismatic Pachomius. Theodore 
created an internal structure less dependent on personality by regularly 
shuffling the leading monks among the individual monasteries. As 
Theodore introduced reforms in administration, the monks also began to 
consolidate the federation's memories of its founder and origins. T h e y 
constructed an 'official' picture, or as it turned out pictures, of 
Pachomius, which could serve as a model for the monks and a source for 
the group's cohesion and identity. 1 9 8 These changes were not simply the 
result of Theodore's personality', but rather they were made necessary by 
the spectacular growth of the federation in numbers and wealth, by the 
passing of the charismatic founder and indeed of the entire first genera
tion o f brothers, and by the leadership crisis. It is at this point that we 
can see signs in the Pachomian federation of an emerging concept of 
'orthodox}'', one linked with the episcopal hierarchy headed by 
Athanasius. 1 9 9 

T h e visit o f Athanasius to the monasteries at Nouoi and Kaior and his 
letter to Horsisius contributed to this process of greater cohesion with 
the institutional Church. Athanasius' tour of the monasteries and his 
praise of them represented both the episcopate's approval of the 
Pachomian organization and the federation's adherence to the hierarchy. 
Doubtiess the sources do not preserve the actual words that the bishop 
and Theodore spoke, but they credibly depict the monks showing 
Athanasius their buildings and their way o f life and the bishop approv
ing: 'When he saw their buildings and how they slept on the ground, he 
[Athanasius] marvelled and blessed God , glorifying him for the brothers' 
way of life and their practices.* 2 0 0 An exchange o f mutual respect 
followed. Athanasius recognizes the superior nature of the Pachomian 
discipline; Theodore , the spiritual authority of the bishop: 

1 9 7 James E. Goehring, 'New Frontiers in Pachomian Studies', in B. Pearson and J. 
Goehring (eds.), The Roots of Egyptian Christianity (Philadelphia, 1986), 236-57. 

m S. Bo. 194, 196; Rousseau, Pachomius, 45-7. 
m Cf. Henry Chad wick, 'Pachomios and the Idea of Sanctity', in S. Hackel (ed.). The 

Byzantine Saint (London, 1981), 11-24, at 19. 
m S. Bo. 202 (200. 13-16 Let) . 
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Then the archbishop said to our father Theodore, 'You have indeed established 
in the world something great and splendid, which gives rest to every soul who 
comes to you.' Abba Theodore said to the archbishop, 'This great gift of God has 
come to us through our righteous father [Pachomius] and especially, our lord and 
father, through your holy prayers. Indeed the Lord knows that when we saw 
Your Holiness, it was as if we had seen our Lord Jesus Christ in the heavenly 
Jerusalem, because of our great trust in you, for you are our father.*20' 

Here are two politicians engaged in a careful definition of their mutual 
dependence and independence. The stage was set for the bishop to exer
cise his leadership and authority over the Pachomians, but only in a 
manner respectful of their limited spiritual autonomy. 

Athanasius' letter to Horsisius was a graceful form of intervention into 
the Koinonia's awkward leadership problem. 2 0 2 The Greek and Coptic 
versions of the letter differ, but on three important points they agree. 
First, Athanasius did write a letter to Horsisius and send it by the hand 
of Theodore: in this way, Athanasius acknowledged Horsisius as the 
actual leader of the Koinonia. 2 0 3 Secondly, the bishop named Theodore 
the *co~worker' (ovvepyos) of Horsisius, providing a biblical model by 
which the two monks could understand their relationship. 2 0 4 In 
Athanasian terms, Theodore and Horsisius were to form their relation
ship through imitation of Paul's relationship with his 'co-workers'. 
Thirdly, Athanasius called the Pachomians 'children of the Church' and 
so emphasized their relationship to the wider Christian community; the 
bishop also invited Theodore to view the particular relationship between 
the two of them in biblical terms, responding to the monk's request, 
'Remember me', with the words of the Psalmist to Jerusalem (Ps. 136 
(*37) : 5 -6 ) - 2 0 5 In this way, Athanasius provided a context for the leader
ship that he was exercising over the federation by writing this letter. The 
sources agree that, shortly after reading Athanasius' words, Horsisius 
returned to Pbow and was in place there when Theodore died not many 
years later. As subtle as it was, Athanasius' letter represented the kind of 
intervention from outside that Pachomius had so firmly resisted during 
his lifetime. It would not be the last suggestion about Pachomian leader
ship made by Athanasius. 

M l S. Bo. 202 (200. 16-25 Lcf.); cf. VP 144 (00. 26-01. 6 Halkin). 
m Cf Rousseau, Pachomius, 189. 
w Cf. Bacht, Vermdchtnis, 21. 
204 Ep. On. i = VP 144 (91. 11 Halkin); S. Bo. 204 (202. 10 Lcf.); cf. Rom. 16: 3,9,21; 1 

Cor. 3: 9; 2 Cor. 1: 24; 8: 23; etc. 
105 Ep. Ors. 1 =VP 144(91. 13-20Halkin);S.Bo. 204(202. 15-16Lei);cf. MaranTetz, 

'Athanasius und die Vita Antomi: Literarische und theologische Relalionen*, ZNW 73 
(1982), 1-30, at 15-16. 
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Transition to Horsisius (j68) 

N o t long after these events, in April 368, Theodore died. When he had 

brought Horsisius back to Pbow, Theodore had said, 'I am the son of 

Abba Horsisius and his deputy [0*100*0x0?]', thereby indicating that 

Horsisius should take on full leadership after his own death . 2 0 6 N o n e the 

less, there must have been lingering concerns about Horsisius* ability in 

light o f the crisis of 350. Athanasius, in his letter of consolation to the 

monks, made clear his own opinion on the matter: Horsisius should 

'accept the whole care and take his [Theodore's] place among the 

brothers*. 2 0 7 In this way, Athanasius helped Horsisius to consolidate his 

position as the new father of the federation. 2 0 8 

O f the various versions of Athanasius' letter, the Greek text is the 

most original and appears certain to be an authentic work. 2 0 9 In accor

dance with ancient convention, the function of Athanasius' letter is not 

merely t o console; the epistle is also paraenetic, exhorting Horsisius to 

take up leadership of the federation and the monks to emulate 

Theodore's virtuous life and to follow their new leader. 2 1 0 T h e letter— 

which is brief, as the ancient handbooks recommended—contains all the 

elements that have been found to be constants in consolatory episdes: a 

proem explaining how the author learned o f the misfortune and how he 

received the news; 'eulogistic remarks' about the deceased; 'a series of 

consolatory arguments' (here, Theodore is really 'asleep', in *a haven', *a 

place free from gr ie f ) ; and 'concluding prayerful petitions or bits of 

advice' . 2 1 1 Like other Christian authors, Athanasius urges the recipients 

to replace their grief with the effort to follow the deceased in leading the 

virtuous l i fe . 2 1 2 Athanasius invokes his characteristic theme o f imitation: 

"* S. Bo. 204 (204. 1-2 Lef); cf. VP 145, where Theodore is described as Horsisius' 
'deputy' (SiaSoxos) and 'second' (Sctrrcpo?) (02. 4. S Hal kin). 

207 Ep. On. 2 = V P 150 (06. 8-9 Halkin). 
ffl Cf. Rousseau, Pachomius, ¡90. 
*• David Brakke, 'St Athanasius and Ascetic Christians in Egypt', Ph.D. thesis (Yale, 

1992), 230 n. 189. 
2 1 0 On the letter of consolation in ancient Christian literature, sec Robert C. Gregg, 

Consolation Philosophy (Cambridge, Mass., 1975); Stanley K. Stowers, Letter Writing in 
Greco-Roman Antiquity (Philadelphia, 1986), 142-52; Abraham J. Malherbe, 'Exhortation 
in 1 Thessalonians*, in his Paul and the Popular Philosophers (Minneapolis, 1989), 49-66, 

esp. 64-6. On this letter, see Tctz, 'Athanasius und die Vita Antonif, 15 -16 . 
2 1 1 Gregg, Consolation Philosophy^ 58. Brevity: Julius Victor, An Rhetorica 27 (4th cent.): 

'Be profuse in congratulating someone on his success so as to heighten his joy, but console 
someone who is grieving with a few words [paucuhs consolare), for a wound bleeds when 
touched by a heavy hand'; cd. and tr. A. J. Malherbe, Ancient Epistolary Theorists (Atlanta, 
1988), 64-5. 

m Cf. Bas. Epp. 269, 301, 302 (LCL 4. 138, 230, 234). 
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the monks should imitate Theodore by showing respect for Hors i s ius . 2 1 3 

Basil the Great used the commonplace that the deceased and the 
mourner were as one person to console a widow and to urge her to 
devote herself to the task of raising the children her husband left her; 2 1 4 

here it functions t o exhort Horsisius to take up the care for the brothers 
left behind by Theodore , 'giving to the beloved useful instructions'. 
Having made use o f these epistolary conventions to establish Horsisius 
in his position as father of the federation, Athanasius urges continued 
unity between the Church and the monks through regular communica
tion and mutual prayer. 2 1 5 In this way, Athanasius endorsed his candi
date for leadership of the federation and reminded the Pachomians of 
their tie to the wider church. 

T h e self-assured and tactful manner with which Athanasius in 368 
helped to smooth the transition to new leadership in the Pachomian 
federation indicates how much things had changed in the forty years 
since the bishop's first tour through the Thebaid. Athanasius' interest in 
the internal affairs o f the monastic federation is a sign of the federation's 
growth in numbers and importance and o f Athanasius' increasing 
attention to problems of order within the Egyptian Church. In 330 
Pachomius could resist local bishops who tried to tie his monastic 
brotherhood too closely to the episcopal Church and to intervene in its 
internal affairs, while Athanasius did not see the Pachomian community 
as significant enough and his own authority as secure enough to press 
Bishop Sarapion's request for Pachomius' ordination. But by 368 
Athanasius could not ignore the thousands o f monks living in communi 
ties along the banks of the upper Ni le . As we have seen, it was also in 
368 that Athanasius wrote his 40th Festal Letter complaining o f the dis
order caused by irregular ordinations, disorder that affected even 'the 
monasteries' . 2 1 6 T h u s , it is no surprise to see the bishop using whatever 
authority his frequent exiles and already legendary intransigence had 
given him to ensure order in such a large monastic organization. 
Athanasius' goal was certainly not control of the Pachomian monasteries 
(impossible, he surely realized), but the establishment of a more formal 
connection that permitted occasional episcopal intervention. 2 1 7 

Athanasius' contacts with the Pachomian monks were few, but 
significant; they built a relationship that endured after the deaths o f 
Athanasius, Pachomius, Theodore , and the other players in the scenes 

m Ep. Ors. 2 = VP 150(96. 5 Halkin). m Bas. Ep. 302 (LCL 4. 230-4). 
115 Ep. Ors. 2 = VP 150 (96. 9-21 Halkin). *» Ep.fest. (cop.) 40 (22. 18-20 Lef.). 
8 , 7 Cf. Rousseau, Pachomius, 100; Ascetics, 66—7; C. Wilfred Griggs, Early Egyptian 

Christianity (Leiden 1900), 156. 
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that we have considered. As in the case of the Nitrian monks, Athanasius 
did not impose his authority on the federation unilaterally; his efforts 
dovetailed with the Pachomians' own process of institutionalization, 
which involved forming a firmer connection to the Alexandrian patriarch 
and his bishops. That closer relationship was continued in the 
Pachomian literature compiled in the last decades of the fourth century. 
As we have seen, Athanasius becomes in the Lives the embodiment of 
orthodox Christianity expressing its approval of Pachomian life and 
spirituality. This iconicizing tendency becomes most fully developed in 
the Greek literature, particularly the Letter of Ammony but it is present in 
the Coptic literature as well. In its account of Theodore's second trip to 
Alexandria, the Coptic Life has both Antony and Athanasius appear, like 
living icons, to praise Pachomius and the Koinonia. Theodore attributes 
the following statement to Pachomius: 

In Egypt now in our generation, I see three principal things flourishing through 
God and human beings. The first is the blessed athlete, the holy Abba 
Athanasius, the archbishop of Alexandria, struggling for the faith even to the 
point of death. The second is our holy father Antony, who is a perfect model of 
the life of the anchorites. The third is this fellowship, which is the pattern for 
everyone who wants to gather souls together according to God in order to help 
them achieve perfection.2'8 

Athanasius and Antony become ciphers through which the Pachomians 
envision their relationship to the Church and to other forms of 
asceticism. Doubtless Athanasius would not have minded, since his 
few firm, but respectful interventions in the Pachomian federation 
encouraged the type of differentiated, but harmonious relationship 
depicted here. 

THE A N T I - A R I A N CAMPAIGN OF THE THIRD EXILE 

Athanasius* work to tie the monastic movement more closely to the 
Alexandrian episcopate both came to fruition and entered a new phase 
with the bishop's third exile from the metropolis in 356. Thanks to 
monks and virgins friendly to him, Athanasius was able for six years 
(356-62) to elude the imperial officials who were attempting to capture 
him. During this time, the bishop produced an astonishing number of 
literary works, including such major pieces as the History of the Arians 

m S. Bo. 134 ( = VS1 185. 12-20 Uf); VP 136 (86. 3-9 Halkin). 
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1 

and the Life of Antony?19 Moreover, he conducted a vigorous campaign 
directed against any tendencies among monks to listen to Arian theology 
or to try to remain in communion with anti-Athanasian Christians. 
Athanasius' success at rallying the majority of monks to his side surely-
contributed to his great power in Egypt. It would prove to be a lesson 
not lost on Athanasius' successors such as Theophilus and Cyril. 

Ascetics were involved in Athanasius' escape from the moment that 
soldiers, under the command of Syrianus, the head of the Roman mili
tary in Egypt, surrounded and stormed the Church of Theonas in 
Alexandria on the night of 8 February 356. After Athanasius waited for 
the majority of the worshippers to leave before him, in his own words, 
'the monks [jxovaxot] who were with us there and some of the clergy 
came up and dragged us away 1 . 2 2 0 After some travels in the desert, 
Athanasius apparendy returned secredy to the city, for the index to the 
Festal Letters reports that during 357/8 'the bishop Athanasius was in 
the city of Alexandria, hidden'. 2 2' It is possible that, while Athanasius 
spent most of the six years in the villages and desert, he made sporadic 
clandestine trips into the city. In any case, Alexandrian virgins who were 
known to be sympathetic to the bishop suffered under the imperial 
search for the outlaw: Faustinus, the prefect of Egypt, and Artemius, the 
province's military commander, 'entered a simple house and small cell 
in search of Bishop Athanasius' and 'cruelly tortured Hud cm on J 5. a 
perpetual virgin'. 2 2 2 This nugget of historical information grew into the 
legendary reports that Athanasius spent the entire six years of the third 
exile hiding in the home of an Alexandrian virgin. 2 2 3 More likely 
Athanasius spent most of his time as Gregory of Nazianzus described it: 
'in the holy and divine monastic cells [<j>povrtarrjpiot] in Egypt'. 2 2 4 

Athanasius himself referred to his desert sojourn in his Letters to 
Serapion (on the Holy Spirit): he had received Serapion's letter 'in the 
desert [€prjpLos]\ and he described himself as 'living in the desert [ev 
cpij/ioj Btdywv] on account of the shameless behaviour of those who 
have turned away from the truth'. 2 2 5 The bishop was the object of 'a 
great search by those seeking to kill us' . 2 2 6 This search extended 

2 n See Barnes, Athanasius and Conslantius, 121—35. 
» Fug. 24. 33-4 S. 
m Chron. Ath. 30 (365-7 M/A). 
1 3 2 Ibid. 32 (387-91 M/A). 
m Pall. H. Laos. 63; Soz. ft*. 5. 5. 
m Gr. Naz. Or. 21. 19. 6 Mossay-Lafontaine. 

Ep. Scrap 1. 1, 33 (PG 26. 530a, 605c). 
m Ibid. 1. 1 (PG26. 530a). 
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(probably without good reason) even to the Pachomian monasteries in 
the T h e b a i d . 2 2 7 T h u s , the traditional picture remains the most plausible 
one: Athanasius on the run, moving among the desert monastic settle
ments of northern Egypt yet maintaining contact with his allies in 
Alexandria. 2 2 8 

While hiding in their communities, Athanasius devoted himself to the 
task o f convincing the desert monks to adhere firmly to his party and to 
reject any communion with his opponents. T h i s campaign had four com
ponents: the production of literary works that defended Athanasius' 
actions and theology and attacked those of his opponents; the circulation 
o f a story of A n n s ' grisly death outside the Church; an attack on the 
tendency among monks to disregard philosophical disagreements in their 
relationships with one another; and, as a culmination of these three 
points, the depiction of Antony as a steadfast opponent o f the Arian 
heresy. Each of these moves displayed Athanasius' keen understanding 
o f the monastic milieu and its values. 

Unfortunately, we do not have the pamphlet that Athanasius referred 
to when he told the monks in a letter that 'I have written briefly about 
what we and the Church have suffered, refuting, as I am able, the foul 
heresy of the Ariomaniacs and showing how much it is alien to the 
truth.* 2 2 9 But we can get a sense of its character from what the bishop 
says in this letter and what he writes elsewhere. T h e theological dis
cussion in the pamphlet did not so much build a positive case for 
Athanasius' position on the Word of God as much as it used traditional 
apophatic language to refute the opposing theology: 'For even if it is 
impossible to grasp what God is , it is possible to say what he is not.' T h e 
bishop chose this strategy precisely because he knew that the less philo
sophical monks might have no patience for subde theological distinc-

m VP 138; S. Bo. 185-
2 3 So Tetz, 'Athanasius von Alexandrien', 340; G. C Stead, 'Athanasius', Encyclopedia 

of the Early Church (New York, 1992), 93-5, at 93; Barnes, Athanasius and Constantius, 
121-2; pace Badger, 'New Man*, 203-11. 

a H. AT. ep. 1 (181. 5-7 Op.); this pamphlet is probably not the History of the Arians, to 
which tradition has attached this letter. Charles Kannengiesser has argued that this letter, 
as well as the letter to Serapion of Thmuis on the death of Alius (Ep. mort. Ar.) discussed 
below, should be dated not to the third exile, but to the early 340s (Athanase d'Alexandrie 
eveque et ecrivain (Paris, 1983), 375-07). For refutations of his arguments, see Klaus 
Fitschen, Serapion von Thmuis (Berlin and New York, 1992), 134-5, a*10" Brakke, 'St 
Athanasius', 236 n. 208. Barnes accepts Kannengiesser's re-dating of Ep. mort. Ar. to 340, 
but retains the dating of H. Ar. ep. to the third exile (Athanasius and Ccnsiamius, 122, 278 
nn. 8, 27). Both letters, however, include, in very similar language, Athanasius' peculiar 
request that the recipients not copy what he has written (Ep. mort. Ar. 5; H. Ar. ep. 3 (180. 
15-17; 182. 20-4 Op.)), a sign that these letters were written around the same time. 
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tions: as Athanasius politely phrased it, 'I wrote knowing that to the 
faithful the condemnation of impiety is sufficient knowledge for piety.' 2 3 0 

As for the lost pamphlet's narrative of events, the History of the Avians 
must be an expanded version of this account, while the Defence of his 
Flight suggests how Athanasius must have depicted himself in the 
pamphlet. As we have seen, in the Life of Antony, which he wrote short
ly before the Defence, Athanasius began to use the term anakhdresis in a 
limited, technical sense of ascetic withdrawal. While Athanasius could 
use this term to describe the flight of Dracontius only with caution, in 
the Defence he applied it to his own 'withdrawal' and its biblical models 
eleven times. 2 5 1 He likened his actions to those of the martyrs. 2 3 2 

Athanasius was careful to mention the monastic role in his escape from 
the city (and there is no reason to doubt i t ) . 2 3 5 By these means Athanasius 
presented his flight as an instance of ascetic withdrawal from and rejec
tion of the world. The creation of the legendary Athanasius, near martyr 
for the true faith and kindred spirit of those in the desert, began with 
Athanasius himself. 

By way of contrast, the bishop was eager that the monks and other 
Christians learn of the ominous manner of the death of Arius, the evil 
hcresiarch. Athanasius knew that the monks might be unimpressed by 
his philosophical reasoning, and so he offered them more compelling 
proof of the heretical nature of the anti-Athanasian movement: 

And if something has been neglected [in the lost pamphlet]—and I reckon that 
everything has been neglected—pardon it with a pure conscience and only accept 
the daring of my statement of piety. Indeed, sufficient for a complete condemna
tion of the heresy of the Arians is the judgement coming from the Lord in the 
death of Arius, which you know since you have already heard about it from 
others. Tor what the holy God has decided, who shall scatter?' [Isa. 14: 2 7 ] And 
whom the Lord has condemned, who shall justify? [cf. Rom. 8: 3 3 - 4 ] For who 
will not at last learn from the occurrence of so great a sign that the heresy is 
hated by God, even if it has human beings as its patrons?234 

Arius' death was a 'judgement coming from the Lord', a 'sign' ( O T ^ Í O V ) 

that should convince even the most sceptical monk. Surely the contrast 
with how God had saved Bishop Athanasius from the imperial police 
would not have been lost on the desert fathers. Athanasius had already 
given his version o f Arius' demise once, in his Letter to the Bishops of 

• 

2 ° H.Ar.ep. 2(182. 2-4 Op.). 
m Fug. 6. 22; 10. 20; 12. 12; 13. 14; 19. 5; 20. 24; 24. 6, 23, 27,28; 26. s S. 
1 2 Ibid. 22. n -17 S. «* Ibid. 24. 33-4 S. 

H. Ar. ep. 3 (182. 13-20 Op.). 
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Egypt and Libya, written just before he went into exile, and so was 
confident that the monks had already heard the story; but i f someone had 
not, the bishop was more than happy to supply another account. So he 
did, not long after writing the above words, in a letter to his trusted 
friend and former monastic leader. Bishop Serapion of Thmuis . 
Alternative versions o f the death of Arius were circulating: 'When there 
was an argument among you about the heresy, the question followed to 
this point: whether Arius died having communed with the Church.* 
Athanasius was eager to present his version of the story because 'to make 
this known [ T O oToxdvat T O U T O ] is also finally to stop those who love to 
quarrel.' H e goes on: 'For I judge that, when the marvel [8avtxa] c o n 
cerning his death is made known, no longer will any o f those who pre
viously questioned it dare to doubt that the Arian heresy is hateful to 
G o d . 1 2 3 3 Athanasius artfully juxtaposes his enemy Bishop Eusebius of 
Nicomedia's threats against Bishop Alexander o f Constantinople with 
Alexander's own prayers for the Church. H e then describes Arius* 
ignominious end: 'Arius took courage in the party of Eusebius and, 
talking a lot of nonsense, he went into the toilet because o f the belly's 
necessity, and all of a sudden, as it is written, "falling headlong, he burst 
open in the middle" [Acts 1: 18]. And when he fell, he immediately 
expired, deprived both o f communion and of l i fe . ' 2 3 6 Alexander, accord
ing to Athanasius, rejoiced not because Arius had died, 'but because this 
matter had been demonstrated beyond human judgements'. Athanasius 
endorsed this supernatural interpretation o f the events: 

For the Lord himself, having judged between the threats of the party of Eusebius 
and the prayer of Alexander, condemned the Arian heresy, showed it to be 
unworthy of the ecclesiastical communion, and made manifest to all that, even if 
it has the patronage of the Emperor and of all human beings, it was still con
demned by the Church itself. Therefore, it was demonstrated that the 
Christ-fighting workshop of the Ariomaniacs is not loved by God, but rather 
impious. And many of those who had been formerly deceived changed their 
minds. 2 3 7 

T h e bishop held up to the monks and to others the 'sign' or 'marvel' 
of Arius' death, God' s own condemnation of Athanasius' enemies. T h i s 
propaganda must have been effective among the monks, who feared the 
prospect of dying in an impenitent s ta te . 2 5 5 

a s Ep. mort. Ar. I (178. 9-10, 12-14 Op.). 
» Ibid. 3 (179. 24-8 Op.). 
m Ibid. 4 (179. 33-180.4 Op.). 
a i Verba sen. 5. 41 (PL 73. 886c-8b). 
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Arhanasius intended that the horrifying; death o f Al ios should 
dissuade the monks not only from accepting Arian ideas, but also from 
entertaining people who were theologically suspect: 'Greet one another 
in love and all w h o come to you in piety and faith. "For i f someone", as 
the Aposde said, "does not love the Lord, let him be anathema" [ i Cor. 
16: 22]. T 2 3 9 Athanasius argued vigorously against a monastic tendency 
to offer hospitality to anyone, regardless of his or her theological pro
clivities; such a policy, he said, was just as bad as holding heretical 
opinions. T h i s problem was the focus of the bishop's concern in another 
letter written to monks during the third ex i le . 2 4 0 Athanasius warned 
against two groups o f people: true Arians and those who were not Arians 
but associated with them: 'However, there are people w h o believe the 
opinions of Arius who are going about the monasteries for no other 
reason than so that, as i f coming to you and returning from us, they 
might seduce the simple. Moreover, there are persons who claim not to 
believe the opinions of Arius, but who associate with them and pray 
together with them. ' 2 4 1 From this we learn that opponents of Athanasius 
were attempting to gain support from the monks. Also, it would seem 
that some monks did not feel that theological differences should preclude 
the giving and receiving o f hospitality and praying together. Athanasius 
condemned this practice of generous or indiscriminate fellowship: 'For 
when someone sees you, the faithful in Christ, in communion with such 
people, he will think this to be a matter o f indifference and fall into the 
mud of impiety . ' 2 4 2 T h e monks placed a high value on hospitality: they 
told h o w a Manichaean monk had been converted to catholic 
Christianity by another monk showing him hospitality without regard to 
their theological divis ion. 2 4 3 T o them, such fellowship was 'a matter o f 
indifference' {àSiâ<ftopov, indiscretum). N o t to Athanasius, however; to 
him, it was 'the m u d o f impiety* (o rijç àoefeîaç fiopfiopos, caenum 
impietatis). Athanasius believed that the withdrawal o f hospitality could 
bring wavering monks firmly to the pro-Athanasian side: 

» H. AT. ep. 3 {182. 24-6 Op.). 
1.0 Ep. mon. {PG 26. 1185-8). G. de Jerphanion has demonstrated that the old Latin 

version of diis letter, found in the Vatican manuscript Regin. lat. 133 with works of Lucifer 
of Cagliari, represents a more original form of the letter than does Mauntfacon's Greek, 
which is abridged. This was made clear by a 4th-cent. Greek inscription containing the text 
of Athanasius' lener found at the Monastery of Epiphanius at Thebes. He has published all 
three versions of the letter in *La Vraie Teneur d'un texte de Saint Athanase rétablie par 
Pépigraphie', RSR 20 (1930), 529-44. My study is based primarily on the Latin text, with 
reference to the two Greek versions. 
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Therefore, when someone comes to you, if he brings, according to the blessed 
John [cf. 2 John io], right doctrine, say to him, 'Hail!' and receive such a one like 
a brother. But if someone pretends to confess the right faith. Vet appears to be in 
communion with people like this, urge the person to remove himself from such 
a custom; and if he so promises, treat him too like a brother. But if he persists in 
a contentious spirit, avoid him as well. . . . And those who see that you do 
not pray with them will receive benefit by fearing lest they be reckoned to be 
impious and people who believe such things [the opinions of Arius].244 

Once again, Athanasius reshaped an important monastic value, hospi
tality, by insisting that the monks take into account theological 
differences in their relationships with one another. This policy was 
designed to have the political effect of isolating wavering or Arian-
sympathizing monks from the most prominent monastic communities, 
which by now were closely linked to the pro-Athanasian hierarchy. 

The Life of Antony was the climactic weapon in Atf»«"snis a campaign 
against monastic sympathy for the Arian cause and indifference about 
th£_j^tjo_versy. 2 4 5 The Life has been shown to have been 'a major 
offensive' in Athanasius' battle with the Arians. The bishop's anti-Arian 
campaign among the monks has been described as a war. fought _,on 
'two fronts': first, 'the practical work of contact, correspondence, 
and negotiation'; secondly, 'the related but more theoretical task of 
propaganda—specifically, the development of the view that the monastic 
ideal is the product, the legitimate offspring, of only one set of christo-
logical and soteriological ideas'.2 4* So far we have been concerned with 
the first front. The second, the portrayal of Antony's life and spirituality 
in a manner compatible with Athanasius' theology, will be examined 
in Chapter 4. At this point our focus is on how the Life furthered 
each of the elements of the anti-Arian campaign of the third exile. 
Athanasius was caper to show that Antony adhered fully to TJie_Q_rthodox 
programme because 'the Arians falsely claimed that he held the same 
view as they'; he depicts Antony responding to this claim by appearing 
in Alexandria, publicly denouncing Arian thought with a summary 
of the Athanasian christology, and commanding that any fellowship 
with Arians be withdrawn. 2 4 7 Athanasius has Antony practise what he 
preaches: 

M Ep. mon. (lat.) 37-47, 57-6o dej. 
2 4 5 Cf. Brian Brcnnan, 'Athanasius' Vita Antonii: A Sociological InterpretationVC 39 

£1985), 209-27, at 218-19. 
2* Robert C. Gregg and Dennis E. Groh, Early A nanism—A Vuu> of Salvation 

(Philadelphia, 1981), 131-59,« 134. 
w VA 69 (PC 26. 941); cf. Gregg and Groh, Early Ariamsm, 138. 
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In things having to do with belief, he was truly wonderful and orthodox. 
Perceiving; their wickedness and apostasy from the outset, he never held 
communion with the Melitian schismatics. And neither toward the Manicheans 
nor toward any other heretics did he profess friendship, except to the extent of 
urging the change to right belief, for he held and taught that friendship and 
association with them led to injury and destruction of the souL So in the same 
way he abhorred the heresy of the Arians, and he ordered everyone neither to go 
near them nor to share their erroneous belief. Once when some of the 
Ariomaniacs came to him, sounding them out and learning that they were 
impious, he chased them from the mountain, saying that their doctrines were 
worse than serpents* poison. 2 4* 

Antony does precisely what Athanasius had urged in his second letter to 

the monks: mere association with Arians, the bishop had claimed, would 

mire someone in 'the m u d ot impiety'; here"Antony claims it will lead to 

' iSJHELJ^^-destrair^Qr4,n¿ji ie .sour. As__^thanasius had suggested, 

Antony's onlv contact with such 'heretics' is to urge them to abandon 

thdr > _u^Qrt¿odox.hdiefe. These matters are still on the great monk's 

mind as he approaches death; he says in his final discourses: 

Be zealous in protecting the soul from foul thoughts, as I said before, and com
pete with the saints, but do not approach the Melitian schismatics, for you know 
their evil and profane reputation. Nor are you to have any fellowship with the 
Arians, for their impiety is evident to everyone. And should you see the judges 
advocating their cause, do not be troubled, for this will end—their fanaticizing 
posture is something perishable and ephemeral. Rather, keep yourselves pure 
from contact with them . . . And let there be no fellowship between you and the 
schismatics, and certainly none with the heretical Arians. For you know how 
I too have shunned them because of their Christ-battling and heterodox 
teaching. 2 4 9 

Athanasius had told Serapion to avoid the Arian movement 'even if it has 

the patronage of the Emperor and of all human beings'; so too Antony-

urges the monks to shun the Arians even i f 'you see the judges advo

cating their cause*. When an imperial official, Balacius, does actively 

support the Arian cause, Antony accurately predicts his untimely 

demise; this story parallels the account of Arms' death that Athanasius so 

vigorously propagated. 2 3 0 Athanasius makes Antony's last act to bestow 

pieces o f do th ing on Athanasius and on the bishop's close ally, the 

monk-bishop Serapion o f T h m u i s . 2 5 1 

w VA 68 (PG 26. 940b—ra; rr. Gregg, Athanasius, 83—4). 
w Ibid. 89, 91 (PG 26. 968b, 9690-723; tr. Gregg, Athanasius, 95-7). 
1 5 0 Ibid. 86 (PG 26.964). 2 3 1 Ibid. 91 (PG 26.972b). 



The Desert Fathers and the Episcopate 137 

Athanasius' depiction of Antony dovetails with each element_pjHhe 
bishop's monastic anti-Arian campaigm^tj^logical atjack.Pilfhe._ft.rian 
Joctrine and defence ot Athanasius as die true leader of orthodoxy; a 
sign of God's judgement against the Arians in the sudden, grisly death of 
one of their leaders; and the withdrawal of fellowship from adherents to 
unorthodox thinking. Combined with the depiction of Antony's progress 
as reflecting Athanasian christology and soteriology, 2 5 2 these emphases 
made the Life of Antony Athanasius' ultimate weapon in his anji^Arian 
work during the third exile (356-62). The success of this campaign is 
evident in that Athanasius was able to escape capture not only through
out the six years of that exile, but also during the fourth and fifth 
exiles as well (362—3; 365—6). Some ancient observers attributed the 
bishop's ability to elude imperial officials to his mysterious powers of 
clairvoyance, bis enemies calling it 'sorcery', his friends 'the gift of 
prophecy* . 2 S 3 But other reports transmit the more likely scenario that 
numerous Egyptian monks were won over by Athanasius' campaign and 
so protected him. Thus, Duke Artemius, the cruel torturer of the virgin 
Eudemonis, was frustrated in his attempt to find Athanasius among the 
Pachomian monks: 

The duke asked through an interpreter, 'Where is your father?' Abba Pecussius 
answered, 'He has gone to the monasteries.' And he said, 'The one who comes 
after him, where is he?* They showed him Abba Psarfein, the Great Steward. 
And [Artemius] told him privately, 'I have an imperial order against Athanasius 
the bishop, and he is said to be with you.' Abba Psarfein replied, 'He is indeed 
our father, but I have never yet seen his face. Still, here is the monastery.' After 
he had searched and not found him, he said to those in the synaxis, 'Come, pray 
for me.* They said, 'We cannot, because we have a commandment from our 
father not to pray with anyone who follows the Arians'—for they saw with the 
duke one of the Arians who was acting as bishops—and they left. So he prayed 
alone. And as he fell asleep in the synaxis by day, he woke up with a bleeding 
nose and was troubled—we do not know for sure what happened to him—and 
full of fear, he said, 'When that happened to me in the vision, I hardly escaped 
death with God's mercy/ Thus he withdrew. When Abba Theodore returned 
and heard these things, he gave praise to God.25* 

The effects of Athanasius' work are clear in this story, whether it reports 
actual events of f.360 or merely reflects attitudes fully developed later. 
The monks consider Athanasius their 'father', although they have never 

3 5 2 Sec Gregg and Groh, Early Arianism, 142-53, and Ch. 4 of this book. 
7 5 3 Soz. H.e. 4.10. 
» VP 138 {86. 32-87. 15 Halkin); cf. S. Bo. 185. 

http://atjack.Pilfhe._ft.rian
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seen h i m . 2 5 5 T h e y have received the bishop's directive not to pray with 
Arian sympathizers, and they obey it. Moreover, Artemius, the Arian 
patron, nearly meets the same fate as Arius and lia lac i us, but is spared by 
'God's mercy 1 . T o be sure, the monks oífer little in the way o f a theo
logical defence of Athanasian orthodoxy, but their loyalty to their 'father' 
the bishop is no less firm. Thanks to the work of Athanasius, the monks 
do not enjoy any exemption from ecclesiastical politics, but must take 
sides. Here the Egyptian Church is well along the path that will lead to 
Bishop Cyril's bringing gangs of monks to church councils in support of 
Alexandrian orthodoxy. 

T h e events that we have considered in this chapter occurred primarily 
during the second half o f Athanasius' episcopate, after 350. By this t ime 
the potential consequences of the withdrawal of so many dedicated 
Christian men into the desert or behind monastery walls had become 
apparent. Questions arose about the meaning of the monks' withdrawal 
for their relationship to the wider Church. Could monks, for example, 
regulate their own ascetic practices and settle differences on such matters 
among themselves? T o some extent they could, Athanasius seemed to 
say in his ascetic correspondence. But when monks practised too much 
sleep deprivation or absented themselves from the Eucharist because of 
nocturnal emissions, Athanasius intervened and labelled such practices 
heretical. T h e bishop used arguments based on Scripture to legitimate 
his own ascetic programme of reduced attention to bodily functions and 
greater devotion to meditation. H e also asserted the bishop's right to 
adjudicate disputes among monks. 

Dracontius and his advisers seemed to think that a withdrawn monk 
was released from any obligation to serve in a church office if he were 
called. Athanasius denied this and appointed numerous monks to 
bishoprics throughout Egypt. H e reminded Dracontius that he was part 
o f a Church that was united by its sacraments and by its common life of 
imitation of the saints. T h e responsibilities of monk and bishop were 
different, Athanasius agreed, but one was not more worthy than the 
other. Dracontius' character would be determined not by his 'position' in 
the desert or the world, but by his 'action', his moral effort within what
ever context he found himself. 

Yet a third quest ion was the extent to which monastic communities, 
like that founded by Pachomius, could be independent o f episcopal 

1 5 5 Recall thai, if the reconstruction above is correct, Athanasius had not visited the area 
of the Pachomian monasteries since around 330 and would not again until 363 or later. 
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control and free to govern themselves. Pachomius insisted on the full 
autonomy of his federation and resisted bishops who tried to intervene in 
his community's internal affairs. Theodore , however, was more prag
matic: the large and prosperous federation o f his day required stable and 
friendly relations with the Alexandrian episcopate. H e sought and 
received Athanasius' help in resolving the strained relationship between 
h i m and Horsisius. A t Theodore's death, Athanasius made clear to the 
Pachomian monks that they were to accept Horsisius as their n e w leader. 
Athanasius was willing to grant the Pachomian federation its autonomy, 
but he intervened in its affairs when he saw order in danger. 

Finally, could monks avoid taking sides in the political conflicts that 
rocked the Egyptian Church? Some monks appeared to think so: they ate 
and prayed with just about anyone, without regard to ecclesiastical 
affiliation. Other monks did become partisans in the Arian conflict, but 
o f the Arians. to Athanasius' horror. Athanasius insisted that monks had 
to discriminate on the basis o f political loyalties, and he rallied the desert 
fathers to his party at a crucial moment in the struggle: the expulsion of 
the Athanasians from Alexandria in 356. With the help of the monks, 
Athanasius was never captured by the imperial police and was able to 
reclaim his see in 362. 

O n each o f the issues, Athanasius claimed that the monk's withdrawal 
did not sever his more basic tie to the wider Church. When Antony 
withdrew into a wilderness where allegedly no monk had gone before, he 
initiated a dynamic in the monastic movement toward separation, toward 
an increasing distance from the settled land and its parishes and bishops. 
Athanasius' primary task with respect to the desert monks was therefore 
one of integration: bringing them into the episcopal hierarchy and enlist
ing them in doctrinal and political conflicts. From this perspective, 
although his ultimate goal remained church unity under the episcopate, 
the essential thrust of Athanasius' dealings with the desert monks was 
quite different from that of his regulations of the Alexandrian virgins. 
Because the virgins were so disturbingly active in the Arian crisis, 
because their urban setting presented them with so many opportunities 
for independent associations and activities, and simply because they were 
women, Athanasius was eager to set the virgins apart, to counter their 
tendencies toward involvement in the Church's public life with exhorta
tions to separation and seclusion. While he urged virgins to be silent and 
secluded, the bishop entreated Dracontius to come out from hiding and 
to preach. Athanasius called virgins 'brides of Christ' and 'daughters o f 
Jerusalem', symbolically relating them to divine beings and heavenly 



140 The Desert Fathers and the Episcopate 

cities; but the monks h e called 'fathers of flocks' and 'children of the 
Church', politically relating them to earthly, concrete groups o f human 
be ings . 2 5 6 In both cases, however, Athanasius pursued the same goal: a 
united Church, composed of ascetic and lay Christians, both groups 
having their place, each sex having its traditional gender role, but all 
under the care of the bishops. 

In his correspondence with the Alexandrian virgins, Athanasius* 
pursuit of this goal involved his attack on the academic authority of the 
gifted teacher in favour o f the institutional authority of bishops and 
priests; also when addressing monks, Athanasius placed the bishop and 
his priests at the centre of church unity. But just as he urged older 
virgins to serve as behavioural models for younger women, so too 
Athanasius recognized the guidance that advanced monks like A m m o u n 
offered to less experienced monks. N o n e the less, Athanasius was deter
mined that these monastic 'advisers' would guide their disciples within 
limits determined by ecclesiastical rule and the opinions issued by the 
patriarch. Still another way that a successful monk could exercise 
authority, which I have not discussed in this chapter, was to act as a 
spiritual patron for other Christians. Athanasius addressed this issue in 
his Life of Antony, which is the subject o f Chapter 4. At this point let us 
note that Athanasius recognized the ascetic teaching authority of 
advanced monks, but limited it with the higher authority of the episcopal 
hierarchy. 

In his letters to the desert fathers, Athanasius developed themes that 
also appear in his writings to the virgins: the ascetic life as a battle with 
Satan; the reorientation of the b o d y - m i n d relationship and, hence, the 
direction of physical ascetic practices toward this goal; imitation o f 
the saints as the basic structure o f the Christian life; the danger of 
unorthodox ideas and associations; the Church as a hierarchical unity, 
made u p of married people and celibates. As he expounded these themes, 
the bishop took monastic ideas and values—bodily discipline, conflict 
with Satan and his demons, hospitality, withdrawal, and the superiority 
of sexual renunciation—and transformed them in ways that both con
tinued the ascetic tradition and cohered with his goal of ecclesiastical 
order. T o Athanasius, the spirituality of the ascetic Christian could not 
be essentially different from that of the lay Christian. Hence , the themes 
that Athanasius developed in his ascetic writings did not apply to monks 
and virgins alone, but also shaped his pastoral vision for the mass of 
Christians. Like other fourth-century bishops, Athanasius faced the task 

244 Ep. Amun. 69. 18-19 J.; On. 1 = VP 144 (91. 13 Hal kin). 
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of articulating, within the imperially sponsored Church, a truly catholic 
spirituality, one that embraced both the perfection of the desert fathers 
and the humbler aspirations of the ordinary Christians whom they left 
behind. That spirituality is the subject of the following chapter. 



3 

Asceticism in Athanasius* Theology 
and Spirituality 

When Hieracas proclaimed to Kgyptians around the beginning o f the 
fourth century- that the incarnation o f Christ had brought an end to 
marriage and had ushered in the era of 'chastity and continence', he 
stood firmly in a long tradition of Christian ethical perfectionism. From 
its origins, Christianity had featured a two-tiered ethic: some of its 
adherents gave up home, family, and wealth for Christ; most did not. 
Hieracas' spirituality, however, was meant only for the ascetic élite, those 
persons who wanted, by their renunciation of sex and normal amounts o f 
food and sleep, to lift themselves above the mass of ordinary human 
beings. Less perfect Christians had no place in Hieracas' virginal para
dise: even children could not 'inherit the kingdom of heaven because 
they have not taken part in the contest'. 1 W rhen he tried to dissuade 
Alexandrian virgins from accepting Hieracas' ideas, Athanasius offered 
his own vision of heaven in response. It consisted not only of virgins, but 
also of their parents and virtuous married women: 'Virginity leads and 
walks in front, as she is accustomed, with great boldness, but they all will 
be a single chorus and a single symphony in the faith.*1 W e have seen in 
the two previous chapters how in his dealings with virgins and monks 
Athanasius attempted to translate this spiritual vision into political 
reality. Athanasius believed that the 'two ways o f life', marriage and 
virginity, 3 could best flourish in a Church centred around the local 
worshipping communities connected with the Alexandrian episcopate: 
ascetic communities were to be satellites of this hierarchical organization. 
In the present chapter I turn from Athanasius' political encounters with 
discreet groups of ascetic Christians to examine the comprehensive 
spiritual vision that informed them. T h e goal is to understand how 
Athanasius' spirituality, unlike that of Hieracas, was able to embrace 
practitioners of both of the 'two ways o f life'. 

1 Epiph timet. 67. a. 7 (3. 134. 27—135. 4 Holl-Dummcr). 
1 Ep. vérg. I . 21 (82. 28-0; 83. 2-12 Lef.). 
1 Ep Amm 68. 21-2 J. 
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Athanasius explicitly said that the purpose of his spiritual programme 
was to enable a person to 'form oneselF (TMKMV eavrov)* This language 
of self-formation identifies Athanasius* ascetic regime as one of the pro
grammes in antiquity that Michel Foucault has called 'technologies of 
the self: regimes 'which permit individuals to effect by their own means 
or with the help of others a certain number of operations on their own 
bodies and souls, thoughts, conduct, and way of being, so as to transform 
themselves in order to attain a certain state of happiness, purity, wisdom, 
perfection, or immortality*.5 Foucault has described how 'cultivation of 
the self* became a central theme in the philosophical and medical dis
courses of the early empire and formed the background for reflection 
on sexual practices.6 He appears to have identified in early Christian 
asceticism three transformations of previous discourse about the self and 
sexuality: a substitution of an ethic of self-renunciation for the classical 
'aesthetics of the self; a focus on the solitary individual's internal life, 
rather than on acts with another person; and a codification of permitted 
and prohibited sexual acts leading to the confessional.7 Foucault's 
studies of 'technologies of the se l f will provide valuable insights into 
Athanasius' regime of self-formation, but there are also problems with 
his approach to early Christian materials.8 In the case of Athanasius, we 
will indeed find an ethic of self-renunciation, but an 'aesthetics of the 
self still remains. Moreover, in this chapter I shall explore more fully 
than Foucault's works do how Athanasius' ascetic programme of self-
formation cohered with and supported his political programme of church 
formation, how his technology of the self was also a technology of power. 

One facet of Athanasius' political programme that we have studied is 
his campaign against academic Christianity; the bishop sought to detach 
Alexandrian virgins from Arian study circles by disparaging the tide of 
'teacher', attacking the Arian notion of the Word as having advanced 
in knowledge and virtue, and secluding virgins in self-contained 
communities of women. Athanasius promulgated a canon of Scripture in 
his 39th Festal Letter in order to replace the speculation of Christian 
teachers with an unchanging doctrine derived from the Bible. These 
tactics found their correlate in Athanasius' theology of the Christian life. 

4 Ep. Marteii 10 (PC 27. 20c); cf. Ar. 3. 20 (PC 26. 365c); VA 55 iFG 26. 9252). 
5 Michel Foucault, 'Technologies of the Self, in L. H. Martin, et at (eds.). Technologies 

of the Self( Amherst, Mass., 1988), 16-49,« 18; cf. The History of Sexuality, tr. R. Hurley 
(New York, 1978-56), 2. 10-11. 

* Foucault, History, 3. 39-68. 
~ Elizabeth A. dark, 'Foucault, the Fathers, and Sex \ JAAR 56 (1988), 619-^1, at 

626-7. 
» Ibid. 
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T h e first part of this chapter examines how Athanasius removed 
intellectual contemplation o f God from the centre of his spirituality, and 
instead defined the Christian life in ascetic terms as control o f the body's 
passions and cultivation of virtue- T h e model Christian was no longer 
the insightful intellectual, but the self-controlled ascetic. Athanasius 
eschewed an educational paradigm in describing the Christian life and 
instead articulated a myth (humanity's ascent to heaven past weakened 
demonic powers) that stressed moral effort and required practices o f 
withdrawal from human society, which he metaphorically described as a 
death. T h e Christian life became an ascetic life. 

T h i s ascetic spirituality raised the issue of the nature o f the Christian 
Church: Egyptian Christians included not only monks and virgins but 
also married people. T h e second part of this chapter describes how 
Athanasius accounted for the Church's unity and diversity. H e did so by 
defining the Church as a -n-oXiTeta ('conunonwealth' or 'way of life*) that 
was formed through imitation of the saints; an ethic of imitation followed 
naturally from Athanasius' theological emphasis on the difference 
between Creator and created, and it helped him to claim that the Church 
was a network of diverse persons bound together through a process o f 
modelling and copying. A set of images drawn from Scripture further 
enabled Athanasius to articulate how the varied lifestyles of Christians 
could form a united body: ordinary Christians, h e said, practised a life o f 
renunciation that differed from that o f ascetics only in degree, not in 
character. In this way Athanasius could see the different programmes 
o f self-formation that monks, virgins, and married people practised as 
variations on a single ascetic pattern. 

Athanasius described the asceticism of the ordinary Christian in his 
Festal Letters; this moderate technology of the self is studied in the final 
section of this chapter. T h e 'discipline opposed to sin', as Athanasius 
called it, took its shape from the celebration of Lent and Easter: because 
the Christian Pasch was an epitome of the Christian life, its discipline 
constituted an intensified form o f that practised throughout the year. 
Through prayers and vigils, study o f the Scripture, and limited 
renunciation of sex , food, and wealth, even ordinary married Christians 
could control their bodily passions and ward off the attacks o f demons. 
Examination o f this paschal discipline will reveal an ascetic programme 
especially suited to persons of wealth and education, a group whose 
allegiance to the Athanasian episcopate was the glue that held together 
the fragile earthly counterpart of the heavenly 'single symphony in the 
faith' that Athanasius so eloquently praised. 
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THE CHRISTIAN LIFE AS AN ASCETIC LIFE 

Prior to Athanasius Christian spirituality in Alexandria had taken its 
character from the works o f such intellectuals as Valentinus, Clement, 
and Origen. Particularly as formulated by Origen, it placed contem
plation of God at the centre of the Christian life; moral reformation, the 
turning away from vice and the learning of virtue, was chiefly a stage of 
purification in preparation for the real task of advancing in knowledge of 
God through study o f the Scriptures. 9 T h i s Platonizing programme was 
an optimistic one: Origen assumed 4 a certain kinship* between the 
human mind and God and so was confident that human beings were free 
to progress in the divinizing contemplation of G o d . 1 0 If the basic 
Christian story is one o f fullness followed by lack and restoration. 
Christians like Origen interpreted this story in epistemological terms as 
the loss of an original human knowledge of God and its restoration. T h e 
academic study o f the Scriptures was an ascending voyage of deepening 
rediscovery' of oneself and of God. T h i s intellectual spirituality was well 
suited to the study circles that teachers like Arms and Hieracas guided, 
and its traces remain even in the thought o f Athanasius throughout his 
entire career. However, Athanasius modified the Alexandrian spiritual 
tradition that he received so as to give it a character less intellectual and 
more ethical." M y purpose in this section is not to present a full dis
cussion of Athanasius 1 soteriology or spirituality, since fine studies 
of these topics are available, 1 2 but to highlight this shift in an ascetic 
direction. 1 3 T h e Arian crisis made Athanasius place the distinction 
between Creator and created at the centre of his theological discourse, 
replacing Origen's basic hierarchy of spiritual and material: 1 4 this crucial 

• See Andrew Louth, The Origins of the Christian Mystical Tradition (Oxford, igSi), 
52-74; Bernard McGinn, The Foundations of Mysticism, vol. 1 of The Presence of God (New 
York, 1091), 101-30. 

w 'Certain kinship*: Or. Mart. 47 (tr. Rowan A. Greer, Origen: An Exhortation to 
Martyrdom, Prayer. First Principles: Book IV, Prologue to the Commentary on the Song of 
Songs. Homily XXVII on Numbers (New York, 1979), 76); Princ. 1. 1. 7 (tr. G. W. 
Buttcrworth, Origen: On First Principles (repr. Gloucester, Mass., 1973), 13). 

1 1 Cf. Louts Bouyer, L'Incarnation et Céglise-corps du Christ dans la théologie de saint 
Athanase (Paris, 1943), 23. 

| : In addition to the works listed in nn. 9 and 11, see J. Roldanus, Le Christ et l'homme 
dans le théologie d'Athanase d'Alexandrie (Laden, 1968), and Carlton Mills Badger, Jr., 
'The New Man Created in God*, Ph.D. thesis (Duke, 1990). 

1 1 J. Rebecca Lyman finds Athanasius1 theology well suited to his social role as an 
'ascetic bishop' (Christology and Cosmology (Oxford, 1993), 124-59). 

Andrew Louth, 'Athanasius's Understanding of the Humanity of Christ", SP 16 
(1985), 309-18, at 3U. 
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difference between uncreated and created being made Athanasius 
question any optimistic assessment of humanity's likeness to God , an 
issue which he recast in moral terms. Athanasius' distrust of intellectual 
speculation led him to displace ignorance and knowledge as the principal 
themes of the Christian story and replace them with corruption and 
incorruption. 1 5 N o t ignorance o f God , but the moral and physical 
corruption of the body became the chief obstacle to the human relation
ship with G o d ; contemplation was no longer the means o f human 
divinization, but one result of the soul's restored governance of the body 
and its unruly passions. Humanity's return to the divine remained an 
ascent to heaven, but not an insightful mind's upward flight from 
material to spiritual realities, but rather an embodied person's deter
mined effort to pass by weakened demonic powers. Moral reformation 
took centre stage in the Christian life, which gained an increasingly 
ascetic character. 

T h e s e tendencies in Athanasius' thought appear even in his early 
treatise Against the Nations, where the Alexandrian contemplative 
tradition exerts its greatest influence. 1 6 According to the young 
Athanasius, Adam in his ideal state was a contemplative ascetic: he was, 
in the words of a modern interpreter, 'unconscious o f his own self, 
spontaneously turned away from his body and from the sensible world, 
and ecstatically turned toward the divine Logos ' . 1 7 Athanasius' descrip
tion of prelapsarian human beings conforms to traditional contemplative 
spirituality: created after the Word of God , God's image, the original 
human beings contemplated God through the Word by means o f their 
rational faculty, 'clinging to the divine and intelligible realities in heaven 
through the power of their m i n d ' . 1 8 Origen could have written this. But 
already cracks appear in this picture o f the intellectual communion of 
rational creatures with their God. Unlike Origen's rational beings, 
Athanasius' ideal human beings already had bodies, whose 'desires' had 
to be controlled, and souls, whose 'purity' had to be preserved." Even 
before the fall, in terms of Christian history, and even before the full 
theological debates of the Arian crisis, in terms o f Athanasius' personal 
history, Athanasius tied humanity's knowledge of G o d to virtue and 

n Bouyer, L'Incarnation et î'église-corps, 37-8. 
16 Gent. 2-4. Louth contrasts the 'Origenist* Against the Nations with the 'more charac

teristically Athanasian' On the Incarnation (Origins, 78). 
1 7 Charles Kannengiesser, 'Athanasius of Alexandria and the Foundation of Traditional 

Christology", 7~S 34 (1073), 103—13, at 108; cf. E. P. Metering, Athanasius: 'Contra Gentes' 
(Leiden, 1984), 17, 

18 Gent. 2. 20-1 T. 
Ibid. 2. 22,33 T. 
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control of the body and thus anticipated the great theme of moral and 
physical corruption in On the Incarnation. Adam was not merely a 
contemplative; he was also an ascetic in full control of his body. The 
absolute Athanasian distinction between Creator and created lay behind 
the ascetic character of Athanasius' vision of ideal humanity. Athanasius 
believed that, because human beings were created out of nothing, they 
were naturally subject to corruption and enjoyed their knowledge of God 
precariously, only as a gift, as a function of the rational mind that God 
had given them. The soul and body were the places in the composite 
human being where communion with God was endangered. The body 
was mortal and subject to corruption: only constant attention to God 
prevented it from decaying into non-being. 2 0 The soul was 'by nature 
mobile [evjaVip-o?]*, able to turn toward or away from the good. 2 1 The 
corruptible body and the changeable soul were the unstable components 
of the human personality; the forces that could destabilize them were 
'desire' (cVilu/iuz) and 'pleasure' (rfiovq).11 In this precarious situation, 
the task of the original human beings was an ascetic one: to keep their 
body and its desires subject to the rule of the rational mind, and to keep 
their soul pure by ignoring the body's desires and taking pleasure only in 
God. 

Adam and Eve did not persevere in this ascetic self-control: they 
turned their attention away from God and so became victimized by the 
body's desires and corruption. Human beings exchanged contemplation 
of God for 'contemplation of the body' and turned their attention away 
from God and higher realities and toward things 'closer to themselves', 
namely the body and sensible things. 2 3 The first sin, then, was not pride 
or disobedience, but a loss of moral nerve, a failure to persevere in 
renunciation of the body and attention to God: Athanasius described it 
with such terms as 'negligence* (KaToAiytopciV), 'hesitation' (oicvtiv), 'lack 
of attention' (a/icAui), and 'forgetting' {eiriXavOdvcadat); the result was 
'evil' (KaKia).24 The consequent disorientation of the mind extended 
to the affections of the soul: human desires became selfish, defiling, and 
orientated toward the pleasures of the body. 2 S Single-minded, un-

* Gent. 33. 6-7 T.; Inc. 4. 2S-9 T. 
11 Gent. 4. 8-13 T. Lyman lakes this description to refer (also?) to the rouy (Christotogy 

and Cosmology, 141). 
» Gent. 2. 22; 3. &-ao; 4. 3 T. 
u Ibid. 3. 3-5, 16-17 T. 
** Ibid. 3. 2-3; Inc. 6. 18; 10. 9; Geni. z. 1; 3. 12-13 T.; P. Athanasius Recheis, 'Sancti 

Athanasti Magni Doctrina de primordiis seu quomodo explicaverit Genesim 1-3', Anton. 
28 (»953). 219-60, at 250. 

a Gent. 3. 8-13 T. 
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distracted attention toward God gave way to the multiple, divided 
'desires of the body', and human beings became morally paralysed by 
fear of death, since death would terminate their enjoyment of these 
desires: 

H a v i n g abandoned the comprehension of and desire for the one true being, I 
mean God, they [human beings] next fell into the disparate and d i v i d e d desires 
of the body. Then, as usually happens, forming a desire for every and all things, 
they began to have such a habit for them that they feared losing them. Thus too 
fears, terrors, pleasure, and thoughts of death came upon the soul. For because it 
did not want to abandon its desires, it feared death and separation from the body. 
And even more, desiring and not getting satisfaction, i t learned to murder and 
commit injustice.26 

It is striking how Athanasius tied together moral disorder and the fear of 
death. This terror was a result of humanity's new vulnerability to the 
processes of the created order, for Adam and Eve found themselves 
'naked': that is, 'naked of the contemplation of divine things'. 2 7 Stripped 
of the protective clothing of divine contemplation, people were now 
exposed to the process of corruption and death natural to them. 2 8 Human 
beings thus began an inevitable and accelerating decline into moral decay 
(idolatry and perverse behaviour) and toward certain death. 2 9 The mind's 
disorientation left it anxious and overwhelmed by the body's passions 
rather than in control of them: Adam was no longer a contemplative 
ascetic. 

The contrast between Athanasius' ascetic version of the fall and 
Origen's intellectual version is instructive. Like Origen, Athanasius 
portrayed prelapsarian humanity* as enjoying intellectual communion 
with the Word of God, through whom they received knowledge of the 
Father; and he described the fall as the loss of this knowledge and the 
turn toward the lower, sensible realm; for both Alexandrians, the fall 

M Cent. 3. 22-31 T. On the 'many anxieties1 associated with 'the pleasures', sec Frag. 
(cop.) 3 (122. 12-13 Lef). 

B Cent. 3. 20-2 T. 
a Inc. 4_ 17-33 T. 
n The process was accelerated by the added penalty of God's sentence of death: 

'Because this [the fall] happened, people were dying, and corruption then took control 
of them, becoming even more powerful over the entire race than was natural, to the 
extent that k took up against them God's threat on account of the violation of the 
commandment. For even in their transgressions human beings had not stopped at the set 
limits; rather, gradually stretching forward, they at last went beyond measure. In the 
beginning they were inventors of evil, calling upon themselves death and corruption, but 
later they turned to vice and surpassed all lawlessness, and, not stopping with one evil, they 
conceived of all sorts of new ones and became insatiable in sinning*; Inc. 5. ti-21 T.; cf. 
Cent. 8. 
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resulted from diminished attention to or desire for God. In Origen's 
version of creation and the fall, however, all created beings originated as 
minds, entities of pure reason alone; this was the past o f every human 
being born on earth. T h e superaddition of body and soul was secondary 
and a result o f certain rational entities* fall—over countless ages of 
time—away from God. T h e human body became the condition and 
measure of the soul's educational progress. As each human being 
advanced in knowledge of God and eventually returned to pure rational 
communion with God , the body provided a necessary training field, and 
its transformation reflected the self's gradual renewal in God's image. 3 0 

For Athanasius, in contrast, the body was not a secondary addition to the 
human person. Human beings consisted of mind, body, and soul from 
the moment of their creation: the mind contemplated God , but the soul 
and body provided the possibility of abandoning that contemplation. In 
comparison with Origen's rational creatures, the Athanasian prelapsarian 
human beings had a more difficult task of ascetic perseverance because 
they already possessed a soul, whose affections were 'mobile', and a 
body, which was a dangerously close enticement toward interest in the 
sensible realm. T h e human body, in Athanasius' view, was n o mere 
epiphenomenon o f the soul* not a barometer of the individual's progress 
in divinizing contemplation; rather, the body took centre stage s ince its 
corruption was the great result of the fall. T h e pedagogical function 
of embodiment disappeared, 3 1 and Athanasius turned away from the 
intellectual contemplative tradition of Alexandrian spirituality without 
fully repudiating it. For him contemplation was not 'a means of diviniza-
tion', but merely 'one of the activities of the divinized soul ' . 3 2 T h e 
divinized soul was the one that had mastered the body and achieved a life 
of virtue: it was an ascetic soul. 

According to Athanasius, the incarnation of the Word made a success
ful ascetic life possible once again: by dwelling in a human body, the 
Word granted incorruption to other human bodies, renewed humanity's 
knowledge of G o d in preparation for a life of virtue, and defeated the 
devil and his demons. Athanasius believed that these three benefits were 
most fully appropriated by ascetic Christians, monks and virgins. First, 
the incarnate Word granted incorruption to human bodies through 

* Sec Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York, 1088), 163-8; Margaret R. Miles, 
Fullness of Life (Philadelphia, IQ8I), 49-61. 

1 1 Ekkehard Muhlenberg, 'Verite et bonte de Dieu: Une interpretation de De incar-
natione, chapitre VI, en perspective historique*, in C Kannengiesser (ed.). Politique et 
tkeologie chez Atkanase d\4lexandne (Paris, 1974), 215-30, esp. 223-6. 

1 2 Louth, Origins, 78. 
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a series of 'achievements' (*caTop0a>/«iTa) in his embodied career 
(for example, the ordeal in the Garden of Gethsemane), by which he 
conquered the destabilizing 'movements* (Kivr^ixna) in the body that 
post-lapsarian humanity had been unable to control: 

Because the Word was clothed in the flesh, as has been explained many times, 
every bite of the serpent was utterly extinguished from it, and when some evil 
grew again from the m o t i o n s of the flesh, it was cut away, and with these death, 
that follower of sin, was also abolished . . . And these being destroyed from the 
flesh, we all were thus liberated according to the kinship of the flesh and for the 
future were joined, even we, to the Word.33 

This series of ascetic achievements climaxed in the passion, by which the 
Word freed human beings from their natural, but debilitating fear of 
death, a victory demonstrated by the courage of the martyrs: 

From the most enduring purpose and courage of the holy martyrs it is shown 
that the divinity [of Christ in the Garden of Gethsemane] was not in terror, but 
the Saviour was taking away our terror. For just as he abolished death by death, 
and by human means all human circumstances, so by this so-called terror he 
removed our terror and made it so that people would no longer fear death.34 

By conquering fear of death, the Word removed a major obstacle to 
humanity's moral reformation and recover)' of control over the body's 
passions. As the Word perfectly controlled his assumed body and 
remained untouched by its passions, he transformed the body itself, 
rendering it incorruptible, both morally and physically: the Word's 
perfect guidance divinized the flesh. Moral courage and control of the 
bodily passions were once again possible for human beings because they 
shared a 'kinship of the flesh' with the Word's assumed body. The virgin 
Mar)', for example, 'was not anxious about death; rather, she grieved and 
sighed daily that she had not yet entered the gates of heaven'. 3 5 

It is unclear precisely how, in A than asi us' view, this transfer of 
incorruptibility from the Word's assumed body to other human bodies 
took place. His dogmatic works manifest inconsistency on this point. 3 6 At 
some places the 'kinship of the flesh' appears to have been enough; as if 
they formed one massive body receiving a blood transfusion, all human 
beings automatically received the benefits of the Word's divinization of 

A AT. 2.69 (PG 26. 293); Badger, 'New Man', 34-5, 74-98. 
34 AT. 3. 57 (PG 26. 444); cf. Inc. 28. 1-8 T.; Badger, 'New Man', 85-9. 
35 Bp. virg. 1. 13 (79. 3-5 Lef.). On these 'gates of heaven* and the Word's opening of 

them, see bdow. 
3 0 J. N. D. Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines (rev. edn.; San Francisco, i960), 378-9; cf. 

Bouyer, L'Incarnation et I'cglise-iorps, 124—31. 
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his human flesh: the Word, 'being impassable [áiradíjs] by nature, 
remains as he is [during the incarnation], not harmed by them [the 
passions], but rather destroying and obliterating them; but human 
beings, because their passions are changed into invpassabUity and 
destroyed, have become at last impassable and free of them forever'.37 In 
other passages Athanasius implies that the individual's union with Christ 
in baptism is required for him or her to share in the incorruptibility 
granted by the incarnation: 

But now, because the Word became human and made the properties of the flesh 
his own, these [passions] no longer touch the body on account of the Word 
who came in it. They have instead been destroyed by him, and at last human 
beings no longer remain sinners and dead people in accordance with their own 
passions; rather, having arisen in accordance with the Word's power, they remain 
immortal and incorruptible. Hence, too, because the flesh was born of the God-
bearing Mary, he is said to have been born, he who provides to others their 
origin into being, so that he might transfer our origin into himself and we might 
no longer, as mere earth, return to earth, but might, as being joined to the Word 
from heaven, be carried into heaven by him. Therefore he likewise not un
reasonably transferred to himself the other passions of the body, so that, no 
longer as human beings but as possessions of the Word, we might share in 
eternal life. For we no longer die in accordance with our former origin in Adam; 
rather, because at last our origin and all fleshly weakness has been transferred to 
the Word, we rise from earth, the curse of sin having been removed thanks to 
him who became in us a curse in our behalf. And righdy so, for just as, being 
from earth, we all die in Adam, so having been bora from above by water and the 
Spirit, we all are made alive in Christ, the flesh being no longer earthly, but at 
last having been made rational ['wordified': Xoy<odd<rq\ thanks to the Word of 
God, who became flesh for our sake.53 

This passage begins with general statements that imply a universal 
reception of incorruption, but it concludes with phrases ('having been 
born from above by water and the Spirit') that suggest the requirement 
of incorporation into the Church by baptism. 3 9 Despite this systematic 
confusion, Athanasius' pastoral writings indicate that, even if all human 
beings receive the incorruption of the Word's assumed body, they must 

37 Ar. 3. 34 (PG 26.3g6c-7a). Speaking of Jesus* reception of the Holy Spirit during his 
baptism in the Jordan river, Athanasius writes: 'And if, as the Lord himself has said, the 
Spirit belongs to him and takes from what is his and he himself sends it, then it is not the 
Word, considered as the Word and Wisdom, who is anointed with the Spirit which he him
self gives; rather, it is the flesh assumed by him which is anointed in him and by him, so 
that the sancrification, coming to the Lord as a human being, may come to all human 
beings through him'; Ar. 1.47 (PG 26. I O Q C ) ; cf. Ar. 2. 61. 

38 Ar. 3. 33 (PG 26. 3930-63). w Badger, 'New Man', 71-4. 
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individually appropriate it through lives of ascetic discipline within the 
Church . 4 0 Athanasius therefore depicted ascetic Christians as those 
persons who, through their renunciation of sex, food, and wealth, were 
most able to 'quiet and calm the body's passions', to 'remove themselves 
completely from the desires o f the flesh', and so to achieve a 'balanced' 
disposition of the soul . 4 1 T h e self-control of monks and virgins was the 
supreme example of human beings appropriating the Word's victory 
over the body's corruption. 4 2 As one result of their exemplary self-
control, ascetics enjoyed contemplation of God: 'undivided!}- attentive', 
they could keep their minds fixed on God and meditate continually on 
higher things. 4 3 T h u s , monks and virgins came closest among human 
beings to becoming the contemplative ascetics that Athanasius thought 
Adam and live once had been. 

Knowledge of God continued to have a function in Athanasius' 
spirituality as the second benefit of the Word's incarnation, but 
Athanasius subordinated such knowledge to the life of virtue. Before the 
incarnation, God used the 'patterns and shadows' of his dealings with 
Israel to educate humanity in three logically successive ways: first about 
himself, then about virtue, and finally about the future incarnation of 
his Son. Athanasius explained that, although this education produced 
several persons o f virtue among the ancient Hebrews ('saints'), it was not 
successful among the general mass o f human beings because they were 
still held captive to the process of moral and physical corruption 
unleashed by the fall. 4 4 T h e renewal of humanity according to the image 
of God required the appearance o f the Word, God's image, among 
human beings, and the restoration o f human knowledge o f God required 
that this Word use a body to make himself known to human beings now 
attuned to their physical senses: the incarnation fulfilled both of these 
requirements. 4 5 T h i s renewed knowledge of God continued to be avail
able in the Scriptures, in which the unmediatcd voice of the Word 
became incarnate in words; but scriptural study was not an end in itself, 
not an exercise in divinizing contemplation of the divine, but a means 
to moral reformation and thus to physical incorruption. 4 6 Even those 

4 0 Sec the discussion of grace and free will in the Festal Letters below. 
*' Car. et temp. 117. 10-21; Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 17-18 Lcf.); Ep. vug. 1. 13 (78. 8-9 

Let). 
« Inc. 51. 1-6 T ; Ep. virg. I. 8 (76. 20-5 Lef.). 
41 Ep. virg. 2. 4 (54-7 Leb.); Virg. <syr.) 11 (118-21 Leb.); Mar. et vat. 6 (7. 7 - " D.); 

Ep. Amun. 64- 13—15 J. 
** Inc. 12. 2-30 T.; Epp.fest. (syr.) II. 3; 19.4. 
« Inc. 13-16. 
** Ep. /est. 11. 3-7; Inc. 56-7; Ep. MarcelL; see die discussion of Scripture study below. 
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is of academic Alexandrian spirituality that Athanasius retained 
he redirected toward the disciplined life o f virtue. 

In addition to bestowing incorruption on human bodies and renewing 
knowledge of God in human minds, the incarnate Word enabled human 
asceticism in a third way: by defeating the devil and his demons and 
thereby rendering them weak. Christ's triumph over death and corrup-
tion was also his defeat of the devil: 'From now on we will no longer fear 
the serpent, for he was reduced to nothing when he was attacked by the 
Saviour in the flesh'.47 In Athanasius* Egypt, the demons fled_at the^ 
mention of Christ's name and at the sign of the cross; the Athanasian j 
Church was a sacred space cleared oi the aevu ana nis demonic a l l i es . 4 8 ) 
Exorcisms at 'catholic' martyr shrines were, dramatic evidence of this 
victory. 4 9 Ev"their_ascetic disciplines,_alL Christians continued.to-wape 
war with Christ's help against the devil , but plonks and virgins 
especially so: even the virgin's clothing protected her from 'a spirit in the 
ai j l . 5 0 According to Athanasius, thgjrir, as the space between earth and 
heaven^was the fiejdjfflwhich Christ and his followers battled Satanand 
Jusjlcrnons: the cross, as a death 'in the air', was the most effective 
means by which the Word could gain his victory because a literal 'clear
ing o f the air' was necessary. Before the fall, the human mind had been 
'raised up high in the air, seeing the Word and seeing in him also the 
Word's Father'. 5 1 But after the fall, Satan, 'having fallen from heaven, 
wanders around the lower atmosphere' with his demons, effectively 
blocking HTman access to heaven. 5 2 ' T h e Lord', however, 'came to cast 
down the devil, clear the air, and prepare our way up [avo8os] into 
heaven.'" When he wrote to his flock before Easter of 350, Athanasius 
put this idea most succincdy: 

The place where our Lord Jesus Christ, who took upon himself death on behalf 
of all people, stretched out his hands was not somewhere on earth below, but in 

47 Ar. 2. 69 {PC 26. 293c). Here this theme takes a sudden misogynistic turn: 'Nor will 
we have to watch against woman beguiling us, for "in the resurrection they neither marry 
nor are given in marriage, but are like the angels" [Mark 12: 25], and in Christ Jesus there 
shall be "a new creation" and "neither male nor female, but Christ will be all and in all*' 
[Gal. 6: 5; 3: 28]. And where Christ is, what fear or danger can still happen?'; Ar. 2. 69 (PC 
26. 293c-6a). 

* I*c. 50; 54; Ep.fest. (syr.) to. 4. 
41 Ep. feu. (cop.) 42 (65. 3-15 LeD-
* Ascetics: Ep. virg. 1, 32 (89. 2-27 Lef.); Ep. Amun.; VA passim. Protective clothing of 

virgin: Virg. (syr.) 15 {167-8 Leb.). All Christians: Epp.fest. (syr.) 3. 3; 10. 8; (cop.) 29. 
" Genl. 2. 24-6 T. 
" Inc. 25. 17-21 T. The idea that demons operate in the air goes back to 'Ptato*'s 

Eptnomis (9846) and appears in Origen (Princ. 2. 11. 6); E. P. Meijering, Athanasius: 'De 
Incamattone Verb? (Amsterdam, 1989), I93~4- M 25- 23-5 T. 

—ML 
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the air itself, so that the salvation accomplished through the cross might be 
shown to be for all people everywhere by destroying the devil who was at work 
in the air, and so that he might reopen our way up [avoBos] to heaven and make 
it free.H 

"Thanks to Christ's descent and death in the air, the human path from 
earth to heaven through the air, formerly blocked by Satan, became once 
again clear and accessible: demons still roamed the upper atmosphere, 
but they had been made too weak to prevent diligent Christians from 

^-journeying upward. 
T h e individual Christian's task, then, was to ascend to heaven by-

means of the way up (avo8os) that Christ had made accessible; 
Athanasius made this point numerous times in the Festal Letters, in 
which he also described the Christian feast of Easter as the anticipation 
of a heavenly f e a s t 5 5 'Joined to the Word', Christians 'no longer dwell 
on earth' . 5 6 Athanasius understood the Christian life in terms of a con
trolling myth of descent from and ascent to heaven. It is crucial to 
differentiate Athanasius 1 myth of heavenly ascent from Origen's myth 
o f the fall and ascent of the soul, a Christianized version of a myth 
inherited from the Platonic tradition. Remnants of Origen's myth appear 
in Athanasius' Against the Nations: human beings, he said, descended 
from rational contemplation of G o d into the disorderly desires of the 
body and could 'reascend by means of the rational faculty o f the soul' 
(avafirjvat TW M & T T J ? U ^ V X T J C ) , through an educational process of con
templation and control of the bodily passions. 5 7 But in Athanasius' other 
writings this venerable philosophical myth disappears into a drama in 
which embodied human beings (not merely souls) literally fall from 
heaven and cannot return because demonic forces occupy the air and the 
gates of heaven have been locked. Here the paradise that Adam lost is 
equated with the ultimate destination o f saved human beings, and 
Christ's crucifixion and resurrection both render the demons powerless 
to block the human return to heaven and reopen the closed heavenly 
gates. 5* As Athanasius developed it, the myth of ascent no longer 

11 Ep.fest. 22 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 4. i-o" Wolska-Conus. So too Ep. Adelpk. 7 {PC 
26. 1081b): 'By stretching out his hands on the cross, he overthrew the "prince of the 
power of the air, who is now at work in the children of disobedience" (Eph. 2: 2], and he 
made the way [o&os] dear for us into the heavens.* 

5 5 Christian life as the ascent to heaven: Epp.fest. (syr.)5. 3; 6 .11-12; (cop.) 24; 26; (gr.) 
22143. Easter as anticipation of heavenly feast: Epp.fest. (syr.) 6. 12; 7. 8, 10; 10. 11; 14. 2; 
20. 2; (gr.) 24; 28; 40; 42; 43; (cop.) 25; 26; 41. 

** Ar. 2. 60 (PC 26. 203). 
57 Cent. 34. 12-26 T. 
* 'For not only has he [the Word] comforted us with respect to the distance [from earth 
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carried pedagogical associations; human souls were not progressively re
educated in divine contemplation. Rather, it was the story of Christ's 
victory over Satan and of humanity's ability to be courageous in a life of 
moral effort: 

Heaven truly is high, and its distance from us infinite, for 'the heaven of 
heavens', it says, 'belongs to the Lord' [Ps. 113: 24 (115: 16)]. But not on 
this account should we hesitate or be fearful as if the way there were 
impossible; rather, we should be zealous. For we do not need to bake brick in a 
fire and look for asphalt instead of mud, as did those former people who moved 
from the east, discovered a level place, and settled in the land of Senaar. For 
their languages were confused, and their work destroyed [Gen. 11: 2—81. The 
Lord has reopened the way for us through his own blood and made it easy 
UukoAosj-

Human beings, according to Athanasius, did not actually enter heaven 
until after their natural death, but the myth of humanity's ascent to 
heaven still communicated something about the Christian's moral effort 
in this life: it required effort, but it was 'easy'. On the one hand, heaven's 
distance from earth indicated the need for human effort in the process of 
salvation: Christians must not 'hesitate' as did the original human 
beings, nor should they give in to the fear that the fall had brought on 
them; rather, they must be zealous. On the other hand, their efforts had 
certain hope of success because of the death and resurrection of Jesus, 
who had 'reopened the way up and made it easy' by defeating death and 
Satan. In demythologized language, the incarnation of Christ had made 
sufficient grace available, but people still had to use their will to make 
that grace fruitful. 

The bishop repeatedly emphasized this necessity for human beings to 
use their free will in cultivating grace; this theological principle trans
lated the myth of heavenly ascent into hortatory language. Athanasius 
frequendy cited the Parables of the Talents (Matt. 25: 14-30) and of the 
Sower (Matt. 13: 3-8), both of which highlight the human responsibility 

ro heaven] and with encouragement; but he also has come and opened the gate that had 
been shut. For it was shut from the time when he cast Adam out from the paradise of 
delight and stationed the cherubim and the flaming sword turned to guard the way to the 
tree of life, but now it has been opened wide. And appearing with great joy and love for 
humanity, he who presided over the cherubim has led into paradise with himself the thief 
who confessed [Luke 23: 39-43]. He himself, having entered heaven as forerunner in our 
behalf, has opened the doors to all*; Ep.fesl. 43 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 10. 1-11 Wolska-
Conus. 

M Ibid. 10. 9. 7-16 Wolska-Conus. So too Ep.ftst. 28 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 5. 12-14 
Wolska-Conus.: 'Even if the labour of such a way [080$] is great, since it is [the way] to 
heaven, yet the Saviour himself has rendered even it easy [eAa^pa] and mild [xpijanj].* 
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to use what has been received. 6 0 T h e former inspired the bishop to state 
that 'our will should keep pace with the grace from God and not fall 
short, lest while our will remains idle, the grace given us should begin to 
depart, and the enemy, finding us empty and naked, should enter*. 6 1 

T h i s nakedness o f grace echoes the nakedness of contemplation that 
Adam and Eve suffered, 6 2 but grace here is not merely a means_o_f divine 
pedagogy, but a protective force against demonic powers. Athanasius 
feared that contemporary Christians, like the primeval couple, would 
neglect the grace that had been given them (making it 'unprofitable* and 
'unfruitful') and thus become vulnerable to Satan. 6 3 T h e n-sponsib:)it> 
was theirs because human beings were free and the captains of their own 
destinies: 'We sail on this sea by our own free will, as though by a wind, 
for everyone is carried where it his will [to go ] . Either, when the Word is 
navigating, one enters into rest, or, when pleasure is in control, one 
suffers shipwreck and is endangered by the storm.' 6 4 Because all human 
beings were free to use the grace that had been given them for good or 
ill, Athanasius called Christians those who manifested 'thanksgiving' by 
Cultivating pr?™* [iyeg flf VJrruP and nnn-fhricrianc tho.SC who dis-
played 'ingratitude' by squandering grace in lives o f negligence. 6 5 T h e 
ultimate^esLj^hoyy^well people made use o f God's grace was how they 
fared during timcg^fpcr^n^orIi^i^^!^I^n a theme o f great impor
tance to a bishop writing to his dock from exile in the W e s t . 6 6 Without 
the refined analysis found irT such authors as U n g e n and Plorinus, 
Athanasius thus shared the standardjjre-Augustinian view that grace or 
providence provided the context i n w h i c h nlTrnanbemgs malfe~free 
choices and proved beneficent or punitive depending on those chorees. 6 7 

In the vocabulary of Athanasius' myth, the Christian life was an ascent 
up the road to heaven, a path that had been made accessible by Christ 

M Talents: Epp. fat. (syr.) 3. 2; 6. 5. Sower Epp, feu. (syr.) 3. 3-4; 10. 4; 13. S-
£;./«/ . (syr.) 3. 3 (28. 1-4 C). 

a Gent. 3. 20-2 T. 
* Ep.fest. (syr.) 3. 3 (28. 9, 16 C) ; cf. Epp. feu. (syr.) 6. 5; 7. 7, 9; cf. Roldanus, Christ 

el rhomme, 120. 
M Ep.fest. (syr.) 19. 7 (45*. 9-12 C) ; cf. Lyman, Christology and Cosmology, 144. 
65 Epp.fest. (syr.) 3. 2-5; 6. 3; 10. 5. Here may be one way out of the conundrum over 

whether Athanasius1 soteriology is 'mechanistic' and/or 'universalist' noted above. 
Through their 'Ic/nsbip of the flesh* with the Word's assumed body, all human beings 
receive the benefits of Christ's victory over death and ignorance ('grace'), but they have to 
retain and cultivate this gift through the discipline of the Christian life ('free will*). In this 
sense, nearly all post-incamational sinners arc, in Athanasius' view, apostates. 

* Ep.feu. (syr.) 3. 5. 
* ; Rowan A. Greer, 'The Analog)' of Grace in Theodore of Mopsuestia's Christology', 

JTS, NS 34 (1983), 82-98, at 83-02. 
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('grace'), but th j^s t iU r e j r a i n d _ ^ ('will'). But 
Athanasius did not phrase the issue of grace and freedom in pedagogical 
terms; rather, he saw the problem i n j g n n s of the conflict wi th Satan and 
ascetic control o f the_body: wjlljai£_guMejjnes£l_f_by„rJhe_Jford_or by 
pleasure? 

T h e centrality of the exercise of the will in control o f the body to 
Athanasius' spirituality explains why the problems raised by sleep figure 
so prominently in Athanasius' writings. In the last chapter we saw that 
Athanasius condemned m o n k s ^ w h o j e p t as little as possible, presumably 
in vigilant opposition to demons, and m o n E L w h o abstained from, the 
p J ^ ^ r i s t ^ ^ T i ^ f j t f y had ^vpfirienced a nocturnal-emission. In the 
former case, Athanasius stressed that too littie ^Wp wo^rl Hetrarr frnm 
'the soul's watchfulness' and remarked that the soul enjoyed a contem-
plative TB*e even whi le the body s lept . 6 8 As for nocturnal emissions, 
Athanasius said that they took place 'involuntarily' and thus had no 
moral s ign i f i cance 6 9 These arguments imply_that^sjeep disconnects^the* 
"souf and its faculty, the will, from the body: thus, Athanasius believed 

•that in sleep the soul is free to travel to faraway places and even to 
heaven, and bodily functions occur without any involvement of^the.will-j 
T h T b i i h o p considered such temporary disconnection of will and body a 
necessary period o f rest for the soul, without which the soul's purposeful 
control of the body during waking hours was seriously impaired. 
Moreover, Athanasius appears to have located desires like sexual lus t in 
the body aridto have granted them no independent existence in the soul. 
T h i s observation coheres with Athanasius' treatment of the incarnate 
Christ, in which he attributed even emotions like fear not to any human 
soul that Christ may have possessed, but to the human flesh that the 
Word assumed. 7 0 

But how could the Christian control his or her body within a 
turbulent society full of sensual pleasures? Athanasius' myth of ascent 
implied that Christians had to leave the earth on a journey to heaven; 
this task was accomplished in practical and social terms through 
practices of withdrawal. Athanasius described the necessity for with
drawal from the world most fully in his second Festal Letter, written 
during the winter o f 329—30. It was during this period that the relatively 

*• Mor. et vol 6 (7. 1-16 D.). 
** Ep. Amun. 65. 11—14 J. 
5 6 Kelly, Early Christian Doctrines, 286—7; ™- Richard, 'Saint Athanase et la psychologic 

du Christ selon les Ariens', M. Sc. Rel. 4 (1947), 5-54, at 42-6; Aloys Grillrneier, SJ, From 
the Apostolic Age to Chalcedon {451), vol. 1 of Christ in the Christian Tradition, tr. J. Bowden 
(2nd rev. cdn.; Atlanta, 1975), 315. 
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new patriarch of Egypt made his first tour of the Thebaid and had his 
brief, enigmatic interaction with Pacbomius and Bishop Sarapion of 
Tentyra. It is impossible to know what effect his encounters with the 
Pachomians and the other ascetics in and near the Ni le villages had on 
the young bishop. But as he wrote to his followers at the beginning of 
Lent, Athanasius told them of 'how powerful arc quietness and with
drawal from human beings during the troubles [oxAijocts] of life [ /3ioe]' . 7 1 

T h e first step in one ' s ascent to the heavenly city is, the bishop wrote to 
his flock, to 'withdraw from the clamour of the crowds' through 'quiet
ness' and 'casting off evil'; the resulting disposition of the soul enables 
the person to begin a life of virtue, eventually to become a 'friend of 
God', and finally to receive 'the revelation of higher things'. Athanasius 
contrasted sinful, unbelieving human society—*a large unjust crowd*— 
with the 'single righteous person* (cf. Prov. ix: 10-11; 16: 32), exempli
fied by a multitude of Old Testament figures who spent time alone. Such 
solitary 'saints* as Jeremiah and Abraham are 'shadows of the withdrawal 
"from darkness to his marvellous light" [1 Pet. 2: Q] and the ascent to the 
city in heaven' . 7 2 Practices of withdrawal, in Athanasius' view, consisted 
minimally of the renunciation (temporarily or permanently) of certain 
nourishing or pleasurable acts, such as eating and sex ('casting off evil'); 
but they also included the more extreme act of severing social ties 
through withdrawal into a monastic community or to the life of a hermit 
(becoming alone). T h e s e social practices fostered the soul's redirection of 
its attentions from the distracting movements of body and toward God 
('quietness'). 

Like other ancient writers, Athanasius spoke about the effect of 
practices of withdrawal with the extreme metaphor of death. Natural 
death, Athanasius believed, was the complete separation of the soul 
from the body; 7 3 the metaphor of death expressed the goal of ascetic 
renunciation as the withdrawal of the soul from the bodily passions. 
Because Christ had liberated human beings from natural death and the 
moral paralysis induced by fear of death, they now could, through 
practices of renunciation, achieve this ascetic death. T h e 'saints and 
those who truly practise virtue', the bishop wrote in his seventh Festal 
Letter, 'put to death their members that are on earth, fornication, 
undeanness , passions, evil desire' (Col. 3: 15); 'having become dead to 

71 Ep. feu. (cop.) 24 (38. 14-16 Lcf.). The second Festal Letter has been mistakenly 
transmitted as the 24th; an English translation is provided in the Appendix to this hook. 

71 Ep. feu. (cop.) 24 (37- 12-38. 25 Lef). 
n Cent. 3. 20-30; 33. 10-12 T.; Mor. et vat. 3 (6. 13-15 D.). 
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the world and having renounced the business of the world, they gain an 
honourable death, for "precious in the sight o f the Lord is the death of 
his saints" [Ps. 115: 6 (116: I 5 ) ] \ 7 4 Christians who have abandoned the 
vices and renounced the world 'carry death in their bodies* by practising 
'the discipline opposed to sin*. 7 3 T h e metaphor of death implied both the 
neutralization of the body's passions and the abandonment or killing of 
one's social self as defined by normal social and economic activities ('the 
business of the world*). T h i s metaphor was not limited to the practices 
of the ascetic élite; rather, the bishop applied it to the lifestyle of all 
Christians. T h e metaphor of ascetic death contributed to Athanasius' 
controlling myth of ascent by showing that the practices of withdrawal 
were the means of separating from the earth and travelling to heaven: 
Christians, 'although they are dead to the world, dwell , as it were, in 
heaven, thinking higher matters' . 7 6 T h e metaphor also resonated with 
the theme of the incarnate Word's victory over the fear of death, an 
anxiety which previously had rendered human beings incapable of 
reversing their inclination to sin. 

Although the myth of ascent and its accompanying practices of with
drawal emphasized individual effort and separation from human society, 
Athanasius believed that the Christian life was corporate in character. 
After all, the way up to heaven was the path to a heavenly feast, and 
Christians manifested their thanksgiving for grace by enduring together 
when afflicted by their enemies. T h e Church as a whole, thanks to its 
'kinship [ovyycvtia] with his [the Word's] body', was 'God's temple*. 7 7 

T h i s communal dimension of Athanasius* view of the Christian life is 
evident in his frequent use of the term m A m f e , 'civic life' or ' common
wealth', to describe it; he called both the individual Christian life and the 
Church 'the heavenly civic life*.7* For Christians this heavenly civic life 
was both the means of their ascent and their destination. Athanasius 
believed that the original human beings had lived in community with the 
angels and that resurrected human beings would do so again. 7 9 H e con
sidered this belief to have been confirmed by Paul, who ascended into 

" Ep.fest. (syr.) 7. 3 (8-. 22-3; 26-9-. 1 C ) . 
» Ibid. 2 (8*. 6-7 C ) . 
» Ibid. 3 (a - . 3-4 C ) ; cf. Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 18-20 Lef.)-
" Ar. 1. 43 ( f t ; 26. 100c). 
78 Ep. Aeg. Lib. I. 1 (PC 25. 540a); VA 14 (PC 26. 865b); Ep virg. 1. 35 (90. 27 Lcf.); 

cf. Gem. 15. 15; 17. 4, 8 T.; Inc. 12. 25 T.; Ep. encyct. 2 (PG 25. 225b); Fug, 11. 24-5; 17. 
26-7 S.; Ep. virg. 1. 13, 18, 20, 28-9, 35, 44-6 (78. 32; 81. 3; 82. 15; 87. 4, 23; 00. 30, 34; 
94- 3»; 95- 5, 7 L c f ) ; FraS- («P-) 131. 21-2 Lcf.; Ep.fest. (cop.) 2 (8. 27; g. 28; 10. 7 Lef.); 
VA prcf 7. +6 (PC 26. 837a, 853b, Qi2b). 
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the third heaven (2 Cor. 12: 1 -7 ) , 'saw the higher things 1, and reported 
them in his Epistle to the Hebrews. According to Paul, the 'heavenly 
Jerusalem' consisted of 'innumerable angels in festal gathering', 'the 
assembly of the firstborn who are enrolled in heaven' (Heb. 12: 2 2 - 3 ) . 

'Who', Athanasius asked, 'would not pray to possess the higher common 
way [awoBos] with these?'*0 The 'way up' (avoSos) to heaven led to a 
'common way' (ovvoBos) in heaven. Athanasius' use of the term 
'civic life' to denote the Christian life and community cohered with the 
practices of withdrawal that he recommended: the civic life of heaven 
represented an alternative to the civic life of Roman Egypt. 

Athanasius' spirituality' turned away from the Alexandrian tradition of 
intellectual contemplation of God without directly repudiating that 
tradition. It did so by defining the Christian fife in ascetic terms: as the 
restored governance of the body and its passions by the rational soul. 
Contemplation continued to play a role in Athanasius' theology: it had 
prevented humanity's natural corruption before the fall, and after the fall 
it was a possible by-product of exceptional self-control. However, it was 
the life of virtue and the incorruption of the body that took centre stage 
in Athanasius' thought By conceiving of salvation 'in a quite physical 
way', as the divinization of human flesh, Athanasius proved closer to 
Irenaeus than to Origen. 8 1 In turn, his controlling myth of the Christian 
life as an ascent to heaven, achieved through a withdrawal from society, 
eschewed an educational model for Christian progress and instead 
emphasized the need for moral discipline in conflict with weakened 
demonic powers. Religious asceticism has been defined by a modern 
scholar in terms of ' two main components: (1) the exercise of disciplined 
effort toward the goal of spiritual perfection (however understood), 
which requires (2) abstention (whether total or partial, permanent or 
temporary, individualistic or communalistic) from the satisfaction of 
otherwise permitted earthly, creaturely desires'. 8 2 According to this 
definition, Athanasius' spirituality was ascetic: he spoke of the first com
ponent, the goal of spiritual perfection, in mythical terms as a heavenly 
ascent and appropriation of the Word's victory over the passions; he 
spoke of the second, abstention, in social terms as withdrawal and 
metaphorically as death. A striking myth of divine incarnation and 
human ascent provided the context for a technology of self-formation 

** Ep./est. 43 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 11. 1-11 W'olska-Conus. 
" Brooks Otis, 'Cappadocian Thought as a Coherent System', Dumbarton Oaks Papers, 

12 (1958), 97-124, at 99-101. 
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Spirituality (New York, 1986), 253-88, at 257. 



Asceticism in Athanasius* Theology 161 

IMITATION OF THE SAINTS AND THE DIVERSE CHURCH 

According to Athanasius, before their fall the original human beings had 
shared 'the common life o f the saints', a life in communion with the 
angels and one another. 8 3 Christians, according to Athanasius' myth , 
were those people who were ascending to a new version o f this 'common 
life': the heavenly feast now accessible by means of the 'way up' opened 
by Christ through his incarnation. In the meantime, Christians shared 
the common life of the Church, a united but diverse body. T h e manifest 
lack o f unity in the Church of the fourth century did not represent for 
Athanasius any contradiction o f its inherent unity: his opponents , the 
'heretics', were s imply outside the Church. Athanasius therefore made 
no attempt either to understand the warring factions o f his day as diverse 
'brands' of Christianity or to explain how the Church could be one yet 
many. N o n e the less, the bishop's frequent separations from his 
Egyptian flock and his eagerness to convince ascetic Christians of their 
connection to the larger Church motivated Athanasius to articulate his 
understanding of how the Church's many diverse adherents could form 
one body. T h e foundation for the Church's unity was, in his view, its 
common faith in one Lord. According to Athanasius, the Emperor 
Constantius IPs policy of banishing Nicene bishops to different places 
had to fail because the emperor did not understand this fact. Constantius 
thought that 'bodily separation could disunite also the affections o f the 
soul'; but the emperor did not realize that, although each bishop 'may 
remain apart from the rest, he nevertheless has with him that Lord 
whom they confessed together'. 8* But this unity o f mind had to be 
realized in practical terms. In Athanasius' view, the Church's unity was 
actualized in two ways: through participation in the sacraments of 
baptism and the Eucharist, and through imitation of the saints' way of 

93 Cent. 2. 12 T . 8 4 H. Ar, 40 (205. 17-26 Op.). 

through renunciation. T h i s ascetic understanding o f the Christian life 
raised a problem, however: if Christians appropriated the incarnate 
Word's victory over death and the devil through disciplined lives of 
renunciation, were ascetic Christians, monks and virgins, the only true 
Christians? Athanasius needed to explain h o w the heavenly civic life of 
the Church could include persons whose withdrawal from turbulent 
human society was not marked by seclusion behind walls or retreat into 
the desert. 
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life. T h e cultic means o f this unity served to consolidate Christians, lay 
and ascetic, around the sacramental life of the parish churches. T h e 
ethical mode laid the basis for understanding the diversity o f the Church 
as the result of the different ways o f following the saints. A set of 
biblical passages, allegorically interpreted, provided Athanasius with 
images to explain this diversity more precisely. T h e church emerged as a 
•noXireia or corporate 'civic life', the citizens o f which all practiced a 
disciplined life o f renunciation, but at different levels of intensity and in 
different social roles. 

Formation of Church and self through imitation 

Athanasius claimed that when Christians gathered to celebrate the 
Eucharist, although they were separated by distance, they were never
theless gathered in 'a single house*. In the winter of 365-66 Athanasius 
found himself in exile for the fifth time, once again separated from his 
congregation. H e wrote in his Festal Letter o f his desire to be physically 
present with his followers and o f his confidence in their continued unity: 

I would be the first to pray, saying, *Who will give me wings like the dove so that 
I might fly away and rest with you?' [Ps. 54 (55): 7] except that another thought 
consoles me. For it is possible for us not to be separated from one another 
although we are alone in our own tents, is it not? For we will eat the same lamb 
as if we were in a single house since it is our Lord who has been sacrificed for us. 
For 'Christ our Passover has been sacrificed for us' [1 Cor. 5: 7]: the one who 
says, 'Wherever two or three are gathered in my name, I am with them in their 
midst* [Matt 18: 2o]. Since the Saviour is in our midst, we are not far from one 
another when we celebrate the feast.*5 

In several of his Easter letters, the bishop repeated his conviction that 
in the celebration o f the Eucharist Christians in different places were 
united 'in the same house, at the same time, having the same faith, eat
ing the same Passover*. 8 6 N o t only the Eucharist, but baptism as well 
secured the Church's unity: since monks had received baptism at the 
hands o f the bishops, they were irrevocably tied to the parochial 
church . 8 7 T h e only sacraments that had this unifying effect were those 
that the Athanasian churches administered: opposing Christians, 
Athanasius said, d id not eat the single Eucharist, but a meal 'divided u p 
for small groups o f people', and they met not in a single house, but 

* Ep.fest. (cop.) 38 (57- 23-32 Let t 
te Epp.fest. (syr.) 5. 2; 10.2 (37.5-10; 46.11-21 C); (cop.) 25; 39 (13.12-18; 21.14-20 
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(citing Isa. 5: 9) in 'many houses'. 8 8 The distribution of spiritual benefits 
through the sacraments formed the immaterial aspect of the episcopate's 
system of patronage.8 9 Athanasius' rhetoric of sacramental unity func
tioned to consolidate Christians around the Athanasian parishes, which 
he claimed dispensed the only valid sacraments. 

Unity through the sacraments was a common enough idea among 
early Christians; Athanasius' more distinctive theme was that, as indivi
dual Christians formed themselves by imitating the saints' n-oAireui 
('way of life'), they formed a corporate iroAtrrfa ('commonwealth'). The 
dea of imitation had its roots in religion and aesthetics, where it referred 
o the relationships between ritual and myth or between art and reality; 

by Athanasius' time imitation was a central feature of education: 
students learned rhetoric by imitating the great authors and orators, and 
they learned virtue by imitating virtuous men. 9 0 In Athanasius' treat-

t. imitation acquired a political function: formation of the 'heavenly 
TToAiTciV on earth through imitation of the saints. This distinctive 
Athanasian teaching has fittingly been called 'the companionship of 
travellers', since Christians were those travelling to heaven according to 
Athanasius' myth of ascent. 9 1 The biblical basis for this teaching was 
Paul's exhortation to the Corinthians: 'Be imitators of me, as I am of 
Christ' (1 Cor. 1 1 : 1 ) , which inspired the opening of the Festal Letter for 
352: 'Let us celebrate the feast, indeed the joy in heaven, with those 
saints who formerly proclaimed a similar feast and were patterns [ T U W O I ] 

to us of the commonwealth [n-oAercta] in Christ.' 9 2 Athanasius distin
guished Christians from non-Christians in terms of imitation: Christians 
were those who 'have imitated the behaviour of the saints' and so 'bear 
the image [CIKWV] of their way of life [voXiretaf; non-Christians, those 
who have not performed this imitation. 9 3 Athanasius' canonical set of 
'saints' to be imitated included angels, righteous figures of the Old and 
New Testaments, the apostles, and Christians of both the distant and 

u Epp. feu. (cop.) 41; 40 (OLP 15: ior. 07-9; 71-. 07-8 Co.). 
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recent past. 9 4 A than asms' usual method o f exhorting by example was to 
follow the saint's name with a brief summary of the biblical account of 
the saint's exemplary action; in the absence of such an account, 
Athanasius developed a longer portrait o f the model , as in the cases of 
the Virgin Mary and Antony. There were, of course, bad as well as good 
models: 'heretics', for example, formed^ej^r^efaviour bv imitating evil 
persons in Scripture, pagans, and thejtevil himselfcjye will return to this 
perverse form o f imitation below. Whether one followed good or bad 
examples, imitation created a solidarity between the models and their 
imitators, s o that^virtuous people a n d ] d i e s a i n t s o f the past would enter 
heaven_jogether,„\vhile evi l persons would grovel with Satan in the 
dust . 9 5 T h i s ethic o f imitation exploited the double meaning o f the term 
iToAtTeta (*civic life'), which referred both to an individual citizen's 
behaviour and to a city's shared life and institutions: individual imitation 
of a saint's noXntia. contributed to the formation of the Church's 
5ToAtT€l'a. 

Although the models that he offered for imitation were diverse, 
Athanasius believed that they nevertheless formed one 'heavenly civic 
life' (TroAiTcia), which had its unity in Christ. In On the Incarnation, 
Athanasius claimed that there were 'two ways in which the Saviour loved 
humanity through the incarnation': he conquered death, and he restored 
humanity's knowledge of G o d . 9 6 In a Festal Letter, Athanasius adapted 
these two ways to his homiletic purposes: Christ came, he said, both 
'that we might be in his image' (corresponding to the knowledge theme) 
and 'that we might receive the pattern [ t w o ? ] and example of the 
heavenly TroAeTcia' (corresponding to the corruption theme) . 9 7 Among 
Christ's 'gifts of grace* was 'the pattern [tuttosJ of the heavenly 
TroAtTcta', which he delivered to the apostles and through them to all 
people . 9 8 Christians who 'fashioned themselves* through imitation of this 
pattern achieved a solidarity with both Christ and the aposties . 9 9 T h e 
incarnate Christ's behaviour represented a master 'pattern', of which the 

w Epp. /est. (syr.) 6. 11-12 (angels, prophets, David, Israel); 19. 6 (apostles); Ep. Drac. 
4, 8 (Paul, Jeremiah, Moses, Peter, Elijah, Elisha); Ep. Ors. 2 (Theodore, the 
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192-3. 
w They are 'partakers of Christ and imitators of the apostolic wav of life'; Ep.fest. (svr.) 
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numerous saintly patterns were acceptable variations. There is a dist inc
tive Athanasian balance about this teaching, for Christ's imitation of the 
human condition was what enabled human imitation o f him: 'Just as he , 
when he came in our body, imitated our circumstances, s o we, when we 
receive him, share in the incorruptibility that comes from h i m . ' 1 0 0 

Diverse as the ways of following the saints may have been, their common 
origin in Christ and their actualization through imitation gave them their 
unified character as a single way of life. 

From Athanasius' perspective, then, imitation was a political act, 
since its purpose was to create members of an earthly commonwealth, 
the Church, whose politics were 'heavenly'. W e can observe how the 
politics of imitation worked quite practically for Athanasius in two 
particular circumstances. First, we have already seen that in his ascetic 
writings Athanasius employed the rhetoric of imitation to encourage 
behaviour that would enhance church unity under his episcopal 
organization. Virgins were not to imitate a male ascetic teacher in 
their lifestyle, but rather the Virgin Mary (a cloistered, obedient girl) 
and o n e another; the bishop thus tried to foster a virginal lifestyle 
that was uninvolved in the public conflicts between himself and his 
opponents . 1 0 1 In his efforts to promote good order among the monastic 
communities, Athanasius urged Dracontius to imitate reluctant 
preachers like Paul, Jeremiah, and Moses , and s o to become a bishop; 
and he exhorted the Pachomian monks to imitate the example of 
Theodore , their deceased leader, and so to accept Horsisius as their new 
father. 1 0 2 By carefully choosing whom he urged ascetic Christians to 
imitate, Athanasius could direct them to certain actions consistent with 
his purposes. Secondly, during his third exile (356-62), the bishop 
employed the imitation theme to encourage his followers to remain 
faithful to him. For example, Athanasius portrayed his flight into the 
desert as an imitation of the biblical saints who had fled to avoid 

w Ar.Z. 57 (PC 26. 444c). 
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persecution. 1 0 3 In the Festal Letter for 357, Athanasius told his followers 
that continued adherence to him despite imperial persecution was imita
tion o f the Old Testament saints, all of whom had suffered 'afflictions, 
trials, and persecutions': 'Let us too endure like this', the outlawed 
bishop told his followers, 'so that we might share in their sufferings. ' 1 0 4 

Fellowship with Athanasius was fellowship with these Old Testament 
saints. In this case, Athanasius drew on a specifically Egyptian tradition: 
in the third century, the Egyptian Christian author of the Apocalypse of 
Elijah urged his readers to accept martyrdom in imitation of the Old 
Testament patriarchs and prophets and thereby to identify themselves as 
'saints' in solidarity with these biblical heroes . 1 0 5 By echoing the o ld -
fashioned rhetoric of martyrdom literature, Athanasius used his theme of 
imitation of the saints to rallv Christians to his side in his conflict with 
the imperial authorities and to reclaim from the Melitians the tide of 
martyr Church. 

In addition to exploiting it politically, Athanasius adapted the ethic of 
imitation to his own theology, which drew a firm line between Creator 
and created; according to Athanasius, imitation was required for created 
beings because, unlike the divine Word o f God , they were changeable 
and unstable, in constant need o f self-definition. H e explained that the 
divine Word was by nature virtuous and God's Son; in him these 
attributes were unchanging. Human beings, in contrast, 'by imitation 
[Kara fttfnjoiv] become virtuous and children [of G o d ] ' . 1 0 6 Similarly, 
only with God are names like 'father' and 'son' completely accurate, for 
God the Son is immutably a 'son' while a human male is changeable and 
so can be a 'father', a 'son', and many other things bes ides . 1 0 7 Athanasius 
believed that he differed from his Arian opponents on precisely this 
point. In Chapter 1, we saw that the Arians encouraged Christians to 
imitate the Word of God's progress in virtue, just as pupils imitated 
their teacher in the earthly class-room. Athanasius claimed that the 
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of the Coptic Apocalypse of Elijah", VC 48 (1994), 25-47; cf- "is Elijah in Upper Egypt 
(Minneapolis, 1992), 141-55. 

** Ar. 3. 19 (PG 26. 364b). 
" Ep. Scrap. I. 16 (PG 26. 568c-oa); cf. 4- 6 (PG 26. 6452-83). 
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Arian ethic of imitating Christ was based on humanity's essential like
ness to the Word, who changed and advanced as human beings could. In 
contrast, Athanasius' ethic of imitation stressed humanity's essential 
difference from the Word, whose unchangeable virtue provided a secure 
model for changeable human beings. 1 0 8 Thus, Athanasius said that while 
the virtue of unity is natural to the Father and the Son, it is achieved by 
human beings only through purposeful imitation of God's unity and so 
is constandy in danger: 

Imitation [tutafms] of these natural [Kara (frvotv] qualities [in God] is particu
larly protective in the case of human beings, as has been said; for inasmuch as 
they [God's qualities] endure and never change while the conduct of human 
beings is easily changed, it is possible, by looking to what is unchangeable by 
nature, to flee evil deeds and to re-form oneself [GOVTOV avartmovv] to better 
tilings. , w 

Given the unstable character of human behaviour, the Christian life 
required continual 'formation' (rvrrovv) of the self through imitation of 
an eternally consistent 'form' or 'pattern' ( t w o ? ) . 1 1 0 The available 
patterns included the biblical saints and more recent virtuous Christians, 
but the ultimate pattern was God and his Word; thus, self-formation 
through imitation, in that one became as like to God as possible, was 
the ethical facet of the process that Athanasius called 'divinization' 
(0€<w7o6jms).m For created human beings, such likeness to the Creator 
God, according to Athanasius, could never be complete or perfect, only 
an approximation by imitation: 'Although we cannot become like 
God according to essence [/cut' ovatav], yet by improving in virtue we 
imitate \jxifuiodat\ God. ' 1 1 2 Formation of the human self through imita
tion was a function of humanity's status as part of the created and thus 
changeable order. 

It follows, then, that Athanasius did not make use of the theme of 
imitation merely because it was expedient or conventional, although it 

m This is the point at issue in AT. 3. 10-22, which begins with Athanasius, considera
tion of whether Jesus' exhortations to his followers to imitate the Father's mercy and 
perfection {Luke 6: 36; Matt. 5: 48) indicate humanity's ability to become like the Father. 

T0* AT. 3. 20 (PG 26. 365). Cf. Deer. 20. 3-4 {17.10-15 Op.): 'The Son's likeness [to the 
Father] and unchangeabiliry differ from the imitation [fuj^m?] that is attributed to us, 
which we acquire from virtue [APFTIF] thanks to observation of the commandments.' 
Cf. Alvyn Pettersen, Athanasius ana' the Human Body (Bristol, 1990), 70; R. C. Gregg and 
D. E. Groh, Early Arianism (Philadelphia, 1081), 24-5. 

Ep. Marc. 10 {PC 27. 20c); VA 55 (PC 26. 925a)- "mos: Ep.fest. (syr.) 2. 5 
(23. 8-9 C); Ep. Aeg. Lib. 1. 1 (PC 25. 540a). 

111 AT. 1. 39; 2. 70; 3. 53 (PC 26. 93a, 206b, 433b). 
i a Ep. Afr. 7 (PG 26. 1041b). 
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was these; rather, h e saw imitation as the inevitable shape o f the human 
ethical life. Evil behaviour resulted from imitation no less than good con
duct did. Because they were both rational and created out of nothing, 
human beings, Athanasius believed, stood in an ontological hierarchy 
between God and irrational beasts; people determined their ultimate 
status hy imifarinfr i f a C Q T | d | ^ nf f i t her ('rod o r animals.'» T h e r e was 

f*~then, an evil form of imitation; this explained the origin o f heresy 
within the. Church, which was a learned behaviour. Arians, Athanasius 
said^imitated a host o f inappropriate models: the devil, Judas, Jezebel, 
the Jews, the Scytiuans, d i e Babylonians, and the M a n k f a e a n s . ' 1 4 Arius, 
in particular, when he composed his theological writings, did not imitate 
the reverent style o f the Scriptures, but the dissolute rhythms of the 
pagan poet Sotades ." 5 Athajiasius^.ttributed evil among non-Christians 
to their imitation o f the immoral behaviour o f the pagan gods an d 
goddesses . 1 1 6 Here was a perverse form of 'divinization':_human beings 
became more evil by becoming more like their dissolute gods. T h i s 

w o 5 v i n i z a t i o n gone astray provided for Athanasius the aetiology of passive 
homo-erotic activity, since male worshippers o f a female deity imitated 
their goddess by becoming more 'female 1 in their nature: 'Men , denying 
their own nature and no longer desiring to be males, assume the nature 
o f women as if by these things they create honour for the mother o f those 
they call "gods".'" 7 Here was a graphic illustration o f the unstable 
character of the human self and its openness to transformation through 
imitation. Athanasius appears to have lacked a concept of an essential self 
or given personality; rather, conformity to s o m e model defined a human 
being's character, for good or ill. 

W h e n he described the human ethical life as imitation, Athanasius 
articulated the 'aesthetic element in asceticism': its drive to form the self 
by removing and acquiring certain traits according to a mode l . 1 1 8 

Athanasius 1 ascetic programme was not merely one o f renunciation o f 

"* Ar.$. 19 (PG 26. 361). 
1 1 4 Devil: AT. 2. 74 (PC 26. 304a). Judas and Jezebel: Ep. Aeg. Lib. 23 (PC 25.592b); Ep. 

Adeiph. 6 {PC 26. 1080c). Jews: H. AT. 66 (219. 30-1 Op.); Deer. 1 (PC 25. 416b); Ep. 
Adelph. 1 (PC 26. 1072a); AT. 3. 2 (PG 26. 324c), referring specifically to Asterius. 
Scythians: H. AT. 60 (PG 25. 765a). Babylonians: Ep. eneyct. 5 (PG 25.233c). Manichaeans: 
AT. 2. 39 (PG 26. 229c). Cf. H. AT. 37 (PG 25. 736c), where a court eunuch imitates the 
evil behaviour of King Saul. 

1 , 5 AT. 1. 2, 4 (PG 26. 16a, 20b); Syn. 15 (PG 26. 705c). 
116 Gent. 25. 28-36 T. 
»« Ibid. 26. 4-7 T. 
1 , 8 Geoffrey Gait Harpham, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism (Chicago and 

London, 1987), 24-5-
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one's societal self; it assumed that the self was a work o f art that could be 
moulded. Similarity to the model became highly valued: Athanasian 
Christians were to form themselves according to selves that actually 
belonged to others, whether human or divine. T h e simile o f the mirror 
illustrated this idea. Moral purification was like polishing a mirror: as 
one advanced in virtue, the reflected but real image o f God in oneself 
became clearer." 9 Athanasius direcdy applied the mirror simile to imita
tion in the cases o f human models: when virgins properly imitated the 
Virgin Mary or monks the prophet Elijah, the lives o f the model and the 
copy became mirror images o f one another . 1 2 0 Through imitation and 
mirroring, created human beings became more like one another and the 
God who created them, producing a unity that imitated ethically what 
the Father and Son possessed naturally. Along these lines Athanasius 
could say that human brothers were 'natural mirrors of one another*. 1 2 1 

From the mirror simile, it would appear that the goal o f Athanasius* 
imitation rhetoric was not diversity, but homogeneity. 

T h i s observation raises pointed questions about the political effects o f 
imitation. It has been suggested that the rhetoric of imitation, especially 
as employed by Christians like Paul, inevitably functions as 'a discourse 
o f power' that rationalizes as true and natural certain power relations 
within a group by establishing a hierarchical relationship between the 
model and his or her imitators; it values similarity and renders difference 
illegitimate. T h e political result of Christian imitation, according to this 
view, is a hierarchical Church in which diversity is devalued . 1 2 2 There is 
some truth to this claim. Both Athanasius and Paul sought to secure 
their readers' allegiance to themselves through their appeals to imitation, 
and the ethic of imitation would make no sense unless the model were 
seen as superior to the copy and the copy valued for its similarity to the 
model . But the political effects of the rhetoric of imitation are far more 
complex than this, for they are specific to each context and can vary with 
the acts that one is urged to imitate. For example, when Paul urged the 
Corinthians to 'be imitators of me , as I am o f Christ' (1 Cor. 1 1 : 1 ) , what 
he wanted them to imitate was the diversity of his behaviour (*I have 
become all things to all people'; 1 Cor. 9: 22) and his relinquishing of 
power ('I have made myself a slave to all'; 1 Cor. 9: 19); Paul sought not 
merely to secure his authority over the Corinthians but also to transform 

m Cera, 8. 10-10; 34- 22-6 T.; cf. Inc. 57. 7-16 T.; Andrew Hamilton, SJ, 'Athanasius 
and the Simile of the Mirror', VC 34 (1980), 14-18; Louth, Origins. 70-80. 

'» Ep. virg. 1. 12 {78. r-2 Lef.); VA 7 (PC 26. 853b). 
111 Apol. Const. 10. 11 S. 
m Castelli, Imitating Paul, 89-136. 
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m Dale B. Martin, Slavery as Salvation (New Haven, Conn., and London, 1990), esp. 
147-8- m Bp. n/jr- r 21 (82. 19-83. 3 Lcf.). 

the excessively patriarchal relations among the Corinthians them

se lves . 1 2 3 For his part, Athanasius never offered himself as a model to 

be imitated (although he did portray his flight from persecution as 

exemplar) imitation o f the saints), and he used a diverse set of biblical 

figures as models for a diverse set of behaviours. For example, to 

Christian women the bishop held up the biblical examples not only o f 

virgins like Mary and Miriam, but also of married women like Sarah, 

Rebecca, and Rachel . 1 2 4 Unattractive as these options may appear to 

some modern women , they presented a striking alternative to the mono

chrome vision of virginity offered to ancient Christian women by 

teachers such as Hieracas. Athanasius employed homogeneity at the level 

of the individual's 7TOXIT€UL ('way of life 1) to create diversity in the 

corporate woùtrcùt ( 'commonwealth'). T o be sure, Athanasius urged 

imitation in order to create a Church that was unified, hierarchical, and 

under his control; the sacraments also contributed to this goal. But the 

imitative mode of church unity also fostered a diverse Church since the 

models for proper conduct were themselves diverse. 

Biblical allegories of ecclesiastical diversity 

Athanasius interpreted a set o f biblical passages allegorically to explain 

this diversity more precisely. I turn now from a synthetic analysis of 

Athanasius' thought to a close reading of his interpretations of these 

biblical passages. Athanasius shared an Alexandrian tradition of dividing 

Christians into three groups: beginners, more advanced Christians, and 

perfect ones. Traditionally these groups were seen either as relatively 

stable sets of persons or as steps on a ladder o f perfection travelled by 

each Christian. In dealing with human beings, the Word adapted itself to 

the capacities o f each group and left a great deal to the individual effort 

of each person. While previous Alexandrian interpretation had under

stood this diversity chiefly in intellectual terms, because the restoration 

of the mind's governance of the body and its passions formed the centre

piece of Athanasius' spirituality, he saw differing degrees of ascetic 

renunciation, 'self-control', as characterizing the different groups of 

Christians. Four biblical images in particular appear in Athanasius' work 

in rehhon to this theme: the various trumpet calls in the life of Israel 

( N u m . 1 0 : i - i o ) ; Lot's gradual ascent up the mountain away from 

Sodom (Gen. 1 9 : 1 5 - 3 0 ) ; the different foods offered by Paul to believers 
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of different stages (Rom. 14: 2; 1 Cor. 3: 2; Heb. 5: 14); and the varied 
produce in the Parable o f the Sower ( M a t t 13: 1-8). T h e goal o f 
this section is to discover how Athanasius used allegorical reading to 
articulate a social vision of the Church and to promote his political 
programme. 1 2 5 

The Mosaic trumpets (Num. 10: 1-10J. In his first Festal Letter as 
bishop of Alexandria, Athanasius took as his theme 'PauP's exhortation 
to Timothy: 'Proclaim the message; be persistent whether the time is 
favourable or unfavourable' (2 T i m . 4: 2). T h e Christian's task, he says, 
is 'to do things befitting the season and to avoid the charge of unseason-
ableness'. Because he sent the Son at the appropriate time, God func
tions as a model o f timely behaviour that Christians can imitate. 1 2 6 

Athanasius' homiletic point is that, with the approach of the paschal 
feast, Christians must perform the actions fitting for that season. T h e 
bishop then notes that G o d commanded Moses to make two trumpets, 
which were to be used to signal various times in Israel's corporate life: 
warfare, feasts, fasts, and so on ( N u m . 10: 1-10). Even more, these 
trumpets were designed to educate the 'childlike' Israel: their 'super
human sounds resembled those that were uttered when they trembled 
before the mountain, and so they were reminded of the Law that was 
given them at that time, and they kept i t ' . 1 2 7 T h e varied calls o f the 
trumpets, then, pointed beyond their immediate occasions to the varied 
commandments of the Law. T h e one source (the same trumpets, the 
Law) emitted different signals (various calls, commandments) at 
different t imes. Here Athanasius finds a basis for ethical diversity in the 
diversity of t imes and seasons. 

For Christians, however, the trumpets and the Law, although 
'admirable' and 'excellent', are merely patterns and shadows for 'the 
priesdy trumpets of our Saviour', which are the various summons found 
in the N e w T e s t a m e n t . 1 2 8 For example, the ancient call to war is fulfilled 
in Paul's summons to spiritual warfare (Eph. 6: 12), and the ancient call 
to a feast finds its truth in Paul's call to 'Christ our Passover' (1 Cor. 5: 
7 ), but even more in Jesus' own invitation to the thirsty person to 'come 
to m e and drink' (John 7: 37). T h e s e calls come at different 'times'; thus, 
the Christian must discern the time and act accordingly. 1 2 9 Athanasius 

I M Cf. David Dawson, Allegorical Readers and Cultural Revision in Ancient Alexandria 
(Berkeley, Calif, 1092). 

"* Ep.fest. (syr.) 1. 1 (12. 0-13,24 C). 
™ Ibid. 2 (14. 3-6 C ) . 
m Ibid. 3 (14. 6-11 C ) . 
«* Ibid. 3 (14. 11-14, 1&-26 C ) . 
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claims that, in addition to the summons to feasts, fasts, and warfare, the 
N e w Testament contains an additional call: 

At another time the call is made to virginity [-ap*Wa], and self-control 
[eyupdrcta], and the harmony [av/^wwo] of marriage [*/a^o»l; saying to virgins 
the things proper to [n-pcirf iv] virgins, to those who love the way of self-control 
the things proper to self-control, and to those who are married the things proper 
to an honourable marriage; thus assigning to each its own virtues [apt rot] and an 
honourable recompense. 1* 

T h e appearance o f this varied summons to a proper sexual life is 
striking because, unlike the calls to feast, fast, and warfare, it finds no 
corresponding type among the Mosaic trumpet calls that Athanasius 
discusses earlier in the letter; here is another sign of the ascetic character 
of Athanasius 1 spirituality. Athanasius divides Christians into three 
groups, according to whether they practise 'virginity 1, 'self-control', or 
'the harmony of marriage*. T h e first seems to include both men and 
women who have renounced sexual activity altogether. If the third group 
is made up of those who have sexual intercourse within marriage, then 
the ill-defined intermediate group ('those who love the way of self-
controP) might include single persons planning to be married; married 
persons who have renounced sexual relations, whether permanently or 
for a time; or widows. In any case, although each of the three groups has 
its own virtues and its own appropriate rewards, there is only one 'call' 
made to them all. T h e Coptic version makes this point clear: 'At one 
time [a7Ta£] and in one way [arrAojc] it [the trumpet] announces to each 
person the virtues and their rewards.* 1 3 1 

T h e Mosaic trumpets enabled Athanasius to make two related points 
about unity and diversity in the Church and in the Christian life. First, 
the same trumpet called different people to different virtues with 
different rewards: likewise, the varied lifestyles of Christians possessed 
their own sets of expectations and benefits, but they were all responses to 
a single call issued by God . Secondly, the same people were called at 
different times to different acts (feasting or fasting, for example): like
wise, even Christians who had not taken on the full ascetic regime of 
monks and virgins still performed at particular times (such as Lent) 
certain portions of the ascetic discipline (such as fasting). T h e diversity 
o f the individual's way of life (noXircta) reflected that o f the c o m 
munity's shared life (rroAiTeia): just as the one Church enjoyed a con-

iX Ep.fat. (syr.) I. 3 (14. 14-18 C ) ; the Greek terms are found in the Coptic version 
{3- 7—10 Lef), from which portion* of the text were inadvertently omitted by a scribe. 

• (cop.) 1. 3 (3 Q-toLef). 
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stant diversity, s ince it was at every moment made up of diverse persons, 
so the one Christian individual was to lead a life that was diverse across 
time, since his or her life was made up of diverse t imes and seasons. T h e 
ordinary Christian life was tied to the rhythms o f the Church's liturgical 
year. 

Lot's ascent from Sodom (Gen. tg: 15-30). In a homily on the moral 
l i fe , 1 3 2 Athanasius discussed the diverse lifestyles of Christians by inter
preting the account of Lot's ascent from Sodom in Genesis 19. 1 3 3 

Athanasius read the story as an allegory o f progress in the Christian life 
by dividing all human beings (not just Christians) into three groups that 
correspond to the three places in Lot's journey: the large city of Sodom, 
the small city of Segor, and the top of the mountain. 

1 . Sodom (non-Christians): Here most human beings, including L o t 
at first, enjoy 'the great and abundant feasting [rpoqyri] o f the world 
[KOfffios]'. T h e s e non-Christians wallow in 'the defilement of the flesh' 
and such 'pleasures' (rjSoval) as gluttony, dishonesty, drunkenness, and 
greed, which produce in them 'anxieties'. T h e s e people, like the citizens 
o f Sodom, are destined for eternal destruct ion. 1 3 4 

2. Segor (ordinary Christians): Lot then becomes like the majority 
o f Christians, 'who are not able to ascend to the height that is like a 
mountain peak', but who nevertheless 'cut off from themselves the 
worldly desires [*eoo>u*eai hti&vphuf. Although they have 'hesitated 
with respect to great things', they have exchanged the large city of great 
feasts for the smaller city of smaller feasts . 1 3 5 

0 3 This work, extant only in Coptic, ts translated as Fragments on the Moral Life in the 
Appendix. 

, u 'When daybreak came, the angels urged Lot, saying, "Rise, take your wife and your 
two daughters, whom you have, and leave, lest you be destroyed in the lawless acts of the 
city." And they were disturbed. And the angels took his hand and his wife's hand and his 
daughters' hands because the Lord had mercy on him. When they had led them out, they 
said, "Save your soul! D o not look behind you nor stay in this entire area. Flee to die 
mountain, lest you be destroyed as well!" But Lot said, "i ask you. Lord, inasmuch as your 
servant has found mercy before you and you have magnified your righteousness, which you 
have done to me by saving my soul, and I cannot flee to the mountain, lest the evils over
take me and I die, let me flee to this city nearby, which is small. Let me flee there—is it not 
small?—and my soul shall be saved." And he said to him. T o o k , I have granted your 
request and will not overthrow the city of which you have spoken. Therefore, hasten to flee 
there, for 1 cannot do anything until you have entered there." Therefore he called the name 
of that city Segor. . . . And so it happened that when the Lord destroyed all the cities of 
the plain, God remembered Abraham and sent Lot out of the midst of the overthrow when 
the Lord overthrew the dries in which Lot had settled. And Lot ascended from Segor and 
settled on the mountain and his two daughters with him1 (Gen. 19: 15-22, 20-30 LXX). 

w Frag (cop.) 3, 5 (123. 2-3; 122. 9-13; 123. 14-15 Lcf.). 
1 B Ibid. 3-5 (122. 4-6, 24-30; 123. 5-6 Lef.). 
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3. S u m m i t (monks and virgins): Here Lot 'takes courage' and joins 
ascetic Christians at the pinnacle o f moral achievement. H e is able to 
ascend because he is 'well fed in the works of sparse poverty' and thus 
can 'elevate his soul upon higher self-control [eyKpareia] and purity'. 
T h o s e who achieve this stage 'walk angelically according to their free will 
[rrpoatpeatc] and practise discipline [aafcetv] in the life of the angels'; 
they 'remove themselves completely from the desires [iwtBvtuat] o f the 
flesh'. ' 3 6 

Athanasius was indebted to Origen for the basic thrust of this inter
pretation of Gen . 19, but he differed from his Alexandrian predecessor in 
significant ways. Like Athanasius, Origen understood Lot's ascent 
merely to Segor and not to the mountain-top as indicative of his good, 
but imperfect stage in the Christian life: the summit, he said, belongs to 
'the perfect', and Segor is 'somewhere in the middle between the perfect 
and the doomed*. 1 3 7 But Origen understood the 'smallness' o f Segor 
differendy in comparison to Athanasius: for him it represents the literal 
understanding o f the Septuagint, since those 'who live by the Law have 
a small and pert)' manner o f life as long as they understand the Law 
literally'. 1 3 8 T h u s , in Origen's view. Lot's climb from Segor to the 
mountain-top signifies his ascent from the literal sense of the Law's 
observances ('small') to their spiritual meaning ('great'); when Lot's 
daughters get him drunk and make him. fall asleep, they are 'covering 
and obscuring his spiritual understanding' . 1 3 9 Athanasius did not follow 
this intellectual interpretation of Segor's smallness as the literal under
standing o f the Hebrew Scriptures; rather, he understood it in ethical 
terms as referring to a moderate life of virtue, one far better than that of 
sinful society ('small feasts' vs. 'great' ones) but still not perfect. Again 
Athanasius displaced Origen's contemplative ideal from centre stage and 
instead focused on control of the body. 

T h e bishop's exegesis exhibits points of contact with his own inter
pretation of the Mosaic trumpets in the first Festal Letter. Once again he 
divided people into three groups according to the intensity of their 
asceticism and control of their bodies, although here Christians are 
divided into two groups, and non-Christians form the third. In both 
cases, the concept of 'self-control' (iyKparcta) plays a mediating role. In 
the tripartite division o f Christians in the Festal Letter, 'self-control' 

' Frag, (cop.) 2-5 (122. 30-1; 123. 8-11; 121. 15-18; 122. 3 Lef.). 
1 1 7 Or. Horn, in Gen. 5. I (ir. Ronald E. Heine, Origen: Homilies on Genesis and Exodus 

(Washington, 1082), 112-13). 
'» Ibid. 5. 5 (Heine, Homilies. 118). 
'* Ibid. (Heine, Homilies, 118-10). 
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defined the lifestyle practised by Christians of the middle rank; here 

'self-control 1 is the means by which a person ascends from the ranks of 

ordinary Christians and joins the ascetic élite. 

Athanasius outlined ascetic regimes for both groups o f Christians that 

emphasized eating practices. T h e élite Christians ate vegetables instead 

of meat, drank water instead of wine, and in general enjoyed only 'sparse 

meals*. T h e y kept vigils, studied the Scriptures, and were the c o m 

panions o f the ange l s . 1 4 0 Appropriately, angels were those who invited 

Lot to make his ascent out of Sodom and then to c l imb the mountain. 

T h e discipline of ordinary Christians was a less rigorous version of that 

practised on the mountain-top. They were to avoid over-indulgence 

in food and drink; they could drink a little wine, but should avoid 

tavern parties: 'I am not saying that you should abstain from everything 

entirely.* 1 4 1 These lay Christians did not keep vigils, but they were to go 

to church, s ing Psalms, and pray. 1 4 2 Sexual intercourse within marriage 

was permitted for the purpose o f procreation, but 'relations [KOIVOIVIO] of 

pleasure [^Savqf were forbidden. 1 4 3 T h e bishop called this way of life 

one of 'withdrawing from the desires [Ì7Ttdvu,iat] of the flesh [o \xpf | \ 1 4 4 

Both disciplines were designed to overcome these 'desires of the flesh': 

ordinary Christians were expected to 'withdraw' from them, more 

advanced persons to become 'completely removed* from them. For all 

Christians ascetic renunciation was the means o f overcoming the bodily 

passions, but monks and virgins achieved a higher level o f this self-

control. 

In this allegory on Gen . 19, Athanasius used the idea of a ladder to 

perfection (here, a mountain, not to be confused with his myth o f ascent) 

and the practice of withdrawal to articulate a simple two-tiered picture o f 

the Church. On the one hand, all Christians, married and celibate, 'prac

tise discipline [do/ccfi-] in order to achieve the gift of heaven' . 1 4 5 T h e 

image of the mountain, however, made clear the superiority of the full 

ascetic regime practised by monks and virgins, something implied by the 

different 'rewards' mentioned in the first Festal Letter. T h e allegory of 

Lot's ascent, as Athanasius developed it, contained the possibility, 

indeed hope, that every Christian would eventually pass on from the 

middle level of Segor and ascend to the mountain peak. T h e means of 

, w Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 18-122. 2 Lef.). 
M Ibid. 3,6 (123. 5-8.11-14; 124- 28-125.• Lef.). 
m Ibid. 6 (124. 22-7; 125. 28-9 Lef.). 
W Ibid. 6(124- i - u L e f ) . 

Ibid. 5 (123. 20 Lef). 
M Ibid. 5 (123. 21-2 Lef.). 
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making this transition was 'self-control', perhaps the renunciation of 
sexual relations in marriage after a certain time. Such an ascent repre
sented a complete exercise of human freedom as well as death to earthly 
life and birth into 'the life of ange ls ' . 1 4 6 T h i s imagery resonated with 
Athanasius* m y t h o f humanity's free ascent to heaven and recalls 
Origen's programme of a required advance from the literal understand
ing of Scripture to its spiritual meaning. But the image o f the mountain 
climb was not equivalent to the myth of heavenly ascent, for here the 
transition to the élite level does not appear to have been mandatory; 
Athanasius instead emphasized the first transition, the withdrawal from 
S o d o m to Segor, which he associated with baptism. Athanasius urged his 
hearers, both catechumens and the baptized, to 'flee the burnings o f the 
flesh's ease', either in preparation for the 'illumination' of baptism or in 
cultivation of the grace that had been received. 1 4 7 T h e bishop expended 
much effort on dissuading baptized persons from returning to the 'sin* 
that they had 'renounced'. T o the Christian who complained that 'nature 
compels me ' to sinful pleasures, Athanasius urged Scripture reading, 
prayer, and less 'relaxation* to stave off corruption of God's work: ' D o 
not', he pleads, 'for the sake o f a little pleasure, make [yourself] a stranger 
to eternal blessing, in which all the saints now are . ' 1 4 8 It may have been 
Athanasius' hope that every Christian would at some point c l imb to the 
summit of élite asceticism, but he devoted much of his 
energy to exhorting ordinary Christians just to withdraw from the 
pleasures of the world. 

Foods (Rom. 14: 2; 1 Cor. 3: 2; Heb. 5 : 14) and the sower's yields 
(Matt. 13: 1-8). A t the end of his first exile in the West (335-7), 
Athanasius wrote his Festal Letter for Easter 338. Because his exile had 
prevented him from writing full letters for the previous two Easters , 1 4 9 

Athanasius devoted this letter to his political troubles, which he called 
'afflictions' and 'severe trials'. 1 3 1 1 T h i s topic leads the bishop to ask why it 
is that God permits his faithful to undergo such sufferings. T h e answer 
is that G o d has different ways of dealing with different people: 

He does not, therefore, possess only one method of healing; but being rich, he 
works in varied ways for our salvation by means of his Word, who is not 
restricted, nor does he shrink back from us; but, since he is rich and manifold, he 
varies himself according to the individuai capacity of each soul. For he is the 

14* Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 15-20 Lef.). 
1 4 7 Ibid. 6-7 (124. 28; 125. 1-26 Lef.). 
1 W Ibid. 8 (125. 27-126. 6 Lef.). 
m Ckron. Ath. 8-9; Epp.fest. (syr.) 7. 11; 10.1. 
»» Ep.fest. (syr.) 10.1 (45. 18-19; 46. * C ) . 
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ford and Power and Wisdom of God, as Solomon testifies concerning Wisdom, 
that 'although it is one, it can do all things; and remaining in itself, it renews all 
things; and coming upon holy souls, it makes the friends of God and the 
prophets* [Wisd. 7: 27].*" 

As in the case of the Mosaic trumpets, here a single entity (Wisdom is 
'one') acts in a variety of ways: the unity of God deals in diverse ways 
with the diversity of creatures- T h i s idea as well Origen had already 
formulated to explain the diverse revelations of the Word o f God in rela
tion to each person's intellectual ability; Athanasius in contrast applied 
the notion to the diverse experiences and sufferings of Christians in the 
political sphere . 1 5 2 

Athanasius unfolded this diversity o f the creatures in another tripar
tite scheme, one that also had roots in the teachings of Origen. H e 
divides Christians according to Paul's references to various foods for 
believers: 

Kinds of Christians 
'those who have not yet 
attained to the perfect way1 

who have advanced 
beyond the true condition of 
childhood, but sdll are weak 
with respect to perfection* 

'the person who has begun 
to walk in the perfect way' 

Their Foods 
'milk' 

'vegetables' 

'meat' 

Pauline References 
*I feed you with milk, not 
solid food' 
[1 Cor. 3:2] 

'The weak eat only 
vegetables' 
IRom. 14: 2] 

'But solid food is for the 
mature, for those whose 
faculties have been trained by 
practice' [Heb. 5: 14!'" 

Elsewhere Athanasius explicidy calls the first group of Christians 
'infants', a label only implied here; the scheme correlates with the 
growth in maturity o f the human person . 1 5 4 Again, Athanasius did not 

Ibid. 4 ( i6 # . 16-23 C ) . Paul's method of work reflected that of the Word: 'For he 
was all things to all people; and being himself a perfect man, he adapted bis teaching to the 
need of each person, so that by every means he might rescue some of them. Therefore, his 
word was not without fruit; but in even' place it is planted and productive even to this 
day'; Ep. fist, (syr.) 11. 2 (54. 10-21 Cur.). 

, n 'For the Logos has diverse forms, becoming manifest by appearing to each viewer as 
is fitting and m no manner beyond the viewer's capability'; Or. Comm in. Man. 36 (PC 13. 
1068b); cf. Rudolf Lorenz, Der zzhntc Osterftstbrief des Athanasius von Alexandrien (Berlin, 
1986), 72. 

'» Ep.fist. (syr.) 10. 4 23-17*. 4 C ) . 
* (syr.) 7. 8 (13*. 5 C ) . 
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invent this analogy: Origen had already applied i Cot. 3: 2 and Heb. 5: 
14 to the Christian life in three ways: first, to distinguish generally 
between those who had just begun the Christian life and those more 
advanced (steps on a ladder); secondly, to differentiate in terms of the 
virtuous life two stable sets of Christians, the simple (milk) and the more 
perfect (meat); and thirdly, to contrast in intellectual terms the 'children' 
and the 'perfect' in the faith, of whom only the latter could benefit from 
the difficult passages (meat) in such books as the Song of S o n g s . 1 5 5 In 
connection with the second use, Origen could claim that the 'meat' of 
H e b . 5: 12 referred to the 'afflictions of martyrdom'. 1 5 6 Characteristically 
Athanasius did not follow Origen in applying the distinction between 
'milk* and 'meat' to progress in the study of the Scriptures; rather, he 
understood the 'meat* given to more perfect Christians to be the 
'afflictions' that Athanasian Christians suffered in times of persecution 
by their Christian opponents . 1 5 7 Athanasius thereby implicitly portrayed 
himself, the afflicted bishop, as one o f the 'perfect' Christians and 
invited his followers to manifest their own advance beyond childhood by 
remaining faithful to him during persecution. 

Athanasius then turns to his favourite scriptural illustration o f 
Christian diversity: the Parable o f the Sower (Matt. 13: 1-8) . T h e sown 
Word, he says, 'does not yield a uniform produce o f fruit in this human 
life, but one various and rich, for it brings forth, some one hundred, and 
some sixty, and some thirty, as the Saviour teaches, the sower of grace 
and bestower of the Spiri t ' . 1 5 8 T h i s allusion shifts the focus from the 
varied ways by which the one Word of God deals with human beings to 
the varied ways in which human beings respond to the one Word of 
God. Athanasius now points out that progression on his scheme of 
maturity is neither inevitable nor mandatory, but that the Word intends 
to produce a certain unequal diversity in the Church, which the bishop 
praises as Sarious and rich*. Athanasius so far has avoided putting a 
strictly ascetic cast on his description of the various kinds of Christians, 

1 5 5 Rowan A. Greer, The Captain of Our Salvation (Tubingen, 1973), 39-42. First: Horn, 
in Gen. 7, 17; Comm. in Matt. 17. Second: Cels. 3. 49, 52. Third: Comm. in Cant. pref. 
Clement did not use these verses to distinguish among different kinds of Christians, but 
rather between Christians and non-Christians. To him Heb. 5: 13-14 demonstrates that 
'philosophers are children unless they have been made adults by Christ' (Str. 1. 11). 
Discussing 1 Cor. 3: 2, Clement states that 'childhood' is being 'under the Law*; 1 Cor. 3: 
2 does refer to Christians as 'children', but there is no childlike Christian faith; rather, 'the 
childhood that is in Christ is adulthood compared with the Law' (Paed. 1. 6). 

» Or. Mart. 1 (Greer, Ortgen, 41). 
157 Ep.fest. (svr.) 19. 7 (45*. 18-22 C ) . 
'» Ep. fat. for.) 10. 4 < I 7 # - 5-6 C ; 146. 4-5 C/B). 
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their diets, and their responses to the Word, but he next introduces the 
differences among ascetic and ordinary- Christians as the most convincing 
demonstration of the varied yields of fruit sown by the Word: 

And this is no doubtful maner, nor one that admits no confirmation. Rather, we 
are able to see this field that has been sown by him, for in the Church the Word 
is manifold and the produce rich. Such a field is adorned not with virgins alone, 
nor with ascetics alone, but also with honourable marriage, and the chastity of 
each person. For as he sowed, he did not compel the will beyond its power.159 

The familiar categories of 'virgins', 'ascetics' (probably monks), and 
Tarried people appear, along with 'the chastity [RC&o^-n j of each one', a 
hrase that plays the ambiguous mediating role that 'self-control' has 
laved elsewhere. Athanasius once again employs the Parable of the 
ewer, as he did in his letters to Ammoun and the virgins, to define the 

relative merits of the ascetic and ordinary lifestyles, and to emphasize the 
importance of the human will. The Word does not compel human beings 
to be perfect; rather, they are free to exercise their free will in order to 
achieve a greater or lesser degree of virtue and thus to receive greater or 
lesser rewards. As it did in his debate with Hieracas, Athanasius' concept 
of humanity's moral freedom directly supported his social vision of one 

hurch made up of diverse people. 
After the reference to asceticism, Athanasius returns to his general 

point about the three ranks of Christians: 'Mercy does not belong to the 
jerfect alone; rather, it is sent down also among those who occupy the 

"ddle and third ranks, so that he might rescue all people generally to 
vation.' 1 6 0 Asceticism therefore functions here as an example of the 

ifferent degrees of moral attainment in the Church, but not as the 
finition of these degrees. That is, Athanasius does not here directiy 

equate virgins and monks with the perfect.1*1 This crucial distinction 
leaves open for Athanasius the kind of argument that he made in his 
Letter to Dracontius and the first Letter to the Virgins: that persons are 
judged according to their performance within their own context. 1 6 2 

Hence, the bishop implied the possibility that a married person may be 
m Ibid. (146. 5-11 C/B). 
"° Ibid. (146. 11-14C/B). 
»' Pace Lorenz, Zehnte Osierfesttrtef, 87. 

'Hut let a person, wherever he is, strive earnestly; for the crown is given not accord
ing to position, but according to action [npo t̂sT; fy- Drac. 9 (PC 25. 533b). 'Everyone 
whose deeds [vpa(<s-] are according to the Law and who are holy in the faith will be found 
there [in the kingdom of heaven], but each one will receive the crown of victory according 
to how well he carried out the way of life [rroAireuz] belonging to his vow*; Ep. virg, i. 20 
(82. 13-16 Lef.). 
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'perfect* and a monk still 'weak', something that would appear ruled out 
by his interpretation of Gen. 19, in which the ascetic life is identified 
with the 'mountain-top*. Although he was committed to the idea that 
ascetic Christians practised a lifestyle more virtuous than that o f married 
Christians, Athanasius* rhetoric of ecclesiastical unity sometimes under
mined the direct equation of complete ascetic renunciation with perfec
tion. 

In any case, the bishop concludes this section o f his Easter epistie with 
a strong statement o f the Church's inclusiveness, its ability to embrace 
the 'rich produce* sown by the Word: 'On this account he has prepared 
many mansions with the Father, so that although the dwelling-place 
varies in proportion to the advance of the [various] ways, yet all o f us are 
within the wall, and all of us enter within the same fence, while the 
enemy is cast out, and all his host is expelled from there.* 1" T h e Church 
constitutes a sacred space cleared of Satan j n d his demons. People enter 
this purified area through 'the same fence'—a reference to baptism and 
the sacramental basis for the Church's unity. But the Church also c o n 
tains a variety of 'dwelling-places' that correspond to the variety in 
Christian lifestyles ('ways'). T h i s vision was theological in that it 
explained the unity of God and the diversity o f salvation. But it was also 
a political vision in that it depicted the Church as a variegated space 
sheltered within a wall and separated from its enemies. T h i s depiction 
both accounted for the development o f specialized roles in the Church 
(married persons and ascetics, lay persons and clergy) and justified the 
clearing of the Church of Athanasius' opponents . Athanasius invited all 
Christians irTEgypt, whatevertheir station, to adhere to his Church and 
to escape the niachinations o f the demons. 

T h i s study o f Athanasius' exegesis of biblical passages that he believed 
concerned diversity in the Church has revealed three major points. First, 
Athanasius revised the readings that he had inherited from his 
Alexandrian predecessors, especially Origen, in ways that reflected his 
spiritual and political programmes. Like Origen, Athanasius understood 
the Church's diversity both in terms o f groups, different sets o f 
Christians whose pieties remained fundamentally different, and in terms 
o f a ladder of perfection, a scale on which different Christians had 
reached different levels. But Origen had understood these differences 
mainly in intellectual terms: he sometimes defined the different groups 
by their varying capacities to understand theological ideas, and measured 
progress toward perfection by advance in study o f the Scripture. 

M Ep.feu. (syr.) 10. 4(146. 14-19 C/B). 
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thanasius, in contrast, portrayed diversity solely in ascetic and political 
rms: he defined the different groups by their varying sexual disciplines 

marriage vs. virginity), and measured progress by degrees of ascetic 
unciation or by willingness to endure persecution for the Athanasian 

For Athanasius, advance toward ascetic perfection was not 
andatory; a moderate life of virtue was sufficient. Secondly, Athanasius 

iscovered a diversity in the individual Christian's life that reflected the 
iversity of the Church's liturgical year: even married Christians 
gaged in various ascetic practices during certain seasons in the 
clesiastic calendar. Finally, Athanasius portrayed the ordinary 
ristian's way of life as different from that of the ascetic Christian only-
degree, not in fundamental character; both Christians practised with

drawal from the pleasures of normal human society. 

Multiplicity and diversity, Athanasius believed, were defining 
characteristics o f the created order, in contrast to the divine sphere, 
which was marked by the unity o f the one divine nature. 1 6 4 As part of 

created order, the Church was diverse and multiple in its form, 
thanasius' concept of self-formation through imitation o f the saints 
abled him to understand the diverse patterns of life embodied by 
intly individuals as having a common origin in the pattern of the 
carnate Word's life. T h e rhetoric o f imitation had a political function, 
both of the senses in which I am using the word 'politics*. From the 

'emic' perspective of Athanasius' own viewpoint, imitation formed 
idividuals who themselves formed a shared 'heavenly TroAtTctV; imita-

creatcd the Church. From the 'etic* perspective of historical 
ysis, Athanasius' use of diverse models for imitation enabled him to 

Christians into behaviours consistent with his own goals and to 
te a church structure that would embrace specialized roles that might 

therwise have developed their own independent spheres of actions, 
thanasius' rhetoric of imitation, furthermore, represented yet another 
rn away from the academic model of Christianity. Imitation of a 

human model, Peter Brown has shown, originated in the ancient world's 
'civilization of paideia\ in which men formed themselves through imita
tion of a teacher. Jews and Christians like Athanasius removed the con
cept o f imitation from a living tradition o f human instruction and instead 
placed God at the centre of a system in which iconic individuals, mostly 
from the distant past of Bible times, exemplified a single faith with 
varied ways o f l i fe . 1 6 5 Athanasius used allegorical interpretations of 
biblical passages to show that, in spite of the surface diversity of the 

'** Ep. Strap. 3. 3 (PC 26. 629b). Brown, 'Saint as Exemplar', esp. 4-6. 
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Church, all Christians were practising disciplined lives of ascetic renun
ciation. Ordinary' Christians s imply renounced the pleasures o f the 
world to a lesser degree than did monks and virgins. I turn n o w to this 
moderate asceticism of the ordinary Christian as found in Athanasius* 
Festal Letters. 

THE ASCETICISM OF THE ORDINARY CHRISTIAN 

By a complex series o f theological equations, Athanasius claimed in his 
Festal Letters that the Church's celebration of Easter epitomized the 
Christian life. According to Athanasius, the Christian could successfully 
ascend to heaven past the weakened demons through practices o f with
drawal from the world, understood as renunciation o f various pleasurable 
human activities. H e believed that the departure o f the ancient Israelites 
from Egypt provided a symbolic prototype o f this withdrawal, c o n 
sidered as 'the way to cross over from earth [Egypt] to heaven f l srael ] ' . 1 6 6 

T h e sacrament o f baptism initiated the individual Christian's lifetime o f 
withdrawal because, unlike the Jewish festival of Passover, it was the 
authentic ritual re-enactment o f the ancient exodus. For Athanasius, the 
scriptural link between Passover and baptism was Jesus' telling his 
disciples that they would find the place where he wanted to celebrate the 
Passover by following *a man lifting up a jar o f water and going into 
an upper room, furnished and cleansed' (cf. Luke 22: 10-12). 1 6 7 T h e 
references to water and cleansing were, according to Athanasius, signs o f 
baptism. T h e Christian Easter continued to provide baptized Christians 
with a means for such a withdrawal. It does not appear that baptism 
was part of the celebration o f Easter in Alexandria during Athanasius' 
episcopate; the bishop therefore did not articulate the direct Passover-
Easter-baptism typology familiar from other Christian authors. Instead, 

"* Ep-fisi. (cop.) 24 (40- 8-9 Lef.); c f Ep. fat, (syr.) 5- 4 -
w 'And when we go to him [Christ], we will ask him, saying, "Where do you want us to 

prepare the Passover for you?" [Mark 14; 12] Let the patterns [ T W O I ] of Moses suffice until 
now, since they shine light in the darkness before the day. But inasmuch as the sun has 
risen, let all darkness be scattered, and let all darkness be removed by the light. Let the 
Saviour himself inform us by means of a sign about the preparation of the Passover and the 
place where he fulfilled his desire along with his disciples when he says, "In desire I have 
wanted to eat the Passover with you before I die" (Luke 18: 15]. The sign of the Passover 
is a man lifting up a jar of water and going into an upper room, furnished and cleansed [cf. 
Luke 22:10-12]. No longer do the blood of goats and the ashes of heifers cleanse those who 
are defiled [cf. Heb. 11: 13]. Rather, purity has come everywhere through the washing of 
rebirth [cf. Titus 3: 5]- By this the feast of the Passover is fulfilled'; Ep.fist. (cop.) 24 (40. 
29-41. 13 Lef.). 

• 
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we find a development in which Athanasius comes to see the Passover of 
the Old Testament as the pattern for the Church's Easter, which in turn 
is the pattern for the eschatological feast in heaven . 1 6 5 By recreating the 
Passover and anticipating the final consummation, Easter enabled 
Christians to redouble their efforts to withdraw from the world and 
thereby to ascend to the heavenly city: it was, he said, the pre-eminent 
time when Christians were to 'separate ourselves to the Lord with 
thanksgiving' . 1 6 9 T h e Christian Pasch was, then, a microcosm of the 
Christian l i f e . 1 7 0 I f a disciplined life was the 'way up' to the heavenly 
feast, the observance o f Easter was especially so: 'If we diligently cele
brate the feast here, we shall doubtless receive the perfect joy that is in 
heaven.'" 1 In this way Athanasius interpreted the Christian observance 
o f L e n t and Faster in terms of his myth of ascent. 

Athanasius therefore considered his paschal discipline an intensified 
version of the regime that ordinary Christians should practise through
out the year, during Lent and Easter, Christians should 'increase 
[avgaveiv] the discipline [datajais] all the more ' . 1 7 2 T h e ascetic regime 
that Athanasius recommended in his Festal Letters included prayers 
and vigi ls ; 1 3 3 renunciation of s ex ; 1 7 4 fasting; 1 7 5 study of the Scriptures; 1 3 6 

making peace with others; 1 7 7 and acts o f charity, particularly giving 
money to the poor and hospital ity. 1 7 8 T h i s asceticism for ordinary 
Christians included elements found in the programme that Athanasius 
recommended to the Alexandrian virgins (discussed in Chapter 1): 
renunciation of food, sex, and wealth; prayers and vigUs; and study of 
the Scriptures. It differed from the virgins' discipline in two important 
ways: it was a temporary regime, only portions of which were to be 

1 4 8 A. Camplani, Le Lettre festali di Atanasio di Alessandria (Rome, 1989), 218. 
1W Ep. fest. (syr.) 6. 7 (60.11 C). 
130 Ep. fest. (syr.) 5. 5 (39- 24-40- 4 Q ; cf Ep. fest. (syr.) 2.4. 
»' Ep.fest. (syr.) 6. 1 (41. 13-15 C); cf. Epp.fest. (syr.) 6. 12; 7. 8,10; 10.11; 14.2; 20. 

2; (gr.) 24; 28; 40; 42; 43; (cop.) 25; 26; 41. 
m Ep. fest. (cop.) 26 (44. 22 Lef.). 
ra Epp.fest. (syr.) 3. 6; 4. 2; 5. i, 4; 6.12; 7 . 1 1 ; 14. 5; 19. 8-9 (31. 27; 33.6-7; 36. 6; 39. 

19-20; 6*. 6-7; 15*. 12; 36*. 25-6; 46*. 18, 20 C); (cop.) 42 (66. 34 Lef.). 
™ Ep.fest. (syr.) 6. 12 (6*. 6-7 C). 
"s Epp.fest. (syr.) 1. 4-7; 3. 6; 4. 2; 5. 1, 4; 6. 12-13; 7 . 1 1 ; 12; 19. &-o (14. 26-17. 21; 

3i- 27; 33- 8-9; 36- 7; 39- 19; 6". 9-18; 15*. 11; 25*. 23-26'. 12; 46*. 17-20 C); (cop.) 25; 
40 (43.17-18; 44.3 Lef.; QLP 15: 7r. £8-9; ?v. ai6-*3 Co.). 

"» Ep.fest. (syr.) 1. 6,9; S- >i 3"7i *4- 5 (<6. *9i *9- 6; 3»-19-20; 54- 22-56. io; 17*. 
11-19*. x7i 36*- 26 C; 143. 4—141. 20 C/B); (cop.) 39 passim. 

177 Ep.fest. (syr.) 14- 5 (36*. 26-7 C). 
178 Epp.fest. (syr.) 1 .11; 4.3; 14. 5 (19. 24-5; 34.17; 36*. 26 C); (gr.) 45 ap. Cosm. Ind. 

Top. 12.1-2 Wolska-Conus.; (cop.) 24; 25; 26; 39; 42 (42.1-3; 43.18-21; 45.15; 21. 31-2; 
66. 33 Lef)-



. 8 4 Asceticism in Athanasius' Theology 

practised throughout the year; and it lacked practices meant to separate 
the person permanendy from the wider society (seclusion and special 
clothing, for example) . Four elements in this asceticism for ordinary 
Christians merit closer study because they provide evidence for how 
Athanasius understood the role and purpose of ascetic behaviours in the 
life o f the lay Christian: sexual renunciation, fasting, acts of charity, and 
study of the Scriptures. 

Renunciation of sex. Athanasius suggested that the paschal season 
(probably including Lent) was an appropriate time for married 
Christians to follow Paul's advice to abstain from sex for a 'season o f 
prayer* ( i Cor. 7: 5).11'' Athanasius considered this renunciation a 
secondary form o f the celibacy of monks and virgins and necessary for 
the maintenance o f ritual purity. T h e bishop told virgins that, although 
they formed the first rank of Christians because they offered themselves 
'as a whole burnt-offering', married people had their own boast in that 
they acted in accordance with the Law and took 'time off for prayer 
many times, just as Paul said to married people' . ' 9 0 In his debate with 
Hieracas, Athanasius claimed that Paul's exhortation, 'Let those who 
have wives be as though they had none' (1 Cor. 7: 29), referred not to 
permanent renunciation of married sex, as Hieracas thought, but to this 
temporary abstinence for prayer. 1 8 1 T h u s , seasonal renunciation o f sex 
was a means by which married people could introduce the ascetic ideal 
into their lives and form a second rank behind virgins and monks. 

Concerns about ritual purity also lay behind this practice: married 
Christians o f Athanasius' time were encouraged not to have sex before 
receiving the Eucharist at any time during the year. A fragment trans
mitted with Athanasius' canonical letters strongly urges that men who 
have had sex with their wives not 'thoughdessly' (awapornpr/rojc) com
mune 'on the same day'. 1" 2 T h e bishop says that people 'should do what 
seems best to them* after examining the Scriptures, 1 8 3 but he leaves no 
doubt what his preference is. H e argues that if in the Old Testament 
('under the shadow') persons who had had sex could not immediately 
touch consecrated bread, then 'how much more now in the time of grace, 
when a greater diligence in our way of life [voAtrc/a] is required of us, 
should we purify ourselves when we are going to share in such awesome 
mysteries\m Comparison o f this teaching with Athanasius' position on 

m Ep.fest. (syr.) 6. 12 (36*. 6-7 C ) ; cf. /V. AT. 25. 3-5 (196. 20-197. 4 Op.). 
m Ep. org. 1. 19 (81. 30-82. 1 Lef.). 
m Ibid. 27 (86. 14-19 Lef-)- l M Ep- eon. 82. 20-83. 3 J 
» Ibid. 83. 3-6 J. '* Ibid. 83. 29; 84. 7-11 J. 
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nocturnal emissions is instructive. In the Letter to Ammoun, Athanasius 
said that nocturnal emissions did not disqualify a man from participation 
in the Eucharist because they took place ' involuntarily 1 , 1 8 5 during sleep, 
when the will was not in control o f the body. Voluntary sexual activity 
during waking hours, however, was more problematic: its t iming, in 
relation both to the individual's circumstances and to the Church's 
calendar, was crucial. Athanasius distinguished between married sex, 
which is legitimate, and sex outside marriage, which is sinful, by their 
circumstances and timing: ' T h e same act is depending upon the circum
stances and the time unlawful, but under different circumstances and at 
the right time lawful and permitted. ' 1 8 6 T h e involvement o f the human 
will was the significant element for Athanasius, not merely the fact of 
a bodily function. Athanasius considered the goal of certain ascetic 
behaviours that lay persons practised, especially fasting, to be the exer
cise of the will in control of the body, adherence to virtue, and attention 
to God . It would seem that to him sex implied some relaxation o f the will 
from these tasks. It is noteworthy that the Athanasian canons prohibited 
priests from celebrating the Eucharist on the same day that they had had 
sex with their wives; they recommended celibacy as the best option for 
priests . 1 8 7 Temporary abstinence from sex enabled married Christians to 
be monks and virgins for a time; Athanasius' concern for ritual purity 
and the vigilance of the will provided further justification for such 
periodic renunciation of sexual intercourse. 

Desp i te his praise for temporary abstinence, Arhnnasius by no means 
considered married sex simplistically impure or defi l ing. 1 8 4 References to 
renunciation o f food and wealth are far more frequent in Athanasius' 
Festal Letters than those to temporary sexual renunciation. In fact, 
human procreation imitated the procreation that took place eternally 
within the triune godhead; it was therefore a symbol for Athanasian 
Ghristology. 1 8 9 W e saw in Chapter 1 how Athanasius used sexual inter
course and reproduction as a metaphor for the virgin's production of 
'saving thoughts' through communion with the Word. In his anti-Arian 
writings, Athanasius envisioned the Trinity in terms o f a male sexual 
reproduction that lacks a female role. Athanasius called Arian teachings 
'barren , (ayovo$) and thus appropriate to court eunuchs , 'who, just as 
they are by nature, so too have souls barren [ayovos] of virtue and 

lt& Ep. Amun. 65. 11 J. 
Ibid. 68. 12-15 J. 

187 Can. Alh. 6 (Riedel and Crum, Canons, 13). 
m Ep. Amun. 67. 10-24; 68. 16-69. 
, w Ar. 1. 23 (PC 26. 60c); cf. Recheis, TDoctrina', 253. 
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cannot bear even to hear of a son*. 1 * On the one hand, Athanasius 
granted sexual reproduction theological meaning as an imitation of the 
Trinity's inner life. On the other hand, he focused this meaning solely on 
male potency; there is no female element in the begetting of the Son. In 
general, Athanasius portrayed his trinitarian orthodoxy as 'masculine' 
(strong, virile, unwavering) and Arian thought as 'feminine' (weak, 
immoral, passive, seductive) . 1 9 ' 

Meanwhile , in the case of human reproduction, Athanasius followed 
the so-called 'Alexandrian rule*. Stoic in origin but fully adopted by 
Clement and Origen, which permitted married sex only for the purpose 
of procreation and condemned sexual relations engaged in only for 
pleasure. 1 9 2 Because it prohibited sex during pregnancy and at any other 
time when conception was believed impossible, married Christians who 
actually followed this rule would not have had sex very often; hence, it is 
unlikely that abstinence during Lent would have seemed particularly 
onerous to them. Ancient medical and philosophical authors also regu
lated sexual activity according to times and seasons, but they recom
mended an oscillation between more and less sex based on environmental 
factors like climate; in contrast, Athanasius and other Christian leaders 
absolutely prohibited sex at certain times based on the calendar of the 
Church and the rhythms of the woman's body. ' 9 3 Married Christians 
who lived as Athanasius told them would have understood sexual 
relations as something to be undertaken only for the serious moral 
purpose of procreation, not for pleasure; in addition, they would have 
learned that sex was incompatible with certain religious observances. 
Even the practice of sexual intercourse within marriage, as Athanasius 
envisioned it, had an ascetic or disciplined character. N o n e the less, an 
unintended consequence of this close regulation of intercourse may have 
been to heighten married Christians* awareness of their sexual activity 
and to incite pleasure in its disciplined u s e . 1 9 4 

Renunciation of food. T h e discipline of fasting was far more central to 
Athanasius' piety than was temporary sexual abstinence. Athanasius 

m Barren: VA 82 (PG 26. 959b). Eunuchs: H. Ar. 38. 3 (204. 24-5 Op.). 
m Ar. 1. 1-10, 22-8; 2. 30; Virginia Bumis, T h e Heretical Woman as Symbol in 

Alexander, Athanasius, Epiphanius, and Jerome', HTR 84 (1991), 229-48, at 235-9. 
m frag, (cop.) 6 (124. 1 -11 Lef.); cf. Clem. Paid. 2. io; Or. Horn, in Gen. 5. 4. On ihe 

Sioic mleand its adoption by Christians, see John T. Noonan, Jr., Contraception (enI. cdn.; 
Cambridge, Mass., 1986), 46-9, 76-81. 

1» Foucauh, History, 2. 109-16, esp. 115-16. 
m So Foucault understands one effect of regulations of sexual activity in I9th-cent. 

Europe (ibid., I. 36-49); here the effect would have been far less since the level of regula
tion was lower. 
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encouraged Christians to practise moderate fasting throughout the forty 

days of Lent , excepting Saturdays and Sundays, and to intensify their 

fasts during Holy Week . 1 9 5 Precisely what form these fasts took is not 

clear; Athanasius exhibited his characteristic flexibility on this matter, 

urging his followers to participate 'in fasts and vigils, as each person is 

able ' . 1 9 6 Although it now appears likely that the forty-day fast of L e n t 

was already practised in Egypt before Athanasius' episcopate, it would 

also seem that the bishop needed to offer some special arguments for the 

practice. 1 9 7 In any case, Athanasius considered the Lenten fast essential 

preparation for Easter: by renouncing food. Christians were 'cleansed 

and purif ied 1 . 1 9 8 Medical authors o f the time, like Athanasius, stressed 

regulation of eating far more than that of sex in their regimens for main

taining the health o f soul and body . 1 9 9 Athanasius and the early Egyptian 

monks, for whom the fruidess and waterless desert symbolized the realm 

of disciplined virtue, stood at a moment in Christian history before sex 

replaced food as the chief preoccupation in Christian self-cultivation. 2 0* 

Fasting carried great symbolic importance for Athanasius personally: 

because he saw over-indulgent feasting as the peculiar characteristic of 

sinful human society, renunciation of food was the pre-eminent way by 

which a person could withdraw from the world. 2 0 1 

For these reasons, it is no surprise that Athanasius devoted much of 

his first Festal Letter to the significance o f fasting, taking as his theme the 

command in Joel: 'Blow the trumpet in Zion; sanctify a fast* (Joel 2: 15). 

Athanasius explains that fasting persons 'defile' their fast by engaging in 

vicious behaviour or 'sanctify' it by practising the virtues, especially 

humi l i ty . 2 0 2 Indeed, true fasting is not a matter o f the body, but of the 

soul, for it is really feasting on the virtues: 'Virtues and vices are the 

nourishments o f the soul, and it can eat these two foods and incline to 
1 9 5 Lenten fasting: Epp.fest. (syr.) 6.12-13; I2*> x9- 8-9 (6*. 0-18; 25*. 23-26*. 12; 46*. 

17-20 C ) . Holy Week: Epp.fest. (syr.) 3. 6; 7. 11 (31. 27; 15*. 11 C ) . 
194 Ep.fcsi. (syr.) 7. 11 (15*. 11-12 C ) . 
m Epp. /est. (syr.) 6. 12-13; I 2 - 1*°^ seems [ ° be the best way to understand the 

ambiguous evidence of the Festal Letters, the chronology of which is tied to the question of 
when the practice of Lent was introduced into Egypt. For recent discussions of the issue, 
see Lorenz, Zeknte Oiterfestbrief, 20-37; Alberto Camplani, lSuüa cronología delle Lettere 
festali di Atanasio: La proposita di R_ Lorenz', Augustinianum, 27 (1987), 617—28, csp. 
624-6; Timothy D . Barnes, rev. of Le Lettere festali di Atanasio di Alessandria by 
A. Camplani, JTS, N S 41 (1990), 258-64, at 260-2; Thomas J. Talley, The Origins of the 
Liturgical War (New York, 1986), 168-71. 

m Ep.fest. (syr.) 6.12 (6*. 12 C ) . 
1 9 9 Foucault, History, 3. 140-I. 
m Brown, Body and Society, 218-24. 
» Fi*£.(cop.)5 023- 2-3 Lef-)-
M! Ep.fest. (syr.) 1.4 (14. 26-15. 24 C.). 
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either of the two, according to its wil l . ' 2 0 3 Here Athanasius invokes the 
traditional Christian theme of 'spiritual fasting', but for him there is no 
'dichotomy' between bodily and spiritual fasting. 2 0 4 Rather, bodily fast
ing itself becomes an exercise for the human will, a discipline by which 
people turn their soul away from the food of the vices and toward that o f 
the virtues. Such fasting both secures pardon for past sins and furthers 
its practitioners on the way up to heaven. 2 0 5 Athanasius never connected 
the Lenten fast with the forty-day fast of Jesus in the wilderness; rather, 
he offered fasting Christians biblical saints to imitate: Moses , Elijah, 
and D a n i e l . 2 0 6 By practising especially prolonged fasts, these saints, 
Athanasius said, were made worthy to receive revelations of higher 
things, which sustained them during their physical labours: 'Because the 
duration of the fast of these persons was amazing and the days lengthy, 
let no one fall hastily into unbelief; rather, one should believe and know 
that the contemplation of God and the Word from him suffice to nourish 
those who hear and replace all food for t h e m . ' 2 0 7 Fasting was designed to 
focus the soul on the divine nourishment of the virtues and theJVord of 
G o d r i r b r o u g h t the body under the controjjjf the soul's will. In this 
way, fasting p r a m o t e d j h e general process of ascent to heaven_ that 
defined the Christian life. Exceptional control of the body through fast
ing could result in special divine revelations arid contemplation of God: 
an early arrival, as it were, at the heavenly gates. T h i s belief that pro
longed fasting could lead to visions was a rare instance in which 
Athanasius directly linked an ascetic behaviour with an immediate-super
natural reward. In the next chapter we shall see this connection between 
fasting and visionary powers played out in the Life of Antony. 

Fasting provided other benefits as well, according to Athanasius. It 
promoted the stabilization of the body's distracting movements by 
reducing the level of energy within the body ('silencing our fleshly 
desires' ) . 2 0 8 In turn, it gave persons strength to overcome their moral 
adversaries, namely the devil and his demons . 2 0 9 Fasting enhanced 
meditation on the suffering and death of Christ and, in general, consti-

m Ep.fest. (syr.) I . 5 (15. 27-16.2 C ) . 
On 'spiritual fasting* and this 'dichotomy', see Herbert Musurillo, 'The Problem of 

Ascetical Fasting in the Greek Patristic Authors', Traditio, 12 {1956), 1-64, at 35-42. 
3 6 'For not onty docs such a fast as this obtain pardon for souls, but being kept holy, it 

prepares the saints and raises them above the earth'; Ep.fest. (syr.) 1. 5 (16. 16-17 C.). 
2 8 6 These were the usual exempla of fasting among early Christian authors (Musurillo, 

'Problem of Asceucal Fasting', 5-6). 
Ep.fest. (syr.) 1. 6(16. 24-17. 1 C ) . 

M Ep.fest. (syr.)4- 2 (33. 8-9 C) ; cf. Car. et temp. 117. 19-21 Lef. 
m Ep.fest. (syr.) 4. 2-3 (17. 10-22 C ) . 
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tilted an extreme and visible demonstration of one's faith in the death 
and resurrection of Jesus. 2 1 0 Fasting thus touched on themes central to 
the Athanasian picture of the Christian life (as well as themes connected 
with fasting by other Christian authors). 2" The body played a central 
role in the Christian's discipline, but one subordinated to the guiding 
moral role of the soul and its will. Athanasius, in fact, saw no value in 
fasting if one's ethical life was disordered: for example, it did no good if 
a person had wronged a neighbour; peace with the neighbour had to 
come first 2 1 2 

Renunciation of wealth. Nearly as frequent as references to fasting in 
Athanasius' Festal Letters are those to acts of charity: giving to the poor 
and hospitality. Exhortations to such partial renunciation of wealth often 
appear at the ends of the letters (as in the case of the first: 'Let us 
remember the poor and not forget kindness to strangers'), but they are 
also found in the bodies of the letters as well. 2 1 1 The importance that 
Athanasius placed on these charitable works can be seen in his summary' 
of how one celebrates the feast in his letter for Easter 331: 

Since, therefore, this occasion for discipline is set before us, and such a day as 
this is come, and the prophetic voice has gone forth that the feast shall be cele
brated, let us give all diligence to this good proclamation, and like those who 
contend in the stadium, let us compete with one another in the purity of the fast, 
in the watchfulness in prayers, in study of the Scriptures, in distributing to the 
poor, and let us be at peace with our enemies.214 

Contributing to the poor here assumes a role equal to that of prayer and 
study of the Scriptures. Almsgiving and hospitality to strangers were 
signs that one had 'put on our Lord Jesus' (cf. Rom. 13: 14), a reference 
to baptism. 2 1 5 Even more, remembrance of the poor was remembrance of 
Jesus Christ, 'who became poor in our behalf in the incarnation, and, 
like fasting, enjMejjjme^to^ward off the attacks of the deviL 2 1 6 Like fast
ing, the discipline of charity found its symbolic justification in the 
Athanasian mythoTSielncarnation of the Word and the ftefrat of Satan. 

2» Epp.fist. (syr.) 5. 4 (39. 19 C); (cop.) 25 (43. 17-18 Lef.). 
2 , 1 See Musurillo, 'Problem of Ascctical Fasting'. 
2,1 Car. et temp. 113. 3-25 Lef. 
2,1 Epp.fist. (syr.) 1. 11; 4. 3; 14. 5 (19. 24-5; 34.17; 36*- 26 C); (gr.) 45 ap. Cosm. Ind. 

Top. 12. 1-2 Wolska-Conus; (cop.) 24; 25; 26; 39; 42 (42. t-3; 43. t8-2i; 45. 15; 21. 31-2; 
66.33 Lef.). Athanasius also speaks of 'good works' in general; Epp, fist (syr.) 3.5; 11. 15. 

1,4 Ep. fist, (syr.) 14. 5 (36*. 22-7 C); cf. H. Ar. 25. Recitation of Ps. 40 encouraged 
charity to the poor in oneself and others, according to Athanasius; Ep. Marc. 19 (PC 27. 
32c). 

2I> Ep. fist. ( S > T . ) 4- 3 (34- £)• 
214 Ep.fist. (cop.) 25 (43.16-26 Lef.). 
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In practical terms, the discipline of remembering the poor also con
tributed to the unity of the Church that Athanasius sought in two ways. 
First, it connected prosperous lay Christians to the Athanasian episcopal 
hierarchy, which was engaged in a struggle for control of the Church's 
welfare system. The church orders from the fourth century consolidated 
charitable activities under the bishops and their delegates: the resulting 
financial power enhanced the role and prestige of the clergy in Egyptian 
society. 2 1 7 We saw in Chapter 2 how such patronage figured in the 
conflict between Pachomius and Bishop Sarapion of Tentyra; control of 
the Church's welfare system played a role in the struggle between 
Athanasius and his opponents in Alexandria as well. Athanasius, for 
example, accused his rival Bishop Gregory of seizing alms given to the 
widows and the poor when Gregory arrived in Alexandria in March 
339. 2 1 8 The conflict became more intense when the imperial government 
handed over the city's church buildings to the opponents of Athanasius 
in the spring of 356. Athanasius reports: 

For since the Duke had delivered the churches to the Arians, the beggars and the 
widows could not linger in them, and the widows sat in the places appointed to 
them by the clergy entrusted with their care. When they [the Arians] saw the 
brothers zealously contributing to the widows and feeding them, they drove 
them [the widows] away by striking them on their feet and falsely accused those 
who were supporting them before the Duke. . . . Here then was a new basis for 
indictment and a court of law first devised by them: a person is condemned for 
doing good; the one who shows mercy is accused; the one who receives kindness 
is beaten.2" 

It seems likely that, when they were deposed from the church buildings, 
the clergy loyal to Athanasius attempted to keep their welfare system in 
operation by running the programme in a different location. In this way, 
the Athanasians hoped to maintain their prestige among the citizens and 
prevent defections to the other part)'. Their opponents tried to prevent 
this plan by forcing the widows back into the church buildings, now 
under 'Arian' control, and by bringing charges of illegal use of church 
funds against the Athanasian clergy. The anti-Athanasians could make a 
legal issue of this dispute because by this time the Church often distri
buted imperial funds and grain for the poor; thus, imperial and 
ecclesiastical accounts were difficult to separate. 2 2 0 Early in his career, 

2 1 7 Annik Martin, 'L'Eglise ct la khora egyptienne au IV e siccle'. Revue des ¿ludes aueus-
tiniennes. 25 (1079), 3-26, at 7 - 1 1 , ai-3. 

M H. AT. 13. 3 (189. 24-« Op.). m Ibid. 61. 2-3 (217. I7-M.*#r5 Op.). 
• Robert M. Grant, EetHy Chnstusmtty and Society (San Francisco, 1977), 142-5; T. D. 

Barnes, 'The Career of Athanasius', SP 21 (1987), 390—401, at 393-5. 
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Athanasius' opponents accused him of embezzling such imperial moneys 
for his personal use; it is more likely, however, that Athanasius merely 
limited such distributions to his partisans, itself an effective political 
strategy. 2 2 1 T h e amounts of money and power at stake were not small: 
Christians, both lay and clergy, were expected to tithe and to contribute 
to the Church's care for the poor . 2 2 2 T h i s practice bound together the 
clergy, the self-sufficient laity, and the poor in a relationship of mutual 
support. T h e question was which set o f clergy would receive and 
dispense the money; control of this welfare operation was a key to con
trol of the Church. T h e violence surrounding welfare distributions 
does not reveal the superior power of the imperial state, but resulted 
from the interruption o f the power exercised in the exchanges among 
clergy, wealthy laity, and poor. Such productive power maintained 
the Athanasian Church; its interruption brought social disorder and 
v io lence . 2 2 3 

With their aid of the poor, lay Christians promoted Athanasius 1 

political goals in a second way: by supporting needy virgins. Athanasius 
regularly spoke of 'widows and poor people' as served by the Church's 
welfare system, and it is probable that some virgins were on the 
ecclesiastical dole as we l l . 2 2 4 If so, ascetic Christians may have been 
among those persons who were to be the objects of the charity that the 
bishop urged in his Festal Letters. In Athanasius' view, financial difficulty 
was the primary reason why some virgins lived with celibate men in 
spiritual marriage and others abandoned celibacy for actual marriage. By 
contributing to the support of such virgins, lay Christians would have 
helped prevent virgins from marrying and reduce the number of 
spiritual marriages, independent associations with men that conflicted 
with Athanasius 1 programme o f settling virgins in self-contained c o m 
munities of women. Correspondingly, when he wrote to virgins, 
Athanasius insisted that they participate in the support of the poor if 
they were financially independent . 2 2 5 

Remembering the poor, then, had significant theological and social 

221 ApoL sec. 18. This charge quickly evaporated, but the accusation that Athanasius 
threatened to delay grain shipments from Alexandria to Constantinople did not and may 
have figured in Constanrine's banishment of him in 335; see DuaneWadc-Hampton 
Arnold, The Early Episcopal Career of Athanasius of Alexandria (Notre Dame, Ind., 100,1), 
170-1; Barnes, 'Career', 304-5-

222 Can. Ath. 70, 83 (Riedcl and Crum, Canons, 46, 50). 
m For this understanding of power, sec Foucault, History, 1. 81-102. 
2 2 4 Widows and indigent: H Ar. 13. 3; 61. 2 (189. 24-5; 217. 16-22 Op.); Ep. cler. Alex. 

(PC 26. 1338a). Virgins: Ep. encyci 4. 3 (173. 11-12). See Ch. i. 
» Virg. (syr.) 12 (125-0 Leb.). 



192 Asceticism in Athanasius' Theology 

meanings. Acts of charity recalled the self-emptying of Christ in the 
incarnation and aided in the battle with Satan. They also contributed 
to the unity o f the Church by tying together in a tangible system of 
mutual support clergy and lay people, rich persons and poor, ascetics 
and ordinary Christians. 

Study of the Scriptures. In Athanasius' view, the primary task o f the 
person on the way up to the heavenly city was to restore the soul's 
proper governance of the body, a task which required the recovery of 
knowledge o f G o d . T h i s knowledge was to be found in Scripture, the 
study of which formed a central element of the Athanasian paschal 
discipl ine. 2 2 6 T h e bishop insisted that meditation on Scripture should 
not be limited to the time of the feast: rather, the festival had 'constant 
power for those who are enlightened in their mind and meditate on the 
divine Scriptures day and night* (cf. Ps. i: 2). A person who diligendy 
studied the Scriptures received the intellectual illumination that came 
from consideration o f God's words: 'For it is not the sun or the moon or 
the host of the other stars that cause him to shine so abundantiy, but he 
glitters with the sublime beams o f the most high G o d . ' 2 2 7 Scripture was 
the means to such knowledge of God because it was produced by the 
Holy Spir i t . 2 2 8 Athanasius* emphasis on study of Scripture reflected 
his conviction that knowledge and virtue were inseparable: just as 
humanity's turn away from contemplation of God had led to idolatry and 
immorality, so renewed intellectual comprehension of God enabled the 
virtuous life. 

T h e bishop most fully explained this close relationship between 
knowledge and virtue in his eleventh Festal Letter.229 Athanasius takes 
his inspiration from Psalm 1: 2 ('In his Law I will meditate day and 
night') and sets out to demonstrate that knowledge precedes virtue: 
' T h e thoughts of the soul of healthy persons should precede action 
accomplished through the b o d y . 1 2 3 0 Here Athanasius agrees with the 
popular Platonist axiom that *to know the good is to do the good'. H e 
believes this thesis to be confirmed, first, by Jesus' sayings in the Sermon 
on the M o u n t in which he pronounces even those who think sinful 
thoughts to be guilty of sins (Matt. 5: 22, 28) 2 i l and, secondly, by the 
teaching methods of Paul: 

ftp. fist, (syr.) 1. 6; 5. 1; n . 3-7; 14. 5 {16.19; 36.19-20; 54. 22-56.10; 17*. 11-19". 
17; 36*. 26 C; 143. 4-141. 20 C/B); (cop.) & passim. 

2tt Ep. fist, (syr.) 5. 1 (36. 16-25 C), a reference perhaps to Moses' shining race (Exod. 
34̂  29-35)-

» Cf. Badger, «New Man', 132-5. 
™ Ep.fist. (syr.) 11. 7(19*. 4-5 C). »' Ibid. 7 (19*- 5-9 C ) . 

Ep.fist. (cop.) 24; Inc. 56; Ep. Marc. 9, 31. 



Asceticism in Athanasius' Theology 

Since he was experienced in these divine matters and knew the power of the 
divine teaching, he considered it necessary' first to make known the word con
cerning Christ and the mystery regarding him, and then afterwards to point to 
the correction of habits, so that when they had learned to know the Lord, they 
might earnestly desire to do the things that he commanded. For when the Guide 
to the laws is unknown, one does not readily pass on to the observance of them.2 5 2 

Moses followed a similar procedure: God's entire method of dealing with 
the ancient Israelites was designed first to introduce them to knowledge 
of him as the true and only God and then to reform their behaviour. 1 3 3 

This method sought to reverse what happened at the fall: because human 
beings fell away from knowledge of God and consequently descended 
into vicious activities, the mind must first be restored to its illumination 
by God in order for virtuous bodily actions to follow.23* Athanasius labels 
these two aspects of the Christian life 'faith* (knowledge of God) and 
'godliness' (virtuous behaviour), and he stresses their interdependent 
character: they are 'sisters*.2 3 5 In this homiletic context, as he usually did, 
the bishop gave 'faith' or knowledge a logical priority: knowledge of God 
gained through study of the Scriptures precedes and enables the virtuous 
life. In turn, Athanasius could say that the life of virtue enabled the 
proper understanding of Scripture: to do the good is to know the good. 
He made such an argument at the conclusion of On the Incarnation: 

But for the true study and knowledge of the Scriptures a noble life, a pure soul, 
and the virtue in accordance with Christ are required, so that through travelling 
by such virtue the mind might be able to reach and comprehend what it desires, 
to the extent that it is possible for human nature to learn about the Word of God. 
For without pure thinking and the imitation of the saints in one's way of life, one 
cannot comprehend the words of the saints. For just as someone who wants to 
see the sun's light certainly wipes clean and polishes his eye, cleansing himself 
until he is almost like what he desires, so that the eye, by becoming a light, might 
see the sun's light; or, just as someone who wants to see a dry or country surely 
will approach the place to see it—so too the person who wants to comprehend 
the thinking of the theologians should first wash and cleanse his soul by his way 
of life and approach the saints by the imitation of their works, so that by being 
with them in the conduct of the common life he might understand what was 
revealed to them by God. 2 3 6 

2 3 2 Ibid. 3 (54. 25-55. 3 Q- m Ep. fat- (syr.) 19. 4; sec above. 
8? 'The wicked person is unable to keep even part of the Law, for as his mind is, so 

necessarily will be his actions, as the Spirit reproves them, saying, "The fool said in his 
heart, 'There is no God/" Then the Word, showing that actions follow thought, says, 
"They are corrupt and defiled in their pursuits" [Ps. 13 (14): ij. Thus, the wicked person 
in every way also corrupts his body'; Ep.fesi. (syr.) 11. 8 (19V 21-6 C-). 

2 5 5 Ibid. 9 (ad*. 8 C). » Inc. 57. 1-15 T. 
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Here Athanasius applies his ethic of imitation to Scripture s tudy . 2 3 7 

Through imitation, Christians become more like the saints, and this like
ness enables them to understand the Scriptures, which the saints wrote. 
T h i s passage shows how closely related knowledge and virtue were for 
Athanasius: study o f the Scriptures enabled virtuous living, which in 
turn enabled proper understanding of the Scriptures. T h e bishop seems 
to say as m u c h in the eleventh Festal Letter as well: 'The one who 
believes in him [God] is godly, and the one also who is godly believes the 
m o r e . 1 2 3 8 In any case, both were required for salvation: 'Hence, medita
tion on the Law is necessary, my beloved, as well as an uninterrupted 
discipline in virtue, "so that the saint may lack nothing, but be perfect to 
every good work" (2 T i m . 3 : i-jym Although still working within the 
Platonist framework as Christianized by Origen, Athanasius emphasizes 
the study of Scripture not as an exercise in contemplation, but as a 
means to embodied virtue. T h e Athanasian discipline of scriptural study-
was, o f course, limited to a reading list officially denned by the bishop in 
his 3 9 t h Festal Letter and followed a curriculum that, in good 
Alexandrian fashion, assigned various biblical passages to persons at 
different stages in the Christian l i fe . 2 4 0 

Athanasius offered particular advice on the use o f Scripture in 
Christian discipline in his Letter to Marcellinus^ a man who , although he 
was ill, did not 'neglect the discipline [AOTOJOIC]'. 2 4 1 Athanasius here 
focuses on the value of the reading, recitation, and singing of the Psalms, 
but the bishop also makes general comments about the usefulness of 
Scripture that reflect familiar themes. Like the Church, the Scriptures 
are diverse and yet united in a single source: the same Holy Spirit pro
duced all the books of the Bible, but the Spirit adapted its means of 
expression according to the genre and purpose of each book . 2 4 2 Scripture 
contributes to the entire process o f self-formation in the Christian life: 

m Tetz, 'Biographic/ 185-6. 
Ep.fest. (syr.) 11 .9 (20*. 8-9 C ) . 

» Ibid. 7 (19*. 9-12 C ) . 
** Ep.fest. (cop.) 39 (61. S-62. 2 Lcf.). 
M1 Ep. MareelL 1 (PC 27. 12a). It is not certain that Marecllinus was a monk since the 

only act of discipline that Athanasius mentions in the letter is reading the Scriptures, which 
the bishop considered part of the discipline of every Christian. Marcetlinus , study of the 
Fsafrns may have been an instance of an upper-class person using his free time to improve 
his 'religious knowledge' (Charles Kanncngicsser (ed.). Early Christian Spirituality, tr. P. 
Bright (Philadelphia, 1986), 14-15). On the other hand, Athanasius' claim to transmit the 
teachings of a 'learned old man [yepcovY might indicate a monastic setting (M. J. Rondeau, 
'L'Epitre a Marcellinus sur les Psaumes', VC 22 (1968), 176-97, at 194—7). Badger 
identifies Marecllinus as an urban ascetic ('New Man', 249-50). 

Ul Ep. Marceti 9 (PC 27. i7d-2oa). 
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» Ibid. 11,33 (PC 27.22,45c). 
1 4 4 Ibid. 33 (PG 27. 45a). 
2 4 5 Cf. Tetz, 'Biographie', 180-91. 
l i 6 Cf. Hermann-Josef Sieben, 'Athanasius über den Psalter; Analyse seines Briefes an 

Marcellinus*. TP 2 (1973), 157—73, a t 162-
247 Ep. MarcetL 2-9 (PG 27. I20-2ob). 
M Ibid. 10 (PG 27. 20; tr. Grcgg, Athanasius, 108, alt.). 

by enlightening the mind with accurate conceptions o f G o d and by pro
viding the models after which a person is to shape his or her own 
'heavenly woAiretV.243 In addition,.biblical texts can function as weapons 
in the believer's battle with Satan and h i s demons: since 'the Lord is in 
the phrases of the Scriptures', srjeakingjhosephrases will cause demons 

Athanasius believed that the Psalms surpass the other biblical books, -
however, in their usefulness for s e l f ^ j m a t i g n because even their verbal 
recitation moulds the^believerjnto the image that the words c o n v e y . 2 4 3 

T h e Psalms have this quality because they stand at" an intersection 
Between the Scriptures and the believer; as a corpus, the Psalms sum up 
the diverse structures of the Bible and o f the human person and bring 
them into relation. 2 4* O n the one hand, the Psalms epitomize all of 
Scripture because they contain all the various genres of the biblical books 
(story, law, prophecy, and so forth) . 2 4 7 O n the other hand, the Psalms 
epitomize human existence because, with their varying subjects, moods, 
and circumstances, they express the different dispositions o f the human 
psychology: 

In addition to the other things in which it enjoys an affinity and fellowship 
with the other books, it [the book of Psalms] possesses, beyond that, this 
marvel of its own—namely, that it contains even the movements [fai^/iora] of 
each soul, and it has the changes and rectifications of these delineated and 
regulated in itself. Therefore anyone who wishes boundlessly to receive and 
understand from it, so as to form [ n w o w ] oneself, it is written there. For in the 
other books one hears only what one must do and what one must not do But 
in the Book of Psalms, the one who hears, in addition to learning these things, 
also comprehends and is taught in it the movements of the soul, and, con-
sequendy, on the basis of that which affects him and by which he is constrained, 
he also is enabled by this book to possess the image [eUwv] deriving from the 
words. 2 4 8 

It is precisely the recitation of the Psalms according to a harmony that 
conforms the person to the image, which Athanasius understands to 
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2 W 'Therefore, lesr there be such disorder within us, the Word wants the soul that has 
"the mind of Christ", as the Apostle said [i Cor. 2: 16], to use this [the book of Psalms] as 
a guide and with it to gain control of the passions within it [the soul] and govern the 
members of the body, so as to obey the Word. So, just as in harmony there is a plectrum, 
so the human being, by becoming himself a stringed instrument and devoting himself com
pletely to the Spirit, may obey in all the members and movements (I-R>u a ra j and serve the 
will of God. The harmonious reading of the Psalms is an image [tUwv] and pattern [TVJJO;] 

of such an undisturbed and calm disposition of the thoughts. For just as we make known 
and signify the concepts of the soul through the words we put forth, so too the Lord, 
because he wanted ihe melody of the words to be a symbol of the spiritual harmony in a 
soul, has formed (he odes to be chanted harmoniously and the Psalms to he recited with 
song1; Ep. Marcell. 28 (PC 27. 40). 

Ibid. 12 (PC 27. 24). For a similar understanding of the Psalms as a mirror, see Cass. 
Coll. to. 11; cf. Sieben, 'Athanasius', 164 n. 27. 

2 5 1 Paul Rabbow, Seelenfuhrung (Munich, 1954), 189-214, 
2 3 Ep. Marcell. 13, 27-28 (PC 27. 240-5^ 37d-40d); Badger, 'New Man', 252-5. 
2 5 5 Sieben, 'Athanasius', 166. 
2 ( 4 This division borrows and modifies Badger's helpful concepts of the 'corporeal 

anagogy* and 'noetic anagogy' in Athanasius' festal discipline ('New Man*, 120-53). 

mean control o f the passions by a well-disposed sou l . 2 4 9 T h e harmoniza
tion of dissimilar tones into a pleasing melody provides the template 
for the harmonization of discordant passions into an ordered human 
personality. T h i s verbal self-formation according to an image is analo
gous to the ethical mode of imitation that we studied earlier: even the 
familiar simile o f the mirror appears, since Athanasius calls the Psalms a 
'mirror' (sluo-mpov) by which the reciter sees and corrects his or her 
inner moral d ispos i t ion. 2 5 0 Ancient philosophers agreed that verbal 
recitation could produce certain inner dispositions and aid in moral 
adjustment, 2 5 1 but Athanasius grounds this spiritual exercise in his 
incarnational theology: the Psalms' moral benefit on the human soul is 
identical to 'the grace of the Saviour'. T h e harmony and stability pro
duced in the sou l /body through recitation of the Psalms is a verbal 
appropriation of the physical victory over the movements of the flesh 
that Christ won in his incarnation. 2 5 2 In the words o f a modern scholar, 
'what becomes visible in the incarnation is audible in the Psalter before 
the incarnation'. 2" Athanasius' theory of Psalm recitation epitomizes his 
understanding of spiritual disciplines in general: such acts as sexual 
renunciation and fasting secure in the individual's body the restored 
governance by the rational soul that the Word's incarnation made 
potentially available to even ' human being. Renunciation of sex, food, 
and wealth contributes to the bodily aspect of this appropriation of 
God's salvation, but Scripture study perfects such appropriation in its 
mental aspect . 2 5 4 

Athanasius' notion that the Christian version of Passover was the 
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concentration of a discipline that the Christian should follow at all times 
had deep roots in Alexandrian tradition. 2 " Both Philo and Clement 
wrote that the proper celebration of any feast was the virtuous life, which 
persons ought to practise without regard to times and seasons . 2 5 6 Origen 
argued that virtuous Christians are always celebrating the Passover 
because they are 'always passing over in thought and in every word and 
deed from the affairs of this life to God and hastening towards His 
c i ty ' . 2 5 7 Actual festivals like the Passover existed, however, since 'the 
multitude of those who seem to believe have not made such progress'. 
Therefore, 'because they lack the desire or the ability to live in this way 
every day, they need sensible examples by way of reminder to prevent 
them from neglecting the matter entirely'. 2 5 1 1 Athanasius accepted the 
idea that the true celebration of the Passover was the virtuous life, 
practised always, and that, because o f 'the sloth of many', the Passover 
served as a reminder to Christians, to 'show forth to the saints the 
reward of their calling and exhort the careless by reproving them'. But 
he rejected Origen's use of the category 'multitude'; he instead included 
all Christians in 'the sloth of many': 'Therefore, in all the remaining 
days, let us continue in the lifestyle of virtue, repenting, as is our duty, 
of all that we have neglected, whatever it may be, for there is no one free 
from defi lement. ' 2 5 9 H e therefore propagated a paschal discipline for all 
Christians, an asceticism even for ordinary married people. 

There is no way to tell from Athanasius' Festal Letters how many-
Egyptian Christians actually practised the ascetic regime that he pro
moted or to what extent they did. For example, it is not clear how many 
Christians could have followed Athanasius' calls to frequent study o f the 
Scriptures: although there is evidence for a high rate o f literacy and 
education among the clergy o f the Egyptian Church, the literacy rate 
among the general population was much lower . 2 6 0 T h e letters themselves 
provide scant evidence for the actual behaviour of Egyptian Christians. 
However , Athanasius' frequent appeals for reading of the Scriptures and 
renunciation of food and wealth suggest that he aimed this festal 
discipline particularly at Christians who belonged to society's privileged 

« Badger, 'New Man1, 153-6. 
m Ph. Spec. 2. 41-9; Clem. Si. 7. 35. 
2 S : Or. Cets. 7. 22; tr. Henry Chadwick, Origen: Contra Cehum (Cambridge, 1965), 

468. 
m Ibid. 7. 23 (Chadwick, Contra Cehum, 468). 

Ep.fest. (syr.) 5. 5 (39. 24-40. 6 C ) . 
Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in fate Antiquity (Princeton, NJ, 1993), 230-00; cf. Martin, 

'L'Eglise et la khora', 15-19; William V. Harris, Ancient Literacy (Cambridge. Mass., and 
London, 1989), 285-322. 
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élite. T h e married clergy1 would have formed a major portion o f this 
group: many o f the bishops, priests, and monks of the fourth-century 
Egyptian Church were men o f wealth and education. 2 6 1 Poorer persons 
would have heard Athanasius* call to abandon 'the great and abundant 
feasting of the world' differendy: as a condemnation, perhaps, of a heady 
lifestyle to which they had litde access. Whatever their social status, the 
Christians who practised the Athanasian regime of prayers and vigils, 
study of the Scriptures, and renunciation o f sex, food, and wealth would 
have lived a life that had the variegated character o f 't imes and seasons', 
a reflection of the Church's diversity. Athanasius told his followers that 
a Christian must withdraw from the tumult of the world in order to 
ascend to the heavenly city. Christians who followed Athanasius' paschal 
discipline would have accomplished that withdrawal through a set o f 
practices designed to separate them from the 'desires' of the world, to 
promote their victory over the demons, and to enable their soul to regain 
its proper control o f the body. 

Athanasius' spirituality represented a continuation and transformation of 
the Alexandrian tradition exemplified by Origen in its shift o f focus from 
divinizing contemplation to virtue and the control of the body. 
Athanasius' account o f the Christian story was a variation on Origen's: it 
remained a story o f a fall away from and return to communion with God , 
but it gave more prominent roles to humanity's naturally embodied con
dition and to human community. T h e original, perfect human beings 
had existed in bodies and in a community: so would the redeemed 
human beings. Athanasius' ethic o f self-formation through imitation 
bound Christians together in a diverse civic community (iroAireea) of 
modelling and mirroring. W h e n Athanasius borrowed Origen's division 
of Christians into those who were more or less 'mature' in the faith, he 
changed the criteria for making the distinction. While Origen (and 
Clement before him) had seen the Christian life primarily in intellectual 
terms, as a progression in deeper understanding of the Scriptures, 
Athanasius saw growth in faith primarily in communal and embodied 
terms: the 'meat* given to 'perfect' Christians was no longer obscure 
passages in Scripture, but rather the tribulations suffered by those who 
persevered in adherence to the Athanasian Church. For Athanasius, 
progression to greater ascetic accomplishment was not inevitable: most 
married Christians would remain married Christians. 

Athanasius' transformation o f traditional Alexandrian spirituality 
M Martin, *L*Egbse ci la khóra', 13-10. 
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it be attributed to several factors, including the different literary 
genres in which Origen and Athanasius presented their views of 

ie Christian life (scriptural commentaries and pastoral epistles, respec
tively).262 But even this difference in literary forms points to a significant 
social-historical change: Athanasius was a bishop; Clement and Origen, 
teachers . 2 " Athanasius rejected the 'academic* model of the Church: to 

mind, the schoolroom was a breeding ground for the unorthodox 
'eas of human teachers. Moreover, although it fostered a diversity of 

ions, the Christian school tended to form one kind o f individual: an 
tellectual like Clement or Origen. Athanasius' Church, however, now 
eluded not only scholars like D idymus the Blind, who taught in the 

Catechetical School, but also bishops, who managed growing bureau-
: es; priests, who had to balance family and church responsibilities; 

virgins and monks, who had withdrawn behind walls or into the desert; 
widows and other indigents, who looked to the Church's treasury for 
their sustenance; and married people, who tried to lead respectable lives 
and who provided much o f the financial support for these other 
Christians. T h i s last group may have formed the particular audience for 
Athanasius' ascetic programme o f temporary sexual renunciation, study 
of the Scriptures, and almsgiving. Athanasius thus sought to articulate a 
spirituality that was, as he would put it, 'catholic': inclusive of people of 
gready differing social roles. T h e imperial Church in which Athanasius 
worked was not a counter-cultural sect, eager to keep its members pure 
and perfect amid a godless society, but rather a culture-creating institu
tion, eager to embrace even the imperfect. By Athanasius' time, the 
asceticism that defined the Christian life could no longer be uniform. 
Specialized roles, monks and virgins, had emerged. While these 'over-
achievers' became the standards of Christian perfection, most Christians 
could manage only a pale version of their discipline. 

In Athanasius' view, just as the well-ordered human personality was a 
harmony o f diverse movements, so too the Christian Church was to be a 
harmony of diverse specialized roles: each person was to have his or her 
place. S o he depicted the joyous Church o f Alexandria upon his return 
from his second exile in October 346: 

It is superfluous to speak about the bishops of Egypt and the Libyan [provinces] 
and about the lay people in these [places! and Alexandria: they were all running 
together and possessing unspeakable joy, not only because they had received 

2 6 1 On the 'new functions' that Athanasius brought to the Alexandrian bishop's Easter 
leners, see Camplani, Lettre festali, 190-209. 

2 0 Well emphasized by Lyman, Christoiogy and Cosmology, esp. 162-4. 
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their own people alive, beyond hope, but also because they had been freed from 
the heretics that were like tyrants and raving dogs. Therefore, great was the joy 
of the people who in the assemblies were urging one another to virtue. How 
many unmarried women, formerly ready to marry, remained virgins for Christ! 
How many young men, when they saw others, loved the solitary life! How many 
fathers persuaded their children and how many were required by their children 
not to be hindered from the discipline that is in Christ! How many wives per
suaded their husbands and how many were persuaded by their husbands *to take 
rime for prayer', as the Apostle said [i Cor. 7: 5]! How many widows and how 
many orphans, who formerly were hungry and naked, through the people's great 
zeal now were not hungry and went forth clothed! The contest for virtue was 
such that one would reckon every household and each person's house a church 
on account of the inhabitants' love of honour and the prayer toward God. There 
was a deep and wonderful peace in the churches, as the bishops everywhere 
wrote and received from Athanasius the customary letters of peace.3" 

This idealized picture of the ecclesiastical present reflects the spiritual 
vision of the heavenly future with which we began this chapter. Bishops 
and lay people; virgins, monks, and married people; poor persons and 
their benefactors: all have their places in this portrait of a united, but 
differentiated Church; they all 'run together'. The ideal Athanasian 
Church was an ascetic church: all Christians engaged in 'the contest for 
virtue1 in their variety of ways. And the ideal Athanasian Church was an 
episcopal church: the passage begins and ends with bishops—and, most 
significandy, bishops in communion with Athanasius. The loci for piety 
were neither the schoolroom nor the desert, but the 'assembly' ( owafu ) 
and the 'household' (oiWa), two places where diverse people came 
together under the benign leadership of a father. But, as eloquent as is its 
expression here, Athanasius' corporate vision of an ascetic, episcopal 
Church in the city was not his most influential legacy to the following 
centuries of Christian spirituality. Instead, that would be his portrait of 
one of the 'young men' who, 'when he saw others, loved the solitary life': 
Antony, the man of the desert. 

** //. Ar. 25. 3-5 (196. 20-197. 4 Op.); cf. Badger, 'New Man', 244-5. 
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After the death of their leader Theodore, Athanasius wrote to the 
Pachomian monks that they should accept Horsisius as their new 
father; as for Theodore , rather than weeping for h im, the monks 
should remember him and 'emulate his life*.1 Here the spirituality 
of Athanasius intersected with that o f the Pachomians, for both c o n 
sidered imitation central to the formation of an ascetic's discipline. T h e 
Pachomians' desire to imitate the example of their founder was one 
motivation behind the production o f the various biographies of 
Pachomius. Athanasius, in turn, placed imitation of the saints at the 
centre o f the ascetic programme for self and church formation that 
he articulated in the Festal Letters and his letters to monks and virgins. 
It is appropriate, then, that when Athanasius wrote his basic manual 
for the monastic life, he did not write a rule, but the biography o f a 
monk whose life was worthy of emulation. Gregory o f Nazianzus said 
that in writing the Life of Antony Athanasius 'composed a rule for the 
monastic life in the form of a narrative*.2 T h e author himself calls 
Antony's life *a sufficient pattern for the discipline* o f monks; the read
ers of this work should not merely admire Antony, but also imitate h im. 3 

Athanasius self-consciously presents Antony's life as an ideal, a 'pattern' 
to be followed. 

T h e author's own description of his purpose indicates that the Life is 
more an expression of his own views than a thoroughly reliable source 
for information about the real Antony. T o be sure, Athanasius wrote his 
biography at a time when other accounts of the monk were circulating, 

1 Ep. On 2 ( = VT 150; 96. 4-5 Halkin). 
1 Gr. Naz. Or. 21. 5. 6-7 Mossay-Lafontaine. 
* VA pref. (PC 26. 837b). Further references will be made parenthetically in the 

text by chapter and column number. In this chapter I have made my own translations 
from the Greek text while consulting that of Robert C Gregg, The Life of Antony and 
the Letter to Marceltinus (New York, 1980). Unfortunately the new critical edition of 
the Life by G. J- M. Bartelink (Vie d'Antoine (Paris, 1904)} appeared too late for me to 
use. 

The Spirituality and Politics of 
the Life of Antony 
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and he offered his version as the most true. 4 But Athanasius himself 
probably had minimal contact with the monk; he instead relied on others 
for most of his information T h e first part of this chapter assesses the 
evidence for contact between Athanasius and Antony and finds little 
evidence for such contact. It then describes the alternative views of 
Antony that Christians held when Athanasius was writing, which 
included Antony as a spiritual patron, a teacher of wisdom, and the 
founder o f eremitical monasticism. These views form a background set 
of possibilities against which Athanasius* presentation can be assessed. 
Athanasius would have been unhappy with all of these contemporary 
interpretations o f Antony; in contrast, he offered his own portrait o f 
Antony as the ideal human being, transformed by the Word of God. 

T h i s study, then, will not treat the Life of Antony as a source o f 
historical information about the real Antony, but as a piece of social 
discourse between Athanasius and his readers. When he wrote the Life, 
Athanasius created a 'narrative world 1 : an 'alternative reality or "finite 
province of meaning 1 1 into which the author draws his or her readers, 
and which is marked by circumscribed meanings and modes of 
experience 1 . 3 Exploration of this narrative world will provide insight into 
the message that Athanasius wished to communicate to his readers. 
When I use evidence about third- and fourth-century Egypt to il lumine 
details in the story, m y purpose is not to reconstruct 'what really 
happened 1 ; rather, I want to understand the 'cultural world' that 
Athanasius and his readers shared and thus that made the Life's narrative 
world intelligible to its readers. 6 

For example, the narrative world of the Life is governed by 
Athanasius' myth of heavenly ascent; the second section o f this chapter 
examines how Antony embodies Athanasius* mythical vision of the 
Christian life as an ascent to heaven, explored in the previous chapter. 
Antony's life dramatizes four central elements of Athanasius* 
spirituality: the myth of heavenly ascent; the psychological and moral 
problem of fear o f death; the social practices of withdrawal; and the 
spiritual problem of the soul -body relationship. Here the problems and 
possibilities of human life as Athanasius saw it come into play: not only 

* *Do not disbelieve the things that you have heard about him from those who proclaim 
him, but consider that you have heard l i t t l e . . . . I have in even* place thought of the truth', 
lest someone, having heard too much, should disbelieve or, having learned less than 
necessary, should look down on the man' (VA prcf 8370-403). 

J Susan R. Garrett, The Demise of the Devil (Minneapolis, 1989), 6. 
6 On this distinction between 'narrative world' and 'cultural world' and its relevance for 

the study of early Christian writings, sec Garrett, Demise of the Devil, 5-9; Norman R. 
Petersen, Rediscovering Paul {Philadelphia, 1985), 1-4». 
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the demons and bodily passions, but also economic matters and the 
pressures of a busy world. T h e Word of God enables Antony's success
ful management o f these concerns as the monk merges his own story into 
the myth o f the Word's incarnation, death, and resurrection. T h e result 
is that Antony is 'navigated by the Word*. 

T h i s picture of the ideal ascetic not only provides a narrative portrayal 
of Athanasian spirituality; it also promotes Athanasius* political goal of a 
Church united under the Alexandrian episcopate. T h e final part of this 
chapter turns to the social functions o f the Life and thus more direcdy to 
how Athanasius' narrative world spoke to his cultural world. T h e 
bishop's depiction of Antony as unlearned yet wise undermines modes of 
authority based on intellectual training rather than on ecclesiastical 
norms. Antony displays obedience to the clergy and hatred for the 
opponents of Athanasius, and he exhibits a characteristically Athanasian 
ambivalence towards representatives of the empire. His reluctant use of 
his supernatural powers constitutes a critique and acknowledgement o f 
the monk's role as patron. Athanasius defines Antony's authority in 
moral terms; the monk's life is a pattern to be imitated and, as such, 
contributes to the formation of the -noXirela that characterizes the 
united Church in Athanasius' view. Athanasius* figural presentation of 
Antony's jroAiTcta is designed to initiate a process of modelling and 
mirroring that would form an international 'heavenly commonwealth*. 

EARLY VIEWS OF ANTONY 

It would be easier t o describe the particular interpretation of Antony that 
Athanasius promulgated in the Life if one could identify earlier material 
about Antony with which Athanasius worked. Most scholars agree that, 
in writing the Life of Antony\ Athanasius was engaged in a process of 
'correction*, modifying earlier texts or traditions to present a picture of 
Antony congenial to his own theology. 7 T h e attempt to identify such 
earlier material focuses either on the historical, pre-Athanasian Antony 
or on layers in the Life itself, both dubious prospects. A more fruitful 
course of study is to situate Athanasius' picture of Antony among the 
other views o f Antony current in fourth-century Egypt. 

1 This statement of Michael A. Williams is representative: 'Athanasius is employing a 
biographical genre in a consciously corrective manner, rejecting or modifying material 
about the ascetic life, material which was being used by others in a different style and with 
different implications' ('The Life of Antony and the Domestication of Charismatic 
Wisdom', in M. A. Williams (ed.). Charisma and Sacred Biography (Qiambersburg, Pa., 
1082), 23-45, at 24). 
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Like Jesus of Nazareth, Antony the Egyptian hermit was the inspira
tion for much ancient literature, not only biographies, but also sayings 
traditions; and as in the case o f Jesus, the historical realities of Antony's 
life are difficult to discover beneath the traditions surrounding him. 
Athanasius' Life of Antony may be reliable for the basic outline of the 
monk's life and s o m e of his activities, but its theological sections and 
presentation of Antony's career too closely reflect the bishop's own 
spirituality (as this chapter will show) to be a trustworthy basis for 
understanding Antony's own teachings and discipline. It has been 
suggested that the sayings o f Antony found in the Apophthegmata Patrum 
present an accurate picture of the historical Antony as a reclusive, 
penitent Copt; Athanasius transformed this appealingly s imple figure 
into the Life's heroic opponent o f demons, philosophers, and Arians. 8 

T h e promising aspects o f this position are its recognition of the 
diversity of early traditions about Antony and its interpretation o f the 
Life as an expression of Athanasius' thought. 9 But the desert sayings 
traditions, as important as they are for the study of monastic origins, arc 
not reliable sources for the reconstruction of any single person within the 
monastic movement: similar sayings are attributed to different monks, 
and the collections were edited much later, after the Origenist contro
versies o f later years had caused fundamental shifts in monastic p iety . 1 0 

More promising are the seven letters attributed to Antony, which 
certainly originated during the fourth century. 1 1 T h e Antony they 
present is a decidedly Origenist teacher of askesis and gnosis, certainly 
anti-Arian, but otherwise not particularly appealing to the more earth-
bound Athanasius. In any case, these letters still do not provide a good 
basis for determining how Athanasius modified the historical Antony in 
his biography because it is unlikely that Athanasius knew very' much 
about the historical Antony. W e should, however, reserve the letters of 
Antony for another purpose. 

At the beginning of his Life of Antony, Athanasius claims to have seen 

1 Hermann Dorries, 'Die Vita Antonii als GeschichtsqueUe', in his Wort una" Stunde 
(Gottingen, 1966-70), 1. 145-244. 

* See Don ics's excellent comparison of the 'basic ideas' of the Life with the theology 
of Athanasius as found in his other works IfVita Antonii ais GeschichtsqueUe', 177-93). 

• Williams, 'Domestication', 36-7; Samuel Rubenson, The Letters of St. Antony (Lund, 
1000), 38-9. Compare tin rabbinic literature, which is useful in understanding the teach
ings of "the rabbis', but less reliable in reconstructing the unique thought of anv individual 
rabbi. 

" Tr. Derwas J. Chi try. The Letters of St. Antony the Great (Oxford, 1975). Their 
authenticity is defended by Rubenson, Letters of St. Antony. The letters can be dated to the 
4th cent, because Jerome knew them in 392 (Vir. ill. 88). 
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the monk 'often' (VA pref. 8 4 0 a ) , but this is an exaggeration: it is more 
likely that Athanasius saw Antony only once. 1 2 Outside of the Life, 
Antony appears in Athanasius' writings only a single time, in an account 
of the monk's interaction with Duke Balacius (//. At. 1 4 ) , which differs 
in its details from a parallel account in the Life (VA 8 6 ) . 1 3 Within the 
narrative of the Life itself, two scenes possibly refer to direct contact 
between Athanasius and Antony. In chapter 9 1 , the dying Antony leaves 
to Athanasius, in addition to a sheepskin, a garment that Athanasius 
*ga%e to me new, but has grown old with me' (VA 91; 9 7 2 b ) . This state
ment may refer to some contact between Antony and Athanasius decades 
earlier, perhaps in the years before Athanasius became bishop, a time 
that legend has made into Athanasius' monastic period; but if there was 
such an early meeting between the two men, there is no other evidence 
for it. There remains, then, only Antony's visit to Alexandria found in 
chapters 6 9 - 7 1 : because the monk's departure from the city is narrated in 
the first person ('When he [Antony] was leaving and we were sending 
him off, as we arrived at the gate . . . ' ; VA 7 1 ; 0 4 4 a ) , it is usually con
cluded that Athanasius met Antony personally during this visit. But 
another Athanasian source casts some doubt on this line of reasoning. 

An account of a similar visit of Antony to Alexandria in the index to 
the Syriac collection of the Festal Letters may indicate that the visit took 
place while Athanasius was still in exile. The entry for the Festal Letter 
of 3 3 8 covers the period 3 3 7 - 8 and reads: 

In this [year], since Constantine died on the 2 7 t h of Pachon [ 2 2 May 3 3 7 ] , when 
he [Athanasius] was permitted, he returned from Gaul triumphantly on the 2 7 t h 

of Athyr [ 23 November 3 3 7 ] . In this [year] as well, when many things had 
happened, Antony, the great man and leader, entered Alexandria. When he had 
stayed only two days and had caused amazement in many acts and had healed 
many people, on the third day he departed, in the month of Mesori pate 
July-mid August].14 

If, as in the cases of Constantine's death and Athanasius' return, the 
index entry understands Antony's visit as taking place in 3 3 7 , then 
Athanasius could not have seen Antony at that time since he did not 
return from exile until November and Antony's visit is here dated to 
the summer. This interpretation of the index entry suggests three 

" On Athanasjus' actual contacts with Antony, see Robert C Gregg and Dennis E. 
Groh, Early Arianism—A View of Salvation (Philadelphia, 1981), 136-7 ; Carlton Mills 
Badger, Jr., The New Man Created in God', Ph.D. thesis (Duke, 1990), 211 -16 , 

l i Karl Hcusst, Der Ursprung des Moncktums (Tubingen, 1936), 9 8 - 9 . 
14 Chron. AiL 10 (126-33 M/A). The Syriac text docs not date Antony's departure to 

the 3rd of Mesori, as some have thought. 
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possibilities about the first-person account of the visit in the Life: 
( i ) Athanasius is deceptively including himself in an event at which he 
was not present; (2) the 'we' language is an inadvertent remnant of an 
account of the visit by an eyewitness which Athanasius incorporated into 
his biography; 1 5 or (3) Antony visited Alexandria twice. N o n e o f these 
possibilities s eems very likely: the first, because Athanasius nowhere else 
tries to portray himself as personally involved in the narrated events; the 
second, because no other such inadvertent remnants o f an earlier account 
have been identified; the third, because the two accounts of Antony's 
visit are otherwise very similar. Instead, it is possible that the interpreta
tion of the index entry that raises this problem may itself be wrong: the 
index may in fact understand the visit of Antony as taking place in the 
summer of 338, when Athanasius was in the city, rather than in the 
summer of 337, when he was not. It has been suggested that the repeti
tion of the phrase 'in this [year]' indicates th i s . 1 6 Additionally, the place
ment of Antony's visit after the descriptions of Constantine's death and 
Athanasius' return from exile and the intervening phrase 'when many 
things had happened' suggest that the visit of the monk took place after 
Athanasius had returned from exile and thus in the summer of 338. T h e 
most likely scenario, then, is that Antony did visit Alexandria at the 
request of the Athanasian party in the summer of 338 and met 
Athanasius at that time. It is possible that the imitation itself indicates 
some previous contact between the bishop and the monk, but no more 
can be said on this point. 

Given the paucity of evidence for actual contact between Athanasius 
and the historical Antony, scholars have considered it more promising 
to attempt to discover layers o f traditions within the Life itself. T h e 
problematic 'we' passage in chapter 71 i s an example of a section that 
some would identify as belonging to an earlier biography of Antony that 
Athanasius used. T h e possibility of such a written source arises from 
Athanasius' statement that he is transmitting, in addition to his personal 
knowledge, 'what I have been able to learn from the one who followed 
him no short time and poured water on his hands [cf. 2 Kgs. 3: 11] ' (VA 

" So Badger, 'New Man', 212-14; be believes that Athanasius' failure explicitly to 
include himself in the parry that invited Antony to Alexandria ('the bishops and all the 
brothers'; VA 69; 941a) implies that Athanasius was not in Alexandria at the time. Martin 
Tetz argues that Bishop Serapion of Thmuts provided the absent Athanasius with the 
account of this visit and, indeed, with the original biography of Antony ('Athanasius und 
die Vita Antomi: Literarischc und theologische Relationen', ZNW 73 (1982), 1-30, at 24). 

• Annik Martin, Histotre 'atephaW el index synaaue des tettres /estates d'Aikanase 
d'AUxandne (Paris, 1985), 75. However, a similar repetition of the phrase in Ckron. Atk. 25 
(352-3) refers to events that undoubtedly happened in the same year. 
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pref. 840a).17 It has been suggested that this unidentified Elisha to 

Antony's Elijah was Bishop Scrapion o f Thmuis , an ally and corres

pondent of Athanasius, who at the end of the Life of Antony receives from 

Antony a sheepskin in another allusion to the story' of Elijah and Elisha 

(/'.-/ 91; 972b; cf. 2 Kgs. 2: 12-14).'* But, although Serapion possibly 
shared what he knew and thought about Antony with Athanasius and 

probably was the source for the vision described in chapter 82, evidence 

for a complete Life written by Serapion and used by Athanasius is lack

ing ." Without question there are indeed 'seams* in the Life, places where 

one can detect the editorial work of Athanasius on previous material. For 

example, a string o f miracle stories (VA 56-64) concludes with this tran

sitional statement: 'Many monks have told unanimously and in like 

fashion about other such things that were done by him. Yet these do not 

appear so marvellous in comparison with other even more amazing 

things* (VA 65; 933c). Here follows a series of scenes with patendy 

Athanasian interests: two visions that reflect the bishop*s demonology 

(VA 65-6); Antony*s loyalty to the clergy and hatred for the Melitians, 

Manichaeans, and Arians, including the visit to Alexandria (VA 67-71); 

the debates with philosophers (VA 72-80); the monk's correspondence 

with the emperors (VA 81); and an and-Arian vision (VA 82). T h e desig

nation o f the material that coheres with Athanasius* interests as 'more 

amazing' than the miracle stories that went before indicates the bishop's 

editorial work on what he has received: he passes on the miracles, but 

stresses what follows. T h u s , the contents o f chapters 65-82 are probably 

among the farthest from either the historical Antony or pre-Athanasian 

traditions about him: here we would expect to find Athanasius' strongest 

themes . 2 0 Hence, there are indeed places in the work where one can iden

tify Athanasius' redaction. 2 1 

" This is the reading of some manuscripts. Others read, 'what I have been able to 
learn from him, since I followed him no short time and poured . . . \ making 
Athanasius Antony's disciple. This second reading is a corruption in the text (Heussi, 
Urspnatg. 82—3). 

u Tetz, 'Athanasius und die Vita'. 
'* Klaus Fitschcn, Serapion von Tkmuis (Berlin and New York, 1002), 106-16. 
a Another seam is to be found at the beginning of ch. 28, where Antony makes an 

announcement that is characteristic of Athanasius: 'Already I have spoken about this in a 
passing fashion, but now I must not shrink from speaking about it more broadly1 (cf. Inc. 
4. 1-3; 20. 10-24 f . ) . This sentence marks a turn in the discourse from a description of the 
demons' tricks to a discussion of how Christ's victory on the cross has rendered the 
demons impotent, which begins with a statement that could have come from On ¡he 
Incarnation: 'Because the Lord dwelled among us, the enemy has fallen, and his powers 
have become weak' (VA 28; 884b); Andrew Louth, 'St. Athanasius and the Greek Ufe of 
Antony', JTS, N S 39 (1088), $04-% at 507-*-

a See e.g. Fitschen, Serapion von Thmias. n o . 
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Beyond such occasional passages, however, the portrait of Antony in 

the Life is a fairly consistent and unified one; thus, the attempt to under

stand the point of view of the Life through comparison with its historical 

subject or with pre-Athanasian traditions does not seem promising. 

There is more to be learned by comparing Athanasius' portrait o f Antony 

with other contemporary presentations of h im. 2 2 Such alternative views 

should not be merely possible interpretations of Antony, but ones that 

persons in fourth-century Egypt actually applied to him. In fact, 

Athanasius' Life of Antony is not the only literary portrait of the monk to 

survive from fourth-century Egypt: three other works transmit the views 

o f Antony held by Athanasius' contemporaries. First, shortly after 

Antony's death in 356, Bishop Serapion of T h m u i s wrote a letter to two 

of the monk's 'disciples' in which he portrayed Antony as the great inter

cessor for the Egyptian Church, a new Aaron, whose prayers rose before 

God like incense and preserved Egypt from the divine wrath. Secondly, 

a set of seven letters that may come from Antony himself depict the monk 

as a teacher of wisdom, a new Paul, who guides people to knowledge of 

self and thus of God . Thirdly, the Lives qfPachomius view Antony as the 

founder and representative of a group within monasticism, the 

anchorites, and hence as the chief rival to the coenobites' founder, 

Pachomius. There is no reason to believe that Athanasius was familiar 

with any of this literature, but he must have been aware of the social roles 

that these works represent." In other words, these three early views of 

Antony form a background set of possibilities against which Athanasius' 

Life can be understood; they may be summarized as spiritual patron, 

teacher of wisdom, and founder o f eremitical monasticism. 

Spiritual patron. In his letter to two disciples of Antony after the great 

monk's death, Serapion o f T h m u i s depicted Antony as the greatest 

intercessor o f all, one 'who prayed in behalf of the entire world' . 2 4 Here 

2 2 Williams, 'Domcsticatk>n\ 37-8. 
n It is possible ihat Athanasius knew Serapion's lener since he and the bishop of 

Thmuis were themselves correspondents and Athanasius was aware of Serapion's close 
relationship with Antony (VA 82, 91). As for the letters of Antony, Athanasius does not 
mention in the Life that Antony wrote letters to his fellow monks. The Pachomian Lives 
not only were compiled after Athanasius' death, but also show knowledge of Athanasius' 
biography of Antony. 

1 4 Scrap. £>. AM. due. 5. The text of Serapion's letter on the death of Antony is extant 
in two versions, Syriac and Armenian. Both versions have been edited with Latin trans
lations by René Draguet, 'Une lettre de Serapion de Thmuis aux disciples d'Antoine (A.D. 
356} en version syriaque et arménienne', Mus. 64 (1951), 1-25. References here are to the 
Syriac text, which Draguet has shown to be closer to the original Greek than the Armenian, 
which has expanded the work. On the authenticity and contents of the letter, see Fitschen, 
Serapion von Thmuis, 57-66. 
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Antony appears as a spiritual patron: someone who, thanks to his 
superior virtue, is able to dispense spiritual and material benefits from 
God to other human beings. Serapion wrote to these two Antonian 
monks (for whom various names were supplied by later copyists) during 
Athanasius' third exile (356-62), when the imperial government had 
handed over the churches in Alexandria to the anti-Athanasians and had 
banished Athanasius along with his allied bishops. 2 5 Serapion direcdy 
attributes this dire turn of events to Antony's death: while he was alive, 
Antony's prayers kept 'the wrath of God' at bay, but 'after he departed, 
the wrath found its opportunity and came down, since there was no one 
to prevent it 1 . 2 6 The bishop compares the prayers of Antony to those of 
Aaron, who preserved the people of Israel when death threatened them. 2 7 

Serapion tells the monks to whom he writes that they must replace 
Antony as the intercessors for the Athanasian Church by tapping into 
the 'power' that Antony possessed: 

Therefore, we turn to you, blessed ones, that you might assume those things that 
befit you, as he did. For although one person has abandoned us, yet we have 
many persons, and it is right for us to seek the power of the one person in the 
many. And we are praying that, just as you are many, you might acquire much 
power. For each one of you, through his power, has become a blessed Antony, so 
that, because Antony has become many, many powers will pour forth to us, and 
a great remedy and perfect medicine will be shed upon us. But, because it is 
difficult for each one of you to acquire his own power, since there are many of 
you, his power will instead be manifested in you, and whatever he did, being one, 
we [sic] will do, being many. . . . Perhaps the wrath will have its end, and the 
Church will receive a little relief.26 

Serapion hopes that Antony's 'power', which appears to have a material 
character, will be acquired by the remaining monks and harnessed to 
benefit the Athanasian cause. He believed that the intercessory powers of 
Antony and his fellow monks were not limited to the political sphere: in 
general, he said that 'because God is loving, although he has been moved 
because of the sins of human beings, when he is honoured by the holy 
ones through prayers, he will quickly remove the threat against the 
sinners'. 2 9 Serapion understands there to be two groups of Christians: 

K Scrap. Ep. Ant. disc. 10-20 (6. 0-19 Draguet). Names added later: Fitschen, Serapion 
von Thmuisy 59-60. 

a Scrap. Ep. Ant, disc. 7-8, ti (4- 13-5. 3, 12-15 Dragnet). Serapion*s explicit 
connection of Antony's death to the persecution of the Athanasian Christians supports 
Jerome's dating of Antony's death to 356. 

n Serap. Ep. Ant. disc. 9-10 (5. 4-12 Draguet). 
a Ibid. 13, 16-18 (5. 18-6. 9 Draguet). 
* Ibid. 22 (6. 23-7. 2 Draguet). 
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'the holy ones' , who are Antony and other monks; and 'the sinners', 
who are other Christians. T h e prayers of the former persuade God to 
spare the latter from his justifiable wrath. Hence, Serapion's request 
that the Antonian monks relieve the sufferings of pro-Athanasian 
Christians through their prayers was, for Serapion, only a specific 
application o f the monks' general role as patrons; doubdess he believed 
that ordinary Christian sinners owed their monastic patrons honour and 
respect. 

H o w would Antony have acquired and displayed his power and there
by have become a spiritual patron of the kind Serapion describes? 3 0 In 
order to answer this question, it will be useful to examine the case of 
another fourth-century Egyptian monk, named Paphnutius, whose rise 
to spiritual power exemplifies the general form of this social process in 
Antony's day. All that is known about Paphnutius is what can be 
gathered from a set of seven (possibly eight) letters written to him 
around the middle of the fourth century, 3 1 when Athanasius was writing 
his own letters to A m m o u n and Dracontius and his Life of Antony. 
Where Paphnutius lived is unknown, but it is likely to have been south 
of Oxyrhynchus; he does not match any o f the other known Egyptians of 
the time named Paphnutius . 3 2 Our Paphnutius lived sufficiendy distant 
from the settled land that travelling to see the monk was difficult for his 
correspondents, but he also had some association with other monks ('the 
brothers who are with your hol iness 1 ) . 3 3 T h e monk's correspondents 
were well-educated persons with at least moderate amounts of wealth 
and included one official of high rank. 3 4 These persons of status and 
influence treated Paphnutius with great respect, as a person with 
substantial spiritual authority: they called him 'friend o f God ' and 
'upholder o f Christ', but most often 'father*, as in 'beloved father' and 

M Cf. Peter Brown, 'The Rise and Function of the Holy Man in Late Antiquity', in his 
Society and the Holy in Late Antiquity (Berkeley, Calif, 1982), 103-52. 

* Seven: P. Land. 1923-9; cd. and tr. H. Idris Bell, Jews and Christians in Egypt 
(London, 1924), 100—20; dated palaeo graphically to the middle of the 4th cent- by him 
(p. 100). I have used the translation by Robert F. Boughner, with introduction by James E. 
Goehring, 'Egyptian Monasticism (Selected Papyri)', in V. L. Wimbush (ed.). Ascetic 
Behavior in Greco-Roman Antiquity (Minneapolis, 1990), 456-63, at 459-62. The seven 
letters published by Bell were discovered together. A separate letter to a Paphnutius from 
4tb-cenL Egypt (Ghedini 25) was published by Adolf Dcissmann as No. 23 in his Light 
From the Ancient East, tr. L. R. M. Strachan (rev. edn.; New York, 1927), 215—16. It is 
likely that this letter was addressed to the same Paphnutius who received the letters 
published by BelL 

u Bell, Jews and Christians, I00-2. 
" P. Land. 1925. 3-4, 18-20; 1926. 17-19 Bell; cf. Bell, Jews and Christians, 101. 
w Bc\\, Jews and Christians, lor. 
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'most honoured father'. 3 5 Like Antony, this man had withdrawn from 
human society', yet still played a significant and esteemed role in it. 

Paphnutius' considerable powers, in the view o f his admirers, were 
both moral and miraculous, and he had acquired them through a 
superior ascetic life. In general, the writers asked Paphnutius to pray for 
t h e m . 3 6 T h e y believed that, through his prayers, the monk could save 
them from temptations and human plots, convince God to forgive their 
sins, and heal their diseases. 3 7 A certain Valeria knew that Paphnutius 
had intercessory powers before G o d himself: ' T h u s I have believed and 
do believe that i f you pray on my behalf, I receive healing. I pray to G o d , 
I also pray to y o u . ' 5 8 H i s followers believed that, in addition to acting as 
an advocate before God , Paphnutius could bless oil so that it would heal 
a sick person. 3 9 Paphnutius not only possessed supernatural powers; he 
was also a moral and spiritual guide. Ausonius, having been advised 
earlier by Paphnutius on his dealings with a certain Horus of 
Philadelphia, asked the monk once again to 'give directions in this and all 
matters'; Dorotheus the Oxyrhynchite wrote that 'we rejoice that we 
imitate {jLtpeto&ai] you in the same noble way o f life [q>iAoKaya&€ia 
TroAtTeia]'. 4 0 Paphnutius gained these powers through his virtuous 
behaviour. It is tantalizing to note even that a certain Athanasius said 
that the monk's prayers 'are received on high because o f your holy 
love' . 4 1 Dorotheus praised Paphnutius' 'most holy and well-reputed way 
of life' and told him that 'you renounce the pretensions of the world and 
hate the arrogance of the vainglorious'. 4 2 Indeed, as an 'ascetic' 
(aoKOvwv) and 'worshipper*, Paphnutius was believed to have received 
'revelations* (aTroKaAuV^ATA). 4 3 Paphnutius' considerable authority was 
not based on any ecclesiastical office that he held, but on his exemplary 
virtue, ascetic discipline, and revelations from God . H i s connection with 
G o d enabled h i m to bestow on other Christians miraculous gifts of pro
tection, healing, and forgiveness, and to provide them with moral and 
spiritual direction. 

3 5 'Friend of God': P. Lond. 1023. 2; 'upholder of Christ': 1926. 1; 'father': 1923. 3; 
1924. 1; 1926. 27; 1928. 1, 11; 1929. 1 Bell. 

* P. Lond. 1923. 11-13; 1924- 9-io; »9*6- "5-»7; 1928. 3-4; *929- 4-5 Bell. 
31 P. Lond. 1923. 6-10; 1925. 10-12; 1926. 5-15; 1929. 11-15 Bell. 
M P. Lond. 1926. 13-16 Be«. 
» P. Lond. 1928. 4-7 Bell, 
* P. Lond. 1924. 8-9; 1927. 38-40 Bell. 
41 P. Lond. 1929. 7-8 Bell; it is impossible to say whether this Athanasius is Athanasius 

of Alexandria himself (Bell, Jetvs and Christians, 115-18). 
*2 P. Lond. 1927. 30-4 Bell. 
*3 P. Lond. 1926. 9-ro Bell. 
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Such abilities made Paphnutius a spiritual patron, able to dispense 
spiritual benefits to his clients, who in turn honoured him with respect 
and gifts. Indeed, a Jusdnus called Paphnutius his 'master [ S C O T T O T T / S ] 

and new patron [v^rpamj. In line with the ideology of monastic 
patronage that Serapion articulated, Justinus labelled himself 'one o f the 
sinners 1 and asked that Paphnutius, through prayer, secure for h i m 'a 
share in the purification of s ins ' . 4 4 Because a monk like Paphnutius exer
cised a charismatic authority different from the bureaucratic authority' of 
the priests and bishops, it is understandable how the monastic movement 
could have become a competitor with the parish churches for the 
allegiance of the educated, prosperous persons in the towns and villages 
of Egypt. Whether they were concerned about their health or in need of 
forgiveness o f sins, Christians like Valeria and Justinus turned to 
Paphnutius. 

Bishop Serapion's letter on the death of Antony reveals that Antony 
was viewed as a spiritual patron like Paphnutius, surprisingly enough by 
a bishop (but one who had formerly distinguished himself as a monastic 
leader). 4 5 Serapion developed his portrait of Antony as patron in support 
of the Athanasian cause (Paphnutius* activities were, as far as we know, 
neutral with respect to the political situation in Christian Egypt). It is 
possible that Serapion drew the theme of intercession from Antony's 
authentic teaching and adapted it to his own pro-Athanasian v i ews . 4 6 

N o n e the less, this portrait of Antony posed certain dangers to 
Athanasius* vision of the Church. T h e ideal Church, in his view, did 
indeed include monks and lay people and give higher status to the 
ascetics, but it was meant to b e a Church centred on the parishes and 
their sacramental life. Athanasius* programme o f lay asceticism was 
aimed at precisely the sort of educated, prosperous Christians who 
corresponded with Paphnutius. There was probably litde that 
Athanasius could do to halt such exchange between monks and lay 
people as took place between Paphnutius and his correspondents, but he 
could develop a picture of how a monk-patron acquired such powers and 
how he ought to use them. In the Life, Antony will appear as someone 
who is completely dominated by the Word o f God and whose powers are 
really those of Christ. Like Paphnutius, Athanasius* Antony will heal 
people, counsel them, and receive visions; like Serapion's ideal monk, 
Athanasius' Antony will be steadfasdy anti-Arian. But the Antony of 

4 4 Ghedini 25 (Deissmann, Light From the Ancient East, 215-16). 
45 Ep. Drac. 7 (PG 25. 532a). 
4 4 Fiischen, Serapion von Thmuis, 61-4. 



Life of Antony; Spirituality and Politics 213 

Athanasius 1 Life will show reluctance to play a public role, will ascribe all 
his successes to God , and will manifest obedience to the Church's 
clergy. 

Teacher of wisdom. In the seven letters attributed to Antony, we may 
have the monk's own view o f himself.* 7 If so, Antony presented himself 
as a teacher of wisdom, an instructor in the kind of philosophy that seeks 
to inform the student about God and the world and to lead the student 
into a more virtuous life. T h e Antony o f the letters is kin to the ascetic 
teachers like Arius and Hieracas who were at work in Alexandria and its 
environs in the early fourth century. T h e author of the letters models 
himself after the apostle Paul, even appropriating to himself first-person 
statements from the Pauline epistles. 4 8 T h e author refers to his 
correspondents, who are both male and female, as his 'children' and as 
'wise' or 'reasonable' people . 4 9 Stylistically the letters belong to the 
tradition of wisdom literature represented by such writings as the 
Teachings of Silvanus and the Sentences of Sextus.50 Although firmly 
anti-Arian, the author's teachings show his familiarity with Platonic 
philosophy and his indebtedness to the Origenist tradition in Egyptian 
Christianity. 5 1 T h e author teaches a kind of 'knowledge' (yvwois) that 
identifies knowledge of self with knowledge of God: 'I write to you as 
men of understanding, w h o are able to know yourselves: you know 
that he who knows himself knows G o d ' . 5 2 W e are dealing here with a 
monasticized form o f the teaching authority' exercised in the study circles 
of urban Alexandria: an academic Christianity of the desert, with its 
attendant dangers to the authority wielded by the c l e r g y . 5 3 1 have dis
cussed this kind of Christian authority in some detail in Chapter 1. 
Again, the significance of these letters is not first of all that we find in 
them the real, historical Antony, which Athanasius transformed, but 
that, whether authentic or not, these letters circulated in the fourth 
century under Antony's name and thus provided a certain picture of 
Antony to their readers: xAntony as teacher of wisdom. 

Although there are numerous similarities between the theology of 

4 7 The authenticity of die letters is defended by Rubenson, Letters of St. Antony, csp. 
35-42.1 have used Chitty's translation cited above in n. 11. 

** Rubenson, Letters of St. Antony, 48-9. 
« Male and female: Am. Epp. 1, 6. 'Children': Epp. 5, 6, 7. 'Wise/reasonable1: Epp. 4, 

5>6. 
M Rubenson, Letters of St. Antony, 49-51. 
5 1 Ibid. 50-&8,185-6. 
" Ant. Ep. 3 (Cbitty, Letters, t i ) ; cf. Epp. 3, 4 (Chitty, Letters, 9, 12). Arius' problem 

was that 'he did not know himself; Ep. 4 (Chitty, Letters, 13). 
" Cf. Williams, 'Domestication', 28-30. 
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Antony's letters and that of Athanasius' Life (as one would expect, given 
their shared context) , a freewheeling teaching authority like that of the 
letters' Antony represented a challenge to Athanasius' efforts to consoli
date Egyptian Christianity around the episcopal office and to reduce the 
influence of s tudy circles in Christian affairs. W e have seen that 
Athanasius understood and respected the prevailing guru system among 
eremitical and semi-eremitical monks, calling A m m o u n 'father'. 5 4 But 
Antony as teacher had the potential to exercise his authority beyond the 
monastic setting and to provide a model for how monks should function 
for educated laypeople. T h e Antony of the letters is manifesdy literate 
and well educated, as many Egyptian monks were. 5 5 But in his biography 
Athanasius will present an uneducated Antony whose philosophical 
brilliance is due not to any training he received, but to his innate know
ledge of God preserved through discipline. T h e Athanasian Antony, 
obedient to the clergy, puts phUosophers to shame not with his learning, 
but with the victory of Christ over the demonic. 

Founder of eremitical monasticism. Antony appears in the Lives of 
Pachomius as the founder o f eremitical monasticism, a form o f the 
ascetic discipline different from the coenobitic life that the Pachomians 
practised, and hence as the rival to Pachomius, the founder o f the 
Pachomian federation. In their final forms, the Greek and Sahidic Coptic 
Lives of Pachomius exhibit knowledge of Athanasius' Life of Antony while 
the Bohairic Coptic version does not; all the versions preserve traditions 
that go back before Antony's death and reflect long-standing concerns in 
the Pachomian communi ty . 5 6 T h e s e concerns included the Pachomians' 
perceptions of themselves in relation to other groups and movements on 
the scene of Egyptian Christianity: Pachomius, it would seem, exhibited 
anxiety about the status of his work and the federation in comparison to 
other forms o f the ascetic life. An important episode in which the 
Pachomian monks Theodore and Zacchaeus visit Antony (VP 120, S . , 
Bo. 126-9) ^ 'propaganda intended to allay misgivings' in the 
Pachomian community about the value of their project in comparison to 
the more solitary way of life represented by Antony. 5 7 

T h e Coptic version of this story is more detailed and sharper than the 

» Ep.Amwt.69.18 J. 
• Rubenson, Letters of Si. Antony, 95-9, 109^15; Annik Martin, 'L'Eglise et la khora 

egyprienne au IV* seek ' , Revue des etudes augustiniennes, 25 (1979), 3-26, at 13-19. 
** Philip Rousseau, Pachomius (Berkeley, Calif., 1985), 45-8. Sec VP 2,99; S. Bo. 2. The 

presentation of Pachomius' early struggle with demons in VP 17-22 is based on the Life of 
Antony (Rousseau, Pachomius, 60 n. 17). 

n Rousseau, Pachomius, 72-3; cf. Rubenson, Letters of St. Antony, 165-72-

http://Ep.Amwt.69
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Greek; it does not mitigate the conflicts that this visit provokes. 3 8 T h e 
account reveals deep divisions in the Egyptian Church among three 
groups: the anchoritic monks associated with Antony, the Pachomian 
monks, and the parish clergy. T h e Pachomian author acknowledges 
Antony's fame and stature, but places him firmly in one monastic 
tradition: he is 'the blessed Apa Antony, the anchorite [avaxtopij-rrisY 
Pachomius' recent death inspires Antony to declare that Pachomius' 
federation is 'superior' to his eremitical life because it is closer to what 
the aposdes practised. 6 0 Theodore responds politely, but Zacchaeus 
presses the issue by asking Antony why, i f the coenobitic life was 
superior, he did not join a federation; Antony replies that when he began 
his ascetic career there were no communities and that now, even i f he 
wanted to lead a community, he would be unable to do it since he did not 
have the necessary skills. 6 1 T h i s reply both reveals Antony's humility and 
relieves the Pachomians' insecurities. When the Pachomians depart, 
Antony gets criticism from two groups: a crowd o f 'clergy and 
dignitaries', who wonder why Antony treated the Pachomians better 
than he did them; and his own monks, who complain that when they 
want to stay in the Pachomian monasteries, the Pachomians question 
their orthodoxy by asking whether they are Mel i t ians . 6 2 T o the clergy, 
Antony replies that an angel had announced to him the Pachomians' 
visit, a supernatural sign that justified his giving the visitors great 
honour; and to his monks, he rebukes them for giving hospitality with
out regard to theological affiliations ( 'Do you want the brothers o f the 
holy fellowship [the Pachomian federation] to act as you do and not test 
anyone?*). T h e scene ends with both groups 'convinced of all the 
complimentary things which Apa Antony said to them about the 
brothers o f the fel lowship' . 6 3 

Here is a divided Egyptian Church. Eremitical and coenobitic monks 
dispute which form of the monastic life is superior and play their 

5 8 This portion of Veilleux's S. Bo. is actually from the fifth Sahidic Life, which betrays 
knowledge of the Life of Antony (Armand Veilleux (ed. and dr.), Pachomian Koimmia 
(Kalamazoo, Mich., 1980-2), 288, n. 1 to S. Bo. 129). This fact makes the frank manner in 
which the divisions among Antonian monks, Pachomians, and the clergy are presented all 
the more striking. 

s* S. Bo. 126 ( = V S S 16; 177.2-3 Lef.). 
4 0 'For the fact that he gathered souls about himself in order to present them holy to the 

Lord reveals that he is superior to us and that it is the path of the apostles he took, that is, 
the Koinonia'; ibid. (177. 24-8 Lef.). Cf. S. Bo. 127, where Antony calls the coenobitic life 
*the path of the apostles' (178. 12 Lef). 

" Ibid. 126-7(178. 5-36 Lef.)-
u Ibid. 128-9 (»79- 3-20; 179.34-180. 8 Lef.). 
w Ibid. (179- 21-33; 180.9-25 Lef.). 
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founders against each other. Clergy and imperial officials complain that 
monks get more respect than they do. Pachomians accuse Antonian 
monks of having unorthodox proclivities or, at least, o f not paying 
enough attention to theological distinctions. T h e anchorites, in turn, 
accuse the coenobites of inhospitality. Antony may be the peacemaker in 
this scene, respected by all the factions, but he is none the less the 
representative of one party. Athanasius had no knowledge of the Coptic 
version of the Life of Pachomius^ but he was undoubtedly aware of the 
tensions that this scene describes. T h e Athanasian Antony will display 
great respect for clergy and imperial officers (if they support 
Athanasius), and he will condemn any show of hospitality to Melitians, 
Arians, and other heretics. H e will not represent a single brand of the 
ascetic life, but rather wUl be the single model of the Christian life in its 
most perfect form. 

Although it is likely that his actual contact with Antony was minimal, 
probably only the single visit of Antony to Alexandria in the summer of 
338, Athanasius must have been aware of the differing ways that 
Egyptian Christians interpreted this most impressive monk. Lay 
Christians in the towns could have considered him their spiritual patron, 
who used his influence with God to cure their diseases, solve their 
problems, and protect them from divine wrath. Both lay and ascetic 
Christians could have seen him as an outstanding teacher of wisdom, 
who guided them into better acquaintance with themselves and with 
God. And monks and clergy may have seen him as the founder of a party 
within the Church, the representative o f eremitical monasticism and of 
that group's sense o f superiority. Athanasius chose, however, to present 
Antony as none of these or, rather, as all of them to some extent. T h e 
Athanasian Antony is not first o f all a patron, a teacher, or a party leader: 
he is simply the ideal Christian, the most dramatic example of someone 
who, thanks to Christ's victory on the cross, is making his journey on the 
way u p to heaven. I turn now to the Antony created by Athanasius and 
to the narrative world that he inhabits. 

T H E S T O R Y O F A N T O N Y A N D T H E M Y T H O F T H E 

I N C A R N A T E W O R D 

T h e spiritual programme that Athanasius articulated in his general 
works described the Christian life in terms of a myth, according to which 
Christians ascended to heaven by means of the way up (âvoSos) that 
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the devil and his demons once blocked but that the Word of God had 
made accessible by his death and resurrection. T h e means o f that ascent 
in practical and social terms was a set of ascetic practices (renunciation of 
various pleasures, solitary living), which Athanasius gathered under the 
term 'withdrawal'. T h e practices of withdrawal both reconfigured the 
individual's relationship to secular society and restored a proper rela
tionship between the person's soul and body. T h e Life of Antony trans
lates this complex vision into the story of a single person, the monk 
Antony, whose career functions as a pattern for the successful Christian 
life. S ince it consists primarily o f narrative, the Life synthesizes 
four Athanasian categories that can be differentiated: (1) the myth 
o f j i c a v e n l v ascent past demons; (2) the psychological problem of 
JTumanitv's fear o f death and the resulting moral paralysis; (3J_the_social 
j v r a c t j ^ rtf withdrawal f r n m g^ripiy_and-the-formafiori of an alternative 
community; and (4) the spiritual process of re-establishing the soul's 
control o f the body and its passions. For example, Antony's single act of 
renouncing sex (VA 5—7) simultaneously p o s s e s s e s multiple meanings 
and functionaLitisJtis resistance against a d e m o n j c ^ j a c l ^ i ) ; his refusal 
to take his place as a married person in society (3); and the successful 
control o f his bodily passions by his rational soul (4). T h e myth o f ascent 
and the problem o f death are particularly difficult to separate, as we shall 
see, since it i s Antony's fear of death that the demons try to exploit when 
they attack him with apparitions. As a biography, the Life resists the 
reader's efforts to atomize its discourse into mythical, social, and philo
sophical categories because it embodies all of these in an irreducible 
human person. Moreover, the narrative world that Athanasius has 
created absorbs this individual person's biography into the mythical 
story of the incarnate Word. Narrative may have been the form of moral 
discourse most suited to Athanasius, who eschewed theoretical discus
sion of Christian ethics for biblical stories of exemplary saints. 

The myth of ascent and the fear of death 

Athanasius plots Antony's career as a struggle with the^jleyil^and-his 
demons on a three-dimensional graph with two _ axes: a vertical pole 
defined by the relation between earth and heaven, and a horizontal pole 
defined by the relation between the settled land and the desert . 6 4 T h e 

M There is much helpful literature on the dcmonology of the Life, but hide that 
attempts to understand it as an expression oi Athanasius own thought as found in his other 
works. Wilhelm Schneemelcher does relate the Life's dcmonology to Athanasius' theme of 
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horizontal, or social, dimension is familiar from monastic lore that 
understood the desert as the habitation of the demons: the monk's 
advance into the desert was an assault on the devil's territory. This 
movement from world to desert will be examined below. The vertical, or 
mythical, dimension has its roots in the philosophical tradition of 
Christian authors like Origen, 6 5 and it represents the distinctive 
Athanasian turn on the demonology of desert monasticism. Athanasius1 

portrayal of the monk's conflict with the demons in the air dramatizes in 
mythical terms the existential problem of humanity's fear of death, the 
moral paralysis that results from that fear, and its removal thanks to the 
Word's incarnation.6 4 

In accordance with Athanasius1 myth of heavenly ascent, the Life 
presents the devil and his demons as in control of the air and trying to 
prevent human beuigs^^lroffl "asCeflding to heaven; human beings can 
ascend_jjast_jhese demons by living a morally uprightjife. Antony's 
statement onthe- demonic control of the air in his ascetic discourse 
echoes vocabulary found in similar passages in On the Incarnation and 
the Festal Letters*" The visions in chapters 65 and 66 provide program
matic depictions of the ascetic life in mythical terms as the eluding of 
demons who would thwart the monk's progress toward heaven. These 
visions occur at the beginning of the final block of material (VA 65-93) 

in which the interests of Athanasius are particularly evident.6* The first 
vision is the more important one: 

Once when he was about to eat and had risen up to pray around the ninth hour, 
he perceived himself to have been snatched up in the mind. And, strangely 
enough, he stood and saw himself as if he were outside himself and as if he were 
being guided [oS-nyovadat] into the air by certain beings. Then [he saw] harsh 
and fearful beings standing in the air and wanting to prevent him from passing 
through. And when his guides fought against them, they demanded the reason 

Christ's victory on the cross in 'Das Krtuz Christi imd die Damonen: Bemerkungcn zur 
Vita Antonii des Athanasius*. in E. Dassmann and K. S. Frank (eds.). Pittas (Munster, 
1080), 381-92. Norman H. Baynes stresses the New Testament background in 'St. Antony 
and the Demons', 40 (1954), 7-10. Jean Danielou gives the philosophical, Jewish, and 
patristic precedents in 'Les Demons de Pair dans la "Vie d'Antoine"', in B. Stcidle (ed.), 
Antonius Magnus Ertmita Jj6-/Qj6 (Rome, 1956), 137-47. 

See Danielou, 'Demons de Pair', esp. 139-42, 146. 
Johannes Roldanus, 'Die Vita Antonii a Is Spiegel dcr Theo logic des Athanasius und 

ihr Weherwirken bis ins 5. Jahrhundert', TP 58 (1983), 194-216, esp. 208-10. 
*: The demons fell "from the thinking [^povrjais] of heaven' and now 'wallow around the 

earth*. Here they deceive pagans through fantasies and try to 'impede* (fprroS^uv) 
Christians from 'the way up [at-o^os] to heaven*. Hence, the monk's life requires, in addi
tion to 'much prayer and discipline1, 'the gift for discerning the spirits' (VA 22; 876). 

w See the above discussion of'seams' in the Life. 
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why he was not accountable to them. When they wanted to take account of him 
from his birth, bis guides prevented them, saying, 'The Lord has done away with 
the things from his birth, but you may make an account of things since he 
became a monk and made a vow to God.' When they accused but did not convict 
him, his way [oSoc] became free and unhindered. And immediately he saw him
self as if here coming to himself and standing, and once again he was really 
Antony (VA 65; 933c-6a).w 

Athanasius explains that the demons are able to prevent the ascension to 
heaven only of those persons who are morally negligent, those who 
cannot render a satisfactory account of their lives as the demons 
demand. 7 0 According to Epiphanius of Salamis, Egyptian gnostic 
Christians of the fourth century learned passwords to get past such 
celestial gatekeepers from a mostly lost work called the Gospel of Philip 
(not the one found at Nag Hammadi), which read in part: 'The Lord 
revealed unto me what the soul must say when it is ascending into 
heaven and how it must reply to each of the higher powers: "I have come 
to be acquainted with my self."*71 To Athanasius, however, people do 
not have to possess such special knowledge to get past these demonic 
powers; they need only live virtuous lives. The ambivalent statement of 
Antony's angelic guides reflects Athanasius' double emphasis, which we 
have seen in the Festal Letters, on the grace made available to all in 
Christ's victory ('the Lord has done away with the things from his 
birth') and on the need for moral effort by human beings ('the things 
since he became a monk and made a vow to God'). In the mythical 
language of the Festal Letters, Christ has made the way 'easy*, but 
humans must be 'zealous'. 7 2 The reference to a monk's vow echoes 
Athanasius' idea that each Christian will be judged 'according to how 
well he carried out the way of life belonging to his vow'. 7 J The second 

% As he does in his Letter to Adelphiut, Athanasius presents this vision of the demonic 
anempt to hinder the Christian's ascent to heaven as based on Eph. 2: 2, where the devil is 
described as 'the prince of the power of the air'; Ep. Adelph. 7 (PC 26. 1081b); VA 65 
(936b). 

* Daniclou calls these demons 'celestial customs officers'; this idea also appears in 
Origen, Basil the Great, and Gregory of Nyssa ('Demons de l'air\ 142). 

n Epiph. Pan. 26. 13. 2; tr. Benliey Layton, The Gnostic Scriptures (Garden City, NY, 
1987), 213. Cf. The Secret Book According, to John (NHC 2) 27. 2-10; Epiph. Pan. 26. 10. 
7-10; 40. 2. 8 (Layton, Gnostic Scriptures, 48, 106-7, an). Some Gnostics identified the 
stars as the demonic powers who would thwart the soul's ascent (Alan Scott, Origen and the 
Life of the Stars (Oxford, 1991), 100-3). 

* Ep. fest. 43 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 9. 1-16 Wolska-Conus. Note that 'fear' plays a 
blocking role in both Ep.fest. 43 and Antony's vision. Also in both cases Athanasius uses 
his myth of ascent as a basis for exhortation to moral vigilance: the monks are to put on 'the 
armour of God' (Eph. 6: 13) so that, 'having no evil to say of us, the enemy may be put to 
shame* (Titus 2: 2) (VA 65: 936b). T i Ep. vxrg. 1. 20 (82. 15-16 Lef.). 
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vision repeats these points but collapses the demons into the single figure 
of the devi l . 7 4 Together these two visions provide the vertical axis of the 
grid on which Athanasius plots the ascetic conflict with the demons, and 
they emphasize moral virtue as the means of eluding the airborne 
demons. 

T h e demons try to prevent such moral virtue by attacking monks in 
two ways: internally by thoughts and externally by apparitions; Antony 
summarizes the two ways in chapter 23.'* This two-staged scheme for 
demonic attacks structures the presentation of Antony's early ascetic 
efforts: the devil first assaults the young man with thoughts (of sex, food, 
and wealth) and then turns to apparitions (a woman, a black boy, wild 
beasts, and so on) (VA 5-13). T h e demons 1 use of thoughts and 
apparitions is familiar from the monastic literature of Egypt; Athanasius' 
presentation is unique in its emphasis on the external mode o f attack. 
Both modes of demonic attack feed on the monk's psychological vulnera
bilities; here the mythological language of demonic attack and the 
psychological pressures o f the monastic vocation mutually interpret each 
other. In the internal mode of their assault, the demons suggest evil 
'thoughts', which draw upon the monk's propensity for desire and 
anxiety about his discipline. For example, when Antony begins his 
ascetic career, the devil introduces thoughts about his ties to the world 
('his property, the care o f his sister', etc.), the difficulties of an ascetic 
regime ('the body is weak and the time is long'), and sexual pleasures 
('filthy thoughts'). T h e devil's strategy is to exploit any hesitation or 
anxieties already present within Antony as he begins his new life, there
by testing his 'intention' (VA 5; 848a). As a monk progresses in his 

7 4 Antony sees a 'formless and frightening giant*, trying to stop 'certain beings who were 
going up as if having wings'. Antony learns that he is witnessing 'the passing of the souls* 
[J} rrapoSos r<In> uux^v] and that the giant is 'the enemy': 'Those accountable to him he 
seizes and prevents their passing through, but those who did not fall to him he cannot 
control as they pass beyond.' Antony takes this vision as a reason for him to redouble his 
ascetic efforts: 'he even more struggled daily to advance in the things before him' (VA 66; 
937)-

" Cf. Schneemelcher, 'Das Kreuz Christ!*, 382; J. Roldanus, Le Chriu el i'homme dans 
le the'otogie d'Athanate d'Alexandrie (Leiden, 1968), 322. First the demons attack internally 
by means of'evil thoughts' 1 :. Xoyiapoty, which prey on the human being's change
able desires by appealing to 'obvious and unclean pleasure IiJSovi}]'. The monk's defence 
against these intcnul attacks is his ascetic discipline of 'prayers, fasts, and faith in the 
Lord'. If thwarted in their internal assault, the demons will try a second, external method: 
'apparitions' (fayraauit), which exploit the human vulnerability to fear. The monk's 
weapon against these attacks is 'the sign of the cross*. In their external mode, the demons 
have additional means of attack: they can 'pretend to prophesy and foretell future events' 
(in order to deceive) and they can increase the size of their apparitions (in order to 
frighten). If all else fails, they bring on the devil himself (VA 23; 878). 
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discipline, the demons continue to feed on his feelings o f inadequacy and 
suggest a more rigorous ascetic regime (longer vigils, stricter fasts) in 
order to lead the monk into despair and hatred for the solitary life (VA 
25; 881). In these passages, the categories of mythical as opposed to 
psychological or existential language dissolve into each other, for 
Athanasius by no means wants to suggest that the thoughts introduced 
by the demons are merely projections of the monk's psychology; rather, 
because the devil has been made weak by Christ's victor)' in the cross, his 
only recourse is to draw power from the monk's own vulnerabilities. 
Satan admits this to Antony: 'It is not I who trouble them [the monks]; 
rather, they disturb themselves, for I have become weak' (VA 41; 904a). 
Lest the reader think that demonic apparitions therefore are not real, 
Antony explains that the demons 'come to us in whatever state they find 
us, and they liken their apparitions to the thoughts that they find in us*. 
T h e monk's self-evaluation provides the fuel for the demons* work: 
'Whatever we think of ourselves, this they pay out with interest.' T h u s , 
the monk must keep 'his soul secured' by turning his attention away 
from his insecure self and toward the security of Christ and his 
promises (VA 42; 905). T h e internal and external modes of the demonic 
attacks are thus closely related: the demons' use of thoughts forms the 
basis for their deployment of apparitions, which also derive their power 
from the monk's internal vulnerabilities. 

T h e chief of these vulnerabilities is the fear of death, which leads to 
moral paralysis. T h i s is the reason that Athanasius devotes few words to 
the subde, internal mode o f demonic suggestions but rather dwells at 
great length on the nightmarish external appearances o f the demons, to 
the puzzlement of modern scholars." 6 Certainly Athanasius inherited 
these lurid depictions o f demonic apparitions from his monastic sources, 
but he uses them to adapt to his myth of heavenly ascent a psychological 
theme also familiar from his other writings: the moral paralysis brought 
upon fallen human beings by fear, particularly the fear of death. T h e 
bishop emphasizes the enormous size and disturbing character of the 
demons' visual appearances (VA 9, 24, 28, 30, 42), and he repeatedly 
describes the inchoate noises ('tumults') that they make (VA 9, 13, 26, 
51). Because the demons cannot really harm the monk, the purpose of 
their apparitions is to instil fear in him and thereby render him incapable 
of pursuing the life of virtue (VA 9, 23, 24, 28, 30, 42). T h e criterion for 
discriminating between visions that come from God and those that come 

>k See e.g. the bewilderment of Hans Lietzmann, The Era of the Church Fathers, vol. 4 of 
A History of the Early Church, tr. Bertram Lee Woolf (repr. Cleveland, 1961), 137. 
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from the devil and the demons is the effect that a vision has on the soul, 
whether or not it frightens the soul: 

For the vision of the saints is not disturbed . . . but it comes so quietly and 
gently that it immediately brings joy, gladness, and courage to the soul. For the 
Lord is with them, who is our joy and the Power of God the Father. Its (die 
soul's] thoughts remain undisturbed and calm, so that, being illumined, it sees 
those who appear by itself. And desire for the divine things and the things to 
come enters it, and it desires to be united wholly with them, if it might depart 
with them. . . . But the attack and apparition of the evil ones is disturbed, with a 
tumult, roar, and shouting, as if it were the movement of uneducated young men 
and robbers. From these come at once terror in the soul, disturbance and confu
sion of thoughts, despair, hatred toward ascetics, boredom, grief, memory of 
relatives, and fear of death, and finally desire for evil things, neglect of virtue, 
and a disorderly character (VA 35-6; 896). n 

Passages such as this one recall Athanasius' description of the fall of 
humanity in Against the Nations, when the purity of the soul's vision of 
God gave way to the disordered desires of the flesh, to neglect, and, 
above all, to the fear of death. Athanasius1 emphasis in the Life on the 
terrifying, disturbing appearances of the demons arises from his belief 
that the soul's anxiety about death lies at the root of the human inability 
to lead a virtuous life. 7 8 The apparitions of the demons prey upon the 
anxieties that the process of corruption and death has brought upon 
fallen humanity; by these means the demons hope to prevent the monk 
from leading a morally virtuous life and thereby ascending past them to 
heaven. 

The demonic attacks are therefore repelled by the sign of the cross, 
the symbol of Christ's victory over death. This notion logically follows 
from Athanasius' belief that the apparitions of the demons derive their 
power from human anxiety about death. In On the Incarnation, the sign 
of the cross represents Christ's victory over death and the devil and his 
liberation of human beings from their natural, but enfeebling fear of 
death: the courage of the martyrs demonstrates death's weakness after 
the crucifixion.7 9 Similarly in the Life, making the sign of the cross (VA 
13, 35, 78, 80) or saying the name of Christ (VA 40, 63, 71) protects the 
monk from the assaults of the demons and drives out unclean spirits. 
The sign o f the cross has this power because it was the crucifixion, as a 

7 7 Should a vision from God bring any fear to the person, it is taken away by 
reassurances, just as angels who appear in the New Testament tell human beings to 'fear 
not* {VA 3s; 806a); cf. £>. tin;. I. 17 (80. 7-19 Let). 

• Cent. 3. 22-31 T. 
19 Inc. 27. 1-30. 2 T. 



Life of Antony; Spirituality and Politics 223 

death 'in the air', that rendered the airborne demons impotent and 
reopened the way up to heaven. 8 0 T h e incarnation of the Word has left 
the devil impotent: 'Because the Lord sojourned [with us] , the enemy 
has fallen, and his powers have become weak. Therefore, although he is 
weak and like a fallen tyrant, he does not keep quiet, but rather he 
threatens, if only with words' (VA 28; 884B). As the token of the Word's 
victory over them, the sign of the cross repels the demons and, appro
priately, instils fear in them: the demons 'are cowards and completely 
afraid of the sign o f the Lord's cross because by it the Saviour stripped 
them and made an example of them' (VA 35; 804). Fear belongs to the 
demons: when the monk succumbs to their fear, he declines from the 
courage granted by 'the vision of the saints' into the disorder of a life 
lived in fear of death. T h e sign of the cross returns that fear on to the 
demons. 

Thanks to the Word's victory on the cross, the monk's consideration 
of death can increase his moral effort instead of making him fearful and 
morally disordered. Like the martyrs in On the Incarnation^ the monk 
can replace the disorientating fear of death with an attitude toward death 
that results in moral courage and an intensified life of virtue. T h e monk 
should base his ascetic regime on St Paul's statement, *I die every day' 
(1 Cor. 15: 31) (VA 19, 89, 91). 8 2 His consideration of the rewards in 
heaven, the precarious nature of human life (VA 42, 45; 905b, 9080-93), 
and the horrors of hell (VA 19; 872b) should produce an unwavering life 
of virtue free of the 'negligence' that led to the fall o f the original human 
beings . 8 3 T h e person whose meditation on death leads to such resolve 
will display courage even in the face of imminent death. Antony, con-

K UMd. 25. 23-5 T ^ Ep. fist. 22 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 4- 1 - 6 Wolska-Conus; Ep. 
Adelph. 7 (PG 26. 1081b). 

» Int. 28. 1-8; 29. 17-29 T. 
n Cf Frag. 2 (121. 18-20 Let) . 
a 'So that we might not be negligent [o\iywo*tv\ it is good to meditate on the Aposde's 

statement: "I die every day*1 (t Cor. 15: 13]. For if we too live as if we were going to die 
every day, we will not sin. What was quoted means this: that when we get up every day, we 
should reckon that we will not last until evening, and when we are about to go to sleep, we 
should reckon mat we «411 not get up, since our life is by nature uncertain and is measured 
out every day by Providence. When we are so disposed and so live every day, we will not 
sin, nor will we have desire for anything, nor will we bear a grudge against anyone, nor will 
we lay up treasure on earth- Rather, as if we were expecting to die every day, we will be 
poor and forgive everyone everything. We will not at all retain desire for a woman or 
another filthy pleasure, but we will turn away from it as something transitory, always 
fighting and looking forward to the day of judgement. For always the greater fear and the 
struggle of the torments dissolves the ease of pleasure and restores die slipping soul* 
{VA 19; 872). The original human beings 'neglected [ ] better things'; Gent. 3. 

2-3 T. 
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fronting martyrdom, 'stood without trembling, showing the zeal of us 
Christians' (VA 46; 912a). When he informs his companions of his 
impending death, his friends weep, but Antony, 'as though he were 
leaving some foreign country for his own city, talked with joy' (VA 
89; 968a). Antony told his followers that seeing him die should lead 
them not to fear the death-dealing demons, but to increase their ascedc 
efforts: 

As for me, as it is written, I am going the way of the fathers [cf. 3 Kgs. 2: 2], 
for I see myself summoned by the Lord. But as for you, be sober, and do 
not reduce to nothing the discipline that you have practised for a long time. But, 
as if you were beginning now, be eager to retain your zeal. You know the 
demons that are plotting; you know how they are fierce, but weak in power. 
Therefore, do not fear them, but rather breathe Christ always, and believe in 
him. Live as if you were dying every day [cf. 1 Cor. 15: 13], paying attention to 
yourselves and remembering the exhortations that you have heard from me ( VA 
91; 969). 

The imagined imminence of one's death is not to inspire fear; rather, it 
promotes a focused attention on the present and on oneself. Although 
this theme was a venerable one in ancient philosophy, 8 4 Athanasius bases 
it on the victory over the natural human fear of death that Christ won in 
the Garden of Gethsemane. 8 5 

Hence, the monk's ability to elude the demons is a combination of 
Christ's work (death on the cross) and his own effort (the life of daily 
death). Antony calls these two aspects of the monk's victory over the 
demonic 'an upright life and faith in God': 

Therefore, it is necessary to fear God alone and to despise those beings [the 
demons] and not to be afraid of them at all. Rather, to the extent that they do 
these things, let us intensify our discipline against them. For an upright life and 
faith in God is a great weapon against them. Therefore, they fear the fasting of 
the ascetics, the keeping of vigils, the prayers, the meekness, the quietness, the 
contempt for money, the lack of conceit, the humility, the love for the poor, the 
almsgivings, the lack of anger, and especially the piety toward Christ. It is for 
this reason that they do everything: that no one will trample them under foot. 
For they know the grace that opposes them and that has been given to the faith-

" Pierre Hadot, 'Exercices spirituels antiques et "philosophie chrétienne"', in his 
Exercices spirituels et philosophie antique (2nd edn.; Paris, 1987), 65. 

K 'But from the most enduring purpose and courage of the holy martyrs it is shown that 
the divinity was not in terror, but the Saviour was taking away our terror. For just as he 
abolished death by death, and by human means all human things, so by this so-called 
terror he removed our terror and made it so that people would no longer fear death'; Ar. 3. 
57 (PC 26. 444); Roldan us, sVsta Amona ais Spiegel', 208-10. 
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ful by the Saviour, when he said, 'Look, I have given to you the authority' to 
trample upon serpents and scorpions and upon all the power of the enemy* 
(Luke 10: 19) (VA 30; 8S8b-9a).« 

Here Athanasius ties together the efforts of the ascetic ('an upright life') 
and the grace or power given by Christ ('faith in God'): both are 
required if the ascetic is to repel the demons' attempts to frighten him 
and cast fear on them instead. Christ has rendered the devil and his 
demons powerless, but the monk, through his ascetic regime, must make 
Christ's victory his own. This teaching reflects Athanasius' general belief 
that Christ has made the way up to heaven accessible to human beings, 
who yet must make the journey through their own efforts; that people 
have received sufficient grace, but must exercise their free will to make it 
fruitful.8 7 Athanasius' notion of the co-operation between divine grace 
and human effort stands behind the famous scene in chapter 10, in which 
the Lord provides 'assistance* to the struggling Antony by dispersing the 
demons with (a ray of light'. 'Antony, I was here', a voice tells the monk, 
who is relieved, yet puzzled at the delay, 'but I waited to see your 
striving. Since you have endured and were not defeated, I will be your 
helper and make you known everywhere' (VA 10; 860a). Antony is care
ful always to attribute his successful conflicts with the demonic to 
the victory of the Word, but his own exemplary discipline makes an 
undeniable contribution. The Word's victory over the demons is his 
victor)' over death on the cross. 8 8 Appropriating that victory through his 
discipline, Antony faces death and the demons with the courage that 
Athanasius once attributed to martyrs. 

The vertical axis of Antony's conflict with the demons dramatizes on 
a smaller scale the myth of heavenly ascent that Athanasius articulated 
from a wider perspective in his Festal Letters. In those letters, Athanasius 
frequendy portrayed the Christian life as a conflict with the airborne 
Satan, his demonic host, or both; he described exorcisms performed at 
martyr shrines as graphic evidence of this struggle, the outcome of which 
Christ's death had pre-determined. 8 9 Thus, when Athanasius wrote the 
Life, he had already developed a mythical framework in which to set the 

w Cf. Schneemelcher, 'Das Kreuz ChristT, 385. 
81 Epp.fest. (syr.) 3. 2-5; 6. 3-5; 7. 7-9-
w Cf. Schneemelcher, 'Das Krcuz Christi*, 387-92. 
* Conflict with Satan: Epp.fest, (syr.) 1. 5; 2.2,6(16. 8-9; 21.17^23.26-7 C); (gr.)22, 

24 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. 10. 4. 4-5, 10-it Wolska-Conus; (cop.) 25 (14. 8-9 Lef.). With 
demons: Epp.fest. (syr.) 1. 3 (14. 14 C); (gr.) 28 ap. Cosm. Ind. Top. to. 5. 11 Wolska-
Conus. With both: Ep. /est. (syr.) 10. 4 (145. 13-16; 146. 18 C/B). Exorcisms: Ep. /est. 
(cop.) 42 (28. 19-29. 2; 64. 24-66. 25 Lef.). 
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monastic lore o f demonic conflict that he inherited. What ties the Life's 

more graphic accounts to Athanasius' myth of heavenly ascent is the 

psychological theme (equally familiar from such writings as Against the 

Nations and On the Incarnation) o f the human moral paralysis caused by 

fear of death. T h e Word's crucifixion provides the point where these 

mythical and psychological categories intersect s ince it represents 

victory over both death and the demonic. 

Withdrawal from the world: Renunciation of sex, food, and wealth 

Antony's conflict with the demons also has a horizontal dimension: 

Athanasius understands the desert as the earthly territory under 

demonic control; Antony's gradual penetration into the desert therefore 

represents an offensive manœuvre against the devi l . 9 0 Satan recognizes 

this attack when Antony enters the tomb, which is a stark sign of 

humanity's captivity to the devil in death: 'The enemy did not endure 

this, but was afraid that soon he would fill the desert with the discipline'; 

the devil therefore brings *a great number of demons' t o lash Antony 

mercilessly (VAS; 856a). N e x t Antony makes war against the demons in 

a 'deserted fort' in the desert, prompting them to cry" 'Leave our places! 

What have you to do with the desert? You cannot bear our attack' ( VA 

13; 861c). T h e barren, waterless land of the desert offered no welcome to 

ancient Egyptians, who thus populated it with the demonic enemies of 

humanity. L e d by Antony, however, the monks settie in the desert and 

reclaim the devil's territory for God: they transform the desert into 'the 

heavenly commonwealth [i7oXireta]\ 'a land of piety and justice' (VA 14, 

44; 865b, 908b). T h e conquest o f the desert is a moral one, which the 

monks achieve through a way o f life characterized by reverence and 

righteousness. As if to underline his own triumph in the desert, Antony 

creates in it a small copy o f the Garden o f Eden by planting vegetables 

and taming the wild beasts (VA 50; 9160-173). T h i s reclamation of the 

forbidding desert through a fife of virtue was an image dear to 

Athanasius, a man o f the city. T h e ancient Israelites, he wrote in his 

tenth Festal Letter, 'walked in the wilderness as in an inhabited place. 

For although the place was desolate of the customary converse o f human 

beings, yet, through the gracious gift o f the Law and through conversa

tion with angels, it was no longer a desert, but rather more than an 

inhabited country.* 9 1 

While the vertical axis o f Antony's conflict with the demonic played 

* Roldanus, Christ et Fhomme, 324-7. 9 1 Ep.fest. (syr.) 10. 6 {48. 2-5 C ) . 
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out mythically a psychological theme of fear of death, the horizontal axis 
plays out mythically a social theme of withdrawal from human society 
(the world) and the establishment of an alternative civic life. T h e 
practices of withdrawal involve renunciation o f those things that tie 
Antony to normal human society: sex, food, and wealth. O f these three 
temptations, it i s wealth that represents the greatest danger for Antony 
and, presumably, for the audience that Athanasius addresses. T h e 
practices of withdrawal do not separate Antony from society completely; 
rather, they place him outside society and then establish new connec
tions between him and the world he has left behind. In addition to the 
social function o f enabling withdrawal from the world, these acts of 
renunciation function spiritually to re-establish a proper soul -body 
relationship in Antony. In this section, our principal focus will be on the 
social dimension, but the spiritual theme will appear since the two are 
inextricably related. 

Renunciation of sex. Sex appears in Antony's career as a temptation 
peculiar to adolescence and, once overcome, it almost completely dis
appears from the monk's life. By renouncing sexual relations and 
marriage, the young Antony refuses to take the next step in his .advance 
toward his role as a wealthy and prominent man in his village, but this 
renunciation represents only a small part o f his giving up this social role: 
his property looms far larger. 9 2 As Athanasius describes Antony's over
coming of sexual temptation, he instead stresses the overcoming o f the 
bodily passions through the Word's victory; 

T h e disengagement o f a prominent young man from his wife and 
family in order to assume the solitary life was a staple of monastic lore. 
A m m o u n , for example, was said to have convinced his wife on their 
wedding night that they should Uve a celibate life; after eighteen years, 
she suggested a move to the Nitrian desert . 9 3 Here Antony's sister fills 
the role of the wife (VA 2-3, 54). O n the one hand, Antony represents a 
pattern different from that of men such as Ammoun: he enters the 
ascetic life at such a young age that the possibility of marriage as a social 
tie appears no t to enter the picture. On the other hand, one should not 
dismiss too quickly the possibility of sexual overtones to how Athanasius 
presents Antony's relationship with his s i s ter brother-sister marriage 
remained common among the élite of Egypt's country towns until it was 
forbidden by an imperial edict in 295.** In any case, Athanasius uses the 

* Peter Brown, The Body and Society (New York, 1988), 213-14. 
* Pall. H. Lata. 8 {2. 26-9 Buder); cf. /Y. moti 29.1. 
* Keith Hopkins, 'Brother-Sister Marriage in Roman Egypf, Comparative Studies in 
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sister only to say things about Antony. In the early chapters, she stands 
beside money and property as items Antony must divest himself of in 
order to realize his desire for withdrawal; at the end of the story, she 
enjoys a paler version of her brother's success: she is 'grown old in 
virginity, herself the leader of other virgins* (VA 54; 92 ib).*5 

In his attempt to thwart Antony's undertaking of the ascetic life, the 
devil employs sexuality in two ways, one involving marriage, the other 
pederasty. In his first sexual attack, the devil uses both of his modes of 
assault thoughts and visions. Unable to dissuade Antony with thoughts 
of relatives, food, and wealth, the devil chooses a strategy designed for 
adolescents: 'the weapons that are "in the navel of his belly" (Job 40: 
11]*, which are 'his principal ambush against the young'. The devil 
introduces 'filthy thoughts', but Antony repels these with prayer and 
fasts. Then come the visions, with a subtle parody of Athanasius' 
characteristic imitation theme: the devil 'dressed up as a woman [cos 
yuvij o^fiaTt'£co0cu] at night and imitated [p.tfj.eiadat] one in every way*. 
Antony repels this attack as well: 'By thinking about Christ and the 
noble birth that comes from him, and by considering the rational faculty 
of the soul [TO voepov rr}c tpvyTJs Aoytjofio'oc], he quenched the coal of 
his deceit' (VA 5; 848). By placing this scene immediately after tempta
tions involving wealth and family, Athanasius associates the renunciation 
of sex with the abandonment of social ties; but he subordinates this social 
theme to his interest in the proper control of the bodily passions by the 
rational soul. Antony overcomes the temptation by considering Christ 
and his benefits and by remembering the incorporeal, rational dimension 
of his own nature; even as a youth, he enjoys the reorientation from body 
to soul that marks the successful ascetic life. Antony's apparent weak
nesses, his youth and his body, become his triumph, but Athanasius is 
careful to make Antony's ability to control his bodily passions the boon 
of Christ's victory: 

This entire thing put the enemy to shame. For the one who reckoned himself 
similar to God was now mocked by a youth, and the one who boasted over flesh 
and blood was now overturned by a human bearing flesh. For the Lord worked 
with him, having borne flesh for our sake and having given the victory over the 
devil to the body. And so each one who truly fights can say: 'Not I, but the grace 
of God thai is with me' [1 Cor. 15: 10] (VA 5; 848c-9a). 

Society and History, 22 (1080}, 303-54; Naphtali Lewis, Life in Egypt under Roman Rule 
(Oxford, 1983), 43-4. 

** Antony's sister conforms to the pattern of leadership by 'elder' women in virgin 
communities that Athanasius promoted in his Letters to Virgins-, Ep. ztrr. 1. 35 (00. 25-35 
Lef.}; Ep. virg. 2. 8 (106-12 Leo.). 
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Here Antony appropriates in his own body the 'achievements' 
(KaTopdwtiaTa) over the movements of the flesh that the Word won in 
his assumed body, as Athanasius described them in his dogmatic works. 9 6 

In fact, Athanasius calls Antony's ability to resist sexual temptations 'the 
Saviour's achievement [KaropSmixo] in Antony' (VA 7; 852a). 

Athanasius underscores Antony's precocious mastery of his bodily 
desires through a second sexual temptation, one that draws on the racial 
and sexual stereotypes held by Christians in late Roman society. The 
devil, Athanasius writes, 'finally appeared to him [Antony] in the appari
tion just as he is in his mind, as a black boy'. Antony asks who this 
person is and receives the following reply: 

Immediately he answered w'ith a pitiful voice, *I am fornication's lover [$&os TTJS 
tropvf tas]. I have been entrusted with its ambushes and its ntulations, and I have 
been called the spirit of fornication. How many persons who desired to be 
prudent I have deceived! How many persons exercising self-control 1 have 
seduced by titillating them! It is 1 on whose account the prophet blames those 
who have fallen, saying, "You were deceived by the spirit of fornication" [Hos. 
4: 12]. For it was through me that they were nipped up. It is 1 who have 
troubled you so often and who as often was overthrown by you1 (VA6\ 849b). 

Athanasius has Antony explain the symbolism of the black boy by telling 
the devil, 'You are black in your mind and weak as a boy' (VA 6; 849c-
52a). The figure thus signifies the devil's evil nature (black) and his 
weakness after Christ's victory (boy). The representation of the devil's 
evil with a black person draws on the colour prejudices of some 
Egyptians of the Roman period. 9 7 By choosing to represent the spirit of 
fornication and its weakness with a boy, Athanasius plays on Christian 
stereotypes about pederasty going back to Paul: its excessively lustful 
character and the alleged effeminacy' of its practitioners (Rom. 1: 26—7; 1 
Cor. 6: g).n Thus, the boy appears as fornication's ĉ iAoc, a term for 
'friend' that shades into sexual desire and can denote the adult lover of a 
boy. 9 9 Here the symbolism of the boy becomes confused: he is both 
'fornication's lover' and the 'spirit of fornication' itself, both lover and 

* Sec Ch. 3; Inc. 31, 50, 54; Ar. 2. 65-9; 3. 31-3; cf. Roldanus, 'Vita Antonii als 
Spiegel*, 206-7. 

n P. Basilius Steidle, *Der "schwarze kleinc Knabc" in dcr alien Moncherzahlung', 
Bencdiktinuihe Monatschrift, 34 (1958), 339-50; Philip Mayerson, 'Anti-Black Sentiment m 
the Vitae Patrum\ HTR 71 (1978), 304-11; Kathleen O'Brien Wicker, 'Ethiopian Moses 
[Collected Sources)', in Wimbush (ecu). Ascetic Behavior, 329-48, at 334. 

* Athanasius, as we saw in Ch. 3, considered passive homo-erotic activity an abandon
ment of 'male nature' for 'female*, the peculiar result of worshipping a female deity, and 
thus *d ionization* of humanity gone astray; Cent. 26. 4-13 T. 

w K. J. Dover, Creek Homosexuality (Cambridge, Mass., 1978), 49-50, 118. 
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beloved. This confusion of categories is telling: by tempting Antony with 
pederasty, the devil offers him what Athanasius considered an anomalous 
sexual relationship of pure desire, lacking any generally accepted social 
function in Egyptian society o f the late Roman empire . 1 0 0 But Antony 
easily resists this temptation and reminds the devil of Christ's victory 
over him: 'I will no longer have any worry about you, for "the Lord is 
m y helper, and I will despise my enemies" [Ps. 117 (118): 7] ' (VA 6; 
852a). 

Antony was right that sexuality would never again be a serious threat 
to h i s ascetic discipline. 'Desire for a woman or another filthy pleasure' 
appears briefly in Antony's long discourse to the monks, but he assures 
his hearers that 'we will turn away from it as something transitory* (VA 
19; 872b). Otherwise, however, sexuality disappears from the horizon of 
Antony's desert; this feature o f Athanasius' presentation coheres with his 
ascetic programme for ordinary Christians in the Festal Letters, which 
emphasizes fasting and almsgiving more than temporary sexual 
abstinence. In the Life of Antony, sex is a temptation of the young, those 
w h o are least able to resist their fleshly passions. Thanks to the Word's 
victory' in the body, however, even a young monk can easily place his 
unruly body under the control of his rational soul and leave the 'filthy 
pleasures' of women and boys behind. T h e pleasures of food and wealth 
are not as easily forgotten. 

Renunciation of food. Antony's initial renunciation o f food carries with 
it the symbolism o f withdrawing from the over-indulgent feasting of the 
world that Athanasius saw in Lot's initial withdrawal from Sodom (Gen. 
19). According to Athanasius, even as a child Antony had no use for the 
ostentatious consumption of food associated with wealth and privilege in 
society. 'Although as a boy he lived in moderate wealth*, the bishop 
writes, Antony 'did not trouble his parents for diverse [TTOIK(XTJ] and 
expensive feasting [rptx^r/], nor did he seek pleasure from such. H e was 
happy with what h e found, and asked for nothing more* (VA 1; 841b). 
T h e boy Antony has begun the Christian life by abandoning, like Lot, 
'the great and abundant feasting [rpotftrj] of the world' associated with 
S o d o m for the 'smaller feasts' o f Segor . 5 0 1 In his allegorical interpretation 

1 0 0 The Romans' opinions on this matter were complex and are diversely interpreted by 
modern scholars; see Ramsay MacMulIen, 'Roman Attitudes to Greek Love*, Hiitoria, 31 
(1982), 484-502; Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality, or. R. Hurley (New York, 
1978-86), 3. 189-232; Paul Veyne, 'Homosexuality in Ancient Rome*, in P. Aries and A. 
Bejin (eds.), Western Sexuality, tr. A. Forster (Oxford, 1985), 26-35; Jonn Boswell, 
Christianity, Social Tolerance, and Homosexuality (Chicago and London, 1980), 61-87. 

m Frag, (cop.) 5 (123. 2-3 Let); see Ch. 3. 



Life of Antony; Spirituality and Politics 2 3 1 

o f Lot's story, Athanasius portrayed the renunciation o f over-indulgent 
eating as the first s tep of the Christian's ascent to the summit of ascetic 
accomplishment: s imple meals were a minimal form o f withdrawal. 
T h u s , when the devil tries to stop Antony from beginning his monastic 
career, he reminds the young man of 'the diverse pleasure of feasting' 
(rptxf>T)s -q irpuciXq ^6OTIJ) (VA 5 ; 8 4 8 a ) . But Antony remains steadfast in 
his determination, prompting the devil to turn to sexual temptations. 
Unl ike the pleasures o f sex, however, food remains a significant danger 
to Antony's ascetic resolve. T h e devil later uses loaves o f bread to tempt 
Antony, who warns other monks against being "deceived by the'feasting 
o f the belly' (Prov. 2 4 : 1 5 ) (VA 4 0 , 5 5 ; 9 2 1 b ) . 

Fasting becomes a prominent component o f Antony's ascetic regime. 
Given Athanasius' views on the importance of renouncing food at 
the start of an ascetic career, it is no surprise that Antony's original 
discipline, while he is still living among the 'zealous ones* on the edge of 
town, is quite severe: 'He ate once a day after sunset, but sometimes 
every two days, and often he partook every four days. H i s food [rpotfrrj] 
was bread and salt; his drink, only water. Concerning meat and wine it i s 
superfluous to speak, for no such thing could be found among the other 
zealous ones' (VA 7 ; 8 5 2 c — 4 a ) . Antony's diet is that of the 'angelic' 
Christians at the summit o f Lot's ascent in the spiritual l i f e . 1 0 2 Antony's 
later career exhibits the characteristic Athanasian flexibility on these 
matters: when Antony gets older, he adds olives, legumes, and oil to his 
diet (VA 5 1 ; 9 1 7 a ) ; and at one point he appears 'about to eat — around 
the ninth hour', well before sunset (VA 6 5 ; 9 3 3 c ) . It i s telling, however, 
that the disturbing vision of the demonic celestial gatekeepers follows 
upon this uncharacteristically early mea l . 1 0 3 Antony employs the careful 
regulation of eating in order to enhance his contemplative life, to focus 
on the future 'spiritual feast*, and to place the soul and body in proper 
relation: 

For when he was about to cat and sleep and come upon the other needs of the 
body, he became ashamed, considering the rational faculty of the soul [TO rijs 
tpvxqs \oytt,6tx£vos voepov]. Therefore, often, when he was with many other 
monks, he would remember the spiritual feast [TJ •nvevfiarucTj TOO^IJ], ask to be 
excused, and go far from them, reckoning that he would blush if he were seen 
eating by others. He ate by himself for the sake of the body's need, but often with 
the brothers, out of respect for them, but freely offering words for their benefit 
He also used to say that one should give all one's attention to the soul rather than 

m Frag, (cop.) 2 (121. 15-18, 24-6 Lcf). 
m Geoffrey Gait Harp ham, The Ascetic Imperative in Culture and Criticism (Chicago and 

London, 1987), 56. 
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to the body although, on account of necessity, it is permitted to give a little time 
to the body. But on the whole one should devote oneself to the soul and seek its 
benefit, lest it be dragged down by the body's pleasures instead of the body being 
enslaved to it (VA 45; 900). 

This passage primarily relates fasting to the spiritual problem of the 
body-soul relationship, which I will treat more fully below, but it com
bines this theme with the significance of fasting for Antony's social 
relationships, which is our principal focus here. As for the body-soul 
problem, Antony's behaviour reflects Athanasius' statements in his first 
Festal Letter that fasting promotes attention to 'the spiritual food' of the 
virtues and turns a person's attention away from the body to God. 1 0 4 The 
'consideration of the soul's rational faculty', which earlier prevented 
Antony's succumbing to sexual temptation, here restrains his desire for 
food. Antony follows the advice that Athanasius gave to virgins, in which 
he urged them to eat 'only up to the measure of the body's necessity'. 1 0 5 

Antony's discomfort at eating in front of others does not indicate any 
contempt for the body, but rather a concern that the monk re-establish a 
proper body-soul relationship. But Athanasius also presents a social 
dimension to Antony's embarrassment: although the monk is uncomfort
able eating with others, he willingly shares with them 'words for their 
benefit'. Antony's rejection of the solidarity represented by shared food 
only enhances his mystique as a monastic authority who is able to share 
his insight with others. 1 0 6 

Food, then, is problematic not only because it focuses attention on the 
body, but also because it represents a connection to other people. 1 0 7 

When Antony seals himself inside the deserted fort, his separation from 
others cannot be complete because bread must be brought to him twice a 
year; his twenty years in the fort are marked by a steady stream of 
visitors, with whom the monk occasionally converses (VA 1 2 - 1 4 ) . When 
Antony moves to the Inner Mountain, once again his followers must 
bring him bread. Antony sees that the monks are 'troubled' by this duty 
and so begins to grow his own grain for bread. He takes pleasure in this 
new independence: 'He rejoiced that he would not be trouble to anyone 
on this account and that in everything he kept himself from being a 
burden.' But the duties of hospitality remained: 'Later, when he saw 
people still coming, he raised a few vegetables as well, so that anyone 
who came might have a little relief from the toil of that difficult way' (VA 

m Ep.fest. (syr.) 1.4-7; see Ch. 3. m Ep. virg. 1.14 (79. 5-7 Lef.). 
Cf. Brown, 'Rise and Function', 131. M Cf. Brown, Body and Society\ 219. 
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50; 916). Food becomes another facet o f Antony's continuing struggle to 
be alone in a society that wants contact with him. Visitors bring him 
food, but in return they want 'words for their benefit': even when 
Antony's need for their food disappears, the visitors' need for Antony's 
food remains. Another story illustrates this point. When Antony agrees 
to return with some monks to their places and give them spiritual direc
tion, the party sets out on the desert journey with 'bread and water'. 
When the supplies run out and everyone is near death, Antony's prayers 
result in a spring o f water appearing. At the end o f the journey, Antony, 
'as though bringing travelling provisions [e^oSia] from the mountain, 
gave them hospitality with words and shared his benefit' (VA 54; 
92ob-ia). T h e exchange of food between Antony and his followers is 
never equal: what the visitors bring can be insufficient or unneeded; 
Antony's 'provisions' are unlimited and always needed. In this way, 
Athanasius interprets the significance o f food for the monk's withdrawal 
in terms of a pattern of exchange: the world gives real food to the with
drawn monk, who in turn offers spiritual nourishment to the world. 
T h i s exchange of foods provides a model by which Athanasius 
could understand other forms of lay-ascetic interaction, such as the 
exchange of benefits that we saw between virgins and married women in 
Chapter 1. 

Renunciation of wealth. Attachment to wealth and property constitutes 
the greatest obstacle to Antony's withdrawal. T h e Antony depicted by 
Athanasius belongs to one of the prosperous and influential families o f an 
Egyptian vi l lage. 1 0 8 'Antony', the bishop writes, 'was an Egyptian by-
birth, his parents being well born and sufficiently prosperous' (VA 1; 
840a). T h e land that h e inherits totals '300 fertile and very beautiful 
arourae* (VA 2; 844a), some 200 acres worth in the third century around 
90,000 drachmas, i f not more, making the Athanasian Antony (by 
Egyptian standards) a wealthy young m a n . 1 0 9 T h i s Antony would have 
belonged to a segment of Egyptian society, the large landowners of the 
villages, that faced increasing financial pressures during the third and 
fourth centuries. When around 200 CE the emperor Septimius Severus 
ordered the creation of a council (fiovX-q) in each Egyptian metropolis 
(the urban centre of a nome, the administrative district), he began a 
process of consolidation of town and country in Egypt that made wealthy 

'** Sozomcn identifies this village as Coma in central Egypt {H.e. t. 13), but there is no 
way of knowing whether he is right On the leading families in the 'peasant villages*, see 
Lewis, Life m Egypt, 6 6 - 7 . 

m Computations based on the statistics given by Lewis, Life in Egypt, 208-10. 
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villagers like Antony increasingly responsible for undertaking financial 
duties such as liturgies (compulsory public services and offices). 1 1 0 S o m e 
villagers resisted efforts by the metropolites to force them to participate 
in such public duties , successfully at times, but the reforms of Diocletian 
finalized metropolitan control of the surrounding territory. 1" In addition 
to these public offices, villagers were becoming responsible as a group for 
the taxes on all the lands in their communit ies . 1 1 2 Some persons in 
Antony's position simply fled to avoid these financial duficulties. 1 1 3 T h e 
extent to which such flight to avoid economic oppression figured in the 
origins of monastic withdrawal can be overestimated. 1 1 4 It is clear, 
however, that the possession of significant amounts o f land and money 
could be 'burdensome' to men like Antony in ways that were not only 
spiritual, but also quite economic and practical. Athanasius displays his 
awareness of these pressures when he has Antony give his ancestral lands 
'to the people of the village so that they would not trouble [oxAciv] him 
or his sister in any way whatsoever* (VA 2; 844a). Athanasius leaves it 
ambiguous whether the troublesome 'they* refers to the lands or to the 
villagers and the corporate life that they represent. 

Antony's divestment of his lands is the first step in a staged process of 
shedding his wealth that defines the monk's gradual withdrawal. T h i s 
step is inspired by the poverty of the original aposdes, by the communal 
lifestyle of the Jerusalem Christians described in Acts 4: 35-7, and, 
above all, by the liturgical reading of Matt. 19: 21 ('If you wish to be 
perfect, go , sell your possessions, and give the money to the poor, and 
you will have treasure in heaven'). At this stage Antony still retains *a 
little' o f his wealth for the support of his sister (VA 2; 8410-43). T h e 
second step in Antony's financial divestment is inspired by his hearing 
Matt. 6: 34 ( 'Do not worn' about tomorrow'): at this Antony gives away 
even the little money that he kept and places his sister in the care of 
virgins. Antony then assumes a small role on the fringe of the village 

l w Administrative unification: Jacqueline LaHemand, L'Administration civile de I'fcgypte 
de I'avencmens de Diocle'tien a la creation du diocese (284-382) (Brussels, 1964); Rousseau, 
Packomius, 3-13. Liturgies: Lewis, Life in Egypt, 177-84. 

1 , 1 Village resistance: Lewis, Life in Egypt, 48-50. Diocletian's reforms: Lallcmand, 
L'Administralion civile, 95-107. 

1,1 Levis, Life in Egypt, 159-76. 
" J Arthur E. R. Boak and Herbert C Youtie, 'Flight and Oppression in Fourth-

Century Egypt*, in E_ Arslan (cd.), Studi in onore di Aristide Cafderini e Roberto Paribeni 
(Milan, 195^-7), 2. 325-37. 

"• Rousseau plays down flight from village life and stresses in contrast the development 
of co-operative ventures {Packomius, 9-13); Rubenson seems more willing to connect 
monastic withdrawal with economic oppression (Letters of St. Antony, 93-5). 
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economy by performing manual labour and spending his earnings on 
food for himself and on the poor. But his principal acquisitive activity is 
now the gathering of ascetic examples from other local 'zealous ones': 'as 
if he were receiving travel supplies for the road to virtue' (VA 3; 844). 
T h e devil's first attempt to dissuade Antony from the ascetic life indi 
cates how closely wealth is associated with family ties and social status: 
'First he tried to dissuade him from the discipline by reminding him of 
his possessions, the care of his sister, the relations o f kin, love of money, 
love of fame, the varied pleasure of food, and the other enjoyments of 
life' (VA 5; 848a). 'Possessions' slide easily into family concerns; i o v e of 
money' leads to 'love of fame'. Sex and food each have their own 
symbolic associations, but Athanasius measures Antony's withdrawal 
from family and society most precisely through the monk's gradual 
divestment o f his wealth and property. 

Likewise, when Antony decides to take his crucial step into the desert, 
Athanasius marks the boundary between world and desert not with sex 
or food, but with money. T h e devil first tries to stop Antony's advance 
into the desert with 'the apparition of a large silver disc in the way 
[00*01]'. Antony, however, is able to see through the illusion precisely 
because the silver disk belongs not to the desert, but to the world, where 
there are people who would o w n it ( 'Whence a disk in the desert?'): here 
the line is clearly drawn between the world as the place o f wealth and the 
desert as the place lacking property." 5 N e x t Antony comes upon 'real 
gold', his attention drawn to it either by the devil or by God. T h e 
monk's response is revealing: 'Antony was amazed at how much of it 
there was, but as if stepping over fire, he passed it by and did not turn 
back. Indeed, he ran so fast that the place became hidden and forgotten.' 
Like a magnet that from one perspective attracts and from another 
repels, the gold simultaneously draws Antony back to the world and 
pushes h i m into the desert. H e cannot help but notice the gold's 
astonishing amount, but it drives him into speedy flight T h e gold's 
attractive and repellent force appears to give Antony the momentum that 
carries him to the deserted fore 'Therefore, he gradually intensified his 
resolution and hurried to the mountain' (VA 12; 861). Although many 
ascetic writers relied on the danger o f sex with women to restrict 

1 1 5 Antony's response at seeing the disk: 'Whence a disk in the desert? This way is not 
trod, nor is there a trace of people travelling here. It could not have fallen without being 
noticed since it is large. Rather, the one who lost it would have turned back, searched, and 
found it, because this place is the desert. This is a trick of the devil. You will not impede 
my resolution in this way, devil. Let this thing go into destruction with you* (VA 11; 
86ob-ia). 
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monastic life to the safe confines of the desert ," 6 Athanasius did not. In 
his Life of Antony, wealth defines the boundary between world and 
desert, and its attraction propels Antony to his desert retreat 

Wealth, unlike sex, does not disappear from Antony's spiritual life. It 
remains a constant threat to the ascetic life (VA 19; 872) and is one of the 
devil's favourite devices: 'How often in the desert', Antony tells his 
followers, 'he showed me an apparition of gold, so that I might merely 
touch and see it' (VA 40; 901b). Money retains the function it had at 
the beginning o f Antony's career: as a basis for status in society and a 
potential source of pride." 7 Meanwhile, financial imagery clarifies the 
possibilities and dangers o f the monastic vocation."' T h e language of 
profit and loss pervades Antony's long discourse on the ascetic life. 
Athanasius has Antony begin by comparing the insignificance of earthly 
riches with the wealth of eternal life. 'Everything in the world', Antony 
says to the monks, 'is sold at its worth, and something is exchanged for 
something equal in value, but the promise of eternal life is purchased 
with something little.* One gets the impression that Antony is addressing 
men who understand this kind o f talk, because the fiscal imagery contin
ues: 'Although we strive on earth, we will not inherit on earth, but 
we have the promises in heaven; moreover, putting aside the body 
corruptible, we will receive it back incorruptible' (VA 16; 868). Antony 
goes on to compare the difference between 'the world' and 'the kingdom 
of heaven' to that between 'one copper drachma' and 'one hundred 
drachmas of gold'. Perhaps referring to his own situation, Antony con
cludes that 'one who has given up a few arourae should not boast or 
become careless since he is leaving behind nothing, even if he abandons 
a house or a lot of money*. Just as he did in the case of commercially 
active v irgins , 1 1 9 Athanasius does not condemn the acquisitive aspect of 
the human personality; rather, he seeks to redirect it from material 
possessions to the virtues. By acquiring virtues instead o f worldly goods, 
one realizes a superior profit and can even avoid leaving one's property 

"* 'In fourth-century Egypt, fear of women acted as a centrifugal separator. It kept 
"world" and "desert" at a safe distance from each other' (Brown, Body and Society, 244). 

1 1 7 Note how, in this description of the monk's discipline, the virtues of'lack of conceit1 

and 'humility' stand among 'contempt for money* and 'love of the poor' and 'almsgiving': 
'the fasting of the ascetics, the keeping of vigils, the prayers, the meekness, the quietness, 
the contempt for money, the lack of conceit the humility, the love for the poor, the alms
givings, the lack of anger, and especially the piety toward Christ' (VA 30; 889a). 

"* e.g. Antony uses the language of banking to describe how the demons exploit the 
monk's estimation of himself: 'Whatever we think of ourselves, this they pay out with 
interest* (VA 42; 905a). The soul is a 'deposit' that must be preserved for the Lord (VA 20; 
873b). " 9 Bp. virg. 1. 33 (88. 33-90. 7 Lef.); see Ch. 1. 
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to an unpleasant he ir . 1 2 0 T h i s imagery does not appeal t o the richest 
people in Egyptian society, for they had no need to compete for money 
and looked down on those who worked for their living; nor does this 
speech address the poor, for whom profit and inheritance were of no 
concern- Rather, Athanasius has Antony appeal to the business sense of 
successful men. On the one hand, should they become monks, the shape 
o f their lives would not change: they would still seek profit in compet i 
tion, no longer striving for money, but for spiritual gain. T h i s ascetic 
programme is 'capitalism without money' : 1 2 1 wealthy men trade their 
paltry worldly goods for virtues that will yield a huge profit, 'a kingdom*. 
On the other hand, Antony invites such men to give u p the status and 
power that competition and wealth give them for a new prestige as 
'slave[s] o f the Lord* (VA 18; 860b). T h e ascetic economics of the Life 
adapts the psychology of financial competition to a self-forming regime 
of spiritual profit through voluntary enslavement and poverty. 

T h e s e references to the dangers of wealth and the use o f fiscal imager)' 
suggest that Athanasius envisioned among those who wanted an account 
of Antony's life wealthy men, aware o f the pleasures and prestige 
that their money gave them, but also increasingly burdened by their 
prosperity's demands. In fact, Athanasius portrays such rich men as 
notable among those whom Antony persuaded to take up the ascetic life: 
'He was so able to benefit everyone that many soldiers and persons who 
possessed many things set aside the burdens o f life and finally became 
monks' (VA 87; 965a). T o be sure, the community that Antony creates in 
the desert is one of concern for the poor, a 'land of piety and justice*, 
without 'the unjust person or the rictim of injustice'. But it was also a 
paradise free of the tax-collector, the greatest burden on the moderately 
wealthy (VA 44; 908b). T h i s is an ascetic programme o f moderate social 
justice, not o f real income redistribution: 'love for the poor' is a central 
virtue, but the poor themselves learn to 'despise wealth and be consoled 

m 'Otherwise wc ought to consider that, even if we do not abandon (our material 
possessions) on account of virtue, we will still die later on and leave them behind, and often 
to those people to whom wc do not wish to leave them, as Ecclesiastes reminds us (cf. 
Eccles. 2:18; 4: 8; 6:2). Therefore, why do we not leave them behind for the sake of virtue 
and so inherit a kingdom? Thus, let none of us have the desire to acquire things. For what 
profit is there in acquiring things that we will not take with us? Why should we not rather 
acquire things that we can take with us: prudence, righteousness, temperance, courage, 
understanding, love, love for the poor, faith in Christ, meekness, and hospitality? When we 
possess these, we will find them before us there, preparing a welcome for us in the land of 
the meek1 (VA 17; 868c-ob). For a poignant example of a father reluctant to leave any 
money to his wayward son, see Lewis, Life in Egypt, 72. 

U l Harp ham, Ascetic Imperative, 30, 62—4. 
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m Brian Brcnnan sees the Life's 'anti-economic tendencies' as evidence that 'Antony's 
immediate following may have been composed of many Copts alienated from the economic 
and social life of the towns' ('Athanasius* Vita Antonii: A Sociological Interpretation', VC 
39 (1985), 209-27, at 215-16). My reading does not attempt to describe Antony's actual 
followers; rather, it situates the financial imagery of the Life within Athanasius' political 
programme. Moreover, I do not see 'an ti-economic tendencies' in the Life, rather, 
Athanasius presents an economics of asceticism modelled on incipient capitalism. 

m Gospel of Thomas 64 (Layton. Gnostic Scriptures, 392). 
w Martin. 'L'Égfee et la khòra', 13-10-

in their poverty* (VA 87; 965a). It appeals to persons of sufficient means 

who are increasingly aware both o f the practical and spiritual burdens of 

their wealth and o f the injustice that the poor in their society s u f f e r . m 

T h e 'world' teems with victims of economic injustice, ungrateful 

heirs, and relentless tax-collectors and town councils; the 'desert' is 

characterized by economic justice, the promise of a heavenly inheritance, 

and the absence of taxation. Some Christian authors simply condemned 

wealth and money-making as incompatible with the Christian life; in the 

Gospel of Thomas, Jesus says: 'Buyers and traders [will] not enter the 

places of my father.' 1 2 3 Athanasius, in contrast, invites successful men to 

take as their ideal someone like themselves who enters a new, more 

profitable enterprise. T h e Life of Antony provides further evidence that 

Athanasius' ascetic programme was aimed particularly at the prosperous 

citizens who made up the middle ranks of the larger cities and the élite 

of the country villages. Such persons formed a significant portion of the 

monks of fourth-century E g y p t . 1 2 4 T h e y were also prominent among the 

supporters of Paphnutius. 

For men such as these, the renunciation of wealth, as well as sex and 

food, marked their withdrawal from human society even more clearly 

than did the movement from city to desert. Antony and his fellow monks 

do not leave communal life behind: they create a new 'commonwealth' 

(7TOA*T«UX) in the desert (VA 14; 865b). T h e distinguishing feature of this 

commonwealth is that the human personality is no longer centred 

around the bodily needs for sex, food, and possessions, but around the 

virtues of the soul, humility, righteousness, and so on. By renouncing 

sex, food, and wealth, Antony cuts his old ties to human society and 

creates new ones: he forges for himself a new role as spiritual father and 

advocate for the oppressed. Antony's prestige among human beings 

is also a function of a second aspect of his ascetic discipline: his over

coming of the bodily passions, such as lust and greed. Renunciation of 

sex, food, and wealth reorientates the person toward the life of the soul 

and restores a proper relationship between soul and body. 
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's Ep. feu. (cop.) 34 (37- 5-38- 26 Lcf.). 
• Cent. 33. 6 - 7 T. 

Cf. Roldan us, Ckmt tt I'honmc, 310-20, 346. 

The Word, the soul, and the instrumental body 

According to Athanasius, the spiritual goal of the social practices o f 

withdrawal is a proper relationship between the soul and body within the 

individual. Athanasius 1 presentation of the withdrawal theme in his 

second Festal Letter contrasted the 'clamour* and 'troubles 1 (ovAijceic) of 

the world with the 'quietness' o f the solitary life. T h i s quietness enables 

a heightened relationship with God: 'revelations* come only to a 'calm*. 

s o u l . 1 2 5 T h e s e themes shape Athanasius' portrayal of Antony's with

drawal into the desert and to the Inner Mountain in particular. Antony 

flees to the Inner Mountain when 'he saw himself troubled [¿gAoú/icvos] 

by many people and not permitted to withdraw [ái-xywo*7.:] as he 

intended'. Asked by a divine voice why he is fleeing, the monk responds, 

'Because the crowds do not permit m e to be quiet [rjpftitiv], I want to 

ascend to the Upper Thebaid, because of the many troubles [¿xtyoets] 

that happen to m e here and especially because I am asked by them for 

things beyond my power' (VA 49; 913b). Increasingly it is Antony's fame 

and his ability to help people that prevent his withdrawal and quietness: 

for a renowned monk, these are the 'troubles' of the world. Withdrawal 

from these troubles enables quietness of the soul. 

Athanasius succincdy stated the basic problem of the relationship 

between the body and soul in Against the Nations: 'the body is by nature 

mortal; the soul is necessarily immortal since it is unlike the body ' . 1 2 6 As 

long as the original human beings kept their 'mobile' soul fixed on the 

Word o f God and did not turn toward the needs and desires o f the body, 

the soul remained free of the corruption and death inherent in the body. 

But when people turned away from contemplation of God , a funda

mental disordering of the soul -body relationship followed: the soul 

became mired in the pleasures and desires of the body, oppressed by fear 

o f death, and subject to moral corruption. When the Word o f God 

assumed a human body and perfectly guided it, he divinized this body 

and made it incorruptible; through their 'kinship of the flesh* to the 

Word's body, individual human beings can restore a proper relationship 

between their own body and soul and thus live a virtuous life. In the Life 

of Antony, Athanasius presents a paradigmatic instance of a human being 

performing this very process of reordering; 1 2 7 in chapter 20 he translates 

his picture of idealized humanity in Against the Nations into a pro
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gramme for ascetic discipline. In the earlier apologetic work, Athanasius 
described the original h u m a n beings as created after the image o f God , 
able to contemplate the W o r d through their 'likeness* to him as long 
as they kept their soul 'pure* and their mind fixed on 'divine and 
intelligible things in heaven' and not on the sensible realm of bodies. 
T h e task of the original humans was to persevere: their fall resulted from 
their failure to do so , their turn to lower things; it was an act of 'negli
gence', 'hesitation', and 'forgetting'. 1 2* In the Life Athanasius presents 
the ascetic life in similar terms: the monk must persevere and not 'turn 
back* as L o f s wife did. ' T h i s turning back', he explains, 'is nothing 
other than to feel regret and to think once again o f worldly things.' T h e 
ascetic life is a holding pattern, the preservation o f the soul in its 
'natural* condition: 'Virtue exists when the soul retains its rational 
faculty [ T O voepov] in i ts natural state'. Since the soul was created 
'beautiful and very upright' , virtue requires only the will to persevere: 

For the soul is straight when its rational faculty is in its natural state, as it was 
created. .Again, should it turn aside and come into a distortion of its natural state, 
this is called evil of the soul. Therefore, the task is not difficult. If we remain as 
we are, we are in virtue, but if we think about base things, we are condemned as 
evil. Therefore, if the task had to be procured from without, it would truly be 
difficult, but since it is within us, let us guard ourselves against filthy thoughts. 
And having received it as a deposit, let us preserve it unto the Lord, so that he 
might recognize his creation as it was when he made it (VA 2 0 ; 8 7 2 0 - 3 ^ . 

T h e monk's task, then, i s t o keep the soul, or more precisely the soul's 
'rational faculty', orientated in the right direction, in attention to the 
Lord and away from the pleasures o f the body, in control of the body's 
passions rather than overwhelmed by them. T h i s programme is based 
solidly on the Christian story that Athanasius articulated in his more 
general works. 

T h i s understanding o f the monk's task provides the spiritual context 
for Antony's neglect of the body, the social functions of which we have 
already examined. Antony's asceticism does not arise from hatred o f the 
body, nor does it seek to free the soul from its embodied condition; for 
Athanasius, to be human is to be embodied. Rather, Antony seeks to 
subject the body to the soul , to reorientate his priorities by turning his 
attention away from his body and toward his soul. T h e souPs 'rational 
faculty'' is the object of these efforts: preservation of it in its natural state 
is Antony's goal (VA 2 0 ) , and it appears as an object o f Antony's ( c o n -
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sideration' at crucial moments of bodily temptation (VA 5,45). At these 
moments of temptation, Antony avoids what Athanasius considered the 
fatal mistake of the immoral and idolatrous pagans, who, 'if they had 
considered the rational faculty of their soul [iXoyitovro -Hjc iavrutv 
i/ivxrjs rov vow], would not have fallen headfirst into these [immoral 
acts] and denied the true God, the Father of Christ 1 . 1 2 9 T o 'consider 
one's rational faculty* is to keep it in its proper place and orientation: 
between God and the body, submitted to God, in control of the body. 

This task requires a certain balance between the soul's unity with the 
body, understood as enslavement, and its distance from the body, under
stood as death. The debilitating effects of young Antony's original ascetic 
regime find their scriptural justification in Paul's words, 'When I am 
weak, then I am strong' (2 Cor. 12:10), which Antony takes to mean that 
'the soul's intensity is strong when the body's pleasures are weak' (K4 7; 
853a). Here it is not the body and soul that are played off against each 
other; rather, 'the soul's intensity'' thrives in inverse proportion to the 
strength of'the body's pleasures*. The human being is a closed system of 
energy; the ascetic's goal is to redirect his limited supply of energy to the 
soul, not by weakening the body itself, but by weakening its 'pleasures*. 
As we have seen, Antony's embarrassment at eating reflects this goal as 
well: although the body's needs require the monk*s attention, the soul 
should be his first priority'. 'On the whole one should devote oneself to 
the soul and seek its benefit, lest it be dragged down by the body's 
pleasures, instead of the body being enslaved to it' (VA 45; 909).1 5 0 

Ascetic behaviours knit the body and soul together in a relationship 
of enslavement. At the same time, however, the discipline of 
enslaving the body keeps it at a safe distance from the soul, protecting 
the soul from the dangerous movements and desires of the body. The 
metaphor of death expresses this idea. Natural death, Athanasius 
believed, was the complete separation of the soul from the body; ascetic 
death, the distancing of the soul from the body's passions through 
renunciation. 1 3 1 When Antony is spared from natural death in actual 
martyrdom, he resolves to be 'a daily martyr in his conscience* and 
practises ascetic death in an 'even more intense discipline' of bodily 
neglect, by which he separates his faculties of attention from the body's 
needs, 'until his [natural] death' (VA 47; 912). The result is that, instead 
of the soul being enslaved to the body's 'fears, terrors, pleasure, and 

™ Ibid. 26. 23-6 T. 
Cf. Roldanus, Christ et t'homme, 303-4. 

U l Natural death: Cent. 3. 20-30; 33. 10-12 T.; Mar. et vat. 6. 13-15 D. Ascetic death: 
Ep.fest. (syr.) 7. 2-3 (8V 6-Q*. 4 C ) . See Ch. 3. 
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thoughts of death', 1 3 2 the body is enslaved to the soul, itself now under 
the full guidance of the Word. 

Athanasius depicts Antony as someone whose soul both is guided by 
the Word of God and guides the body: as a result, Antony's body enjoys 
a certain freedom from corruption, and he is able to benefit other 
people. 1 5 3 Antony's emergence from the tomb in chapter 14 forms the 
paradigmatic presentation of these themes. The onlookers are 'amazed to 
see that his body possessed the same condition, being neither fat from 
lack of exercise nor withered from fasting and fighting with demons, for 
it was such as they had known it before his withdrawal'. Antony's body 
has seemingly become immune not only to the effects of debilitating 
ascetic acts, but also to the natural corruption of twenty years of ageing. 
This condition is due to the balanced state of his soul, which has 
regained the purity of original humanity: 

The disposition o f his soul was pure again, for it was neither contracted by 
distress, nor dissipated by pleasure, nor constrained by levity or dejection. For 
when he saw the crowd, he was not disturbed, nor did he rejoice to be greeted by 
so many people. Rather, he was wholly balanced [too?], as if navigated by the 
Word [VTTO TOW Aoyov KvfUpvaip*vos] and existing in bis natural state (VA 14; 
864C-5a). 

Antony is the ideal Athanasian human being. Athanasius told the 
Alexandrian virgins that Mary had kept 'the disposition of her soul 
balanced [IIJHKJ] and doubly increasing*:134 here Antony is 'wholly 
balanced', with a 'pure disposition of the soul*. Athanasius told the 
Christians of Egypt that the person sailing on the stormy sea of this life 
'enters into rest when the Word is navigating*:135 here Antony emerges 
'as if navigated by the Word'. Athanasius has Antony tell the monks that 
the goal of the ascetic life is to preserve the soul in its 'natural state' of 
virtue (VA 20): here Antony appears 'in his natural state*. It has long 
been recognized that this picture of Antony resembles that of Pythagoras 
in biographies of that sage by Porphyry and Iamblichus, 1 3 6 but the 
central themes of Athanasius' presentation derive from his own theo
logy. 1 3 7 E\'en the two words that describe Antony as he emerges from the 
tomb, 'initiated into the mysteries' (ft€/xuoTaycoyn^6'o?) and 'filled with 

»* Cm. 3. 22-31 T . 
m Cf. Alvyn Pettersen, 'Athanasius' Presentation of Antony of the Desert's Admiration 

for his Body', SP 21 (1987), 438-47. 
m Ep. virg. 1 .13 (78- 8-9 Left. 
m Ep.ftst. (syr.) 19.7 (45". 0-12 C). 
°* Richard Reitzenstein, Des Athanasius Werk uber das Leben da Antonius (Heidelberg, 

1914), 13-19, 39-41. 1 5 7 Roldanus, Christ et Vhomsne, 307-9. 
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God' (8eo^>opovy.€vos\ have roots in Athanasius* piety. As for the first, 
Athanasius calls the Eucharist a 'mystery': the bishop who leads it 
'celebrates the mysteries* (pvoray<x>y€iv).m T h e second term, 'filled with 
God' , Athanasius uses elsewhere to describe ideal Christians, those 
whose 'perfection shows that [God's] Word has sojourned among 
t h e m ' . 1 3 9 For Athanasius, then, these terms do not characterize Antony 
as a general 'holy man'; rather, they designate him as the quintessential 
Christian, a person shaped by a particular relationship to the Word of 
God. Antony's soul has recovered its likeness to the Word and, as a 
result, has regained proper control over the body. T h i s restored relation
ship between body and soul appears in the body itself as an immunity to 
corruption and an ability to be beneficial to other embodied humans. 
Antony's body anticipates the ^corrupt ion to be acquired fully in the 
resurrection, which Antony understands to be the reunion of the soul 
with a n o w 'incorruptible' body (VA 16,91; 868b, 972b). But Antony has 
not yet reached a state 'without passions' (awa^eta), a term that does not 
appear in the Life, because he remains engaged in the ascetic struggle for 
virtue, renewed dai ly . 1 4 0 

T h e social aspect of ascetic practice returns in that Athanasius makes 
Antony's ability to help others the direct result of the monk's restored 
body-soul relationship: 'Therefore, the Lord healed many of the 
suffering bodies o f those present through him, and he cleansed others of 
demons. H e gave Antony grace in speaking, so that h e comforted 
many who were grieved and reconciled into friendship others who were 
quarrelling' (VA 14; 865a). Athanasius awkwardly phrases his descrip
tion o f the healings so as to make 'the suffering bodies' of other people 
the objects of the Word's help. Antony's benefit to others is twofold: the 
boddy help o f healings and exorcisms, and the psychological help of 
exhortation and reconciliation, both of which result from the Word's 
guidance of his soul and his soul's guidance o f his body. T w o additional 
passages exhibit the same nexus of ideas: the purity of Antony's 
soul shines forth in his body, and he is able to benefit others. For 
example, persons who want help from Antony but have never met him 
immediately recognize the great monk in a crowd: 'From the joy o f his 
soul he possessed a cheerful face, and from the movements [KtvrjfuiTa] o f 
his body one perceived and understood the state of his soul'. Rare indeed 
is the passage in Athanasius where the body's 'movements' are positive 

, a ApoL sec, 17. 4 (100. 7 Op.). 
M AT. 3. 23 {PC 26. 372); Gregg and Groh, Early Arianism, 147. 
m Roldanus, 'Vita Anionii aJs Spiegel', 201—3. 
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1 4 1 Frances M. Young, *A Reconsideration of Alexandrian Christology\_7£/7 22 (197O1 
103-14, at 113-14; Roldanus, Christ et Vhommc, 328. 

>« if, virg. 1. 43 (94. 25-8 Lef.). 

expressions of a well-ordered personality rather than disturbing forces 
that must be controlled. Here Antony's body becomes a beacon that 
draws people to him: people 'ran to him as if dragged by his eyes' (VA 
67; 940a). T h e social character o f Antony's proper body-soul relation
ship appears once again at the end o f the Life, where Antony's 'stable 
[Taos] zeal for the discipline' is manifest both in the healthy condition of 
his body (he has not even lost a tooth) and in his fame (VA 93; 973). 
T h e emphasis i n Athanasius* spirituality on the embodied and social 
character of the Christian life finds its narrative expression in Antony's 
bodily incorruption and ability to help others. Within Athanasius' theo
logical system, Antony's condition resembles the total receptivity o f 
Jesus' human nature to the power of the indwelling Word: just as the 
Word used his assumed body as an 'instrument' in the incarnation to the 
benefit of humanity, so too the Word now uses Antony's body as his 
instrument to the benefit o f those around the m o n k . 1 4 1 

T h e Word of G o d remains at the centre o f Athanasius' theology, 
no matter what form it takes: even his biography of Antony is not 
so much the story o f Antony as it is the story o f the Word's work 
through Antony. If the regime of ascetic death is meant to annihilate 
the self denned by the world, then Antony dies by absorbing his self 
into the Word: ' N o t I, but the grace o f God that is with me' (1 Cor. 5; 
10; VA 5; 849a). According to Athanasius' controlling myth of ascent, 
the Word's victory on the cross enables Antony to ascend past the 
frightening demons and to live courageously in the face of death. By 
renouncing sex, food, and wealth, Antony withdraws from the world but 
creates a new civic life o f virtue and justice. H e also subjects his body-
to his Word-guided soul and thereby becomes the conduit for the 
Word's bodily benefits to others. According to Athanasius, Bishop 
Alexander told a group o f Alexandrian virgins that the incarnation o f the 
Word made it possible for them 'to be joined to h i m and cling to him. 
When the Lord bore the body o f humanity, the body became acceptable 
to the Word . ' 1 4 2 Antony is the supreme example of this Athanasian 
doctrine. 
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THE DEFINITION OF ASCETIC AUTHORITY 

In his ascetic writings Athanasius promoted not only a certain 
spirituality, the mythical 'way u p 1 to heaven, but also a certain politics, 
the Athanasian Church. This political agenda involved convincing 
ascetics of their connection to the wider Church and consolidating 
church life around the episcopate and its emerging system of parishes. 
T h e alternative views of Antony current in fourth-century Egypt either 
highlighted divisions in the Egyptian Church, as the Coptic Life of 
Pachomius did, or gave Antony an authority that might compete with 
that o f the bishops, as the letters o f Serapion and Antony himself did. 
T h e Life of Antony contributes to Athanasius' ecclesiastical programme 
in two ways. First, Athanasius defines Antony's relation to other modes 
of authority in the Egyptian Church: Antony is obedient to the Church's 
clergy, ambivalent towards imperial officials, and allied with the 
Athanasian episcopate; his ascetic vocation is not a private one, but 
arises in the context of the parish church. Secondly, Athanasius defines 
Antony's authority in his own terms. T h e bishop's depiction of Antony 
as an unwilling patron and visionary, whose powers belong to Christ, 
contributes to this definition. Athanasius also undermines the picture of 
Antony as a teacher of wisdom by claiming that Antony was unlearned 
and used philosophy only to show philosophy's impotence. Antony's 
authority, as Athanasius views it, is moral; it resides in his entire way of 
life, which constitutes a model for others to imitate. By writing the Life 
of Antony, Athanasius hopes to contribute to the formation o f a Christian 
TToAireia by fostering an ethic of imitation that reflects his o w n pro
gramme of self-formation through imitation o f the saints. 

Church and empire 

Athanasius describes Antony's discipline as grounded in the parish 
church and its canon o f Scripture. Pachomius received his calls to the 
ascetic life and to the founding of the federation when he was alone, 
through dreams and heavenly voices. 1 * 3 Antony's call to take up the 
ascetic life, however, is not a private summons , but one issued to all 
Christians in the public services of the Church. Both stages in Antony's 
divestment of his wealth follow a public reading of the Gospel in church, 

M 1 VP 5, 12; S. Bo. 8, 12. 
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where Antony went 'customarily'. Antony interprets the reading of 
Matt. 19: 21 as taking place 'on his account*, but Athanasius makes 
clear that it is Antony's peculiar state o f mind, his consideration of the 
poverty of the original aposdcs, that prepares him to receive the public 
reading in such a radical fashion: 'Thinking these things, he entered the 
church' (VA 2—3; 841*0-43). In the early portion o f Antony's ascetic 
career, when he lives among the 'zealous m e n ' at the edge of his village, 
Antony continues to attend church and is particularly attentive to the 
Scripture readings, which he memorizes (VA 3; 845a). 

As Antony's withdrawal from the settled land becomes more complete 
and his stature grows, he remains connected to the Athanasian episco
pate, which Athanasius makes the inheritor of Antony's spiritual legacy. 
In general, Antony adheres to 'the order of the Church' and shows the 
proper respect to 'bishops and priests'. Athanasius describes a division of 
labour between monk and clergy that gives to each his sphere o f 
authority: Antony is the authority in matters of spiritual development, 
the clergy in liturgical and ecclesiastical affairs (VA 67; 937c). Antony 
gives his loyalty not to just any bishops, but only to those allied with 
Athanasius; the invitation to visit Alexandria comes from the partisans o f 
Athanasius in the city: 'the bishops and all the brothers* (VA 69; 941a). 
T h e confidant with whom Antonv shares his most sensitive visions is 
Bishop Serapion o f ' Ihm u is. one o f Athanasius* most important allies in 
the Egyptian Church (VA 82; 957a). It is to these two bishops, 
Athanasius and Serapion, that Antony entrusts the mantle o f his 
authority. ' T o Bishop Athanasius', the dying Antony tells his c o m 
panions, 'give the one sheepskin and the garment on which I lie, which 
he gave to me new, but which has grown old with me. And to Bishop 
Serapion give the other sheepskin, and you keep the hairshirt' (VA 91; 
972b). Because the monk's body lies hidden forever, Athanasius and 
Serapion possess the only relics o f this saint: 'Seeing them [the sheep
skins] is like gazing on Antony, and wearing them is like bearing his 
exhortations with joy' (VA 92; 973a). Without a body there can be no 
cult of Antony, no centre of holy power apart from the parish altars, no 
access to Antony apart from this biography. Later in his career 
Athanasius vigorously condemned cults that grew up around the bodies 
of martjTs, especially those which had been removed from 'the 
cemeteries of the catholic Church*. 1 4 4 Here Antony's body cannot serve 
as the focus for such a non-catholic cult; rather, two catholic bishops, 
Athanasius and Serapion, take up Antony's spiritual legacy as twin 

'** Ep.fest. (cop.) 41 (62. 31-2 Lef). 
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Eiishas to his Elijah (cf. 2 Kgs. 2: 12-14). 1 4 3 By writing the Life of 
Antony, perhaps assisted by Serapion, Athanasius lays claim to that 
legacy and makes . i t his own: Antony's allegiance to the Athanasian 
episcopate becomes permanent. 

T h i s connection between Antony and the Athanasian party precludes 
any fellowship between Antony and Athanasius' opponents: Antony has 
no dealings with Arians, Melitians, or any other 'heretics'. W e have seen 
in Chapter 2 how specific elements in the Life, such as Antony's refusal 
to share hospitality with heretics, dovetail with arguments that 
Athanasius made in his anti-Arian correspondence with monks during 
his third exile (356-62). In this way Athanasius sought t o remove linger
ing suspicions that Antony was an Arian, rumours that Athanasius 
acknowledges, or that he had fellowship with Melitian Christians, as the 
Coptic Life of Pachomius intimated. Antony's final anti-Arian vision, 
recounted to Bishop Serapion, depicts the Arian heresy as a senseless, 
irrational attack on the cult achninistered by the Athanasian episcopate: 
' M y altar will be desecrated', a voice explains. Antony goes on to say that 
the Arian doctrine 'is the teaching \htZaoKaXla\ not o f the aposdes, but 
o f the demons and their father the devil 1 . Athanasius makes clear that 
this vision refers t o the events o f 356, when the imperial government 
took the church buildings in Alexandria from his control and delivered 
them to his opponents (VA 82; 9570-600). 

Athanasius' frequendy unhappy experiences with imperial authorities 
give an ambivalent tone to Antony's interactions with representatives of 
the empire. Important officials seek and receive Antony's help: military 
officers, judges, dukes, counts (VA 48, 61, 84-85). O n e of these, Count 
Archelaus, may be more than a case o f name-dropping since an 
'Archelaus' was among Athanasius' most fervent supporters during his 
troubles in the early 330s (VA 61; 932a).1*6 Imperial notables less c o n 
sistent in their support for the Athanasian cause receive rebukes from 
Antony. T h e monk sends the general Balacius, an infamous enemy of 
Athanasian Christians, a threatening letter referring ominously to 'God's 
judgement'; not much later Balacius dies in a freak accident (VA 86; 
964). T h e emperors Constantine, Constantius, and Cons tans, notori
ously fickle in their affections for Athanasius, at first do not receive any 
reply at all to their letters to Antony: an emperor is just 'a human being', 

1 4 5 Brennan, 'Athanasius' Vita Antoni?, 223-4. 
m An Athanasian partisan named Archelaus was arrested for his anu-Mcb'tian activities 

in the early 330s (P. LontL 1914. 32-S Bell); a "Count Archebus' reportedly aided 
Athanasius at the Synod of Tyre in 335 ( S o t H.e. 1. 20; Ruf. H.e. 1. 16-17); see Bell, Jem 
ana" Christians, 66-7. 
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the monk says. But when pressed by his colleagues, Antony writes to the 
emperors that they should worship Christ, remember the coming judge
ment, know that Christ is 'the only true and eternal emperor*, and treat 
the poor justly. T h e emperors, Athanasius tells us, 'rejoiced' to receive 
such a reply (VA 81; Q56b-7a). Antony treats persons of power with the 
studied indifference of one who has renounced the status claims of 
human society. T o Antony they are just 'human beings' who must be 
reminded of their subservience to their king, Christ. Antony's 'cool, yet 
respectful* treatment of the emperors may reflect Athanasius* changing 
attitudes toward Constantius during the third exile, from the praise in 
the Defence before Constantius (early 357), to the reserved attitude of the 
Defence of His Flight (late 357), and finally to the hostility of the History 
of the Arians (late 358) . 1 4 7 

The reluctant patron and visionary 

Athanasius' depiction of Antony's relations with sources of imperial and 
ecclesiastical power in Egypt is accompanied by his careful definition of 
Antony's own authority. We have seen two ways that lay Egyptian 
Christians understood Antony: as a spiritual patron and as a teacher of 
wisdom. I turn first to the role of patron. Most scholars assume that 
Athanasius began his work on the Life with a biography of the monk that 
stressed his miraculous powers or, as I do, that Athanasius was familiar 
with the amazing abilities of monks like Paphnutius and the tendency to 
attribute these abilities to the monks' ascetic accomplishments. Because 
the Life emphasizes that Antony's powers are the work of Christ, it has 
become customary to speak of a 'christological corrective* at work in 
Athanasius' depiction of Antony as miracle-worker.1 4 5 There is indeed a 
fundamental problem here: the apparent disjunction between the 
portrayal of Antony as a model of the virtuous life, someone to be 
emulated by all Christians, and the depiction of Antony as a miracle-
working patron of other Christians.1*9 On the one hand, Athanasius does 
not really resolve this tension: both Athanasius' theology and the 
phenomenon of Antony stand at a transitional moment in Christian 
theology, as it begins to turn from a theology emphasizing human free-

1 4 7 L. \V. Barnard, 'The Date of S. Ailurus!^" VitaAntoniP, ^28(1974) , 160-75; but 
see the criticisms of B. R. Brcnnan, 'Dating Athanasius' Vila AnloniC, VC 30 (1976), 52-4. 

, 4* Gregg and Groh. Early Ananism, 145; Tetz, 'Athanasius und die Vila", 26-7; 
Roldanus, 'Vila Antonii als Spiegel*, 198. 

I r t Rowan A. Greer, The Fear of Freedom (University Park, Pa., and London, 1989), 
104-7. 
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dom and virtue to one emphasizing divine power and grace. 1 5 0 On the 
other hand, Athanasius does attempt in the Life to assimilate Antony's 
miracle-working to his own system, which both made the incarnation of 
the Word necessary for human salvation and retained an emphasis on the 
exercise of human freedom. In addition to his stress on the Word's 
guidance of Antony's soul that we saw above, the bishop tries to accom
plish this assimilation in three ways: by de-emphasizing Antony's agency 
in his miracles, by showing that Antony's visionary powers result from 
the purity of his soul, and by making Antony reluctant to perform a 
public role, which God none the less forces on him. 

When Antony emerges from the tomb with his soul guided by the 
Word and guiding his body, he is given two gifts: the ability to heal 
suffering bodies, and graceful speech (VA 14; 865a), which are signs of 
Christ's power and his victory over the devil. Antony's speech inspires 
others to take up the monastic life, comforts the afflicted, and impresses 
visiting philosophers (VA 14-15, 56, 73). Antony heals people, but 
Athanasius makes absolutely clear that Antony's miraculous cures and 
his exorcisms are all the work of God and Christ (VA 37, 48, 56, 58, 62, 
65, 84). The following scene is typical. A man whose daughter is 
possessed by a demon knocks continuously on Antony's door 

He [Antony] would not open, but he peeped out and said, 'Man, why do you 
cry out to me? I am a human being as you are. If you believe in Christ, whom I 
serve, go away, and as you believe, pray to God, and it will be.* Therefore, he 
immediately believed, called upon Christ, and departed, having his daughter 
cleansed from the demon. The Lord did many other things through him, the 
Lord who says, 'Ask, and it will be given to you' [Luke 11: 9]. For many 
suffering people, when he did not open the door, would simply lie down outside 
the monastic cell, and because they believed and prayed sincerely, they were 
cleansed (VA 48; 913a). 

As he does elsewhere in the Life (VA 57, 63-4; 925b, 933), Athanasius 
uses the passive voice to de-emphasize Antony's agency in such healings: 
people 'were cleansed'; the reason for their healing is not Antony, but 
their own faith and prayer. Athanasius is willing to understand Antony's 
prayer as efficacious, but only in its solidarity with others, and even then, 
it is not always successful (VA 56; 925a). Antony's ability to perform 
exorcisms as well derives not from himself, but from Christ's victory: the 
monk uses verses from the Bible to drive the demons away (VA 6, 13, 37, 
39), just as Athanasius advised Marcellinus to do. Antony's miraculous 

Sec Greer, Fear of Freedom, csp. 147-9, 178-9-
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powers are not his own, but are the achievements of Christ working 
through Antony; they are a function either of the Word's direction of 
Antony or of the faith of the people inspired by Antony. 

We have seen one area in which Athanasius was willing to see a more 
direct relationship between an ascetic's efforts and his special powers: 
the ability to see into the future and to receive divine revelations. 
Athanasius believed that the person who successfully withdrew from the 
mass of sinful society became 'a friend of God' who received divine 
'revelations'.1 5 1 Moses, Elijah. Elisha, and Daniel were Athanasius' 
favourite examples of persons who, through ascetic discipline, rendered 
themselves worthy of divine revelations. On the one hand, such figures 
merely actualized a potentiality in every human soul: 

For the sleep of the saints possesses contemplation of better things, and while 
their body is lying still on earth, the mind travels through outer places and flies 
up from the earth to the heavens. For the great prophet Elisha, while he was 
bodily lying on the mountain, followed Gehazi with his mind [cf. 4 Kgs. 5: 26], 
and the holy Daniel, while sleeping in body, was awake in mind, seeing those 
great and divine visions [cf. Dan. 7: i ] . i n 

Here Elisha and Daniel seem to exercise powers that Athanasius believed 
were available to everyone who possesses a 'rational soul, by which 
humanity considers and understands what surpasses it ' . 1 5 3 On the other 
hand, there appear to be visionary powers that belong only to those who 
perform extraordinary ascetic disciplines, such as prolonged fasting: 

That great man Moses, when fasting, conversed with God and received die Law. 
The great and holy Elijah, when fasting, was thought worthy of divine visions, 
and at last he was taken up like him who ascended into heaven. And Daniel, 
when fasting, although he was a very young man, was entrusted with the 
mystery, and he alone understood the secret things of the king, and was thought 
worthy of divine visions. . . . And generally each one of the saints has been 
thought worthy of similar transcendent nourishment.1** 

In these discussions Athanasius has in mind two different, but related 
visionary powers: to see earthly things beyond normal ability (Elisha 
seeing Gehazi travelling, Daniel knowing the king's secrets), and to see 

, n Isaac 'withdrew from the clamour of the crowds to converse with God1; Jacob, 'who 
was great in discipline [aamjois], was made worthy of the revelation of higher things only 
because he went forth and became alone by fleeing from Esau in his temptations'; Ep. fat. 
(cop.) 24 {38. 2-16 Lef.). 

i a Mor. et vat. 6 (7. 10-16 D.). 
W Gent. 31. 43-4 T.; cf. 31. 37-43; 33. 21-35 T. 
IH Ep.fest. (syr.) 1. 6 <i6. 10-24; 17- 7-8 C). 
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m Gent. 2. 32-3 T.; cf. 2. 21-7 T.; Inc. 57. 7-16 T. 

heavenly things (divine revelations or visions). Antony will display both 
o f these powers. T h e s e visionary abilities have their basis in Athanasius' 
theology, which linked moral purity with knowledge of God , depicted in 
visionary terms: 'Purity of the soul is sufficient to behold God as in a 
mirror.* 1 5 5 In Athanasius' view, exemplary figures like Elijah, Elisha, 
and Daniel received special visionary powers on the basis of their excep
tional moral purity, but they actualized an ability potential in every 
person. 

Antony joins these figures from the Hebrew Bible as an exemplary 
rccipient of divine visionary powers. Just as Elisha could see Gehazi 
travelling, so Antony possesses the ability to see earthly matters that he 
should not be able to see. T h e stories in chapters 58-61 depict Antony 
seeing or knowing about things happening elsewhere: for example, he 
sees Ammoun's death and two travellers on their way to him. Athanasius 
summarizes these incidents: ' T o Antony this alone was miraculous: that 
as he sat on the mountain, he had his heart being sober and the Lord 
showing to him what was far away' (VA 59; 929a). With respect to the 
power of prophecy, Antony exhibits caution. It is possibly demonic, and 
Antony explains how demons, by means of their attenuated bodies and 
long experience, can report things before they happen (VA 31-3). In 
general, Antony declares that prophetic gifts are not a reliable indicator 
of moral achievement (VA 33; 893a). Still, although someone should not 
undertake the ascetic discipline in the hope of receiving the gift of 
prophecy, such divine favour may be a by-product of the virtuous life: 

Therefore, it is not fitting to make much of these things, nor to practise the 
discipline and to labour for their sake, so that we might know the future, but 
rather so that we might please God by conducting ourselves rightly. Thus, it is 
necessary to pray, not so that we might know the future, nor so that we might ask 
for this as the wages of the discipline, but so that die Lord might be our co
worker for the victor)* over the devil. But if at one time we are concerned about 
knowing the future, let us be pure in thought. For I believe that when the soul is 
thoroughly pure and in its natural state, it becomes capable of clear sight and is 
able to see more and farther than the demons, because it has the Lord revealing 
things to it. Such was the soul of Elisha as it saw what was happening with 
Gehazi and saw the powers standing near it (VA 34; 893). 

This is precisely Athanasius' teaching: although it would be unseemly to 
ask for such a thing, purity of the soul, achieved through asceticism, can 
lead to clear sight and to the reception of revelations from God, as the 



252 Li fe of Antony; Spirituality and Politics 

example of Elisha demonstrates. Other Egyptian Christians shared 
Athanasius' view on this matter: one o f Paphnutius' correspondents 
declared that 'revelations* belonged to 'ascetics' and 'worshippers'. 1 5 * 

Athanasius makes Antony a paradigm for how monks like Paphnutius 
should handle these vis ions . 1 5 7 N o t only should they take no pride in 
their revelations (their ethical life is the only basis for judgement), but 
they should share them only when they would benefit o thers . 1 5 8 One 
such benefit would be leading people to the ascetic life: 'They might 
learn of the good fruit of the discipline and that visions often come as 
relief for the labours* (VA 66; 937b). Another good reason to reveal a 
vision is if it would promote Athanasius' campaign against the Arians 
(VA 82). Athanasius walks a fine line here. On the one hand, he distrusts 
visions as potentially demonic, insists that they are not an accurate 
measure of virtue, and asserts that they should only be shared under 
exceptional circumstances. On the other hand, he believes that a moral 
life of purity could be rewarded with visions and revelations from God , 
and the Life reflects this conviction. T h e bishop, then, acknowledges and 
respects the visionary powers of monks like Paphnutius, but he is eager 
to depict them both as the result o f the life o f virtue and as potentially 
dangerous. T h e Life is simultaneously an endorsement and a warning 
about monastic visionaries. 

T h i s ambivalence about monastic power also appears in Athanasius' 
general portrayal of Antony as a reluctant patron: like his miraculous 
deeds, Antony's fame is the result not of his own efforts, but of God's 
work. Athanasius frames Antony's public career with God's promise to 
make him known throughout the world. When Antony successfully 
struggles against the demons in the tomb, the divine voice tells him, *I 
will be your helper and make you famous everywhere' (VA 10; 860a). At 
the end of the book, Athanasius describes Antony's fame as the redemp
tion by God of this earlier promise, not as something that Antony him
se l f sought or created (VA 93; 973b). Moreover, God makes Antony and 
monks like him known precisely in order for them to serve as models for 
other Christians: 'For although they do their work secredy and want to 
escape notice, yet the Lord shows them forth like lamps to all people, so 
that even those who hear about them may know that the commandments 

m P. Lond. 1926. 9-10 Bell. m Williams, 'Domestication1, 32-4. 
l M 'He was not willing to announce these things, but he spent much time in prayer and 

marvelled to himself. But when those with him asked and troubled him, he was forced to 
speak, like a father who is unable to hide things from his children. But he reckoned that his 
own conscience was pure and that the recounting might be beneficial to them' (VA 66; 
937*>). 
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can lead to reformation and may receive zeal for the way (oSbY) to virtue* 
(VA 93; 973c). Here God's work conveniently dovetails with Athanasius' 
writing of the Life to make Antony available as a model for other monks. 
T h i s statement also reveals Athanasius' desire to subsume the monk's 
power and fame to the quest for virtue: the ideal monk will try to remain 
hidden and will not seek fame, but God might make him known to other 
people, not so that they can admire his miraculous deeds, but so that 
they can emulate his 'way to virtue'. Even Antony's desire to be buried 
where no one can find his body indicates his reluctance to be the centre 
of attention (VA 90-2). By portraying Antony as reluctant to be a lead
ing figure in human society and his fame as the result of God's work 
alone, Athanasius is able both to acknowledge the prestige and authority 
of monks like Antony and Paphnutius and to criticize this new monastic 
role. At the same rime Athanasius keeps Antony firmly placed within the 
wider Christian community by making his virtuous example the reason 
for his fame. 

By attributing Antony's miraculous powers to Christ, Athanasius 
hoped to assimilate the monk's patronal role to his o w n Christ-centred 
spirituality; and by attributing Antony's fame to God, the bishop tried to 
subordinate the monk's public role as benefactor to his exemplary role as 
a model for the virtuous life. T h e s e attempts are not totally successful 
because Athanasius' own thought had tendencies that supported the 
View of the monk as particularly connected to divine powers. Athanasius 
believed that persons who achieved a superior level of moral purity 
through ascetic renunciation received special visionary powers from 
God , and so he portrayed Antony. In general, however, the bishop 
depicts Antony's abilities to heal, to exorcize, and to prophesy as 
functions of his superior appropriation of Christ's victory over the devil 
and the bodily passions, an appropriation possible for all Christians. 
Antony's authority, then, is primarily that of a model to be imitated. 

Imitation and the turn from philosophy to ethics 

Athanasius* presentation of Antony as uneducated yet able to converse 
with philosophers on weighty issues has constituted a historical puzzle to 
later readers. Was Antony illiterate or merely not trained in the more 
advanced subjects of rhetoric and philosophy? Either way, h o w could he 
have argued in so sophisticated a manner with reputable philosophers? 
Did he know Greek or only Coptic? H o w is the evidence o f the Life to be 
reconciled with the philosophical sophistication that Antony's letters 
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display? And so on. What gets lost in these questions is the central issue 
of what purposes Athanasius had in portraying Antony as both 
unlearned and wise. The motif of Antony's unschooled wisdom arises 
from Athanasius' suspicion of academic Christianity: the understanding 
of Christianity as a philosophy, centred around the study of ancient 
writings under the guidance of an academically trained teacher. The 
letters attributed to Antony presented the monk as such a teacher of 
wisdom, someone familiar with Platonic philosophy and wise in the 
knowledge of God and self. In the Life, Athanasius undermines this view 
of Antony by depicting him as unlearned and by suggesting that there 
may be something demonic in philosophical speculation. Antony's 
knowledge does not come from study in a schoolroom, but directly from 
God. Christianity appears not as a philosophy, but as an ethical way of 
life that flows from Christ's victory in the cross. 1' 9 Antony is therefore 
not a philosopher to learn from, but a model to imitate. 

Antony's antipathy for organized education appears in chapter one. 
The young Antony practises an ascetic life even before he has reached 
his eighteenth birthday: 

As a child [-aidi'oi ]. he lived with his parents, knowing nothing other than them 
and their house. When he grew to become a boy [raft] and was advanced in age, 
he did not endure the learning of letters [ypanpara poAiftQ, desiring to be 
removed even from the companionship of other boys. All his desire was, as it is 
written about Jacob [cf. Gen. 25: 27] , to live in his house as a natural person 
[anXaaros]. He went to church with his parents. As a boy, be was not remiss; nor 
when he was advanced in age, did he show contempt. Rather, he was obedient to 
his parents, and by paying attention to the readings, he preserved in himself the 
profit deriving from them. Although as a boy he lived in moderate wealth, he did 
not trouble his parents for diverse and expensive feasting [ T O O C ^ I , nor did 
he seek pleasure from such. He was happy with what he found, and asked for 
nothing more (VA 1; 8 4 1 ) . 

Here the young Antony lives in a manner that exactly matches the 
lifestyle of the young Mary* as Athanasius described it in his first Letter 
to Virgins: he remains secluded in his home as much as possible, is 
obedient to his parents, attends church with them and pays attention to 
the readings that he hears there, eats simple food in moderate amounts, 
and avoids inte/Jectual training. 1 6 0 This last motif performs two 
functions. First, it marks an early phase of Antony's renunciation of his 
role in human society. As Athanasius presents it, Antony's antipathy for 

l * Cf. Roldanus, Chnsl tl t'hommt, 320-30. 

«• £>. virg. 1. 13-13 {77. 35-00. 33 Let). 
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schooling does not appear when he is very young, but only when he 
is 'advanced in age': thus, the young man's failure to 'learn letters 
[grammata]1 does not represent his total illiteracy, but his unwillingness 
to receive the secondary education from a grammatikos that a well-to-do 
young man like himself might desire. 1 6 1 Some wealthy parents like 
Antony's in the towns and villages of Upper Egypt even sent their 
adolescent sons to Alexandria for training under a tutor: this practice was 
a means of upward mobility. 1 6 2 Young Antony refuses to take any such 
step. Secondly, lack of education signifies a certain disposition: it denotes 
seclusion, in contrast to 'companionship', and being 'natural' or 
'unformed' (awAaoros), in contrast to the artificiality produced by 
socialization into learned culture. Virtue, Antony claims in chapter 2 0 , is 
the preservation of the soul in its 'natural' condition: here Antony 
remains in an 'unformed' state of innate wisdom, unsullied by the 
ambiguities and conventions of human discourse. This second motif, the 
'unformed' character of Antony's wisdom, continues in the following 
chapters: Antony's response to Scripture, which he hears in the church, 
is direct and intuitive, a simple (but not simple-minded) attempt to do 
what Scripture says, uncomplicated by the learned allegorical exegesis 
that Christian scholars practised (VA 2 - 3 ) . 1 " 

Antony's discourse on the ascetic life builds on this distinction 
between natural wisdom and human philosophizing, with the added 
suggestion of demonic influences in the latter. The discourse begins with 
a familiar Athanasian statement: 'The Scriptures are sufficient for our 
instruction [StSaaraAta]' (VA 1 6 ; 8 6 8 a ) . Antony goes on to condemn the 
demons for using 'tactics and arguments' and mixing 'evil with the truth* 
in their attempts to dissuade monks from the path to virtue. Antony 
warns: 'It is improper for us who have the holy Scriptures and the 
liberation that comes from the Saviour to be taught [SiSaa«€o0ai] by the 
devil, who has not kept his own rank, but has thought [fpoveiv] one 
thing after another.' The demons 'do everything: they speak, they raise a 
clamour, they dissemble, and they confuse, in order to deceive the 
simple' (VA 2 6 ; 8 8 i b - 4 a ) . These charges—the dissembling use of argu
ments, the mixing of truth and falsehood, the constant changes of mind, 

, M Cf. Roger S. Bagnall, Egypt in Late Antiquity (Princeton, NJ, 1003), 00-100. 
'« Lewis, Life in Egypt, 63-4, 82. 
M Surely Athanasius knew that Clement of Alexandria (in Who is the Rich Man that 

WtU Be Saved?) had demonstrated that Man. tg: 21, which inspires Antony to sell what he 
owns and give the proceeds to the poor, did not at all refer to the actual divestment of real 
property, but rather to the removal of the passions. Athanasius has Antony display no 
interest in such subtleties of interpretation. 
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the promotion o f confusion—echo Athanasius' complaints against the 
Christian teachers of his day who, in his opinion, were seeking to seduce 
Alexandrian virgins from their holy life. Here Athanasius suggests, as he 
does elsewhere, that these human intellectual activities are really the 
work of the devil and his demons. Christians should instead rely on the 
Scriptures and Christ's liberation of them from sin and death in the 
cross. T h e y should manifest Christ's victory in lives of virtue, nor 
intellectual achievement . 1 6 4 Antony himself is able to offer this discourse, 
not because he has received teaching from any human being, but because 
he has 'experience' (irtipa) in the ascetic life (VA 39; 900a). Athanasius 
explains that Antony does not need any person to explain things to him 
because his contact with God is direct and unmediated: whenever he was 
'puzzled [airopeu'], it would be revealed to him by the Lord while he 
prayed; the blessed one was, as it is written, "taught by God" 
[&€oSt&aKTosT (VA 66; 936c; cf. 1 Thess . 4: 9). T h e depicdons o f Antony 
as wise by means of experience and instruction from God and o f the 
demons as using methods similar to those of human teachers contribute 
to Athanasius' portrayal of Christianity as a religion of power, not 
merely of human thought, and thereby to his campaign against the 
academic model of Christianity. Athanasius shifts the locus of Antony's 
authority from philosophical speculation to ethical guidance. 

T h e s e themes reach their climax in the confrontations between 
Antony and the 'philosophers' in chapters 72-80.1 6 5 Antony's arguments 
against pagan ideas derive from Athanasius' apologetic works, 1" 1 but the 
larger purpose of these scenes is to contrast as sharply as possible two 
kinds of people: Antony, the man who possesses 'practical wisdom* 
($povtftos), 'ready wit' (ayxiVous), and 'understanding' (avveros) 
although 'without forma! education' (ypati^ara firj u,adwv); and the 
'philosophers* (d\Moo<t>oi) who possess 'education' (ypa^ifiara) and seem 
'wise* (06*^0?) by worldly standards (VA 72, 74; 944b, 946b). T h e 
distinction between 'practical wisdom' (<j>p6vjjais) and 'theoretical or 
contemplative wisdom' (oo^ta) was familiar to educated persons o f the 
ancient world . 1 6 7 In Athanasius' treatment here, it serves to distinguish 

Tor none of us is judged on the basis of what he knows, and no one is blessed 
because he has learned and knows, rather, each of us has the judgement in this: if he has 
preserved the faith and sincerely kept the commandments' (VA 33; 893a). 

1 4 5 Cf. Rousseau, Pathomius, 167-9. 
1 6 6 Dorrics, lVUa Antomi als Geschichtsquelle', 179-80. 
1 6 7 So Synesius of Cyrenc: 'When the intellect is not occupied with things here below, it 

is occupied with God. For philosophy has two parts, contemplation [8ta>pta] and practice 
[wpd&s], and there arc two faculties, one for each part: contemplative wisdom [ coita] and 
practical wisdom [6p6vna^\. The latter requires fortune, but contemplative wisdom is self-
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between Christian faith as something that acts ( 7 7 St' ¿vepyúas TTÍOTIS) 

and all other forms of religion that are merely talk (TJ Siá Xóywv 
awóóVef ¿c) (VA 77; 952a). Athanasius develops this contrast against the 
background not only of Christianity's conflict with pagan culture but 
also of his intra-Christian conflict with academic Christianity. Antony 
shifts the dispute from philosophical speculation to ethics by inviting the 
philosophers, if they consider him to be wise, to 'imitate' (yupLelaBat) his 
way of life and 'become as I am1 (VA 72; 944). He declares that 'the 
person who possesses a healthy mind has no need of education' (VA 73; 

945a). Instead of facility1 in verbal argumentation, what is required of a 
person is a certain 'disposition of the soul' that acquires knowledge of 
God directly and intuitively, 'by faith', and expresses itself in 'action'. 1 6 8 

As he demonstrates the impotence of words in comparison to active 
faith, Antony ironically proves quite clever at the use of words to trap his 
opponents. Here the disingenuous nature of Athanasius' emphasis on 
Antony's simplicity becomes clear. 1 6 9 Athanasius is not interested in the 
realistic depiction of Antony as a simple, illiterate Copt. Rather, the 
bishop seeks to contrast the ascetic discipline of concrete service to God 
with the intellectual life of disputation and theory, and hence not only-
Christianity with the world, but also the Christianity of the Athanasian 
episcopate with the Christianity of the schoolroom. 

Athanasius demonstrates that Antony's natural, unaffected wisdom is 
the result of Athanasius' own brand of Christian faith by showing that 
the 'disposition of the soul' which results in an active faith derives from 
Christ's victory on the cross, the great Athanasian theme. 'The preach
ing of the divine cross' is precisely the point at issue between Antony and 
his philosophical opponents, who 'want to mock' the crucifixion (VA 74; 

945b). Drawing on characteristic Athanasian arguments as well as 
imagery from the Pauline letters, Antony contrasts 'the wisdom of Greek 
words' and 'the power of faith supplied to us by God through Jesus 

sufficient and an activity that acts of itself and cannot be hindered'; Synes. Ep. 103 (178. 
4-9 Garzya). For this reference I am indebted to Wayne A. Meets, 'The Man from 
Heaven in Paul's Letter to the Philiippians', in B. A. Pearson (cd.). The Future of Early 
Christianity (Minneapolis, 1991), 329-36* at 333-

1 4 1 'For faith comes from a disposition of the soul, while dialectic comes from the skill of 
those who devise it. Therefore, those who have the action that comes through faith have no 
need of verbal demonstration or even find it superfluous. For indeed, what we understand 
by faith, you try to construct through words, and often you are not able to express what we 
understand. Thus, the action that comes through faith is better and more secure than your 
sophistic syllogisms' (VA 77; 952a). 

, M Averil Cameron, Christianity and the Rhetoric of Empire (Berkeley, Calif., 1991), 

112-13-
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Christ 1: the former is impotent , while the tetter's strength is manifest in 
the decline of paganism and the magical arts and in the driving away of 
demons with the sign of the cross (VA 78; 952). Antony astonishes the 
philosophers no t merely with his graceful speech, but even more by 
exorcizing demons with the sign o f the cross before their very eyes (VA 
72, 80; 944c, 9530-63). Only the crucifixion of the Word o f G o d as 
Athanasius described it could give humans such power, power to cast out 
demons and power to live lives of virtue. Opposing systems are impotent 
in comparison: they produce only words and confusion. 

Antony, Athanasius writes in his conclusion, 'became famous not 
from his writings, nor from external wisdom [17 tfadcv co^ia] , nor 
because of any skill [rtxyy]) but only because o f his service to God 
[0eocwjSE<a]' (VA 93; 973b). Here Athanasius returns to the motifs from 
the early chapters: Antony is uneducated, unskilled, without any wisdom 
drawn from outside himself. H e is instead in a natural, unformed state of 
service to God . T h i s picture of Antony encourages monks to embrace 
lives o f uncomplicated service to God , unencumbered by the artifices of 
human learning. It also promotes Athanasius' efforts to form a Christian 
Church that is defined by the ethical life o f imitation and the power of 
Christ made available in the Church's sacramental life. By way of con
trast, Athanasius has Antony make a mockery o f a religious life based on 
rational human disputation and suggest that such subde, but confusing 
argumentation is the work of demons. Antony attends no school, 
Christian or otherwise, but none the less i s wiser than the wise, more 
subde than the most skilled philosopher. His excellence consists no t in 
his learning, but in his way of life, which is a pattern to be imitated. 

T h e primary social function of the Athanasian Antony is , then, to 
inspire imitation. T h e Church, in Athanasius' view, realized its unity 
through the formation o f a shared TTOAITEMI by individual imitation o f the 
saints* TToXireia; as individual Christians formed themselves into saints 
through imitation, they also formed the Church. T h e Life of Antony 
places imitation of the biblical saints at the centre of the ascetic's self-
formation: Antony tells the monks that they should 'repeat by heart the 
commandments in the Scriptures and remember the actions o f the saints 
so that the soul, remembering the commandments , might be trained by 
their zeal' (VA 55; 921b). W h e n confronted by demons, monks should 
'learn from the saints, do as they did, and imitate [p,iu,eiodai\ their 
courage' (VA 27; 884a). Antony shapes his early ascetic career by 
imitating biblical figures and contemporary' ascetics, so that he might 
eventually serve as a model for others to imitate. O n the fateful day o f his 
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first conversion to asceticism, Antony walks to church 'thinking about 
how the apostles abandoned everything and followed the Saviour and 
how the people in Acts sold what they had and placed the proceeds at the 
apostles' feet for distribution to the needy*. T h u s , when he hears 
Matthew 19: 21 read in church, Antony concludes that 'the memory of 
the saints had been introduced by God* into his mind (VA 2; 841). 
Inspired by this recollection of the biblical saints, Antony begins his 
ascetic career. H e then forms his discipline through careful observation 
of the other 'zealous ones' practising an ascetic life near the villages; like 
a 'wise bee', the watchful Antony gathers from each ascetic an example 
of the virtue at which he excelled. T h i s observation of others serves a 
consciously self-centred project o f collecting to oneself the best qualities 
of others: 'He would gather to himself what he gained from each and was 
zealous to show forth in himself the qualities of all' (VA 3-4; 8440-60). 
Antony becomes something like a mirror, gathering in the virtues of 
others only to reflect them out again. ' 7 0 Athanasius has Antony use the 
simile of the mirror to explain how the example of Elijah should function 
for the ascetic: 'He used to say to himself that the ascetic ought to 
observe closely his own life by means o f Elijah's way o f life [iroAircia], as 
if in a mirror.' T h e monk imitates Elijah even by repeating Elijah's 
words (3 Kgs. 17: 1) as his own (VA 7; 853b). T h i s verbal conforming of 
oneself to the biblical model, which Athanasius urged in his letters to 
Marcellinus and Dracontius ," 1 complements the behavioural or ethical 
mode o f imitation. Faced with demons, the monk repeats words of Paul 
or even of Christ. Antony considers such appropriation o f the model's 
words as a fulfilment of Paul's statement, 'I have applied these things to 
m y s e l f (1 Cor. 4: 6) (VA 40; 901b). T h e goal of imitating Elijah, whether 
in words or deeds, is to make oneself so much like Elijah that observing 
one's own way o f life i s like looking into a mirror and seeing Elijah. T h i s 
discipline of observing, imitating, and mirroring another ascetic reflects 
on a lower plane the connection that Athanasius made between moral 
purity and humanity's likeness to God: 'Purity of soul is sufficient to 
behold God as in a mirror.* 1 7 2 

Although Antony is the supreme example of a person who imitates the 
virtues of his models and then reflects these virtues to others, all monks 

1 7 0 Cf. Gregory of Nazouzus* description of how Athanasius used his biblical models: 
'Having imitated the reasoning of some, the action of others, the meekness of others, the 
zeal of others, the dangers of others, most things in some, everything in others, and taking 
from one and another forms of beauty, like those who draw forms with exaggeration, he 
made a single form of virtue from them all'; Or. 21. 4- 3-8 Mossay-Lafontaine. 

171 Ep. Marcell. 10-11; Ep. Drac. 3. m Gent. 2. 32-3; cf. Inc. 57. 7-16 T . 
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are to engage in this process o f observation, imitation, and reflection. 
Here in another context is the mode of self-formation that Athanasius 
urged on the Alexandrian virgins: 'From the excellent take a pattern 
[TVTTOS] o f virtue; but to the imperfect give a pattern of your own 
excellent way of life . . . so that there might be benefit on every side, as 
we first receive blessing and then in return give v ir tue 1 . 1 3 3 Athanasius has 
Antony acknowledge the diversity of gifts among ascetics: some can cast 
out demons; others can perform cures. But such gifts should not form 
the basis for esteem in the monastic community: rather, 'let a person 
observe closely each one's discipline and either imitate [/ufiefofleu] and 
emulate it or correct it' (VA 38; 897b). Because, as Antony describes 
here, one observes other monks both to imitate them and to correct 
them, monks who follow this ethic o f imitation reform their behaviour 
not only by observing but also by being observed: observation o f oneself 
by others is an incentive to moral vigilance. Antony suggests that the 
monks keep journals: 'Let each of us indicate and write down the actions 
and movements o f our soul, as i f he were going to report them to one 
another.' T h e possibility of what is written being seen by others will act 
as a disincentive to improper behaviour. 'Let the written account be for 
us in place o f the eyes o f our fellow ascetics, so that, blushing to write as 
if it were being seen, we might never think about evil.' In this way the 
monks will 'form [TVTTOVV] themselves' (VA 55; 9240-53). Here 
Athanasius articulates his own version of early Christianity's 'rhetoric of 
shame': 1 7 4 because the monk is a mirror, both seeing others and being 
seen, he must form himself so as to be transparent to others without 
shame or embarrassment. T h i s theme becomes more fully developed in 
the writings of John Cassian, who reminds the monk not only o f 'the 
eyes of fellow ascetics' but also of the 'unavoidable eye ' o f G o d . 1 7 5 

Antony functions as such a mirror for other monks, both those w h o 
are characters within the narrative and those who may read the finished 
story. Athanasius presents this role for Antony as his destiny, something 
over which he has no control. After twenty years in the tomb, for 

171 Ep. virg. 2. 9 (114-18 Leb.); cf. Ep. vxrg. i . n - 1 2 , 17,35 (77.33-4; 78. 5-7; 80.20-1; 
00. 25-35 Lef-)-

m See Elizabeth A. Clark, 'Sex, Shame, and Rhetoric En-gendering Earlv Christian 
Ethscs\JAAR 59 (nfct), 221-45. 

" s According to Cassian,. the monk who experiences only necessary nocturnal emissions 
'has attained that state in which he ts found to be the same at night as he is during the day, 
the same in bed as he is at prayer, the same alone as in a crowd of people, so that he never 
sees himself in secret to be such that he would blush to be seen by other people, nor docs 
that unavoidable eye see in him anything that ought to be concealed from human sight'; 
Cass. Coll. 12. 8 (135. 14-21 Pichery); cf. Brown, Body and Society, 231-2. 
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example, Antony presumably would have continued to live hidden away, 

but the necessity of his being a model for others would not permit t h a t 

Antony emerges from the tomb 'when many desired and wanted to 

imitate his discipline, and other friends came and broke down and 

removed the door by force* (VA 14; 864). God prevents Antony from 

becoming a martyr so that he might teach others about the ascetic life: 

*Indeed, merely by seeing his conduct many people were eager to 

become imitators [ Í T J A C U T C U ] o f his way of life [rroAirtta]' (VA 46; 912). 

Even Antony's death becomes 'worthy o f imitation' (^TJXWTÓS) (VA 89; 

968a). N o w , thanks to the work of God and Athanasius, the Life will 

permit Antony to be a model for Christian ascetics throughout the world 

to imitate (VA pref., 93-4). Antony's call to the philosophers becomes 

his call to every reader: 'If you reckon that I am wise, become as I am, for 

it is necessary to imitate the good* (VA 72; 044b). Athanasius therefore 

defines the authority of an ascetic like Antony primarily in moral terms: 

he is a model to be imitated. Athanasius did not invent this mode of 

ascetic authority: one of Paphnutius* correspondents, Dorotheus the 

Oxyrhynchite, wrote, 'We rejoice that we imitate [y.ty^loBa¿\ you in the 

same noble way o f life [yoAiTita]' . 1 7 6 But Athanasius carefully limited the 

monk's roles as spiritual patron and teacher of wisdom and emphasized 

his role as virtuous example. T h i s ethical mode of authority could c o 

exist peacefully with the political, doctrinal, and sacramental authority of 

bishops and priests. It also cohered with Athanasius' vision of the 

Church as a shared civic life created through imitation: the Life itself, in 

that it inspires imitation, contributes to the formation of the heavenly 

rroXneia. 

By presenting Antony as a model for moral imitation, Athanasius pro

vided a definition of ascetic authority that cohered with the late antique 

holy man's emerging role as an exemplar. During the fourth century, 

living holy men joined remarkable persons o f the past as revelatory 

exemplars of the virtuous life; this ethic of imitation had its roots in the 

teacher-student relationship that formed the centre o f antiquity's 

'culture of paideia- ' . , 7 7 Within this setting, two aspects o f Athanasius' pre

sentation of Antony stand out. First, Athanasius takes pains to separate 

the model—imitator relationship from the teacher—student ethos: Antony 

is not well read, not wise, not a philosopher. His virtue is that 

he is totally receptive t o the Word o f God: he is a '"Christ-carrying" 

"* P. Lond. 1927. 3S-40 Bell. 
1 7 7 Peter Brown, 'The Saint as Exemplar in Late Antiquity', in J. S. Hawley (ed.), Saints 

and Virtues (Berkeley, Calif, 1987), 3-14. 
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exemplar' . 3 7 8 Secondly, Athanasius is clearly attempting to present not 
one mode] among many, but the model of the Christian life. H i s goal is 
to freeze the flow of imitation and to create a single icon, one powerful 
enough to mirror a diverse set o f virtues into a single civic life. Antony 
is designed to join Athanasius' Bible as a 'canon', the canon of the 
heavenly -noXntla. T h e social function o f Athanasius' presentation of 
Antony as exemplar, both in its form and behavioural content, is to 
reinforce episcopal Christianity and its unchanging doctrine. 

With his characteristic moderation, meanwhile, Athanasius balanced 
h i s depiction of Antony as the model for every Christian by carefully 
distancing the monk from normal human beings. By renouncing sex, 
food, and wealth, Antony gives up any normal role in human society. It 
would seem that Athanasius saw this practice of radical withdrawal as 
the only condition in which a person could achieve such complete 
domination by the Word. Antony's miraculous power indicates the total 
perfection of the Word's redemption of humanity in Antony. 
Athanasius1 Antony performed a double function: he provided a model 
for the spiritual progress o f every Christian, but he made clear that 
perfection would be achieved only by those who followed his example of 
nearly complete withdrawal. As a model whose perfection is elusive, 
Athanasius' Antony resembles Athanasius' God , whose likeness human 
beings can approach through virtue but achieve in only a l imited, 
imitative fashion. 1 7 9 H e also resembles the historical Antony, whose l ike
ness, Athanasius admits in the preface, not even this account can 
perfecdy render (VA pref. 837b). In this sense, 'both Athanasius and his 
readers strive for the impossible perfect imitation' o f Antony; 'they fail, 
but succeed in the fai lure' . 1 8 0 For the moderately wealthy Christians of 
Egypt's cities and towns who made u p the particular audience 
for Athanasius' ascetic programme, such an elusive Antony was a 
challenging ideal, but one at a comfortable distance from the reality of 
their lives. Undoubtedly many o f these people imitated Antony in lives 
of celibacy, poverty, and retreat, but even more setded for the less 
intense form o f withdrawal found in the Festal Letters: disciplined 
marriage and care for the poor, shaped by Scripture and the sacraments. 

Athanasius wrote the Life of Antony at the request o f monks in the 
West . 1 8 1 It was a way for the controversial and now banished Egyptian 

ra Brown, 'Saint as Exemplar*, 8. ™ Ep. Afr. 7 (PC 26. 1041b). 
l M Harpham, Ascetic Imperative, 5. 
1 8 1 According to Evagrius, Athanasius wrote the Life 'to foreign brothers' (ad peregrines 
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bishop to cultivate further the ties with Western Christians that he had 
developed during his two earlier exiles. T w o Latin authors provide 
evidence for how successful the Life was in setting into motion the net
work o f imitation that, according to Athanasius, formed the 'heavenly 
iroAtTciV. In his Confessions, Augustine describes how at Trier two 
imperial officials read the book, gave up their promising careers, and 
became monks; their example hastened Augustine's own conversion to 
ascetic Christianity. 1 8 2 Augustine became a member of 'the community 
of imitators' . 1 8 3 In the late 370s Jerome wrote his Life of Paul, the First 
Hermit.m In this work, Antony's status as the founder of eremitical 
monasticism is challenged, but his function as the supreme model 
remains: 'Antony was not so much the first hermit as the hermit whose 
example stirred others to emulat ion' . 1 8 5 Ostensibly about Paul, Jerome's 
story actually tells how Antony searches, finds, and then loses the elusive 
Paul, whose ascetic discipline paradoxically both precedes and imitates 
Antony's. Paul dies, but Antony survives to be a 'living example' to 
o thers . 1 8 6 In Jerome's treatment, Athanasius' Antony remains the 
paradigm for Christian ascetics, even those whose careers precede his. At 
the same time, however, the hagiographical literature and cults that 
proliferated in the East and West after Athanasius' work did not follow 
his 'christological corrective* and critique o f the monk's powers and 
patronal role. In the sixth century, for example, Antony's bones were 
miraculously discovered and brought to Alexandria, where a cult 
developed. A later Coptic writer portrayed Athanasius as praising a 
group o f monks as the 'patrons' (npooranis) o f other Christians, who 
'obtain grace through your purity*. 1 8 7 It was precisely this picture of the 
monk that Athanasius' Life of Antony criticized. In this sense, it was 

fratres; 837-8). That Athanasius intended the work for monks outside Egypt appears to be 
confirmed when he says that his addressees are contending 'with the monks in Egypt' (VA 
pref. 837a). The specific destination of the West finds support in the concluding reference 
to Antony's tame having reached Spain, Gaul, Rome, and Africa (VA 93; 973b). 

m Aug. Omf. 8. 6. 
l u Harpham, Ascetic Imperative, 97. Augustine's attitude toward imitation was far more 

ambivalent than Athanasius' {Ascetic Imperative, 96-100). 
m Trans. Paul B. Harvey, Jr., 'Jerome: The Life of Paul, the First Hermit1, in Wimbush 

(ed.), Ascetic Behavior, 357-69. 
M Jer. V. Pauls 1 (Harvey, 'Jerome', 360). 
l t t Ibid. 12 (Harvey, 'Jerome', 366). 
l K Pseudo-Athanasius, Concerning Brothers Who Came to Us, ed. Arnold van Lant-

schoot, "Une allocution á des moines en visite chez S. Athanase', Angelicum, 20 (1943), 
249-53, a t 2 5 ° - On the inauthenuciry of this work, see David Brakke, T h e Authenticity of 
the Ascetic Athanasiana', Or. 63 (1994), 17—56, at 43—4. On the cult of Antony, see 
BanelinL, Vie d'Antoine, 74-6-
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Serapion's picture o f Antony that ultimately t r i u m p h e d . m N o n e the 
less, monks throughout the world claimed to be imitating the Antony of 
Athanasius' biography when they took up the ascetic life. 

Despi te these international echoes, the Life of Antony served 
Athanasius primarily as a tool for achieving political unity within the 
Egyptian Church. H e used the Life for the formation of the Church by 
carefully placing Antony among competing modes o f authority. H e 
undermined the tendency to understand Antony as a teacher of Christian 
philosophy by claiming that Antony was unlearned, wise only in the 
sense of possessing an innate, direct knowledge of God; he acknow
ledged but criticized the view of Antony as patron by depicting h i m as 
unwill ing to use his supernatural powers, which really belonged to 
Christ anyway. Athanasius also portrayed Antony as showing the proper 
obedience to the Church's clergy and a healthy distance from the officials 
of the empire. Antony appoints no successor to himself from among his 
monastic companions, nor does he leave behind his body for a cult; 
rather, he bequeaths his spiritual legacy to the Athanasian episcopate, in 
the persons of Athanasius and Serapion. Antony's o w n authority, as 
Athanasius defines it, is primarily ethical and thus distinct from that of 
the teacher or that o f the bishop: it resides in the attractiveness o f his 
civic life, his ability to reflect diverse virtues to other Christians. 
Through the publication of the Life, Athanasius hoped to further the 
unity of the Church by putting in motion a complex process of mutual 
observation, imitation, and reflection that would issue forth in the 
formation of a shared 'heavenly commonwealth'. 

T h i s 'heavenly commonwealth' consisted of individuals who followed 
Antony's example by appropriating the benefits of the Word of God's 
incarnation. Mythically, the Athanasian Antony was the model for the 
individual Christian life as an ascent to heaven past the demons on the 
way up that the Word made accessible on the cross. Psychologically and 
morally, Antony shows how the Word's victory over death and the devil 
has made it possible for human beings to overcome their natural, but 
paralysing fear of death and so to display moral courage in the face of 
demonic threats and their own death. Socially, Antony's renunciation of 
sex, food, and wealth constitutes a withdrawal from normal society and 
the establishment of an alternative civic life. Spiritually, he demonstrates 
how the Word's control o f the passions of the body enables Christians to 
overcome their o w n bodily desires and to re-establish proper control of 
the body by the soul. Because Antony's soul is completely guided by the 

'« Tetz, 'Athanasius und die Vita\ 28-9. 
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Word and completely guides his body, his body witnesses to others 
about the incorruptibility of the redeemed body and acts as a vehicle for 
the Word's corporeal benefits to other Christians. If it was in fact the 
goal o f the historical Antony to 'die daily* through his ascetic discipline, 
then he achieved that goal. For the historical Antony passed from 
memory, and the Athanasian Antony was born, embodying Athanasius' 
vision of ideal humanity. Athanasius believed that all human beings 
formed themselves according to 'patterns 1 ( i w o i ) ; his portrait o f Antony 
was his ultimate pattern of the Christian l i f e . 1 8 9 

1 8 9 'As the realization of true humanity, Antony becomes the rfaos of Athanasius' 
theology* (Dorries, • Vita Antonii als Geschichtsquelle1, 197). 



Conclusion 

As Athanasius himself understood it, his ascetic programme of self-
formation was also a political programme of Church formation. In his 
view, the individual Christian life was an ascent to heaven past the 
devil and his demons, whom Christ had defeated in his death and 
resurrection. T h e Christian achieved this ascent by placing his or her 
body under the control of the mind, through a discipline of renunciative 
practices that Athanasius called 'withdrawal from the world* and 'death*. 
T h e result of such practices was the establishment of a 'heavenly 
commonwealth' on earth, an alternative to the over-indulgent life of 
feasting that Athanasius saw as characterizing the wider society of 
Roman E g y p t Even more, individual Christians formed themselves into 
'saints' by imitating the behaviour of preceding saints, who lived either 
in the distant past of the biblical age or just recendy in the Egyptian 
desert. T h e imitation of diverse saints by numerous individuals pro
duced the church, 'the heavenly commonwealth' , a new iroAtreia. As 
Athanasius saw matters, unity and diversity were to characterize the 
noXiTcia both of individuals and of the Church. T h e Church, he 
believed, was a single body with a common faith and unifying sacra
ments , but its members were diverse, manifesting their freedom by 
pursuing lives of virtue at higher and lower levels of perfection. Likewise 
the individual Christian was a single self with the goal of physical and 
moral incorruption, but his or her discipline consisted of various 
practices associated with the times and seasons of the Church's corporate 
life. From Athanasius' perspective, the political function of asceticism 
was captured in his rhetoric of imitation of the saints: by likening t h e m 
selves to virtuous persons of the past and present, Christians not only 
formed themselves into saints but also formed the Church as the 
embodiment of the Christian iroXneia. 

But this exposition of Athanasius' thought does not exhaust the 
political implications of Athanasius' ascetic programme. Athanasius 
spent his career trying to establish a unified and dominant Church in 
Egypt; in this effort he faced the determined resistance of Melitian and 
Arian Christians and the more subde problems posed by the astonishing 
development of the ascetic movement in its various forms. T h e commer-
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rial and philosophical activities of Alexandrian virgins, the spiritual 
powers of monks like Paphnutius and Antony, the huge monasteries of 
the Pachomian federation—all o f these things represented challenges to 
the hierarchical, orthodox, parish-centred church that Athanasius was 
forming. T h e bishop's ascetic programme responded to these challenges 
and to his Melitian and Arian opponents. Athanasius' calls to imitate the 
saints of the Old Testament by suffering persecution in his behalf robbed 
the Mclitians of their monopoly on self-identification with martyrdom, 
and his appointment of monks friendly to him as bishops countered 
Melitian efforts to install their own bishops in vacant sees. Meanwhile , 
Athanasius' rejection of the academic model of Christianity and his 
revisions of the rhetoric of imitation represented an attack on the 
Christian schoolrooms where Arian teachers did their work. As he 
articulated his ascetic spirituality of renunciation and imitation, 
Athanasius was shaping an ethos for the new imperial Christianity that 
would cohere with his particular brand of trinitarian theology and 
episcopal organization. 

Between his contested election to the episcopate of Alexandria in 328 
and his first exile in 335-7, Athanasius, i f our evidence is accurate, had 
few direct dealings with ascetic Christians. H e did make a tour of U p p e r 
Egypt, during which he ignored Bishop Sarapion of Tentyra's request 
that he ordain Pachomius, w h o had recentiy started his monastic federa
tion. Otherwise, however, Athanasius was preoccupied by international 
struggles with his Arian and Melitian opponents. N o n e the less, his 
writings from this period show that he had developed a spirituality and 
theology that would find a place for lay and ascetic Christians in the 
imperial Church. In his first Festal Letter, Athanasius used the Mosaic 
trumpets from N u m b e r s to explain how Christians, married and celibate, 
practised diverse disciplines at diverse times and seasons and yet 
answered a single call from God; he also articulated his understanding of 
fasting as a process by which the soul brings the body under the control 
of its will and gains access to special revelatory knowledge from God . 
T h e following year Athanasius devoted his Festal Letter to the theme of 
Svithdrawal from the world'; he said that such withdrawal, achieved 
through practices of renunciation, was necessary' for the life o f every 
Christian, not just an ascetic élite. In these early Easter letters, 
Athanasius developed his ascetic regime for ordinary Christians, one that 
varied with the rhythms o f parish Ufe, directed financial contributions 
into the bishops' coffers, featured study of the official canon of 
Scriptures, and emphasized imitation of the saints. Finally, he composed 
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his two-volume work. Against the Nations and On the Incarnation, in 
which he turned away from the contemplative tradition of Alexandrian 
Christianity' and placed control of the body and its passions at the centre 
of his spirituality. Early in his career, then, Athanasius already possessed 
a theology that embraced the values of asceticism, yet made room for 
ordinary Christians. 

By the time Athanasius returned to Alexandria from his first exile in 
337, the terms o f his political struggle were clear in his mind. In his 
(tenth) Festal Letter for Easter 338, Athanasius openly attacked his 
opponents as 'Ariomaniacs' for the first time, and the 'Arian' heresy as a 
concept came into shape. 1 Also in this letter Athanasius first presented 
his exegesis of the Parable of the Sower (Matt. 13: 1-8), in which he 
adduced the presence of both married and celibate Christians in the 
Church as an example o f the 'various and rich1 produce resulting from 
the sown Word of God . 'Perfect* Christians, he declared, did not mani
fest their advance in the Christian life by their deeper understanding o f 
the Scriptures, but by their willingness to endure affliction for the 
Athanasian party. Here was yet another transformation of the 
Alexandrian spiritual tradition, in which academic study of the 
Scriptures had held the central role. Shortly after writing this epistle, in 
the spring of 339, the arrival of a competing bishop of Alexandria, 
Gregory of Cappadocia, forced Athanasius to flee into exile a second 
time. In the ensuing riots, virgins and male ascetics on both sides o f the 
conflict suffered violence and abuse. It is likely that shortly before this 
crisis Athanasius wrote his first Letter to Virgins. In this letter, 
Athanasius condemned Arian christology and told Alexandrian virgins 
who were attracted to Arian study circles to model themselves not after 
a male teacher or even the Word of God , but after the Virgin Mary, a 
silent, secluded, and submissive girl. Athanasius hoped to neutralize in 
this way the support that his opponents received from numerous virgins. 
T h e bishop also criticized the ascetic theology of Hieracas, who had 
formed a Christian community o f celibate men and women outside 
Leontopolis . Unlike Hieracas, who appeared to believe that human 
beings possessed varying natures that determined whether they could 
follow the gospel's requirement o f celibacy, Athanasius said that all 
human beings shared a single nature that was capable of doing good; he 
told the Alexandrian virgins that their commitment to celibacy was not 
the only legitimate response to Christ's message, but a free choice of a 

1 Charles Kannengiesscr, 'La Temoinage des leitres festales de S. Athanasc sur la date 
de I'apologie Contra let patens, Sur t'auarnation du Verbey, RSR 52 (1964), 91-100. 



Conclusion 269 

higher good. Virgins, he said, did not possess a better nature than 
married women did; in fact, virgins were themselves wives, 'brides of 
Christ', and so should behave in the obedient fashion o f good wives. It is 
tantalizing to think that the exiled Athanasius brought the Greek original 
of this letter with him when he moved from Rome to Milan in May 342. 
Some thirty years later Bishop Ambrose o f Milan used a copy of 
Athanasius' letter when he wrote his influential book. On Virgins;2 thus, 
Athanasius' ideas about proper virginity, like his christological doctrines, 
passed into the literature of the Western Church, while in Egypt his 
letter survived only in Coptic. 

In 346 Athanasius returned in triumph to Alexandria to begin ten 
years o f uninterrupted possession o f his see; when he arrived, he found 
an Egypt much transformed by the astounding development of desert 
monasticism. T h e Pachomian federation in Upper Egypt was no longer a 
small experiment in communal living, but a huge enterprise consisting of 
no fewer than ten monasteries for men and women. Only months before 
Athanasius' return, in May 346, Pachomius had died, and the federation 
entered a difficult period under the uncertain leadership of Horsisius. 
Horsisius was forced to resign in 350; Theodore took control of the 
monasteries and began to formalize the federation's internal structures 
and its external relations with the wider Church. Connections between 
monks and bishops were forming in northern Egypt as w e l l T h e 
monastic counsellor A m m o u n sought Bishop Athanasius 1 advice on the 
subject of nocturnal emissions; the bishop's confident response made 
clear that, while guides like A m m o u n had their place, even ascetic 
practices belonged under the bishop's authority. Still other monks 
became bishops at Athanasius' encouragement. One o f Athanasius' 
strongest allies was Bishop Serapion o f Thmuis , a former leader o f a 
monastic community , who in 353 led a delegation in behalf o f the 
Alexandrian patriarch to the Emperor Constantius II. S o m e monks 
resisted the episcopal office, which they believed offered too many 
opportunities for sin. When the monk Dracontius refused to accept 
appointment as bishop of Hermopolis Parva for this reason, Athanasius 
denounced what he saw as irresponsible 'withdrawal' from the responsi
bilities of a Christian. Baptism, he said, irrevocably tied monks to the 
episcopate; and all Christians would be judged not by their 'position' in 
the desert or world, but by their 'action' in whatever circumstances God 
called them. For the rest of the century, prominent monks followed 

2 David Brakke, T h e Authenticity of the Ascetic Athanasiana', Or. 63 {1904), 17—56, 
at 20-1. 
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Dracontius as bishops of Hermopolis Parva, which became a link 
between the Alexandrian episcopate and the Nitrian desert. Meanwhile , 
Athanasius must have become aware of the activities o f such monks as 
Paphnutius and Antony, who attracted numerous followers by their 
insight into spiritual development and by their ability to cure diseases, to 
expel demons, and even to grant forgiveness of sins from God. What 
would become o f episcopal power if prosperous, educated lay people 
turned to monastic patrons for their religious guidance and gave their 
money, not to the parish church, but to monks? 

T h e political storm-clouds that had been gathering over Athanasius* 
head for years finally burst in 356-7, when the imperial government 
delivered the church buildings in Alexandria to the Arians, installed 
George of Cappadocia as patriarch, and forced Athanasius to flee into 
hiding. Some Athanasian partisans, including Serapion of T h m u i s , 
attributed these events to the recent death of Antony, who was no 
longer available to turn back God's wrath through his prayers. While 
supporters of Athanasius, including Alexandrian virgins like Eudemonis , 
suffered terribly, Athanasius himself appears to have enjoyed some 
security, hiding among his supporters in the desert and city. H e took the 
opportunity to shift his ascetic programme into a higher gear. H e gave 
his theme of imitation an even more political cast: in a pamphlet defend
ing his flight into hiding, Athanasius portrayed himself as an exemplary 
imitator of biblical models and as a paradigmatic renouncer of the world; 
and in his 29th Festal Letter, Athanasius told his beleaguered followers 
that by their sufferings they imitated the persecuted 'saints' of the Old 
T e s t a m e n t Meanwhile , the bishop launched a vigorous campaign of 
propaganda designed to rally monks to his side: he criticized Arian 
theology, told how Arius died a grisly death outside the Church, and 
denounced monks who offered hospitality to Arian sympathizers. 
Finally, Athanasius fused his own picture of the ideal monk with what he 
had learned about the deceased Antony and produced the Life of Antony; 
in this book he criticized the academic and patronal models o f ascetic 
authority and instead made Antony a pattern for moral imitation. 
Antony's fife played out the drama of heavenward ascent past weakened 
demonic powers that Athanasius had constructed in his early works and 
the Festal Letters. T h e Life of Antony was the crowning achievement 
of Athanasius' effort to articulate an asceticism that cohered with his 
political goals. 

Athanasius* return to Alexandria in 362 did not spell the end of the 
patriarch's struggles, although his remaining two exiles in 362-3 and 
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365-6 were only minor annoyances. In the 360s Athanasius twice felt it 
necessary to intervene in the affairs of the massive Pachomian monastic 
federation, first reconciling the estranged leaders Horsisius and 
Theodore and then securing Horsisius' position as sole leader after 
Theodore's death. In the last years of the decade, Athanasius had to 
devote four Festal Letters (367-70) to problems within the Egyptian 
Church. In 367 the bishop wrote his famous letter on the canon o f 
Scripture; here his campaign against academic Christianity reached its 
climax as he thundered against all human teachers, ridiculed the use of 
academic pedigrees, pronounced original human thought to be evil and 
dead, and declared that Christ alone was the Teacher of Christians and 
that his teachings were found only in Athanasius* canonical Bible. T h e 
letter o f the following year reveals that Melitian activities remained a 
problem, as opponents of Athanasius had borrowed the patriarch's 
practice of appointing monks as bishops and priests. Possibly it was 
during these later years that Athanasius wrote his second Letter to 
Virgins, in which he expressed ambivalence about a pilgrimage that some 
Alexandrian virgins had made to the Holy Land and condemned celibate 
men and women who lived together in a 'spiritual marriage'. In this 
letter, themes emerge that would appear later in the writings o f other 
clerical males (Gregory Nazianzus, John Chrysostom, and Jerome) to 
female ascetic Christians. In 373 Athanasius died. 

Although problems persisted into the last years of his life, Athanasius 
still achieved great success in what he had set out to do: form a unified 
and dominant Church in Egypt, one hierarchical and episcopal in struc
ture, uniform in theology, and inclusive of ascetic and ordinary* 
Christians. Athanasius has been praised by modern students for uniting 
the sophisticated, philosophical Christianity of Hellenistic Alexandria 
with the more popular, action-orientated Christianity of Coptic Egypt; 
his enthusiastic embrace of desert monasticism is often seen as a primary 
means by which Athanasius accomplished this task. But despite his 
endorsement of the desert life, Athanasius remained a man of the city, a 
bishop whose power rested on a hierarchical structure of offices and a 
wide-ranging network o f spiritual and financial patronage. T h e desert 
fathers came to support him solidly, but his principal constituency 
remained the people of the parish churches and their priests and bishops. 
W e have seen evidence that Athanasius' ascetic programme of self-
formation was aimed particularly at Christians of at least a moderate 
level of wealth and education: virgins who studied the Scriptures, owned 
slaves, and could afford to make pilgrimages to Palestine; a monastic 
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community that could finance a parish church; monks for whom the 
divestment of their money and real estate was the principal task in their 
withdrawal from the world; married Christians, lay and ordained, whose 
discipline required the renunciation of 'feasting', frequent contributions 
to the Church's welfare system, and reading of the Scriptures. T h i s élite 
stratum of society was present both in Alexandria and in the cities 
and villages of Upper Egypt, and it was unified by commercial inter
dependence and a shared Hellenistic culture. T h e s e were the Egyptians 
whose adherence to the Alexandrian episcopal hierarchy Athanasius' 
ascetic programme chiefly sought to ensure; here was the unification that 
his ascetic policies principally achieved. T h e gap between Greeks and 
Copts may actually have been forced open by the devastating conflicts 
over 'Origenism', which took place a quarter of a century after 
Athanasius' death. 3 

' See now Elizabeth A. Clark, The Origenist Controversy (Princeton, NJ, 1992), esp. 
43-84, 105-21, 151-7. 



A P P E N D I X 

Select Ascetic and Pastoral Writings 
of Athanasius 

Most of the writings of Athanasius are available in English translation in 
Archibald Robertson (ed.). Select Writings and Letters of Athanasius, Bishop of 
Alexandria (NPNF, 2 n d ser. 4 ; repr. Edinburgh, 1 9 8 7 ) . Additional English 
translations are listed in the Bibliography. Some of the Athanasian sources used 
in this book have not previously been translated into English. A selection of these 
sources, the ones that figure most prominently in the argument of this book, are 
therefore provided in translation in this Appendix. They are the following: 

A. First Leiter to Virgins, preserved in Coptic; 
B. Second Letter to Virgins, preserved in Syriac; 
C. On Virginity, preserved in Syriac and Armenian; 
D. On Sickness and Health, preserved in Greek; 
E. Fragments on the Moral Life, preserved in Coptic; 
F. Festal Letters 2 4 ( 2 ) , 2 9 , 3 9 , and 4 0 , preserved in Coptic, Syriac, and 

Greek. 

The attribution to Athanasius of the writings translated in sections A-E is a 
matter of scholarly debate. I have argued for their authenticity in my lThe 
Authenticity of the Ascetic Athanasiana\ Or. 6 3 ( 1 9 9 4 ) , 1 7 - 5 6 . 



A 

First Letter to Virgins 

This translation from the Coptic is based on the text edited fry Lefort.1 The section 
divisions, their numbers, and the content headings have been added by myself and have 
no basts in the ancient manuscript. 

[ L E T T E R T O T H E V I R G I N S B Y A T H A N A S I U S O F A L E X A N D R I A ] 3 

[The beginning of the text is lost] 

Marriage vs. virginity 

i. [ * . . . it is good for me to cleave to the Lord] and to place my hope in God' 
(Ps. 72 (73): 28), and 'To whom shall we go? You have words of eternal life* 
(John 6: 68). Thus, if human marriage has this law, which is the written word, 
'What God has joined together let no person separate' (Matt, ig: 6), how much 
more, if the Word joins with the virgins, it is necessary for the union of this sort 
to be indivisible and immortal! For truly the vow of virginity is so great—but all 
the more when it was God who made it exist on earth—that the purity of the 
body of the great Elijah the prophet was not overcome by fire, but rather he was 
taken up by a fiery chariot (2 Kgs. 2: 11). And Elisha*s body too received grace 
after the prayer that he made to God so that he thus raised up the woman's son 
from the dead (2 Kgs. 4: 32-7). 

2. Indeed, virtue of this sort (marriage) belongs to the nature of humanity, 
for each of the deeds that people do in accordance with the Law has the law testi
fying in its behalf and recommending it as having fulfilled its precept and its 
intention. And further, people who neglect the law have in it their accusation and 
condemnation that they have neglected it. But virginity has ascended higher and 
has no law; rather, it has transcended it (the law). It has its testimony in and of 
itself. Its honour as well comes from the Word. 

3. Moreover, human nature, aware of the rib that was taken from Adam for a 
woman, seeks to join her with him, so that on account of her 'the man will leave 
his father and his mother and cleave to his wife, and the two become one flesh' 

1 L. Th. Lefort, S. Athanase; Lettres /estates et pastorates enioptc (Louvain, 1955), 73-99. 
" The manuscript's title and attribution have been lost in a lacuna. This title is restored 

from Ephraem of Antioch (bishop 527-45), as quoted by Photius in the 9th cent. (Bib. 229 
(PC 103.996c))-
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(Gen. 2 : 2 4 ) . But virginity, having surpassed human nature and imitating the 
angels, hastens and endeavours to cleave to the Lord, so that, as the Apostle 
said, they might 'become one spirit with him' (2 Cor. 6 : 17) and they too 
might always say: 'Through fear of you, we have conceived and gone into labour 
and given birth to a saving spirit; we have begotten children upon the earth' 
(Isa. 2 6 : 1 7 - 1 8 ) . For just as people die, so too their offspring die. Likewise, from 
this kind of blessed union, true and immortal thoughts come forth, bearing 
salvation. 

The history of virginity 

4 . For on this account nothing has ever been heard among the Greeks or the 
non-Greeks about virginity, nor has it ever been possible for such virtue to exist 
among them. Indeed, they are completely ignorant of God, who has given grace 
to those who believe in him righteously. Among those called Pythagoreans, many 
women have been prophesying priestesses, exercising self-control so as not to 
speak, but none of them has truly practised virginity. Rather, those among them 
who say that they are in virginity have been discovered to be pregnant by the 
tyrant of that time. Thus, one of them was able to cut off her own tongue so that 
we could not force her to reveal her mysteries, but she was later found to be 
pregnant, because she was unable to be a virgin. Therefore, those women are 
admired because they control themselves so as not to speak, but they are put to 
shame because they were not able to maintain their virginity. 

5. There arc many priestly women among the Egyptians, but it has not been 
written about a single one that she was a virgin. If the devil, taking forms and 
being deceitful, has compelled some of the Greeks to feign virginity—just as the 
only ones called virgins among the Romans are those who belong to her who is 
called Pallas, a virgin by their reckoning—then their virginity is not genuine. For 
how can virginity exist among the Greeks, whom the mysteries of Aphrodite, 
whose origin came from prostitution, defile? Indeed, there is no marriage among 
them without the woman being given to the groom having first committed 
adultery. And the groom does not discover his bride to be a virgin when he 
receives her; rather, he receives her from adultery, and he does not know 
whether the child that is born is his seed. Indeed, as for her who is called the 
great Hecate, whom they worship, her mysteries arc performed by effeminate 
men, and their adulteries and their impurity of another kind make clear that 
there is no sign of virginity among them. Further, the others who are called 
virgins who belong to Athena are not really virgins, but (virgins only) with 
respect to acquiring possessions and managing what is theirs. Hence, their 
hypocrisy remains, because after some time they go to drunken dinner parties 
and give themselves to great wantonness with men. For this is to them a great 
honour for their priesthood, just as the things that they do in secret are shameful 
even to say. After a time, they are permitted to sit with men openly, and, more-
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over, in place of chose (priestesses) other women are taken in to perform this type 
of 'service*. 

6. What kind of virginity exists hypocritically for a time and later gets 
married? Or what kind of virtue is there in virginity when it exists for some with
out their free will, but rather they have others to watch over them, who teach 
them by force to choose for themselves something against their will? In this way 
they are compelled forcibly by others. How indeed can they at all be virgins 
when they have not first prepared and strengthened their heart for it inasmuch as 
thoughts come forth from the heart as from a spring and reveal the intention 
behind the deeds? For these women pretend on the outside that they consider 
themselves virgins, but in their heart they fantasize and take shape in evil, 
fantasizing in it that they do not remain in virginity. But just like their idols, 
which they falsely call gods, so too the virginity they say exists among them is 
false. Hence, previously, in times gone by, as I have said, it was not heard that a 
vow like this existed among the Greeks or the non-Greeks; rather, even their 
hypocrisy was obvious. 

7. But we have heard about virginity existing among the people who lived 
under the law and the prophets, because they were prophesying since that 
time about the Lord and because the shadow of his coming was at work. But like
wise the virtue of virginity was not great at that time; rather, good like this was 
scarcely testified to because it existed in so few people. Since the great Elijah was 
a virgin, he was like an angel, for we have found nothing about him nor has any
one written that he begot children or ever got married. So too the God-loving 
Elisha; and also Jeremiah, whom he (God) knew before he was made and who 
was consecrated before he came forth from the womb (Jer. 1: 5); and also he who 
is great among those born of women, John the Baptist (Matt. 11: 11); and some 
others. 

8. But when the Lord came into the world, having taken Mesh from a virgin 
and become human, at that time what used to be difficult became easy for people, 
and what was impossible became possible. What formerly was not abundant is 
now seen to be abundant and spread out, as is fitting. For from — 

[pages missing] 

Mary's perpetual virginity 

o . . . . dead inside, and they doubt him who arose, and laziness comes to our faith 
concerning the resurrection. Therefore, because the body of Lazarus was lying 
among msny, he did not say, 'Let him who is dead arise1, lest even- one of the 
bodies lying everywhere hear the voice of the life-giving resurrection and arise 
before their time had come and before the Saviour had abolished in us death and 
destruction (cf. 2 Tim. 1:10). Rather, he called his name, saving, 'Lazarus, come 
forth* (John 11:43), so that only he who was called would hear and the dead man 
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would come forth alive. Perhaps likewise the Lord's body lay alone in a tomb, so 
that when he alone arose, he might [reveal] the resurrection. Moreover, thus his 
body alone came from Mary: so that when he alone came forth from the virgin, 
it might be believed that it was the body of God. 

10. The Saviour is instructing us about this plainly when he teaches that his 
mother Mary remained in virginity forever. For when he ascended the cross, he 
gave his mother to John (John 1 9 : 2 6 - 7 ) . For he said to her, 'Behold, your son', 
and he said to the disciple, 'Behold, your mother.* From that day the disciple 
took her into his house. By saying this he is instructing us that Mary did not bear 
another child except the Saviour alone. If she had had other children, the 
Saviour would not have abandoned them and given her to other people, nor 
would she have been mother to other people: she woutynot have [abandoned her 
own children] and chosen for herself strangers to five with, knowing that it is not 
fitting for her to abandon her husband and her children. Rather, inasmuch as 
she was a virgin and had served him as a mother, he gives her to his disciple as 
mother, although she is not his mother, on account of the great purity of her 
intelligence and the undefiled character of her virginity. 

1 1 . [There are people who] say lawless [words] against the bearer of God, 
saying that she got married, in order to create an excuse for themselves, just like 
the Pharisees, to increase the pleasures of marriage, lest virginity become mani
fest and put to shame their profitable choice. But Mary, the bearer of God, 
remains a virgin [so that she might be a pattern for] everyone coming after her. 
If a woman desires to remain a virgin and bride of Christ, she can look to her 
(Mary's) life and imitate it, and the edification of her (Mary's) destiny will suffice 
for establishing her own virginity. 

Mary the image of virginity 

1 2 . Therefore, let the life of Mary, the bearer of God, be for all of you, as it is 
written, an [image and likeness of] her virginity. For it is best for you to recog
nize yourselves in her as in a mirror and so govern yourselves. Complete the 
good deeds you have forgotten, and increase the things you have done well, so 
that your life too might serve for a time as an image for others; continually look 
to the instruction of others. 

1 3 . Thus, Mary was a holy virgin, having the disposition of her soul balanced 
and doubly increasing. For she desired good works, doing what is proper, having 
true thoughts in faith and purity. And she did not desire to be seen by people; 
rather, she prayed that God would be her judge. Nor did she have an eagerness 
to leave her house, nor was she at all acquainted with the streets; rather, she 
remained in her house being calm, imitating the fly in honey. She virtuously 
spent the excess of her manual labour on the poor. And she did not acquire 
eagerness to look out the window, rather to look at the Scriptures. And she 
would pray to God privately, taking care about these two things: that she not let 
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evil thoughts dwell in her heart, and also that she not acquire curiosity or learn 
hardness of heart. And she did not permit anyone near her body unless it was 
covered, and she controlled her anger and extinguished the wrath in her inmost 
thoughts. Her words were calm; her voice, moderate; she did not cry out. And, 
being glad in her heart, she did not slander anyone, nor did she willingly listen 
to slander. She did not grow weary in her heart or become envious in her soul. 
She was not a braggart, but completely humble. There was no evil in her heart 
nor contentiousness with those related to her, except concerning the civic life. 
Straining forward daily, she made progress (cf. Phil. 3: 13). When she first arose, 
she strove that her works might be new, beyond what she had already done. She 
forgot her good works and her merciful deeds: she did them secretly. But she 
remembered the Lord, struggling to add to what she had done before, and the 
works of this age she removed from her heart. And she was not anxious about 
death; rather, she grieved and sighed daily that she had not yet entered the gates 
of heaven. 

14. The desire of the belly did not overcome her, only up to the measure of 
the body's necessity. For she ate and drank, not luxuriously, but so that she 
might not neglect her body and it die contrary to its time. Moreover, she did not 
sleep beyond measure, but so that the body alone might rest, and afterwards she 
would be awake for her work and the Scriptures. Fasting was as gladsome for her 
as feasting is for other people. Instead of visible bread, she flourished all the 
more on the words of truth. Instead of wine, she had the teachings of the 
Saviour, and she took more pleasure in the latter than in the former, so that she 
too received the profitable teachings and said, 'Your breasts, my brother, are 
better than wine* (S. of S. 1: 2). 

15. And she did not come and go, but only as was necessary for her to go to 
the temple. For she did not neglect it (the temple); rather, she went with her 
parents, walking in a good manner, reverent in her dress and in the gaze of her 
eyes as well, so that those who saw her thought that she had someone watching 
over her, making her remember and edifying her in everything she would do. 
For the good thought that she acquired for herself was her guardian and teacher, 
that which she acquired from the beginning through her prayers. For she did not 
gaze at external things with her eyes, nor was she ever heard crying out. Rather, 
when she prayed, her parents and the other women with her were amazed at her. 
For they did not hear her voice, but from the movement of her lips they saw her 
continuing and perceived that they were movements of holy inner thoughts. 

16. And her parents, when they saw these things, gave thanks to God, not 
only because he had given to them a daughter, but because he had given them a 
blessing like this for diem to have. And she, for her part, knew what was fitting: 
first she would pray to God, and afterwards she would submit to her parents. But 
as for fighting with her father or mother, she considered it an abomination to 
God. And she had this desire before her eyes: to submit to her parents more than 
like a slave. 



First Letter to Virgins 

17. And as for her being familiar with a male slave or with any other male, it 
is superfluous to speak, for she was a stranger to them in this way, so that she did 
not endure their voice. And they were distant from her and did not become 
acquainted with her, [except for her form]. And it is die gospel that bears witness 
to this saying: for when the archangel Gabriel was sent to her—and it was as a 
man that he came to her because he had assumed human nature—he spoke with 
her, saying: 'Greetings, Mary, O favoured one, the Lord is with you!* (Luke 1 : 
2 8 ) And the girl, when she heard that she was being addressed by a male voice, 
immediately became very disturbed because she was not familiar with the male 
voice. And Mary took counsel in the purity of her intellect whether to flee or to 
die until he who was speaking to her took her fear from her by revealing to her 
his name, saying, 'Do not fear, Mary! It is I, Gabriel!* (Luke 1: 3 0 ) Then after 
this she remained and took courage, greeting him, because she knew that the 
words of archangels addressed to virgins are true. This is the image of virginity, 
for holy Mary was like this. Let her who wishes to be a virgin look to her, for on 
account of things tike this the Word chose her so that he might receive this flesh 
through her and become human for our sake. 

Marriage vs. virginity 

18 . Moreover, perhaps Paul learned about her lifestyle, for when he had received 
a pattern in her, he brought forth this opinion about virginity. Therefore, he 
wrote to the Corinthians, saying: 'Concerning the virgins I have no command of 
the Lord, but 1 offer an opinion as one who by the Lord's mercy is trustworthy* 
(1 Cor. 7 : 2 5 ) . And I think that you too have understood this well, because it was 
said carefully, especially if you will remember what we said about virginity* being 
beyond human nature, because in Man' its image has appeared. For it was not 
commanded by the law to do, so that we would not think that marriage, which is 
in accordance with nature, were contrary to the law or acting as a constraint, 
hindering people from virginity, and so that the person who was not a virgin 
would not be condemned as having not performed a commandment. Indeed, 
Paul himself did not learn about it (virginity) through the law, but rather 
through the way of life of Mary, and he commanded these things as I have 
already said. Hence, he gave it to the free will of those who desire it so that its 
virtue might be for those who have chosen it for themselves. For marriage has its 
commandment through the law inasmuch as its opposite, adultery, brings death 
(cf. Lev. 2 0 : 10; Deut. 2 2 : 2 2 ) . But virginity has no taw. In fact, the person who 
has not become a virgin can be pious in marriage. 

19. Marriage is good, but it is better if you are a virgin (cf. 1 Cor. 7 : 3 8 ) . It is 
blessed when a young man governs his household and begets children, as the 
Apostle says (1 Tim. 3 : 12) . But it is more blessed to be a virgin and to remain a 
bride of Christ, just as he has also written (1 Cor. 7 : 4 0 ) . And further, marriage 
is in accordance with nature, as we have already said, but virginity surpasses 
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human nature, for it is the image of angelic purity. On this account the law 
restricts marriage: it commands, sets times, and establishes measures concerning 
it, so that no one will transgress nature and sin. But virginity persuades people to 
itself and urges them by counsel and advice. For Paul says in this fashion, *I offer 
an opinion on this, not so that I might set a trap for you, but for good order and 
your good devotion to the Lord without anxiety* (i Cor. 7: 25,35), so that no one 
will act as though he was forced to do something, then despair and become a 
transgressor and finally an unbeliever. For the commandments of God agree 
with one another. So if the virgin is exceptional and first among them, yet 
marriage follows after her and has its own boast. And the virgin makes manifest 
the vow of her intention to be a whole burnt-offering, but marriage makes 
manifest its practice in the law and the leisure it takes for prayer many times, as 
Paul said to married people (1 Cor. 7: 5). Therefore, marriage is not rejected, and 
moreover virginity is greater with God. 

20. But someone will say this: * Why did the same seed produce a hundredfold 
and sixty and thirty'? Is it not the Word who is the sower?' (Matt. 13: 3-8) The 
reason for the hundredfold, the sixty, and the thirty, why they differ from one 
another, is that human beings have chosen for themselves. We will all bear fruit 
to the Lord who sowed. Moreover, it is the same Lord who says to the virgin, 
'Be set over ten cities,* and to the married woman, 'Be set over five cities (Luke 
19: 17-19). There are many places in the house of my Father (John 1 4 : 2).1 But 
it is a single age that exists, the kingdom of heaven: everyone whose actions are 
according to the law and who are pure in faith will be found there. But each one 
will receive the crown of victory according to how well he carried out the way of 
life belonging to his vow: even if one star differs from another in glory, it is 
nevertheless the same sky in which the stars are and which contains them (1 Cor. 
15:4*0-

21. Oh, how many virgins Man' will meet! And how she will embrace them 
and lead them to the Lord! How much joy there will be among the angels when 
they see the image of their purity in the bodies of the virgins! How the Lord will 
commend them to his Father when he sees mem, saying, 'All these have become 
and are like Mary, who is mine'! This is the fruit of the goodness that has come 
through him to earth. Oh, from how many women Sarah, Rebeccah, Rachel, 
Leah, Susannah, and Elizabeth will come forth! Not to mention the women who 
have preserved the piety of marriage: how the patriarchs, rejoicing, will receive 
them, Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, testifying in their behalf to the Lord, saying: 
'All these have kept your law, and the bed they have not defiled (Heb. 13: 4); 
rather, just as you commanded, they have completed their lifetime piously'! How 
Mary will commend her mother! How the angels will beseech in behalf of the 
parents of these women because their daughters walked in the image of their 
purity! And next, just like the time at the sea when Miriam walked before the 
women with a timbrel (Exod. 15: 20), so it will be in the kingdom of heaven. 
Virginity leads and walks in front, as she is accustomed, with great boldness, and 
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they all will be a single chorus and a single symphony in the faith, praising God 
and saying, 'I will go in to the altar of God, to God, delighting in my youth' 
(Ps. 4 2 ( 4 3 ) : 4 ) , and 'I will offer to you a sacrifice of praise; I will make my vows 
to the Lord* (Ps. 1 1 5 : 8 - 9 ( 1 1 6 : 1 7 - 1 8 ) ) . And they will hear this: 'Enter into the 
joy of your master!1 (Matt. 2 5 : 2 1 , 2 3 ) 

Hteracas 

2 2 . Therefore, it is possible for you who have received the thought of the 
prophet to condemn all the evil thoughts of the old heretics and Hieracas, who 
has . . . 

[pages missing] 

. . . imitated the hardness of rock because they have neglected their own free will 
and become rocky places in their form (Matt. 1 3 : 3 - 8 ) . First they received the 
word, but later those who first eagerly received the word despaired not on 
account of nature, but because of persecution and worldly anxiety. For if they 
belong to the corruptible nature, whether they are rocky places or thorny places, 
it is required that they should not receive the word at first and certainlv not 
persevere during times of persecution or worldly anxiety; rather, on account of 
the work of corruptible nature, they should immediately reject the seed as 
foreign to them. But in fact they did receive it and so reveal that they are persons 
capable of receiving the good. And so if they have rejected the word because of 
persecution, it is clear that they have not rejected it because of nature, but rather 
because of negligence and worldly desire, the things on account of which they 
became negligent, just as Judas the traitor did. For he received the word as he 
was able, but when he became negligent and began to desire and be greedy, he 
fell on his face and burst open in his middle (Acts 1: 1 8 ) . And Phygelos and 
Hermogenes demonstrated a good free will at first, but finally they withdrew 
from Paul, having fallen in love with this age (2 Tim. 1: 15) . 

2 3 . But that which is called 'the good earth' is particularly able to refute their 
evil way of thinking. If nature has a single kind, why does that earth bear fruit a 
hundredfold and sixty and thirty? Because it was appropriate for it to produce a 
hundredfold or to produce sixty or to produce thirty so that the ignorant might 
have a reason. Now, it produces fruits that differ from one another so as to make 
manifest the zeal of free will and progress. Wherever there is free will, there is 
inferiority. And this is nothing other than a revelation that humanity is free and 
under its own power, having the capacity to choose for itself what it wants. 
Moreover, the virgin reveals that she exists not by nature, but by free will, when 
she heeds the opinion of Paul and becomes a bride of Christ, and justly they 
will receive the crown of purity in heaven. Those who receive these words are 
trampled upon, for they are cast on the ground. 
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24- Especially take courage and condemn Hieracas, who says that marriage is 
evil inasmuch as virginity is good. In this manner it should be said that the sun 
is evil because the angel is more excellent and that the human being is evil 
because the sun is more excellent. Listen, and learn that it is absurd to say this, 
that is, to despise what is lesser because it is not like what is greater than it. For 
the number sixty is not evil because the number too is greater; rather, it is good, 
but the other is better. For both are from the same seed: one is great; the other 
is greater. And just as the sun is good, the angel is bener, according to the 
Scriptures- It (the sun) is in travail and is crying out, looking for the redemption 
of the children of God (Rom. 8 : 2 1 - 3 ) , but the angels are looking into the face of 
die Father of our Lord Jesus Christ (Matt. t 8 : 1 0 ) . Likewise, the virgin is better, 
for no one will deny it, although marriage is allowed by everyone. 

2 5 . Now where has Hieracas found this saving of his? What scripture has he 
read that says these things? It is good for him to be a school of thought: if he 
speaks such myths by the wisdom of the Greeks, he is foreign to our faith. 
Moreover, he is lying, for virginity of this sort is not known among them, as I 
have already said; rather, marriages of their false gods are what their poets 
narrate. If he hypocritically says, 'I am a Christian/ and thinks that the Scripture 
is inspired by God, how can he not desire to be burned, as it is written (2 Thess. 
1: 8 ) , since he sees God making the woman and Adam (Gen. 2 : 2 2 - 4 ) , legislating 
concerning marriage, and blessing the people lest there be barren and childless 
women among them (Exod. 2 3 : 26 )? What does he do when he sees the marriages 
of the patriarchs and the rest of the saints? What will this uneducated man say 
about these things? With what eyes will he gaze upon the resting place which is 
the bosom of his fathers, that is, these people (the patriarchs and saints)? 
Especially Abraham, whose marriage this rogue condemns! 

2 6 . But he says that this institution was given to humanity at first, but now it 
has been taken away and forbidden. When was it taken away and forbidden? Let 
the worthless man instruct us about this. For indeed in the gospel the angel first 
informed Zechariah about him who would be bom through him, John (Luke 1: 
8 -23 ) . And he who earlier gave the law through Moses, the Lord, it is he 
who commends marriage by his presence in Cana of Galilee (John 2 : 1 - 1 1 ) . 

Moreover, he prevented the Pharisees, who desired to transgress the law, 
from divorcing-, rather, (he commanded) that each one be satisfied with his wife 
piously (Matt. 19: 3 - 9 ) . And when he spoke about virginity, he taught about it 
off to the side, because no one could bear it, and said, 'There are eunuchs who 
have made themselves eunuchs for the sake of the kingdom of heaven1 (Matt. 19: 
1 0 - 1 2 ) . And here the Lord was not commanding that people become virgins by 
force of law, but rather giving it to the free will of those who desire it. Therefore, 
marriage did not cease, as the birth of John instructs us, and the marriage in 
Cana was not hindered, as the Lord commanded. Where does the lawless man 
get these ideas? Where has he ever become acquainted with virginity? 

2 7 . He condemns the law, saving: *I have read the epistle that Paul wrote to 
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the Corinthians, in which he wrote about virginity, but about married people (he 
wrote), "The time is short," and then, "Let those who have wives live like those 
who have none"' (1 Cor. 7 : 2 9 ) . But it is clear that Paul has not been well under
stood. For if he had said, 'Let not those who have (wives) abandon them', that 
would have truly been a prohibition. But he said, 'Let them live like those who 
have none'; that is, let them not continually make use of the institution, but 
rather refrain for a time for prayer, lest they end the marriage (1 Cor. 7 : 5 ) . For 
this reason he said this. Moreover, he commanded this as welt: 'Are you bound 
to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? Do not seek a wife' 
(1 Cor. 7 : 2 7 ) . Furthermore, he says, 'I want the young women to marry, to pro
duce children, and to govern their households' (1 Tim. 5 : 1 4 ) . And concerning 
virginity he tells us: 'Those who are forbidding marriage and abstaining from 
food are heretics and apostates' (1 Tim. 4 : 3 ) . Again, the saint writes these things 
so that the measure of virginity's great virtue might be according to free will and 
desire, saying, 'He who gives his daughter in marriage does well, but he who 
does not give her does better', and, 'The virgin is blessed when she remains like 
this in my opinion' (1 Cor. 7 : 3 8 - 4 0 ) . For she has lack of anxiety, purity, and 
confirmation like Mary, so that she too need not be anxious about others, but 
rather stand before the Lord with unceasing prayers. 

2 8 . Now let Hieracas be cast out, with all the other heretics as well, and let 
him be cast out before everyone as a defiled enemy, but especially from you, holy 
virgins. For this man does not disparage honourable marriage on account of your 
elevated and true way of life, but on account of flattery, because he desires to trap 
the souls of the simple-minded so that, on account of virginity, he might make 
enemies of those whom it is inappropriate to suspect, so that he might become 
like one who does what he wants surreptitiously, just like the brother of these 
people, Judas the traitor. For he was a thief, pretending to care about the poor 
and finding fault with the woman wrho anointed the Lord with ointment, saving, 
'This could have been sold for 3 0 0 denarii and given to the poor.' But he did not 
say this, said the evangelist, because he cared about the poor, but because he was 
a thief and wanted to put them (the denarii) into the case so that he could steal 
them (John 12: 1 -8) . For this reason he handed over his (Jesus') life for thirty 
pieces of silver (Matt. 2 6 : 1 4 - 1 6 ) . So too Hieracas does not care about virginity 
when he condemns marriage; rather, he does it so that he might take away the 
value of marriage lest anyone think that he practises what he condemns hypo
critically. 

2 9 . He does not know into what great impiety he has fallen in his hypocrisy. 
If he condemns marriage, it is necessary for him to condemn the hundredfold 
fruit, that is, your way of life, and then fall into the sin of godlessness. For just 
as the fruit of that which produced hundredfold, sixty, and thirty belongs to the 
same seed, so the Lord is one who has legislated concerning marriage and speaks 
symbolically about virginity, so that the one who condemns one of them does 
nothing other than commit impiety against the Lord of this twofold grace. 
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Therefore, these people are like wolves in their wickedness, destroying the vine
yard, and when they are caught, they are disgraced (cf. S. of S. 2 : 15) . 

3 0 . And what is appropriate for you to do except to leave your bridal chamber 
swept clean of every evil thought of the heretics and put in order for heaven? 
Your bridal chamber and vineyard, which you have now, are the knowledge of 
virginity and your free will in a purity intended for him (the bridegroom). 
Remain in this purity, and do not pay attention to the foreign teachings or flee 
the truth at all in confusion, thinking other thoughts. Rather, remain in it and 
speak daily—even every hour—with your bridegroom, the Word of God, and do 
not cast his conversation from you. Your conversation with him is prayer and 
zeal and your vow, and his conversation with you is true thoughts arising in your 
heart, by which he ignites your zeal and increases in you your love for him. For 
such are the thoughts that the Sower of Sowers sows in the souls that cling to 
him, so that you who have seen . . . 

[pages missing] 

The virgin's bridegroom and her enemy 
3 1 . c . . . all the trees, new and old, I have kept for you, my brother* (S. of S. 7 : 
14) . When you are like this and pray to him in this way, he will accept you in this 
way, as your husband, saying, 'Behold, you are beautiful, my beloved! Behold, 
you are beautiful; your eyes are the eyes of doves. Your cheeks are beautiful like 
turtledoves; your neck is like a necklace' (S. of S. 1: 1 5 , 1 0 ) . For he does not 
desire that his virgins be beautiful in external beauty, but rather (means that) the 
moderation of the turtledove and the quiet of the dove are fitting for them and 
that their inner thinking ought to be solemn like a necklace. For such is your 
bridegroom, who says, 'Know in your heart that I am gende and pure of heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls* (cf. Mart. 1 1 : 2 9 ) . Moreover, it is similarly 
truly fitting for people who have this lifestyle to be well joined with him in this 
way, so that they will be able to enter with him when the voice of the bride
groom, who is he, comes, as it is written in the gospel (Mart. 2 5 : 1—13). 

Therefore, seal yourselves for him in this way, and he will shine upon you. 
3 2 . There will be no envy among you, even if the devil tries to sow envy 

among you. For he who hates the good dares to be filled with envy, when he sees 
you running on the road to heaven and entering the place that he left. But take 
courage: your heart is great, preserving you as a virgin for him, so that, even if 
the devil dares to cast a human thought into you, the Word, on whom you rely, 
will drive him away and bring him to shame through your prayers, and through 
him the hope of your vow will be confirmed. Moreover, the angels, the image of 
whose purity you have, will aid you against the devil. For indeed piety has 
strengthened the storehouse of the bridal chamber through the Spirit, who indi
cates this, saying, 'Behold, the bed of Solomon, with sixty mighty men from the 
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mighty men of Israel surrounding it, each one holding his sword and trained for 
war* (S. of S. 3: 7—8). Thus he indicates concerning the virgin who relies on the 
Lord and clings to him that she has a chest that cannot be defeated, as it is said, 
'Your neck is like the tower of David built in Talpioth, from which hang one 
thousand shields and all the arrows of the mighty men1 (S. of S. 4: 4). How will 
the enemy now prevail against these people, over all of whom this multitude of 
angels is watching, especially the dwelling-places of the virgins? Will he ever be 
able to lead astray this soul made secure by this crowd of shields and this multi
tude of the Spirit's arrows? For how many times does he return each day, seek
ing some way to defeat them? And the multitude of virgins increases all the 
more, because they push him away. And he performs many cricks against the 
people who are entering heaven, because he is shameless. 

Pay no heed to backsliders 

33. But as for me, it is necessary for me, as your bridegroom's servant, to remind 
you. I exhort you, do not make your discipline different from others, and when 
you hear about someone who cares about the seeking of goods, possessions, and 
worldly transactions, and you learn that they have become negligent and fallen, 
do not make your virginity like these, but remember your vow. Let your sight be 
on the Lord, with whom you have made a covenant to remain a virgin. And do 
not seek the things that bring profit, but let your competitiveness be directed 
toward the upright person. For indeed a worthy wife does not seek in confusion 
to know who the evil woman is; rather, she 'worries about how she might please 
her husband' (1 Cor. 7: 34), and she keeps the bedroom holy (Hcb. 13: 4). And 
just as people who are sailing on the sea do not look to the boats that are sinking 
and let go of the rudder, but steer their boats firmly, so too everyone who is 
entering heaven. 

34. It is not appropriate for anyone, but especially the virgins who are joined 
to the Word, to be afraid on account of those who are falling or even more for 
them to be slothful; rather, they ought to press the body all the more and make 
it a good servant for them (cf. 1 Cor. 9: 27) so that they might present it to the 
bridegroom holy and adorned (cf. 2 Cor. 11: 2), with the inner thoughts of the 
soul testifying in its behalf. Then, as it is written, the Lord will recognize that 
they are 'holy in their body and soul1 (1 Cor. 7: 34). For indeed, when Judas 
became a traitor, the disciples did not pay attention to him; instead they were 
watching out for their own selves and remaining beside the Lord. When 
Hymenaeus and Alexander were drowned, the others sailed with Paul on the sail
ing course of truth (1 Tim. 1: 19-20). So it is with you: if others are neglectful, 
you are still making progress, attaining the goal of virginity, looking toward 
repose in the true light, Christ. 

35- The Holy Scriptures are sufficient for us, instructing us so that we might 
have a perfect goal, the forms of the heavenly way of life, and particularly the life 
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of Mary, the bearer of God. Moreover, you have a great share in this because you 
have the signs of her way of life and her image near to you: that is, the women 
among you who have grown old in virginity inspire with their beauty. For it is 
possible for you, as Paul said (i Cor. n : i; 2 Thess. 3: 7; Heb. 13: 7), to look to 
the perfection of the discipline of these women, imitate their way of life and 
establish virginity. 

Bishop Alexanders exhortation to christological orthodoxy 

36.1 wanted to be joyful in speech and to lift up my voice so that I might be able 
to write in an elevated style about virginity all the words that are necessary to say 
about it. Inasmuch as I want and am able to express its elevated quality, it is 
necessary for me to speak these things to you in accordance with what we heard 
from our father Alexander, if I can remember them. For when virgins like you 
came to him and asked to hear some word from him, he saw them boiling in the 
Spirit and the grace of their prepared heart, and he received them. And the 
gospels were in his hand, for he was a long-time lover of reading. Then he 
immediately spoke about their bridegroom—and yours—and brought them to 
love for the Word and zeal for virginity. For he commanded them to draw near 
to him, saying to them: 

37. 'If your bridegroom were a human being, it would be possible for you to 
ask your parents or your relatives about him, what kind of person he was, and 
you would be uncertain about him. For the lives of human beings are diverse. 
Inasmuch as you have sought the superhuman glory and desire to join yourselves 
to Christ, it is necessary for you to become acquainted with him not through 
simply anyone, but through the people who speak about God j\ist as the 
Scriptures do. 

38. 'Now, your bridegroom is God and the only Son of God; he is the Word 
and Wisdom and Power of the Father (1 Cor. r: 24). For he and his Father are 
one, and he is the image of the Father, resembling him in every way. And it is he 
who exists according to the substance of the Father, not existing for a time but 
existing with the Father and having no beginning, like the ray of light. By this 
Word the heavens were established, and by this Wisdom the earth's foundation 
was set up. For "everything came into existence through him, and without him 
nothing came into being'' (John 1: 3). And the providence of everything exists in 
him, and all things came into being through him, and everything stood in him. 
He is the judge of the living and the dead. It is he who appeared to Moses and 
gave him the Law from the Father. It is he who enters the souls of the saints in 
every generation, making them friends and prophets of God. And when he came 
in the prophets, he indicated beforehand concerning his own self through them. 
He is good and loves human beings. And in the last of the ages, so that he might 
destroy sin, he came through the virgin Mary; having taken flesh from her, he 
became human. For this reason it is said about him that he was created although 
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he is the Creator. But he took the body that he honoured so that he might give 
that body up to death and so rescue all people who had lived in fear of death 
since the time of their fall and had been subject to slavery. 

3 9 . 'But do not fear at all when you hear that he became human. Indeed, 
although he became human, he was not lessened by this at all; rather, he is God. 
And in the flesh he taught us about the things of the flesh; that is, he was 
hungry, was thirsty, slept, laboured, suffered, wept, died. In his divinity, he 
revealed himself by raising Lazarus from the dead, who had been dead four days 
and had begun to stink, and by turning water into wine. And the blind man 
whom he received from his mother, he made him see. He cleansed the lepers. He 
knew the thoughts of people. He rebuked the sea and walked upon it. For such 
things are not revealing now that he is a human being, but they are teaching us 
that he is God. For just as he does these things (of the flesh) and instructs us that 
it is human flesh that he bears, so too he docs these miracles and reveals that he 
is God and the Son of God. 

4 0 . 'It is he whom you wanted to make your bridegroom. He is your brother, 
and he is your bridegroom, and he is your neighbour. Oh, daughters of 
Jerusalem, you will no longer be called by the name of your parents; rather, 
because you have joined yourselves with him, you will be called by everyone 
"daughters of Jerusalem" (Luke 2 3 : 2 8 ) . And if it used to be impossible for a 
human being to join with God, he has made it possible by having become 
human. For he is your brother, as it is written and as I said earlier. "He is 
radiant and he is ruddy" (S. of S. 5 : 1 0 ) : he is radiant because he is the Word and 
the true light that lives in everyone, but he is ruddy on account of the flesh that 
he bore for our sake. But in a myriad of ways it is clear that he lived and that his 
birth was not like that of any human being. For he took flesh from a virgin alone, 
having become human so that in this way you too might be with him and he 
might be for you brother and bridegroom. 

4 1 . 'Now, therefore, it is he to whom you cling, beside whom you sleep, with 
whom you watch, and for whom you are at leisure. He is sufficient for you in 
every way, and so do not give yourself to another. For he is sufficient for hearing 
you when you pray, healing you when you are sick, and moreover rescuing you 
from those who plot against you and saving you when you are in danger. Indeed, 
Peter would have gone down into the depths, but it was he who helped him 
(Matt. 14: 2 8 - 3 3 ) he who cast the devil behind when he wanted to rebuke 
the disciples (Mart. 8: 3 2 - 3 ) . For you have him in your heart, and so you will not 
stumble in your inner thoughts. For you have a light concerning his command
ments, and you do them, and so you will inherit blessedness in the kingdom of 
heaven. 

4 2 . 'But watch out, O my daughters: let no one lie and speak against your 
bridegroom in your presence, envying your noble and holy union and the think
ing about him that you have, desiring to separate you from his love. 
Furthermore, if someone speaks against and slanders you, do not fear at all. For 
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he knows everything before it happens, and he does not need anyone to inform 
him about human beings, for he knows what is in their hearts (John 2: 25; 16: 
30)- But beware of those who are coming to you lest anyone, desiring to destroy 
your heart, speak against your bridegroom, lying and saying: "The Word of God 
is created, and he came into being from things that do not exist, and before he 
was begotten he was not." And: "He too came into being by the will of God 
as one among the rest." And: "Christ is not true God but rather shared (in 
divinity) like things that have come into existence and was called 'God'." And: 
"He is not the Word that was with the Father, but someone else, and was called 
'Word' as a spokesman." And: "He is foreign to the substance of the Father and 
is one of the creatures." Beware, my daughters, for these are not the words of 
truth; rather, they belong to the deceitful people who falsely say against the noble 
one that he is a creature and make him foreign to the substance of the Father in 
order to deceive you, his brides. Therefore, when they mock, they bring forward 
the works of his humanity, saving: "He died." And: "He asked about something 
because he did not know it" And: "He was disturbed by death and was afraid. 
How is he God when he does such things?" 

43. 'I exhort you: be sober. Such inferiorities do not belong to his divinity, but 
to the flesh that he bore. For if he had abstained from these acts, people would 
not have believed that it was a body that he was wearing. Moreover, if he had not 
done the other things (miracles), people would not have believed that he was 
God in a body. But he did these things (miracles), and the other deeds he did not 
abstain from, so that people would believe two things: that the Word became 
flesh, and that he was God in a body. Therefore, if they now speak against the 
bridegroom on the basis of the acts of the humanity of the flesh he was wearing, 
why are they not amazed by the deeds of his divinity? But these activities belong 
to the deceitful person who is stealing the truth and putting forth the statements 
he wants in order to deceive the simple folk. For they talk about the works of the 
Lord's humanity because they envy the vow of virginity and do not recognize 
God's love for humanity in it. If the Word had not become flesh, how would you 
now be joined with him and cling to him? But when the Lord bore the body of 
humanity, the body became acceptable to the Word. Therefore, you have now 
become virgins and brides of Christ.' 

44- By saying these things to the virgins, the elder strengthened them And 
because he saw that they wanted to hear about the way of life of the saints and 
how they might please their bridegroom Christ, he accepted their zeal and 
glorified the Lord, who made his love work in human beings for him, and he 
spoke to them a little about this: 

45. 'For already', he said, 'you have nourishment through your parents, from 
whom you have received the seeds of the desire for virtue. For because they have 
nourished you well, the bridegroom has found you and spoken to your heart. He 
persuaded you to remain a virgin for him. Moreover, you likewise have the way 
of life of Mary as a partem and image of the heavenly life.' 
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The Beatitudes of the Saviour and the Proverbs of Solomon 

46. The way of life that he talked about I have remembered, and 1 have written a 
little about it to you earlier. But if you now desire to remember something from 
the elder, I myself, learn the things that are proper to do from the gospel, and 
from Proverbs learn what is improper to do. For the things that the Saviour 
commanded are the teachings of salvation and 'the words of eternal life' (John 6: 
68). But the things that Solomon writes about the evil woman he wTote in order 
that there might be worthy women. 

47. Now, these are the things that the Lord said: mercy, love for the poor, 
humility', purity of heart, a peacemaking heart, daily confession, that we should 
acquire our desire and wish for the age to come, and that we should reckon the 
endurance of the afflictions of life and the external persecutions that come upon 
us as joy and refreshment, and to endure all things rather than despair or deny 
the truth, not to grieve over afflictions but to rejoice even more over them. For 
all these things and for each of these deeds that we have spoken of there is a 
written beatitude given by the Saviour. 

48- And as for the things that Solomon wrote about the evil woman (cf. Prow 
9:13), these are the things that he forbade: a corrupt heart, walking in a way that 
is not upright, a pattern of meddling, a pleasure-loving heart. . . 

[pages missing] 

Praise of virginity 

4 9 . . . . ineffable. 
O virginity, fruit-bearing tree and sweetness without regret! 
O virginity, paradise and house of the Almighty! 
O virginity, the glory of God and honour of the archangels!5 Your thoughts 

are beautiful, and your moderate way of life is great, and great are the promises 
you will inherit. Conduct your civic life with assurance, and strive powerfully. 
Ascend to the heights quietly, and make firm your steps. Do not be disheartened 
in your running nor be small of heart with time nor be doubtful concerning what 
will be. Take leave from the world, and close yourself off from it and its rest-
Abandon weakness, and love your God. Bind yourself with truth as with a belt, 
and be prepared for temptation. Do not delay in prayer. Strengthen your soul, 
and acquire for yourself unshakeable inner thoughts. Be strong in intelligence, 
and walk quietly. Be unacquainted with cursing, and inherit blessing. Forsake 
grief, for you are not its daughter. Strangle the anger inside you, and do not give 
rest to your body, which is dead to the wise, and the destruction brought by the 

3 There is good reason to believe that the expansions that follow most of these 
apostrophes to virginity are not original. They were not known to Shenute, the Coptic 
archimandrite (r.350-466), whose quotation from this letter is one of its earliest testimonia, 
nor does their content reflect the distinctive themes of the letter. See David Brakke, 'The 
Authenticity of the Ascetic Athanasiana', Or. 63 (1994), 17-56, at 21. 
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desires will not blossom within you. Give up laughter, and you will not prepare 
yourself for destruction. Do not pay attention to the appearance of the face, and 
you will not pierce yourself with the defilement from the congregation of the 
lawless, for their envy is great. Abandon crooked people, and undertake to walk 
uprighdy. Mingle with the saints, and you will be found righteous. Speak with 
the wise, and do not walk with the foolish. Open your eyes and see your bright
ness, for you are a star that has shone and shines even more. For you are the light 
that comes from the light, and you return to the light before night falls. For the 
light has cast out the wrath of the night. You walk without stumbling, for your 
kinsman helps you. 

O virginity, the strong base that supports the king! You too, O king, consider 
the unshakeable civic life of your people, and guard your commonwealth. Cast 
out your enemy. For if he desires to trip (your people) up, it is you who makes 
war on him. For the desire for virginity exists in everyone (but few are those who 
achieve it) because they have not given their heart to suffer in accordance with 
your worthiness. 

O virginity, you who are beautiful and given to humanity by God in accor
dance with its deeds! 

O virginity, you to whom many run, but who are not adorned by anyone as 
you are worthy! We are all far from you. The evil of the passions of destruction 
does not exist in us, for it is the snake, deceiving people with his teaching, who 
has cast it upon us. He has mixed the venom of the serpent with defilement for 
everyone. For he has sown within us like the serpent. He binds our inner think
ing lest we be sober for him who is better and contemplate him who is higher, 
God. He first comes to a person quietly in solitude. Just as he deceives some 
people by teaching them face-to-face, so the devil's trap, destruction, is set for us. 
It often comes through drawing near to disorderly people, which brings destruc
tion to human beings. But sometimes a person is evil without another person: 
through his own thoughts he brings his destruction on himself. Again, this trick
ster is a flatterer, a hunter in all these ways. In the heart he advises the person to 
do improper things and teaches his uninspired deeds, and the person, thinking to 
himself in solitude, takes counsel and draws upon himself his destruction volun
tarily. Therefore, when the person sees these evil thoughts in his heart, he fears 
God and draws to himself a good thought and immediately casts out the evildoer 
with his counsels. For the holy thought teaches the person to think about good 
works so that he might receive many good things along with eternal life. For 
indeed, good thinking exists for all people to choose for themselves, but not many 
accept it. For the human heart has become even more deranged, like a person who 
has filled himself with bad bread and does not seek better because he has been 
satisfied. So too the gift of virginity: whoever grasps it has received the power to 
dig up and to build, to destroy and to plant (Jer. i: 10 ) ; once for all he has received 
the commandment that is authoritative in every way. 

O virginity, you who gloriously in blessedness receive holy commandments! 
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O virginity, you who rule everyone, but whose brothers are few! Daniel puc 
you on, he who belongs to you because he was righteous. He condemned the lust 
of the eiders and put to shame the defilement that occurred among those called 
elders (Sus.)-

O virginity, chastiser of the lawless and co-worker of the saints! 
O virginity, whose words are frank, rebuking people! Three noble young men 

desired you: Hananiah, Mishael, and Azariah. For such virgins overcame the fire 
and kept themselves completely holy (cf. Dan. 3) because they built their house 
upon the rock, and when the rain came with the wind, they were not overturned 
(cf. Matt. 7 : 24-5) . You, O virginity, are strengthening your heart. For many 
traps are set for you, for you counsel well. Many make war against you, for you 
walk humbly. Some break, the devil and his demons. You live quietly; odiers 
are disturbed. You are glad; others are grieving. You are rejoicing; others are 
mourning. 

O virginity, against whom many are angry, but who are helped by one! 
Therefore, love him, and cast out the others. Strengthen him in your heart, and 
do not abandon him whom you love. Rather, when you are constant, he will 
strengthen you with grace all the more. Elijah received this grace when he con
demned the vain words of the false prophets (cf. 1 Kgs. 18 : 2 0 - 4 0 ) . Even more, 
he raised the widow's son from the dead and filled vessels with bread and parted 
the Jordan (cf. 1 Kgs. 1 7 : 8 - 2 4 ; 2 Kgs. 2 : 7 - 8 ) . Finally, he was taken up by a fiery 
chariot to his Lord (2 Kgs. 2 : 11 ) , receiving grace from him who gave him grace 
as he was worthy. Moreover, the blessed prophet Jeremiah was worthy of such 
grace, for he was known by God before he was formed in the womb, and he was 
pure before he came forth from it- For so the Lord says about him: 'Before 
I formed you in the womb, I knew you, and before you came forth from it, I 
consecrated you* (Jer. 1: 1 5 ) . 

O virginity, your friendship is for many people destruction because they are 
not truly your friends! Hence, they have fallen away from you. And some who 
are thought to be servants of God have been bound with chains, for they tried to 
do things by fighting against you. Therefore, you are making clear that all who 
fight against you deserve punishment. 

O virginity, you who are sought by all, but received by few! You are 
inseparable from those who love you, leading the blessed ones. You are the 
teacher of the wise. 

O virginity, the confidence of people who are saved! Who will bless you, you 
who have loved the glorious one, Christ? For does your lifestyle resemble our 
works, so that we hide those who inspire you? For daily your souls pray and 
serve their Lord . . . 

[The remainder of the text is tost.] 

• 
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Second Letter to Virgins 

This translation from the Syriac is based on the text edited by Lebon.* The section 
divisions, their numbers, and the content headings have been added by myself and have 
no basis in the ancient manuscript. 

BY ATHANASIUS, ARCHIBISHOP OF THE ALEXANDRIANS 
A LETTER TO VIRGINS WHO WENT AND PRAYED IN JERUSALEM 

AND RETURNED 

The holy places 

t. We grieve with you, maidservants of Christ, because as you were separating 
from the holy places you shed streams of bitter tears. As you were travelling, you 
were also weeping because you were leaving far behind the cave of the Lord, 
which is the image of Paradise or, rather, which surpasses it. For there 'the first 
human being, from the earth, a person of dust' was formed; but here 'the second 
human being, from heaven' was renewed (i Cor. 15: 47). There he who had been 
'in the image and likeness' (Gen. 1: 26) was changed into something imperfect, 
but Ihere] the unchanging image of the Father appeared. The first person hid 
himself under the fig-tree, but the second person took shelter under the power of 
the Most High (cf. Ps. 9 0 ( 9 1 ) : 1 ) . There he was banished from the angelic glory, 
but here he was glorified by the angelic choir and worshipped by the magi. 
Bethlehem, where until today the echoes full of praises endure in every watch of 
the night! As you were leaving this holy Bethlehem, you travelled quite rightly in 
many tears from your heart's distress because you recalled that beautiful way of 
life: the true fast, the entirely pure prayers of that quiet and untroubled manner 
(of life), the prayers that are continually arising there, and especially the noble 
exhortations that you would hear from the holy ones as you sat at their feet like 
Mary in times of stillness (Luke 1 0 : 38-42). -Because you were leaving these 
pearls, you were sorrowful. Hence, as you were saying farewell to your sister 
virgins, upon your breasts the tears of each of you mingled with those of her 
companion. 

* J. Lebon, "Athanasiana Syriaca II: Une lettre attribuée â saint Athanase d'Alexandrie', 
Mus. 41 (1928), 160-216, at 170-88. 
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2. You nevertheless had the hope of consolation in seeing the holy cave of the 
resurrection and the site of Golgotha, which also is not inferior to the excellence 
of Paradise. For there he who stretched out his hand toward the tree brought 
death on all, but here he who was stretched out on the tree of the cross bestowed 
salvation on all. He who was there was led astray by the serpent, but here that 
serpent was led astray. There the taste was sweet, but the act was bitter; here, 
however, the food was bitter, but the result was sweet. Not little did the depar
ture from the holy mountain grieve you. But just as the disciples were in groans 
as they descended from the mountain because the Saviour departed from them— 
lFor then they will fast*, he said, 'when the bridegroom is taken from them* 
(Matt 9: 15)—likewise you too were in great distress as you departed from 
the holy places because you desire and lone for the courts of the Lord (Ps. 83 
(84): 3)-

Holiness and Christ's presence 

3. Now take heart and do not be grieved! You have not journeyed far from the 
holy places, for where Christ dwells, there is holiness. And where Christ's 
presence is, there too is an abundance of the joys of holiness. He lives also in our 
temple if we keep (its) holiness undefilcd always (1 Cor. 6: 19)—'For holiness is 
suitable to your house, O Lord, for the duration of days' (Ps. 92 (93): 5)—if 
we are adorned with the other (jewels) of virginity, if we keep our lamps un
extinguished (Matt. 25: 1-13). For then you will stand before him on the right 
like a queen (Ps. 44 (45): 10): when you have gained rule over sin, when you are 
clothed with a great variety (of colours), when you manifest excellence of great 
variety. For the excellence of virginity is not uniform in its appearance, but of 
great difference and variety. 

4. For it is not holiness of the body alone that is required, but also that of the 
spirit. And she will be 'holy in body and spirit' (1 Cor. 7: 34) who will be not 
only holy but also undividedly attentive. For she who is undividedly attentive to 
the Lord is also undistracted (1 Cor. 7: 35). Now, the virgin is undistracted, and 
the virgin is (adorned with) a great variety (of colours) when she also in her 
seeing, speech, listening, walk, and food preserves her virginity: when 'her eyes 
are always on the Lord' (cf. Ps. 24 (25): 15) and not seeking fleshly beauty; when 
her speech is not for the purpose of slander or abuse, but for praise of God; 
when, in her walking, her cloak is not dragging and, likewise, she does not skip 
but (walks) soberly and not slackly and, if possible, does not greet people as is 
customary (cf. Luke 10: 4) but goes only to the house of God; when we listen to 
the divine words and profitable teachings earnestly and do not, listening with 
desire, accept vain sounds; when we seek food not for delight, but for necessity; 
when we prepare our clothes not as decorations, but to cover our nudity; when 
we take a bath not in lust, but in serenity. Then truly 'you are beautiful, my 
beloved, and there is no defect in you' (S. of S. 4: 7). Then 'the king will desire 
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your beauty' (Ps. 44 (45): 12)—if you are a whole burnt offering, undivided. But 
'the married woman attends to the things of the world, how she might please her 
husband', and she is divided (1 Cor. 7: 34). Therefore, be undivided, so that you 
might please the heavenly bridegroom. Do not please the world and so make the 
bridegroom jealous-

5. Do not love the world, lest you have enmity with your God (Jas. 4: 4), 
especially you who have walked in the holy places! Peter saw our Lord Jesus, 
abandoned his net, and followed him (Matt. 4: 18-20). Zacchacus the tax-
collector saw him, rejected fraudulent profits, and accepted the Saviour (Luke 
19: 1-10). That evil-doing woman saw him and wiped his feet with her tears and 
hair (Luke 7: 37-8). Mary saw him and did not depart from before his feet (Luke 
10: 39). You too have visited the holy places, and in the life-giving places you 
saw, so to speak, Christ walking. Therefore, abandon the nets of the world, that 
is, the world's entanglements, and henceforth follow Christ, abandoning every
thing like Zacchaeus, and redeem your lives. Even more, love the Lord like that 
woman, shedding tears in prayers and committing to him the growth of your 
hair. Sit at the feet of Jesus: choose for yourselves the better portion (Luke 10: 
42), and do not forsake hearing the divine words. 

6. Do not depart from Jerusalem, but await the promise of the Father (Acts 1: 
4). You have seen the place of the nativity: he has given birth to your souls anew. 
You have seen the place of the crucifixion: let the world be crucified to you and 
you to the world (Gal. 6: 14). You have seen the place of the ascension: your 
minds are raised up. Let your bodies be on earth, but your minds in heaven. 
Your dwelling-place is your (earthly) father's house, but your way of life is with 
the heavenly Father. 

7. Your entrance as the bride of Christ (will be) when your face is veiled 
before all human beings and is revealed to the bridegroom alone. It is necessary 
to walk wisely among outsiders, like a woman walking on high places, 'lest your 
foot ever stumble against a stone' (Ps. 90 (91): 12). For the adversary is 'a roar
ing lion, seeking someone to snatch' (1 Pet. 5: 8). Let him not snatch your 
seeing, nor deceive your hearing, nor harm your thinking, lest, like a thief jump
ing through a window, he enter and seize your goods. For through the senses he 
enters the mind and binds it like a strong man, seizing all the vessels of virtue 
(cf. Matt. 12: 29). Be vigilant against the evil one, lest he do harm in some way. 

Authority figures 

8. Let your relationship with the priests and (female) elders5 be such that in 
respect and reverence you are obedient to mem as if to the Lord, not to human 
beings. In speaking, do not answer presumptuously, but gently—scarcely two 
words if you are questioned. Thus honour the elders, and hasten to greet them. 

5 Except for the two cases in the biblical quotation, all the instances of *cldcr(s)' in this 
paragraph arc feminine in gender. 
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Stand before them: 'Stand before the elder, and honour the face of the elder' 
(Lev. 19: 32). During the stories that an elder tells, let us be like silent students, 
giving the elder the opportunity to speak. 

9. Toward those of our own age and our equals, it is also good to show 
honour, as the Scripture says: 'Outdo one another in showing honour' (Rom. 12: 
10). And from the excellent take a pattern of virtue; but to the imperfect give a 
pattern of your own excellent way of life—'Be a pattern for the believers' (1 Tim. 
4: 11)—so that there might be benefit on every side, as we first receive blessing 
and then in return give virtue. Do not have numerous conversations with those 
of your own age, for 'you do not escape sins through an abundance of words' 
(Prov. 10: 19). 

10. Particularly in God's house it is not fitting that there be any talking, for it 
is called a house of prayers (cf. Isa. 56: 7; Matt. 12: 13). Let them not make it a 
house of gibberish. Hence, it is fining to pray or to listen to the Holy Scriptures 
or the teachers. But if someone does want to speak to you, let him hear from you 
the word of the Lord, so that the house of God will be called a house of prayer. 
And let him also hear the Apostle's rebuke: 'For do you not have houses for 
eating and drinking? Or do you despise the church of God?' (1 Cor. 11: 22) 
Likewise also with the woman who wants to speak: For do you not have houses 
for talking about household business and fleshly things? Or do you despise the 
church of God and make it a house of commerce? Therefore, let God's house be 
a house of prayers, a house of listening to the divine words, a house of learning 
the holy teaching. For it is the hospital of the soul, for the taking of healing 
medicines, so that we might enter, acquire every good thing, and return home. 
Therefore, so that you might not come in vain because you have not listened to 
what was said, do not be burdened by people: 'It is fining to obey God rather 
than human beings* (Acts 5: 29). 

The silent, sober virgin 

11. Also, let the virgin's laughter shine forth entirely in divine beauty, without a 
sound. For the righteous person 'hardly laughs softly' (but) 'the fool raises his 
voice in laughter' (Sir. 21: 20). For why do we laugh when all the righteous have 
spent their lives in misery? As David said, 'The entire day I have walked in 
sorrow' (Ps. 37 (38): 7). Our Saviour blessed those who mourn and weep, but not 
those who laugh, when he said, 'Woe to those who laugh now because they shall 
weep' (Luke 6: 25). Indeed, among such frightening things that even the sea 
feared and fled from God's power, you are not moved by fear! The Lord is 
mighty, and we laugh? 'The lion roars, and who will not be afraid?' (Amos 3: 8) 
The Lord God is might}', and who will not be speechless? But perhaps you say, 
'The Scripture says, "Rejoice always!*" (Phil. 4: 4). But rejoice, and 'do not 
grieve die Holy Spirit* (Eph. 4: 4). The joy of the body is the distress of the 
spirit; the exultation of the spirit is the affliction of the body. But again you say. 
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'It is written: "The mouth of the true one will be filled with laughter"' (J°b 8: 
2 i j . (But) what it will be filled with is the contemplation of the incorruptible 
world when the righteous are rewarded with their blessings. 

12. We, however, are still in a great struggle. The sailor fears and does not 
laugh while he is on the sea and in a storm, until he is delivered and his ship rests 
in the harbour. But as for you, how can you laugh and love immoderate laughter 
while the ship of your soul is still being tossed about in such a storm of the 
world? It is being buffeted by the churning waves, by the lies of people, the 
treacheries of demons, and the enticements of the flesh. It is fitting for the pilot 
to fear and keep watch so that he will never suffer the drowning of (his) faith 
(cf. i Tim. i: 19). He also is afraid who still stands in the battle and sees the 
unsheathed sword and spear of the attacker. But when he completes the battle 
with the enemy, then he sends forth a pure expression of praise. Therefore, in 
our case, when we wear the breastplate of God and complete the battle with the 
giant Goliath, then we will rejoice. When we hasten to achieve our course and to 
receive the crown kept for us where groaning, sadness, and distress are banished, 
then we will enter into the joy of our Master (cf. 2 Tim. 4: 7—8; Rev. 21: 4; Matt. 
25: 21). But now we are standing in the stadium, so that it is fitting for us to be 
alert. For let the one who stands take heed lest he fall! (cf. 1 Cor. 10: 12) 

13. But let us be on guard against slander as well, so that we might escape the 
divine accusation that says: 'You sat and were slandering your brother* (Ps. 49 
(50): 20). Be neither a whisperer nor a slanderer. But you say, 'I am speaking the 
truth.' If you know the truth, confront the person face to face (cf. Matt. 18: 15), 
for it is better to confront (someone) openly. 'Do not let any hateful word fall 
from your mouth unless it is an opportunity for good, as for edification' (Eph. 4: 
29). Therefore, if we are speaking for edification, let us speak. But if not, why do 
we seek stories? If a word is edifying, offer the word. But if it is an idle (word)— 
'For every idle word you will give an account on the day of judgement. By your 
words you will be justified, and by your words you will be condemned* (Matt. 
12: 36-7). Accordingly, if there has been such a sincere examination of the 
words, we speak our words in fear, intelligence, and sincerity. If you are 
expounding from the Scriptures, speak. If (there is something) about the 
salvation of the soul, listen; if about the kingdom of heaven, take delight in it, 
rejoicing. Nourish your soul with good words. But if (there is some piece) of 
empty talk, why place yourself under a wrord of accusation? But perhaps you will 
say that your sister virgin has spoken against you; even so, do not be moved. For 
if she hasfi spoken the truth, you who are wise should love her who is rebuking 
you (cf. Prov. 9: 8). But if she is speaking against you (falsely), blessed are you, 
'for your reward in heaven is great'. For 'blessed arc you when they speak against 
you ever>' word of evil falsely* (Matt. 5: n-12). But it is fitting even in this case 
to keep silent and to speak only to God always in our mind: 'Your eyes are doves 
in addition to your silence* (S- of S- 4: 1). 

* The manuscript mistakenly reads, *you have'. 
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14. Therefore, speak like a dove, which barely speaks in her heart (Nahum 2: 
8); do not, like a raven, make a lot of noise and commotion. Be quiet in the house 
like a dove, and do not make your movements like the ravens. For the dove's 
movement (adjusts itself) outside or in the house or on the roof or while flying. 
Her speech is gentle; her walking, silent; her eating, without anxiety; her way of 
life, without anger. She does not linger in every square; she does not rejoice in 
vanity nor in eating flesh; she does not stand on dead bodies. She knows no other 
person except her parent and guardian: many others who resemble him call to 
her, but she does not listen to any of them. She knows the true one in the house. 

Dangers of the public bath 

15. The dove is acquainted with the bath in the ordinary waters in the basin; she 
does not take off her garment or reveal her nudity. Observe her appearance: see 
how her appearance is pure, without force or cleansings, how she is adorned by 
her insight and not by the adornment that enters from outside. You have heard 
the animal's nature: imitate her ways. Likewise, remain at home, only contem
plating; likewise, speak quietly; likewise, walk, eat, be unadorned; likewise, use 
the bath. 

16. A basin is sufficient for you to wash away your dirt. Ask and learn how 
Sarah washed herself while living in a tent; how Rachel followed the flock; how-
Miriam sojourned in the desert without water; how the saints called Mary 
followed the Lord. Have you not heard that the apostles and disciples of our 
Lord ate food without washing their hands (Mart. 15: 1-20) and St Peter 
declined to have his feet washed by the Lord (John 13: 3-11)? And who is purer 
than the aforementioned people? For they who were pure on the inside were also 
completely pure on the outside (cf. Matt. 23: 26). 

17. But learn how the women who bathe have been injured and have dragged 
others down into corruption. The first is Bathsheba, the wife of Uriah, who, 
when she stripped, instantly stripped such a great man of holiness and rule (2 
Sam. 11). For that reason he made supplication to the good God and said, 'Do 
not take your holy spirit from me', and he entreated, 'Restore to me the joy of 
your salvation' (Ps. 50 (51): 13-14). For he who previously had been escorted by 
such a great army and had been glorious in the power of the kingdom was with 
one or two (men) cast out in flight into a strange land (2 Sam. 15). Was it not by 
the greatness of his repentance that he returned to power? Did he not eat ashes 
like bread and mix his drink with tears (Ps. 101 (102): 10)? Was it not with tears 
that he dampened the defiled bed (Ps. 6: 7)? Did not his knees become weak from 
fasring and his flesh lean from anointing (Ps. 108 (109): 24)? Was it not in 
mourning and suffering that he walked (Ps. 37 (38): 7)? Did he not make sack
cloth his garment (Ps. 68 (69): 12)? Did he not also take off his pure linen 
garment? You sec how she who wanted to bathe poured out filth on such a man; 
for because she washed her body, she defiled another's soul. But she was not the 
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only one! Susannah as well, when she washed and bathed in the garden, caused 
the two elders to fall (Sus.). For the uncovered flesh covered their eyes so that 
they did not contemplate heaven (Sus. 9 ) . Therefore, if these things happened in 
this way, it is not suitable to bathe, lest there be scandal for you and others. 
Others in the ascetic life do not touch the water even with their fingertips. Why 
do I say 'with their fingertips*? Because, when their tongue is being broiled, they 
do not moisten it, recalling the story of Lazarus and the rich man (Luke 16: 

1 8 . But consider other women—how their senses have turned foolish so that 
they take delight in myrrh and pleasant fragrances that certainly are not 'the 
sweet fragrance of Christ* (2 Cor. 2 : 15) . It is more fitting for them to be in sack
cloth and ashes so that they might preserve their virginity without danger. But 
I believe that such a soul, one that loves to revel in pleasures, does not belong to 
a perfect virgin, for it is fitting for the true virgin to abandon every desire. 

Conversations with men 

19. For that reason she also does not speak to men, except to be instructed or to 
receive some spiritual profit. For when a teaching is divine or a word penitent, it 
is recognized (as such) because it is without laughter or levity or any desires of 
the flesh. Hence all suspicion is avoided. But great harm can come also from this 
when it is abundantly obscured because of bodily delight and desire. For it is 
fitting also to mention here the chaste Joseph: how, when he was young, he 
infatuated his mistress (Gen. 3 9 ) . You are a holy vessel, set apart for God, one 
which it. is not fitting for anyone to touch. For who would not become impure (if 
he were to touch you) like Balthasar, who did touch (Dan. 5)? And (in that case) 
this holy vessel would also require purification. 

Spiritual marriage 

2 0 . But consider some among the virgins, as I have heard: they do not merely 
confuse and fail to distinguish good from evil by speaking (to men), but they dare 
even to live and mix with men, not considering such a great danger or how easy 
it is to fall in this life. Others of this (ascetic life) employ aids and strategies so 
that, through fasts and dried-up ascetic practices, they extinguish the flame of 
passion that bums within them. But as for these (virgins who live with men), 
because of regular conversation with men and toilsome custom, the flame burns 
greatly within them, just as when someone, by giving a lot of fuel to a small fire, 
will change a flame into a great roaring blaze. 

2 1 . But you will say to me that such a living arrangement is one of'fellowship' 
and 'spiritual love*, as if it were without harm or injury, although it bears danger 
in its bosom and walks on fire. 'For does a person tie up a fire in his bosom and 
not bum his clothes? Or does a man walk on a fire's burning coals and not burn 
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his feet3 So, too, no one who goes in ro his neighbour's wife will be pardoned, 
nor any who louch her' (Prov. 6: 27-9). So, if he who goes in to his neighbour's 
wife is not pardoned, what will he who goes in to and touches the bride of Christ 
endure from the heavenly King? Hence, 'it is good for a man not to touch a 
woman' (1 Cor. 7: 1)—even more, the bride of Christ! Or are you ignorant of 
how jealous a bridegroom he is, both avenging sins swiftly and establishing 
tortures for a great variety for crimes? 

22. All of you have promised God to stand at the King's right hand: offer up 
to your Lord all the wealth of your virginity, lest, by keeping back a portion, you 
suffer the fate of Ananias and Sapphira (Acts 5: 1-11). And if they kept back 
things from the fleshly offering of their wealth and so awaited these (sufferings), 
what will you endure, you who neglect the valuable wealth of your virginity? For 
she who greets a man in order to be seen by him, or to have fun with him, or to 
speak with him in a fleshly way—what else has she done except taken from that 
offering pledged by her to God and given it to a man? For fittingly it is said to 
her: 'As long as it remained, did it not remain yours? And when it was sold, was 
it at your disposal? Why has Satan filled your heart so that you cheat the Holy 
Spirit and hold back some from the field's proceeds?' (Acts 5: 4) 

23. For by your own will you became a virgin: you presented a willing 
sacrifice. Rejoicing, you offered (yourself) and wrote that you would strive. By 
your own will you were brought to the arena: he did not bring you by force, but 
persuaded you with the promise. He did not use a threat, but he was earnest with 
counsels. He did not require you by law, but led you by your will. You did not 
fear some punishment stored up, but you were encouraged by the glory stored 
up. You were not compelled by a torture made ready, but you were emboldened 
by the crown reserved. Shouts did not force you, rather 'the crown of the 
upward call' (Phil. 3: 14). The chains of force did not compel you, but the 
liberty of Christ attracted you. You have not yielded to the deception of human 
beauty, but to the love of him who is more beautiful in his appearance than 
human beings (Ps. 44 (45): 3). You have not been enticed by numerous marriage 
gifts, but you have hoped in heavenly treasures. You did not desire the noble 
birth of a man, but you relied upon divine chastity. 

24. Therefore, this kind of sin is unforgivable; this offence, without excuse; 
this lifestyle, unacceptable. 'It is better not to make a vow than to make a vow 
and not to accomplish it' (Eccles. 5: 4). For it is better not to promise virginity 
than, when you have promised, not to accomplish it perfectly. For just as it is 
impossible for two men in the world to have one wife, so too one soul cannot 
perfectly be with God and with humanity. For 'no person can serve two masters, 
for either he will hate one and love the other, or he will love one and treat the 
other with contempt' (Man. 6: 24). Therefore, O virgin, abandon such a love, 
one which separates you from the divine love. Break your bond of goodwill 
toward a man, lest you break your covenant with the heavenly bridegroom. Do 
not, when you consider a small pleasure or gift, fall away from the true one. 
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Therefore, if you are oppressed by poverty, receive, but do not give that which 
is great. Do not, for the sake of a corruptible garment, lose the name of him who 
is incorruptible. Do not, for the sake of the gift of nourishment, remain outside 
the banquet of Paradise, lest by fearing to leave an (earthly) house you fall from 
the heavenly mansion. 

25. But perhaps you will say, 'I guard my virginity and holiness.1 But it is 
fining for the perfect virgin to be 'holy in body and soul' (1 Cor. 7: 34), to escape 
from the defilement of spirit and flesh, and1—for the sake of him who came to 
collect human thoughts, for the sake of him who knew the secrets of the heart— 
to be undistracted and undividedly attentive (1 Cor. 7: 35). Therefore, see 
whether you are (holy) in spirit, for if he who looks at a woman—as he (Jesus) 
says—so as to desire her has sinned (Matt. 5: 28), what about him who is con
stantly with her? So see whether you are able to be undividedly attentive, 
whether you are permitted also to be undistracted, or whether you serve and are 
subiect to a man. For in this way in body and mind you will be anxious, so that 
you are engaged in human affairs (cf. 1 Cor. 7: 35). But you say, lOn every side 
I guard myself with fasts and vigils, prayers and complete continence, lest I fall 
from this position.' But what need is there for you to walk beside a fire so that 
you require lots of cool, quenching water? 

26. But if you are not injured, consider him who is with you. Arc you not 
killing him? His soul is sought in your hands. Do not strike him all the time, lest 
his mind be conquered, lest he become a captive instead of a conqueror, lest he 
become subject to a woman rather than (her) head (1 Cor. 11: 3), a slave instead 
of lord of the house. Therefore, it is not expedient to be a virgin with a man, lest 
she in his view be lacking in her soul. 'The one who cleaves to the Lord', it says, 
'becomes one spirit (with him)* (1 Cor. 6: 17). But the one who cleaves to flesh is 
flesh. 'Are you bound to a wife? Do not seek to be free. Are you free from a wife? 
Do not seek a wife' (1 Cor. 7: 25). 

27. What do you, O monk, seek with a virgin, with another man's bride? You 
will not dare to approach a man's wife because of her husband's jealous}', lest you 
fall into his hands. But you do not fear to approach the bride of Christ although 
you know his fearful jealousy: 'It is a fearful thing to fall into the hands of the 
living God* (Heb. 10: 31). Why do you catch God's dove with a few grains? Why 
do you capture an innocent bird? For she sees only what is given by you, but 
does not see what is taken by you. For she receives from you fleshly things, but 
she forsakes spiritual things. By a few (earthly) gifts she loses heavenly gifts. 
Why do you draw away the virgin's mind, which it is fitting for her to place 
always before God? 

28. But you say, *I am doing a noble thing, for God's sake, for the name of 
virgin' (cf. Matt. 10: 41-2). You are doing good if you are giving without 
approaching (her), without staying with her, without being served (by her), if 
you are not giving 'favour' in exchange for 'favour'. If (you do this) on account 
of God's command, you will have a reward; but if on account of your own desire. 
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The virgin and her bridegroom 

30. Therefore, it behoves you to be enshrouded, separated, set apart, and with
drawn in every way, with a steadfast will, and to be sealed up, just as you were 
sealed by the Lord at the beginning as a servant: 

An enclosed garden is my sister, the bride, 
an enclosed garden, a sealed fountain, 
a paradise of pomegranates with fruits of the trees: 
Cyprus with nard, nard and saffron, cane and cinnamon, 
with all the cedar-wood of Lebanon. (S. of S. 4: 12-14) 

Thus it is fitting for her to be guarded and withdrawn and sealed who is all fruit 
and goodness. Virginity is like an enclosed garden that is not trodden upon by 
anyone, except its gardener alone. Be careful that no merciless stranger spoils the 
manifold seedlings and beautiful blossoms of the garden; that no one mars the 
injured vine; that no ferocious foxes from some place or other destroy the 
beautiful clusters of grapes (S. of S. 2: 15); that no one disturbs the sealed 
fountain or muddies the bright and shining waters of virginity; that no one fills 
the paradise of sweet fragrance with a foul odour. 

31. Therefore, remove yourself from fleshly and human love, O virgin! 
Rather, turn and seek him whom your soul loved, where he grazes, where he lies 

you have received your reward. Give necessary things if she requests something 
for food or clothing, but not for fleshly decoration. For these are the desires of 
the flesh and not spiritual gifts. Therefore, be distant from other men's wives; do 
not embrace a woman who is not yours. Make a covenant with your eyes not to 
gaze upon a virgin, as Job said (Job 31: 1). And again: 'Do not gaze upon a 
virgin. Avert your eyes, and do not gaze upon another's beauty' (Sir. 9: 5, 8). 
You are called a solitary in name; be one in deed. But if you live with another 
person, you are not a solitary; rather, you are a second person. 

29. 'The queen of the south will rise and condemn this generation' (Mart. 12: 
42). The married women who have separated from their husbands for the sake of 
the pure life condemn those 'virgins' who live with men, and they receive their 
glory. Virgins like these will be rejected from their honour, but those who have 
kept themselves will receive the virginal honour. Be ashamed, O virgin of this 
kind! Even she who has not promised to lead a life pure and solitary lives 
diligendy, but you who have so promised cheat the true one and take another 
man. Therefore, put on adornment, and strip off virginity, for the adorned class 
claims you. Therefore, occupy yourself with baths and myrrh, and take care of 
yourself with cleans ings, so that you might please him who is with you. For she 
who is like mis is anxious about how to please men, and she is divided. But she 
who is dedicated to God alone thinks night and day about how to please the Lord 
(1 Cor. 7: 32-4). 
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down at midday, until you find him whom your soul loved, and he shows you his 
face and makes you hear his voice. For his face is beautiful and his speaking 
sweet. When you have found him, hold on to him, and do not leave him until he 
brings you into his bedroom (S. of S. 3: 2; 1: 7; 2: 14; 3: 4). He is your bride
groom. He is the one who will crown you. It is he who is preparing the wedding 
garment for you. It is he who is revealing to you the treasures. It is he who is 
preparing the Father's table for you and from the torrent of delight gives you to 
drink (Ps. 35 (36): 9). Wait for him; gaze on him with your mind; speak to him; 
rejoice with him; take everything from him. For when you are fed by the Lord, 
you will lack nothing, and you will enjoy eternal life. Amen. 



c 

On Virginity 

This translation is based on the Syriac text edited by Lebon in comparison with the 
Armenian text edited by Casey.1 The end of the Syriac text is lost in a lacuna; the 
short remainder of the work, extant only in Armenian, has been translated into 
German by Casey. The section divisions, their numbers, and the content headings have 
been added by myself and have no basis in the ancient manuscripts. 

BY THE SAME ATHANASIUS, ARCHIBISHOP OF ALEXANDRIA 
ON VIRGINITY8 

Obey your husband, Christ 

i. You want to be a virgin, but (do so) not in the way that you desire, but rather 
as the Lord (desires), the one to whom you are married. It is fitting that your zeal 
give way to him: he is the husband. As for women of the world, all their hope is 
in their husband, and without him they do nothing. They do not go anywhere 
because they fear their husbands. How much more the virgin is completely 
obligated to her bridegroom and lord! She shall offer up her reason and her 
honour. She shall go nowhere without him, just like the woman of the world: not 
in a company, nor in feasts of gluttons, nor in night-time revelries of the corrupt, 
nor in gatherings of slanderers, nor in gatherings of scoffers. Excuse yourself and 
say, *I did not sit with the council of vanity* (Ps. 25 (26): 4). For your husband is 
yours. 

2. To all of them (women of the world), the fleshly husband gives food, con
sidering only what is visible. But the virgin's husband considers those things that 
are invisible. He examines the mind, appearance, lifestyle, behaviour, gait, cloth
ing, and will: Is her thinking outside (unorthodox)? Does her mind take counsel? 
Is that purity which is in all the organs of the soul fearful? Will he see his temple 
shining forth from every side and see fulfilled in you the (word) of the apostle: 
'Let the virgin be holy in her body and soul' (t Cor. 7: 34)? When he sees your 

7 J. Lebon, 'Athanasiana Syriaca I: Un A6yo$ nepl -naodtvias attribué à saint Athanase 
d'Alexandrie', Mus. 40 (1927), 205-48, at 209-18; Robert P. Casey, *Dcr dem Athanasius 
zugeschriebene Traktat flipi napdcviW, Sitzungsbcrichte der Preussischen Akademie der 
Wissenschafien, Philosophisch-historische Klasse, 33 (1935), 1022-45, 3 1 1026-34. 

8 The title and attribution are taken from the Armenian manuscripts. 
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Exhortation to vigilance 

3. Therefore, guard yourself, O virgin, until death. Do not be neglectful, do not 
slumber, so that you 1 0 will not be asleep when you reach your end and so bring 
to nought your toils and labour and squander the profit of your sweat. For it is 
written: 'Do not bless a man before his end' (Sir. 11: 28). The profit is great; the 
labour is small in comparison to the gift. The crowning is great. Manifold and 
powerful is the struggle; great is the contest; very exalted is the crown. Let not a 
small and cold pleasure quench the Father's goodness, which seethes and burns 
in you.11 

4. For I am weeping and sighing, lamenting and sorrowful; I am shaking my 
head and moving my limbs more than Jeremiah, who back then mourned the 
ruin of die daughter of his people, Jerusalem (cf. Lam. 2: 15). Now I too weep 
for the virgin who, on account of inferior, worthless, and unclean pleasure, 
destroys the kingdom of heaven and turns from the angelic way of life and rejects 
the pure lifestyle, and not only this, but also brings to nothing (her) former 
labours. 

5. Therefore, watch yourself, O virgin, lest lascivious men seduce you with 
words of'God's love*. Revere the words, but scorn the man. Do not be led astray 
by a human being; let him serve for you (only) as a minister of the Word. It is 
fitting, if possible, not to speak to a man at all, not to observe one, not to frequent 
one, not to remain with one, not to have acquaintance with him. For 'our enemy 
the devil* (1 Pet. 5: 8) is ready for evil, and he knows that when he mixes honey 
with gall he goes unrecognized and by means of sweetness gives bitterness to 
drink. The time has not come 'for you to sweeten your palate' (Prov. 24: 13); 
rather at the last it will be more bitter than gall for those who taste it, 

6. When one of you sees herself sitting naked, examines her shame, and con
siders her fall, then she will hide, then she will groan, then she will weep, then 
she will be consumed, then she will shake her head, then she will be filled with 
doubt and curse the day she was born. But listen to God, just as Adam and Eve 
did when they transgressed the commandment. Adam heard, 'Where are you?' 
(Gen. 3: 9) You hear, you also: 'Virgin, where are you?12 Where were you then, 

9 Reading with Casey 0Traktat\ 1036 n. 3) ASXM instead ofo : ta». 
1 0 Restoring with Casey ('Traktat', 1036 n. 7) a 5 before r<i. 
11 Reading with Casey (*Traktai\ 1036 n. 8) - - - instead pT 
1 2 This question is not present in the Syriac text and is restored from the Armenian. 

lamp unextinguished, then the Lord too will cry out and say, '"Come from 
Libanus, my bride, come from Libanus*1 (S. of S. 4: 8) to the place where 
heavenly thoughts enter you.' And he joins you to himself;9 he brings you near to 
him; he makes you worthy of his Spirit. When he sees your beaut}' without 
blemish or offence, and when your mind is gazing upon him and your thoughts 
flying (to him), he helps you, crying out and saying, 'Arise and come, my 
companion, my beautiful dove!' (S. of S. 2: 10) 
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and where are you now? Although you were called "temple of God", although 
you were called "bride of Christ" and your proper name was above all "virgin", 
you now remain on a corruptible bed.' Therefore, you too respond in great 
shame and say, 'I heard your voice and hid because I was naked* (Gen. 3 : 10) . 
And he will say to you, 'Why have you revealed yourself to be naked unless you 
have transgressed the covenant and loved the mortal more than the immortal?1 

(cf. Gen. 3: 11) Oh, the fear! Oh, the groaning! Oh, the sport most bitter! 
7. But let it not be for you, my beloved, to be tangled in such destruction! 

I say these things when I admonish you so that you might forsake such destruc
tion and, having fear before your eyes, flee and not remain in such fear. For 
hitherto our Saviour has honoured you: he has made you his temple and called 
you his bride. Watch, lest you hear: 'Humanity, being in glory, did not under
stand; it was compared to the senseless beasts and resembled them' (Ps. 48 (49): 
13) . Learn what you have, O virgin, so that when you have learned you might 
hold (it) fast; and when you hold (it) fast, you will not slumber or sleep and so 
bring to nought the costly pearl. Now, I say 'pearl' because of virginity's 
splendour and wonder. But virginity is not only a pearl, but also a hidden 
treasure not of transient goods, but of eternal chastity. Therefore, diligently keep 
what you have, O virgin! It is easily stolen if you sleep. For those things that are 
small and no burden for the thief he snatches and flees: the pearl that is carried 
in the hand is easily stolen. So too that which you have, O virgin. Therefore, 
watch yourself! 

Manifold virtues required, not just ascetic acts 

8. Perhaps the virgin says: 'What shall I do? Shall I fast? I keep away from foods. 
I keep my soul away from everything on account of the body's carelessness. 
I keep away from the bath. I reject the worldly pasture, and I am in silence. 
I keep vigils frequently. I have a ready desire for psalmody. I read the Scriptures 
sufficiently. I work as much as I can so that I might not need a husband. I pro
cure my own food. For because I am poor, I am naked without wanting to be so, 
but if I were rich, I would not willingly dress more richly. I am not glad, fearing 
lest I injure others, and fulfilling the apostolic commands: "in hunger and in 
thirst*1 (2 Cor. 1 1 : 2 7 ) and "he who competes keeps his mind from everything" 
(1 Cor. 9: 2 5 ) and "those who belong to Christ have crucified their flesh along 
with all its passions and its desires" (Gal. 5 : 24 ) . * 

9. But I too say to you: it is good that you do these things, just as you study 
the divine Scriptures and read the apostolic words and seek the way of truth. But 
I say to you: I also seek the word of the gospel, that you not 'tithe only cumin and 
mint and dill, not justice and mercy* (Matt. 2 3 : 2 3 ) . You abstain from nourish
ment and food, depriving your belly. But do not fill your soul with sins by plan
ning evils against your neighbour, or neglecting your mother, or being moved by 
anger toward one of those who live with you. Fasting takes place where these 
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11 Acta Pauli 5; cf. 2 Clem. 8: 6; 2 Cor. 6: 16. 

(sins) axe departing, just as Isaiah the prophet also said: 'Loose every knot of 
injustice and bondage, and cut the burdens of deceit, and set loose the oppressed 
for freedom, and cut off all burdens, and give with all your soul food to the 
hungry—then call the acceptable fast' (Isa. 58: 5-6). 

10. Now watch, so that you who are continent never condemn those who are 
chaste in marriage and so bring sin upon yourself. For hear Paul, who says: 'To 
marry is good, but it is better not to marry* (1 Cor. 7: 38). Therefore, whatever 
the divine Scripture praises and calls good and honourable and spotless (Heb. 13: 
4), you must not condemn, you who are more perfect than she who is still in 
the tumult of the sea. And so, when you are keeping a vigil, do not rJiink to your
self about the women sleeping with their husbands. Let your sight be only on 
Jesus. 

11. And chant Psalms, saying: 'To you I lift up my eyes, O dweller of 
heaven!' (Ps. 122 (123): 1) But when you chant, let the mind complete the soul; 
do not let your thinking wander outside or your thought be engaged in many 
things. Do not seek many things, lest you receive many evils. Do not be double-
souled, but have a single thought. Have a single request: to gaze on the good 
alone. For 'the Lord setdes the solitaries in a house*, as it is written (Ps. 67 (68): 
7). Let the mind, the tent of thought, be vigilant; let the mind, the enemy of 
corporeal things, be vigilant; let the mind, the charioteer of the body, be vigilant; 
let the mind be vigilant and take you to the dwelling-places on high. Let your 
mind be in accord with the spirit, for if the two agree on the same thing, all that 
they ask they will receive (Matt. 18: 19). 

12. Therefore, watch, lest you, being holy, condemn her who is clothed. You 
stay away from the bath, but do not let thoughts consume you from within. You 
labour, but do not store up in storehouses (Luke 12: 16-21): spend, and give to 
the poor as you are able (cf. Ps. 111 (112): 9). And be completely perfect (cf. 
Matt. 5: 48). Take care to acquire the things that are useful to the soul: acquire 
noble money, and cast out the money-changers (cf. Matt. 21: 12-13). 

The foolish virgins 

13. Do not bury your talent and be like that evil slave (Matt. 25: 14-30), so that 
you will not be found to be like those foolish virgins whose lamps went out 
because they lacked oil (Mart. 25: 1-13). For what will continence and virginity 
profit those who have been expelled from the wedding feast, who have heard that 
bitter echo, and in whose faces the gates have been shut? Knocking, they also 
hear 'I do not know you* (Matt. 25: 12). Then they say: 'You do not know us? 
Are we not your temple? Is it not on your account that we fast and have been 
continent all our lives? Why do you not listen to us? Why do you not give us the 
things promised? We have heard, "Blessed are those who have kept their flesh 
purely, for they shall become God's temple,*'l, but you have cast us out! We have 
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done nothing, but you will not let us see the bridal chamber, and you shut the 
gates!' These things they will say within themselves, groaning. 

14. But doubtless our Lord will say to them: "Why do you have no oil in your 
vessels? Did you not extinguish your tamps? Did you not hear me say, "Not 
everyone who says to me, 'Lord, Lord', will enter the kingdom of heaven; rather, 
everyone who does the will of my Father will enter the wedding feast" (Matt. 7: 
21)? You have not done the will of the Father, nor even that of his Son. For those 
whom the Father draws I will receive (cf. John 6: 44). If you have heard, 
"Blessed are those who have kept their flesh pure, for they shall become God's 
temple," have you not heard the following: "Blessed are the meek; blessed are 
the peacemakers; blessed are the merciful; blessed are the poor in spirit; blessed 
are those who are pure in heart"; and so forth (Mart. 5: 2-12)? There are nine 
beatitudes; have you heard only that one?' But what did the wretched one say in 
response to this? Nothing at all. Rather, she fell silent, deserving this sorrow. But 
if someone keeps these (beatitudes) along with purity of the body, ineffable bless
ing, the kingdom of heaven, a hidden treasure, eternal life, an unfading crown, 
unending glory—these the Lord prepares (for her). 

15. Paul, the vessel of election (Acts 9: 15), says: 'Let the virgin be holy in her 
body and soul' (1 Cor. 7: 34). Acquire [all] these things: gentleness, humility [of 
mind], patience, love14 hospitality, kindness, tranquillity, peace (cf. Eph. 4: 2; 
Gal. 5: 22; Rom. 12: 13). Acquire knowledge and discipline; call wisdom 
'Mother'. And with all these (acquire) that which is the foundation of all the 
virtues, faith and hope, that which is the beginning and the end, that which 
moves mountains (Matt. 17: 20). Make yourself a daughter of Wisdom (cf. Prov. 
7: 4), lest you remain too feeble to offer the first-fruits to God. Do not, like Cain, 
offer your sacrifice foolishly, or God will not receive it from you and you will 
begin to turn aside (cf. Gen. 4: 3-5). Be seasoned with strength, as if with salt 
(Col. 4: 6). Be one who always turns to God in all holiness and love, O daughter, 
always covering your body, lest a spirit of the air pour down upon you, enter, and 
steal something from your goods. Therefore, cover your toes; let your veil 
fall down to your eyebrows; let your modest)' conceal your fingers to your com
panions. Let there be fear; stir up zeal in many things, and you will save yourself 
and your companions. And you will hear from God's Wisdom: 'My son, if 
you perform nobly, (it is good) for you and your companions; but if you perform 
evilly, you bring evils upon yourself alone' (Prov. 9: 12). 

The virgin's reward 

16. See how the person who conducts himself by God's law is full of praises (cf. 
Ps. 118 (119): i)- 1 5 For when you walk blamelessly, then 'like dawn your light 
will shine forth, and your health will quickly spring forth. You will call, and the 

1 4 'Love' is restored from the Armenian. 
1 1 In this paragraph the emphasized words have been restored through comparison with 

the Armenian. 
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Lord will answer you, and as much as you speak, he will say, "Behold, I am 
near'" (Isa. 58: 8-9). When you are clothed in the virtues like garments and like 
a cloak you have acquired the power of the Holy Spirit, then the king will see you 
and desire your beauty, because you are so clothed and multicoloured with the 
virtues (cf. Ps. 44 (45): 10, 12). Then you will be brought to him, for he has seen 
your beauty and love. Then he will bring you into the bridal chamber not made 
by hands, the unending marriage feast, the kingdom of heaven, eternal life, the 
place of the angels, the inheritance of the righteous, [. . .] of the holy, the palace 
of the King of kings, the habitations of the principalities and rulers and powers 
and lords, where cherubim are glorifying the power of the Trinity. There face to 
face you will see the [children of the resurrection, the] angels, who do not marry 
nor are given in marriage (Luke 20: 35-6). There you will see face to face the 
Lord your God, who made you. 

17. Then in purity of heart you will sigh and say, 'Let him kiss me with the 
kisses of his mouth' (S. of S. 1: 2). But you will hold him with the hands of 
brides and call out and say, ( I held him and did not let him go until I brought 
him to my father's house and to the chamber of her who bore me' (S. of S. 3: 
4). 1 6 But I call your mother (in this passage) Mary,17 the bearer of God, she with 
whom you have (your) heritage. Then you will dwell with Christ. Then you will 
see your bridegroom, your brother, your father, your lord, your king, your Lord 
God Sabaoth, Adonai, El, who is, was, and always will be. Then he will appear 
to you, he who established heaven and spread forth the earth among the waters. 
To the virgin alone belongs this right, this heritage, this rank, this station, such 
glory, because she has hated the day of humanity (Jer. 17: 16), because she has 
rejected all uncleanness. Then she will rejoice in repose; then she will exult. 
Then she will clap her hands in glory, crying out and saying, 'The king has 
brought me in to his inner chamber' (S. of S. 1: 4). Then she will live, being 
served by angels, judging those angels who have sinned (cf. 1 Cor. 6: 3), 
reproaching virgins who have fallen, boasting in the crown she has received. 

Virginity beyond human understanding 

18. Now, have you understood, virgins, these things that are said to virgins? Do 
not be negligent in your hearing; rather, like the good earth, receive the seed 
(cf. Matt. 13:18-23, 36-43), so that I too, the labourer, might be renowned. Let 
the work survive so that the builder might receive his wages (cf. 1 Cor. 3: 14). 
For as we have learned, we have repeated to you. For, although we do not under
stand these sublime things as they really are, as it is useful for a human being to 
speak, we are saving them. Such are the limits of language; such is the rule of 
words; such are the things given to human nature to know. These sublime things 
the Lord alone knows, he who incited the preacher to say, 'Eye has not seen, and 

1 4 The LXX actually reads 'mother's house'. 
P. The name 'Mary' is not present in the Syriac text and is restored from the Armenian. 
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ear has not heard, and it has not fallen on human heart what God has prepared 
for those who love him' (i Cor. 2: 9). Great is the profit; unprecedented the 
rewards! The stadium is large; the race, long. The stadium is spread out; the 
opponent, ready. The victor is crowned. For here is found corruptible silver and 
gold (cf. 1 Pet. 1: 18), but there is found eternal life and a crown that flourishes 
always. Indeed, there is nothing equal to virginity! For just as the nature of God 
is incomprehensible, just as human beings cannot understand God's nature, not 
understanding what is near to them, or perhaps even their own nature,1* . . . 

'* Here the Syriac text breaks off and is lost in a lacuna. The remainder of the work, 
extant only in Armenian, can be found in German translation in Casey, 'Traktat*, 1044-5. 
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On Sickness and Health 

This translation from the Greek is hosed on the text edited by Diekamp.19 The section 
divisions, their numbers, and the content headings have been added by myself and have 
no basis in the ancient manuscript. The emphasized words are the comments of the 
anonymous compiler. 

FRAGMENT A 

From the discourse 'On Sickness and Health1 of St Athanasius, Patriarch of 
Alexandria, which begins, 'We have received the letter about your health . .. 

The inner and outer persons 

i. The discourse concerning the health of human beings is not indicated singly 
in die holy Scriptures; rather, the understanding of this subject happens to be 
twofold. For because human beings have their reality in two modes and we have, 
according to the most blessed Apostle, the double meaning of the inner and outer 
person—for he says in the Epistle to the Corinthians, Tnough our outer person 
is wasting away, the inner is being renewed* (a Cor. 4: 16), and in that to the 
Ephesians, 'For this reason I bow my knees before the Father, from whom every 
family in heaven and on earth is named, that according to die riches of his glory 
he may grant you to be strengthened with might through his Spirit in the inner 
person, and that Christ may dwell in your hearts through faith* (Eph. 3: 
14-17)—it is necessary that thought about them (human beings) not be unitary, 
but twofold. 

2. Indeed, just as the human being with respect to the outer person has 
bodily bread for nourishment, so too with respect to the inner person he has its 
own corresponding food, about which Paul said, ^nourished on the words of the 
truth' (1 Tim. 4: 6). This nourishment has its origin from the Lord, who says, 'It 
is I who am the bread of life that has come down from heaven and gives life to 
human beings* (John 6: 33-41). Again, just as outwardly a person has rivers and 
wells and springs to drink, so inwardly he has the Spirit, which is given to those 
who believe and becomes *a spring of water, welling up to eternal life' (John 4: 
14). And for walking on earth he has the bodily feet, but for the sake of ascend-

Franz Diekamp, Analecta Patristica (Rome, 1938), 5-8. 
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ing to heaven he has the feet that Paul had, saying, '1 do not run aimlessly' 
(i Cor. 9 : 2 6 ) , concerning which we were also commanded to 'have those 
feet shod with the equipment of the gospeP (Eph. 6: 1 5 ) . And truly he has 
bodily hands for the sake of touching, but, so that he might touch the Word, he 
inwardly has (hands) like those the disciples had, who said, 'That which was 
from the beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, and 
our hands have touched, concerning the word of life' (1 John 1:1) . But since the 
Word is incorporeal, it is necessary that the hands touching it be incorporeal. 

3 . But both are one human being, made this way in the beginning by God 
from body and soul. One of these, in accordance with the grace of the Creator, is 
the physical structure, so that the goal of each one's activity is the same and they 
share the same praise and blame. For even if they are separated by death, they 
will recover themselves again and, having been united, they again will be one and 
remain undivided thereafter. For when we arise, death will no longer rule. 

The members of the body and the soul 

4 . In short, lest I linger making clear the particulars, one must know that the 
body is composed of members, but the inner person is not composed of bodily 
members, but rather possesses the significance of the members' actions. Thus, 
the soul's progress toward virtue is the feet, and the accuracy of its reflections is 
the hands, and the clearsighted mind is the eye, and the discrimination of 
thoughts is the tongue itself. And it is said to have even a womb, so that the pro
ductive capacity* of thought itself might be made manifest, as it is written, 'From 
fear of you, we have conceived, and been in labour, and given birth to a spirit of 
salvation, which we have wrought upon the earth' (Isa. 2 6 : 1 7 - 1 8 ) . 

The sleep of the soul 

5. So also it is said to lie down and sleep when it does nothing. For so that it 
might rest, it even has leisure time. And for this purpose it is said to have sleep 
as well. For when it is at rest from petty things, then it is said to it, 'If you sleep, 
you shall slumber sweetly, and you shall not fear sudden panic' (Prov. 3 : 2 4 - 5 ) . 

And this is the gift of the Saviour, who says, 'Sleep still, and no longer be afraid' 
(Matt. 2 6 : 4 5 ) . But its idleness and neglect of virtue is that kind of sleep which 
the Holy Spirit condemns, saving, 'All those on horses slumbered,* and again, 
'They slept their sleep and found nothing' (Ps. 7 5 (76) : 6 - 7 ) . So too our Lord 
Jesus Christ, who desires that our mind not be neglectful concerning virtue, 
commanded, 'Be awake!' and 'Watch!' (Mark 1 3 : 3 3 - 7 ) 

6. And he also spoke symbolically about these things in Proverbs: 'Do not give 
sleep to your eyes nor slumber to your eyelids, so you might be saved like a deer 
from the nets and a bird from the trap* (Prov. 6 : 4 - 5 ) . Some of the heretics do 
not understand this and, as if they really had no mind, misconstrue what is 

-
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written spiritually and suppose, concerning bodily <sleep>, that one should not 
sleep, and so defraud people of (sleep's) natural use. They do not know that, 
although they are awake for a time, they are totally asleep in their thinking and 
that, by fearing bodily sleep, they fall away from the watchfulness of the soul. 
This watchfulness the saint possesses, even if he is reclining with his body: 'I am 
sleeping, but my heart is watchful1 (S. of S. 5: 2). For the sleep of the saints 
possesses contemplation of better things, and while their body is lying still on 
earth, the mind travels through outer places and flies up from earth to heavens.20 

For the great prophet Elisha, while he was bodily lying on the mountain, 
followed Gehazi with his mind (2 Kgs. 5: 26), and the holy Daniel, while sleep
ing in body, was awake in mind, seeing those great and divine visions (Dan. 7:1). 

The health of the body and that of the soul 

7. Therefore, since reasoning concerning human beings has thus been shown to 
be twofold, it is also necessary that thought about their health be twofold. For 
there is health of the soul, and there is health of the body. Things that ail only 
the soul are healthy in the body, but, in turn, things that ail the body are healthy 
for the soul; and some things bring sickness to both or do harm to neither the 
body nor the soul. Again, the two, because they are one human being, suffer with 
one another, since they have one freedom from pain in health or one torment in 
sickness. 

FRAGMENT B 

And further concerning this: 

The spiritual senses 
8. Just as the structure of the body has the five senses fitted to it by the 
Demiurge, so too the intellectual substance of the soul accomplishes the entire 
work of the commandments with the five senses. The eyes are also the symbol of 
its (the soul's) sight, as the holy David said: 'My eyes are continually on the 
Lord' (Ps. 24 (25): 15). And concerning its hearing: 'Place in me an ear to hear' 
(Isa 50: 4), and the Lord: 'The one who has ears to hear, let him hear' (Matt. 11: 
15). And concerning its sense of smell: 'I will run to your aroma of myrrh' (S. of 
S. 1: 4). And concerning its taste: 'Taste and see how excellent the Lord is' 
(Ps. 33 (34): 9), and, 'I have opened my mouth and drawn breath' (Ps. 118 (119): 
13), and, 'Lord, open my Hps' (Ps. 50 (51): 17). Concerning its touch: 'That 
which we have seen and our hands have touched, concerning the word of life' (1 
John 1: 1). There is, after these, also another sixth sense, with which we who are 

" Cf.Cmf.31,33. 
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able to grasp grasp the untouchable, about which Solomon said, 'You will 
discover the divine faculty of perception* (Prov. 2 : 5),*1 which often exists by 
nature even in the slumber of the heart. 

i l Not as in LXX, but so in Clem. Sir. r. 2 7 and Or. Cels. 1. 48. 



E 

Fragments on the Moral Life 

This translation from the Coptic is hosed on the text edited by Lefort.n The section 
divisions, their numbers, and the content headings have been added by myself and have 
no basis in the ancient manuscript. 

[ The title and attribution have been lost, along with the beginning of the text. j 

Swearing 
1 . . . . to swear falsely, let it fall on us. Indeed, we do not want to swear by his 
name; rather, we are afraid to speak the living name of our Lord God over 
trivial and perishable things. For in this way we all will be wiser than the people 
who meet us: thus we will be good leaven, and the world will be leavened 
through us who are saved. And our abundant fruit will be found to have been 
preserved by the Lord, and God will be glorified in us, just as he said in the 
gospels: 'By this my Father has been glorified, that you should go and bear much 
fruit and be my disciples' (John 15: 8, 16). If the Lord is glorified through us, he 
will glorify us in his eternal glory. 

The advanced life of virtue 

2. The people who walk angelically according to their free will and practise 
discipline in the life of the angels remove themselves completely from the desires 
of the flesh, beloved brothers; they die daily (1 Cor. 15: 31) in the life that 
belongs to earth, but they live in the life of the angels, just as they share in the 
life of the Lord. For Paul says: 'Therefore, those who belong to Christ Jesus 
have crucified the passions and desires' (Gal. 5: 24). Moreover, it is said con
cerning them: 'They have put on the Lord Jesus and have made no provision for 
the flesh in desires' (Rom. 13:14). Vegetables replace meats for such people, and 
water replaces wine, sparse meals replace abundant meals. Moreover, for this 
reason, they keep vigils rather than sleep, and nights of prayer to God often 
replace day-time for them, along with meditations on his law and blessings 
(cf. Ps. 1: 2). And truly, in accordance with the word of the Apostle, they 'walk 
in the flesh, but arc not armed according to the flesh* (cf. 2 Cor. to: 3). 

u Lefort, Lertret feuaies, 121-9. I have used the text in the manuscript that he calls 
'Codex A*. 
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Allegory on Lot's ascent: Moderate and advanced virtue 

3 . As for the people who are not able to ascend to the height that is like a 
mountain peak, let them cut off from themselves the worldly desires, lest they 
drag themselves away from the holy perseverance that is entirely aimed at God 
and be caught only in the temporary perseverance of the world. For where there 
are ease of the flesh, abundant leisure, gluttony, dishonesty, and drunkenness, 
which also follows the defilement of the flesh, the pleasures draw to themselves 
greed, and many anxieties about the desires that we have mentioned are pro
duced in the human being. 

4. Let us imitate Lot, the blessed man, the son of Abraham's brother, who was 
saved from Sodom and Gomorrah on the day when they were consumed in the 
fire that came down from the sky, when his hand was grasped and he was 
brought forth and led by the angels (Gen. 19: 15-30). They ordered him to go to 
the mountain so that he might be saved, but he hesitated to go up because he was 
tired and he feared when he saw the fire. He was afraid also of the angels, lest he 
die because he did not flee to the mountain as they had said to him. They gave to 
him the city smaller than Sodom, preserved so that he might flee into iL 
Therefore, since he hesitated with respect to great things, he asked for a little 
(city) instead of the populous place, and instead of great things they granted him 
his request. First he preserved the smaller city among those bigger ones that 
were flourishing and living extravagantly; therefore, it was called Segor the city, 
which means 'the little city*, having earlier been called Balak. After this. Lot took 
courage and ascended the mountain. 

5. Let us be like this as well. For we walk, fleeing from the great and abundant 
feasting of the world, which is like the feasting of the Sodomites, about whom it 
was said by God, 'They have run riot in the over-indulgence of bread* (Ezek. 16: 
49). And let us leave great feasts for smaller ones, so that we will not be con
sumed by wine-drinking and over-eating and the merry-making that follows 
these things just as Sodom and Gomorrah were consumed. And then let us be 
well-fed in the works of sparse poverty and lift our soul up upon elevated self-
control and purity, having ascended to the mountain top. But if you are living 
extravagantly in the feasts of Sodom, fear lest you receive the sufferings of 
Sodom. Let fornicarion be far from you, for you are removing yourself from 
over-eating and fleeing from drunkenness. For if you light a fire, you will be con
sumed. Let us not cleave to the unbelievers in our lifestyle because we are far 
from them in faith. Therefore, let us withdraw from them, and let your 
endurance daily make manifest your faith in works (cf. Jas. 2: 18). And let your 
love for Christ be confirmed before everyone by your withdrawal from the 
desires of the flesh. Let no one see you disgracing yourself and say, 'This is 
the person who is practising discipline to achieve the gift of heaven; this is the 
disciple and pupil of the wise teacher; this is the person who has been chosen out 
of the world (J°hn 15: 18) and reckoned with the angels in heaven,' You who 
look to the king of heaven, hoping to stand next to him, let Christ be glorified 
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through you, and let him not be blasphemed on your account. For he speaks in 
this way: 'Whoever glorifies mc 1 will glorify; whoever despises me I will despise' 
(i Sam. 2 : 3 0 ) . You despise him when you honour him with your words yet 
blaspheme him with your deeds. The people who are making their life worthy of 
Christ are working more in order to manifest his power and grace than in order 
to be admired. 

The moderate life of virtue 

6. Your members have been cleansed: do not let them be joined with the unclean 
members of a prostitute (1 Cor. 6: 15 ) ; do not defile a cleansed temple of God; 
do not make yourself alien to the Spirit. For the Holy Spirit will not dwell in an 
unclean temple (cf. 1 Cor. 3 : 1 6 - 1 7 ) . What fellowship does light have with dark
ness (2 Cor. 6 : 14)? Do not use nature contrary to nature (cf. Rom. 1: 2 6 ) . The 
law of nature recognizes the act of procreation: have relations with your wife only 
for the sake of procreation, and keep yourself from relations of pleasure. 
Marriage flees from fornication. You have been given a helper: make use of the 
pious institution so that you might be far from useless shame. Do not be pre
sumptuous because Christ did not punish you today. For just as he is merciful, 
he repays later; that is, there is the time for patience, but the time that is coming 
belongs to the wrath. Do not become so fearless that you sin. For it is written: 
'So speak and so act as those who will be judged by the law of freedom' Gas. 2 : 
12) . Moreover, the Aposde says to other people: 'If you live according to the 
flesh, you will die; but if <by> the Spirit you put to death <the works> of the 
body, you will live' (Rom. 8 : 13) . Speak with the Spirit, and the flesh will 
not prevail over you. 'Do not get drunk on wine1, he said, 'in which there is 
intemperance. Rather, be completed in the Spirit, speaking with one another in 
psalms and singing psalms in your hearts to the Lord' (Eph. 5: 1 8 - 1 9 ) . See: these 
are all the medicines of God's house, existing for the soul's healing. Often 
you hear the holy words and psalms: through them you will make your vows 
spiritually to the one who called you to eternal life. Flee the burnings of the 
flesh's ease: I am talking about the excess of wine at the dinner-parties in the 
drinking places; I am not saying that you should withdraw from everything 
entirely. For this is a bodily thing and a good symbol of the person bodily: that 
he drink a little should he need it, but not so that you make the abundant Spirit 
a stranger to the soul (cf. 1 Tim. 5 : 2 3 ) . 

7 . And I am not saying these things only to the person who has received the 
light, baptism, but I am commanding also the one who is going to receive. For 
;usr as ir is necessary for the person who will receive the light to prepare himself 
so as to make himself worthy of the light that he will receive, so too let the 
person who has received be worthy of the light that he has received.23 For let one 
fear that after the instruction he will be found unworthy of the instruction and so 

2 3 The translation of this sentence emends the text as suggested by-Lefort (Lettres 
festales, 125 n. 45). 
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be judged 10 be unworthy of the cleansing. For he says: *I did them in ignorance 
and lack of faith, but the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ abounded with faith and 
love 1 (1 Tim. 1: 1 3 - 1 4 ) . But in your case, if you sin in the faith knowingly, fear 
lest you be deprived of grace; rather, prepare yourself day and night. What 
person will receive a king without having prepared his house in every way? What 
person whose house is dirty and polluted will receive a king when he comes? And 
so you who prepare yourself to receive a king when he comes, not for a single day 
but for your entire lifetime, have you sinned? Repentance cleanses and prepares 
the person for purification. For this reason John came, preparing the way of the 
Lord and commanding people to bear fruits worthy of repentance, so that they 
might flee from the coming wrath (cf. Luke 3 : 7-8). Have you been baptized with 
the Holy Spirit? Do not return to sin: having renounced it, do not later return to 
it. Rather, recall the fearful judgement. Do not be like the dog that returns to its 
vomit nor like a sow that returns to rolling in the mud (2 Pet. 2: 2 2 ) . 

8. Perhaps you will reply and say, 'Nature compels me.' Give yourself to 
God's word and to frequent holy prayer, and do not seek after your relaxation 
too much, so that reason will seize the numerous passions of nature and prayer to 
God will put them to shame and you will supervise nature to the extent that is 
necessary to steer your body with intelligence, like a horse (cf. Jas. 3 : 3 ) . And do 
not show the creature that God made to be an abomination before him. For the 
craftsman does not want to see his work corrupted. Keep it whole so that it will 
stand before the Lord in this age and the next. Do not, for the sake of a little 
pleasure, make it a stranger to eternal blessing, in which all the saints now are. It 
is the Lord who created us and who ts the physician for our ailments and the 
giver of the good things to come. He will prepare your zeal for the good 
and complete your race for salvation. For while we are in the body, brothers, 
repentance remains for us. Therefore, it is necessary for us to pray for one 
another, weeping and mourning for those who are strangers to the true God until 
they all know him without having come into his hands (cf. Heb. 10: 3 1 ) . For it is 
a great shame and cause for weeping for a person to go forth from the body as an 
unbeliever to Jesus, the Son of the living God. Such a person is more wTetched 
than everyone else. Would that we could weep for those who have died as 
strangers to God! But it is impossible to weep for our companions in the other 
place. For each person will bear his own burden (cf. Gal. 6: 5) and weep for his 
own sins if he has not repented here. It is a great wretch who will hear this voice: 
*How have you entered this place without wearing a wedding garment?' (Matt. 
2 2 : 12) Beloved brothers, this is the place for us to fight in our behalf and to help 
ourselves, while the wedding garment is available to us. Therefore, let us not be 
negligent in our works. For the Scripture says: 'Cursed is the one who does the 
works of the Lord neglectfully' (Jer. 31 (48): 1 0 ) . And again: 'Cursed is the 
person whose hope is in human beings1 (Jer. 17: 5 ) . Therefore, let us have the 
fear of God in all of our lifestyle, brothers, zealously completing the things that 
he has commanded us. 
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Orthodox Christ ology 

9 . Christ loved us in his great love and ascended a cross for our sake. As for 
us, brothers, let us not turn back and make ourselves wretched. For he is our 
salvation and true high priest. It is he through whom all things exist and without 
whom nothing came into being (John 1: 3 ) . He is Jesus, the holy only-begotten, 
with whom his Father takes counsel: 'Let us make a human being according to 
our image and likeness* (Gen. 1: 2 6 ) . It is he with whom his Father is always 
rejoicing. He is the Lord of all creation, having endured humiliation for the 
salvation of us humans and having taken flesh in our behalf in the womb of Mary 
the holy Virgin. He is true God from true God and true Light from true Light, 
having neither beginning nor end (cf. Heb. 7 : 3 ) . It is he to whose divinity the 
prophets testify when they cry out, saying: 'You are the same, and you are the 
same, and your years will not end* (Ps. 101 ( 1 0 2 ) : 2 8 ) . He is Jesus, the immortal 
one who died in the flesh on our behalf and died in behalf of the entire race of 
Adam. He became human by nature, like us, and died like us, in accordance with 
the dispensation of humanity. But he arose from the dead on the third day in 
accordance with the Scripture, went up to heaven in ineffable glory, and sat at 
the Father's right hand. He is Jesus, the Son of God, who entered Mary's womb 
by a Holy Spirit It is he whom the Jews crucified, who arose again and appeared 
to his disciples. They thought that they saw a spirit, but he said to them: 'Touch 
me, and see that it is I and that a spirit does not have bones and flesh as you see 
that I have' (Luke 2 4 : 3 9 ) , teaching them that the bodies that will die are the ones 
that will rise again, those that have done good things to a resurrection of life, and 
those that have done evil things to a resurrection of condemnation (John 5 : 2 9 ) . 
His disciples believed that it was truly he who rose from the dead. Immediately 
they knelt down and worshipped him and knew without a doubt that he is the 
true God. 

1 0 . We too, beloved brothers, let us kneel with a true heart and worship him 
truly and his holy cross, for he is the Lord of all. And whoever believes in him 
truly will not be put to shame. He is Jesus, who took on flesh from a woman who 
had never known a man, that is Mary, the holy root, a virgin in her body and 
thinking. We too, beloved brothers, having put on Christ, let us remove our
selves from every evil: arrogance, quarrelling, enmity, injustice, cursing, thinking 
about any evil, sexual immorality, deceit, cruelty, boasting, hatred of the poor, 
hypocrisy, two-tonguedness, rwo-heartedness, slander, love of possessions, evil 
commerce, lack of mercy, small-heartedness, falsehood, stealing, theft, shame-
lessness, sloth, false swearing, murder, disobedience to any good person, distur
bance, too much talking, envy, a human-killing tongue, hateful slave-trading, 
and similar things, for those who do these things will die in them and not in
herit the kingdom of God (cf. 1 Cor. 6 : 9 - 1 0 ; Gal. 5: 1 9 - 2 1 ; 1 Tim. 1: 9 - 1 0 ) . 

Beloved brothers, truly it is a great shame for us, having known God, to remain 
in these evil works. For it is a great shame to hear that a layperson has sworn 
falsely by God's name over a trivial matter, not to mention a monk and the 
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children of the Church, or that one among them has done something leading to 
death and not turned away quietly. It would be better for them not to have 
known God than for them to know him and despise his commandments. The 
judgement of these people will take place at the judgement seat of Christ Jesus 
because after believing in him they have denied him by their works (cf. Titus 1: 
16). But as for us, brothers, let us obey the teaching of our Lord and suffer for 
him so that we might be glorified with him and we too might be a single body in 
Christ Jesus. 

The example of the martyrs 

11. For indeed the martyrs were triumphant on account of Jesus. They did 
not want to deny him, for it was he who said: 'Whoever acknowledges me 
before human beings I will acknowledge before my Father in heaven, but who
ever denies me before human beings I will deny before my Father who is in 
heaven' (Man. 10: 32-3). Therefore, the martyrs, when they reached the time of 
persecution, befriended God through their good free will. .And when the 
children of unbelief caught some of them, they brought them before the ruler in 
Alexandria and placed them before the judgement seat in his presence. Having 
stripped them of their garments, they clothed them in skins, just like thieves, and 
placed tortures before them. The torturers terrified them so that the ruler cried 
out to the martyrs: 'Obey the laws of your masters, the emperors, and revere 
them, for on account of their humanitarian ism and their concern for you they 
advise you to worship the gods. So obey them and be saved from the evil death 
and give joy to us and to all who are watching you! For it is because of your dis
obedience that these tortures are here.' 

12. When the martyrs heard these words, they lifted up their eyes to God, 
because they remembered Jesus, who died in their behalf and said: *Do not fear 
those who will kill your bodies; they cannot kill your souls. Fear more the one 
who is able to destroy your soul and your body in fiery Gehenna' (Mart. 10: 28). 
And immediately they chose for themselves to die at the hands of human beings 
rather than go into the hands of the living God (cf. Heb. 10: 31), and they gave 
their bodies to the fire, others to the sword, others to the cross. Others were 
bound and given to the beasts and eaten, and others were tied to rocks and 
drowned in die sea. The eyes of others were plucked out. Men and women com
pleted their martyrdom victoriously, truly trusting Jesus, that he would give 
them back again incorruptible their bodies, which had been destroyed on account 
of his holy name. Let it be for us all that we attain the forgiveness of our sins 
through the love for humans of our Lord Jesus Christ Glory to the Father, with 
him and the Holy Spirit, the giver of life and of one substance, for ever and ever. 
Amen. 
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Festal Letters 24 (2), 29, 39, 40 

Athanasius' Festal Letters survive fragmentarily in Greek, Syriac, and Coptic. 
The Greek and Syriac fragments have long been available in English translation.1* 
The following letters, extant in Coptic, are translated into English for the first time. 
The translations are based on the Coptic texts edited by Lefort and Coquin.15 Portions 
of these letters survive in Greek; translations of such portions are based on the Greek 
and are noted where they occur. 

LETTER 24 (2) (330)* 
\ 

[The beginning of the text is lost.] 

. . . but if this concern is for the truth. Let the truth be your concern, because the 
Holy Spirit, who has produced these Scriptures, is a trustworthy witness. Let 
the voice of Moses serve as truth for you when he says, *Your life will hang 
before you' (Deut. 28: 66). Who can this be except he who says, *I am the life' 
(John 14: 6)r For it is he whom the Jews did not believe, whom the executioners 
stripped, and whose clothes the soldiers divided. For this reason, the holy 
Jeremiah turned away from such people for the sake of piety, and it pleased him 
to walk alone (Jer. 15: 17), knowing that 'a single righteous person is greater than 
a large unjust crowd' (Prov. 16: 29) and also that 'a city is made populous by one 
righteous person, but it is overturned by a foolish crowd' (Prov. 11 : 10-11) , 
according to the word of the Provcrbist. 

Therefore, each of the saints, by fleeing the wide and broad way, has remained 
alone, living virtuously, like Elijah, Elisha, and the entire chorus of the prophets. 

2* Archibald Robertson (ed.), Select Writings and Letters of Atkanasius* Bishop of 
Alexandria (NPNF, 2nd ser. 4; repr. Edinburgh, 1987), 506-53. 

2 5 Lefort, Lettres /estates; R.-G. Coquin, 'Les Lettres festales d'Athanase (CPG 2102), 
Un nouveau complement: Le manuscrit IFAO copte 25*, OLP 15 (1984), 133-58. Alberto 
Camplani is preparing a new critical edition of the Festal Letters, which wilt make use of all 
manuscripts in all language versions. In the meantime, translations such as this one must 
remain provisional. 

2 6 Lefort, Lettres festales* 37-42. This letter, actually the second, written for 330, has 
been mistakenly transmitted as the 24th Festal Letter (352). The letter of 352 was, in rum, 
transmitted in Coptic and Syriac as the second letter (for 330) and is so translated in 
Robertson, Select Writings, 510-12. The correct order of the Festal Letters can be found in 
Alberto Camplani, Le Lettere festalt diAtanasio di Allessandria: Studio storico-critico (Rome, 
t9S9). "95-6-
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For even the great Moses is not outside such a testimony; rather, he too, when 
Dathan and Abiram rose up against him and accused him, fled from them and 
built his own tent, desiring to flee from their ignorance (Num. 16: 2 0 - 3 0 ) . This 
is a sign that the person who is wise and a friend of God flees from the clamour 
of the people whose heart is in ease, through quietness and by casting off evil. 
And not only the saints that I have mentioned have loved quietness, but whoever 
wishes can learn from the Scriptures that the patriarch Isaac, who was filled with 
virtue, withdrew from the clamour of the crowds to converse with God for no 
other reason than so that his soul might be quiet, turn to itself, and be able in this 
way to please God. Thus too Jacob, who was great in discipline, was made 
worthy of the revelation of higher things only because he withdrew and became 
alone by fleeing from Esau in his temptations (Gen. 2 7 : 4 1 - 2 8 : 1 0 , etc.). 

You see, my beloved, how powerful are quietness and withdrawal from 
human beings in the troubles of life. You see how powerful is this kind of life and 
the pure conscience, for it makes the person a friend of God, like Abraham. For 
when he withdrew from the land of the Chaldeans, he was called 'the friend of 
God* (Jas. 2 : 2 3 ) . Moreover, the great Moses likewise, when he withdrew from 
the land of Egypt, that is, from the deeds of the earth that are close to darkness, 
he spoke with God face to face (Exod. 3 3 : 11) and was saved from his enemies 
and passed through the desert. All these are shadows of the withdrawal 'from 
darkness to his marvellous light* (1 Pet. 2 : 9) and the ascent to the city in 
heaven. They are patterns of the true joy and the eternal festival. 

Even the ignorant Jews did not understand these things, and by their failure 
to recognize the pattern of the heavenly Jerusalem, they led astray their thoughts 
and the city, and they stumbled on the stumbling stone, who has become the 
cornerstone for everyone (Ps. 1 1 7 ( 1 1 8 ) : 2 2 ; Matt. 2 1 : 4 2 ) by binding to one 
another two people, the Jews and the Greeks, and indeed the entire race of 
humanity (Eph. 2 : 1 1 - 1 2 ) . The ignorant and fleshly Jews do not believe in him 
even until now: 'Being ignorant of the righteousness of God, they seek to estab
lish it themselves, for they have not submitted to the righteousness of God. The 
fulfilment of the Law is Christ for the righteousness of everyone who hopes in 
him, the Jews first and the Greeks* (Rom. 10: 3 - 4 ; 1: 16 ) , just as it was testified 
about our father Abraham that he found righteousness (Jas. 2 : 2 3 ) . 

Lack of faith is a great evil, my beloved, just as faith is the mother of all the 
virtues. Both lack of faith and faith give birth, but lack of faith gives birth to evil 
and its forms while faith gives birth to hope and every virtue. Therefore, the 
unbeliever is the first to receive the punishment of the judgement from the place 
where the Lord says, 'Whoever believes in me will not be judged, but whoever 
does not believe has already been judged' (John 3 : 18) . The ruler of the syna
gogue, as it is written in the gospels, when he approached the Saviour, did not 
find the blessing for his daughter to have life again except through the entreaty 
and faith toward God (Mark 5: 22—43). 

Indeed, it was the Jews alone who went astray willingly and so fell short of the 
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dry. And by reading the Law outwardly, they became once and for all estranged 
from everything: they do not celebrate the Passover, nor do they perform the 
works of the Law; rather, even they remain unworthy. For by failing to arrive in 
time at the place where the Passover is sacrificed and continuing to eat the flesh 
of irrational animals, they have missed out on the rational nourishment of the 
true Lamb, our Lord Jesus Christ. He is 'the true bread that has come from 
heaven and gives life to the world* (John 6: 33, 41). Therefore, let the Jews go 
astray inasmuch as that is their desire, and let them make use of the irrational 
nourishment at the wrong time. But the truth is on our side, that which the 
shadows and patterns signified: that is, the image of the Father, our Lord Jesus 
Christ, through whom we are nourished always and with whose blood the doors 
of our souls are anointed (cf. Exod. 12: 22). 

We will be liberated from the works of Pharaoh and his taskmasters, not as it 
is written on the narrative level, for they are no longer present, but with respect 
to the works that those things signify, for through them we have been taught the 
truth. For at the time when the children of Israel slaughtered the irrational 
sheep, the first-born of their enemies died because God struck them (Exod. 12: 
29); but now when we eat 'the bread that has come from heaven1 (John 6: 33), the 
Word of the living God, death has become weak, so that it hears us asking it, 
'Death, where is your judgement5 Hell, where is your sting?1 (Hos. 13: 14; 1 Cor. 
15: 55) And in die past, when they went forth and passed from Egypt, their 
enemies became the sea's plaything; but now when we pass from earth to 
heaven, Satan himself at last falls from heaven like lightning (Luke 10: 1 S). ; : And 
formerly the Lord attracted them through Moses with a pillar of fire and a cloud; 
but now he calls us through himself, saying, 'Let whoever is thirsty come to me 
and drink. Whoever believes in me, as the Scripture said, streams of living water 
will pour forth from that person, welling up to eternal life' (John 7: 37-8). 

Therefore, let all people zealously and eagerly prepare to go to the festival; let 
diem hear the Saviour inviting them. For it is he who is consoling everyone, each 
person at his or her door (Rev. 3: 20). Let whoever needs nourishment approach 
him, because be is the true bread (John 6: 32). And let whoever thirsts come to 
him, because he is the spring of living water (J°hn 4: 10); whoever is sick, 
because he is the Word who heals the sick. If someone is wdghed down by the 
burden of sin and reckons him to be oppressive, let that person run to him, 
because he is rest and the saving refuge. Let that person take courage in him who 
proclaimed, 'Come to me, all who are oppressed and burdened, and I will give 
you rest' (Matt. 11: 28). Let everyone who wants to keep the feast have this zeal 
and eagerness because we are going to him who is the feast. 'For Christ our 
Passover has been sacrificed for us' (1 Cor. 5: 7), as I said before. 

And when we go to him, we will ask him, saying, 'Where do you want us to 
prepare the Passover for you?' (Mark 14; 12) Let the patterns of Moses suffice 

w This sentence is quoted in Greek by Cosmas Indicopleustes; the translation is based 
on Cosmos* quotation (Top. 10. 4. 8-11 Wolska-Conus). 



Festal Letters 3 2 3 

until now, shining light in the darkness before the day. But inasmuch as the sun 
has shone, let all darkness be scattered, and let all darkness be scattered by the 
light (cf. 1 John 2 : 8 ) . Let the Saviour himself inform us through a sign about the 
preparation of the Passover and the place where he fulfilled his desire along with 
his disciples when he says, 'Eagerly I have desired to eat the Passover with you 
before I die' (Luke 2 2 : 15) . The sign of the Passover is a man lifting up a jar of 
water and going into an upper room, which is furnished and cleansed (Luke 2 2 : 
1 0 - 1 2 ) . No longer do the blood of goats and the ashes of heifers cleanse those 
who are defiled (Heb. 1 1 : 13 ) ; rather, purity has come everywhere through the 
washing of rebirth (cf. Titus 3 : 5 ) . By this the feast of the Passover is fulfilled. In 
this way, Jesus ate the Passover with his disciples, and he will eat it with us, if we 
do not start eating and drinking in haste tike the Jews and so abandon life and 
bring death on ourselves. Rather, let us stay with him as he grieves and accepts 
death (Matt 2 6 : 3 8 ) ; let us take courage and believe that he will rise from the 
dead and come to judge the living and the dead. For when we thus receive the 
deposit of eternal joy from now on and the Lord is with us until the completion 
of this age (Matt. 2 8 : 2 0 ) , we will celebrate in heaven the perfect feast. 

We will begin the holy fast on Phamenoth 13 (9 March), and after the week of 
the holy Lent on Pharmuthi 18 ( 1 3 April), we will cease fasting on the 2 3 r d of 
the same month ( 1 8 April) on the very evening of the Sabbath. The holy Sunday 
dawns upon us on the 1 4 t h of the same month ( 1 9 April). Next we will reckon 
the seven weeks of the holy Pentecost, and during them we will celebrate the 
feast by doing what pleases God. For truly this is the feast: when sinners remove 
themselves from their evil lifestyle to the better one. Let us remember the poor 
and not forget hospitality; rather, let us clothe the naked and welcome those who 
have no homes into our houses. Before eventhing, let us have love for God and 
our neighbour and so fulfil the Law and the Prophets (Matt. 2 2 : 4 0 ) and inherit 
the blessing through the only-begotten, our Lord Jesus Christ. Through him be 
glory and power to the Father forever, with the Holy Spirit for ever and ever. 
Amen. 

Greet one another with a holy kiss. I pray that you might be saved in the 
Lord, my beloved brothers and sisters. 

LETTER 2 9 ( 3 5 7 ) " 

[The beginning of the text is lost.] 

. . . through impiety. Rather, Job, the man who loved God and accepted 
suffering, continued to stand in piety: he did not care about the destruction of his 
possessions, and he did not listen to his wife (cf. Job 1: 1 3 - 2 1 ; 2 : 9 - 1 0 ) . The one 
who induced all these things, the devil, brought upon himself great shame. 

Lefort, Lettra festalts, 51-6. 
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Afflictions, trials, and persecutions are tests and trainings for the saints. 
Vindication follows them: the crown of righteousness, which is not received from 
human beings, but from God (cf. 2 Tim. 4: 8). For Solomon said, 'You will 
receive a silver crown upon your head and a gold necklace around your 
neck* (Prov. 1: 9). Therefore, who now among the saints has been testified to as 
righteous through affliction? Who has passed through the burning heat of this 
life and not undergone suffering and trials in the world? How can a person be 
remembered as believing in die things of heaven without having been tested by 
sufferings here? For the gate is narrow (Matt, 7: 14), and it is impossible for any
one to enter the kingdom of heaven without affliction (cf. Acts 14: 22). 

Abraham suffered affliction when he saw that Lot and those of his house had 
become prisoners. The patriarch thus suffered affliction when he was forced to 
make war with those who had taken his people prisoner until he freed them from 
imprisonment (Gen. 14: 14-16). Moreover, Isaac was tested when the wells and 
places that he had laboured over were seized (Gen. 26: 17-22). Furthermore, 
Jacob likewise suffered affliction when Laban accused him and Esau sought to 
kill him (Gen. 29: 21-30; 27: 41). None the less, the afflictions that they received 
on account of upright faith in the Lord brought a great reward of such vindica
tion that people are unable to compare anyone with them. For it is God who 
established everything and called himself their God, and he deemed worthy the 
people that came after them to be told about him, revealing himself to them in 
this way. For he said to the children of Israel: 'The Lord God of your ancestors, 
the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob, has sent me to you. 
This is my name, eternal and to be remembered from generation to generation' 
(Exod. 3:15). 

For this reason Joseph was silent when he was plotted against by his brothers 
(Gen. 37: 12-28). And when he was blasphemed against in the house of the chief 
cook, he took courage and trusted in the God who judges righteously (Gen. 39: 
6-23). And after a short time he became ruler over all Egypt, and his people were 
fed through him (Gen. 42-50). For he (God) promised and did not lie when he 
said, 'Whoever gives glory to me, I will give glory to them' (1 Sam. 2: 30). 
Moreover, Moses ran to him, and when he kept the faith, he received a reward 
more excellent than the treasures of Egypt For he was called 'the friend of God' 
(Exod. 33: 11). 'And what will I say? For the rime will prevent me from speak
ing', as Paul said, 'about Gideon, Barak, Samson, Jephthah, David, Samuel, and 
the rest of the prophets who prevailed over these kingdoms through faith' (Heb. 
11: 32-3). And after they endured such sufferings on account of it—I mean 
faith—they did not receive the promises on earth. For God looks to what is 
better for us so that they would not be perfected without us (Heb. 11: 39-4°)-

Let us too endure like this, so that we might share in their sufferings. It is a 
good thing, brothers and sisters, for us to use the words of the Aposde and say, 
'We have this multitude of witnesses laid up for us, and we see our ancestors who 
endured so many trials, as we look to the pioneer and perfecter of the faith, Jesus, 

• 
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who, instead of the joy stored up for him, endured the cross and thought 
nothing of the shame1 (Heb. 1 1 : 1 - 2 ) . I exhort you, just as the blessed Peter said, 
'Do not marvel at the burning that is among us, which is a test for us, as if it were 
a new thing that has come upon us1 (1 Pet. 4: 12). And even if the impious 
commit wicked acts more burdensome than these, let no one say the word that 
the Lord said that Zion said and for which he found fault with her, saying, *Zion 
said, "God has abandoned me, and the Lord has forgotten me"' (Isa. 49: 14). For 
he did not permit the affliction to happen because he hates us, and he has not 
abandoned us because the lawless people are too strong; rather, he cares for us 
through the things that happen. 

Therefore, take courage: 'God has not abandoned his people, whom he knew 
beforehand' (Rom. 11: 2). Speaking about those who are persecuted on-jiccount 
of the faith, he permits us to struggle, so that we might make clear the proof (cf. 
1 Cor. 11: 19). For when the enemy asks that we be handed over to him, then the 
battle of the saints is directed against him. When there is need for an act of 
service in love for humanity or a testimony for those outside, then God 
himself—for he is good and the one who will do it for our salvatiorf—tests his 
servants and trains them many times, either so that, as I said, their obedience 
might be even more manifest to everyone, or so that by their being diligent in 
whatever things by which he—I mean God—tests them for a little while, they 
might acquire for themselves a zeal of heart that defeats their enemies whenever 
the devil asks that he be allowed to tempt them. 

In this way God tested the patriarch Abraham through the sacrifice of Isaac, 
by which it was made manifest to all people that the old man loved God more 
than anything, for Isaac, his only son, was everything to him (Gen. 22: 1 -19; 
Heb. 1 1 : 17 -19) . Moreover, the Lord trained his disciples by sleeping on the 
pillow when the marvel happened, which is able to put the impious to shame 
(Mark 4: 35-41). For when he arose and rebuked the sea and made the storm be 
silent, he revealed two things well: that the storm was not from the winds, but 
happened because of the fear of the Lord who walked on top of the sea; and that 
the Lord who rebuked it is not a created thing, but rather the Creator, for no 
created thing obeys its fellow creature. For if the Red Sea was divided by Moses, 
it was not Moses who performed the marvel. For he did not say, 'Let it be1; 
rather, it was God who commanded it. Moreover, if the sun stood still over 
Gibeon and the moon over the valley of Aijalon {Josh. 10: 12-14) , this too was 
not a work of the son of Nun; rather, it belonged to the Lord who heard his 
prayer. Indeed, it is he who rebukes the sea and made the sun to set at the hour 
of the crucifixion (Luke 23: 44-5). Just as Moses remembered, he wandered with 
the people through the desert, made them hungry, caused them grief, and tested 
them, so that they would make manifest whether they loved the Lord our God or 
not. Moreover, it is written that the Lord left Hezekiah alone 'in order to test 
him and to find out everything that was in his heart' (2 Chr. 32: 31). 

Such actions do not reveal hatred or forgetting; rather, they indicate the 
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Word's care and love for us. If he did not care for us, he would not do what is 
good. Inasmuch as he does good for us, he heals us like a good physician: there 
cannot be healing without pain. For he spoke to Zion, saying, * "Will a mother 
forget her children and have no mercy for those begotten in her? Even if a 
woman should forget them, I will not forget you, Jerusalem", says the Lord' 
(Isa. 49: 15). For the love of God surpasses that of human beings. And the works 
of human beings cease, but the goodness of God is unceasing; therefore, when 
we die and our nature has become weak, he will raise us up and lead us who were 
made from earth up to heaven.29 

[The remainder of the text is lost.] 

LETTER 39 ( 3 6 7 ) * 

[ The beginning of the text is tost. ] 

. . . although alive, he came to those who are dead; and although God, he came 
to human beings. In this way those who sought him found him, and he was made 
manifest to those who did not question him. So too he became a light for the 
blind when he opened their eyes, and he became a staff for the lame when he 
healed them and they walked. Once and for all he became a teacher for everyone 
in everything. 

For the teaching of the worship of God is not from human beings; rather, it is 
the Lord who reveals his Father to those whom he wishes, since it is he who 
knows him (Mart. 11: 27). And first he did this to the Apostles; one of them, 
Paul, writes to the Galatians: *I am informing you, brothers and sisters, about the 
gospel that was proclaimed through me, that it is not of human origin, nor did I 
receive it from any human being, nor was I taught it; rather, it is according to a 
revelation of Jesus Christ' (Gal. 1: 11-12). Moreover, writing to those in 
Ephesus, he said, 'If you have heard about the working of the grace of God that 
has been given to me for you, how in a revelation I was informed about the 
mystery, just as I wrote to you earlier in a little bit as you are able, you desire to 
understand my teaching in the mystery of Christ, which was not revealed to the 
generations of the children of humanity as it has now been revealed to his 
prophets and holy apostles' (Eph. 3: 2-5). 

Not they alone, brothers and sisters, are trie ones to whom the Lord has 
become a teacher by revealing the mystery to them; rather, he is a teacher to us 
all. [For] Paul rejoices with his disciples that they have been taught about the 
gospel in this way. He prays in behalf of those in Ephesus that 'the God of our 

•'' This sentence is quoted in Greek by Cos mas Indicopleustes; the translation is based 
on Cosmas' quotation (Top. 10. 6. 10-14 Wobka-Conus). 

* Lefort, Lettrts/estates, 16-23, 58-62; Coqum. 'Lettres festaks', 138-44. 
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Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of glory, might give to you a spirit of wisdom and 
revelation in his knowledge' (Eph. 1: 17). The Apostle knows that we all share 
in this prayer that he made for them (the Ephesians), and not only at that 
former rime. When the Lord reveals knowledge to human beings, it is he who 
commands forever, he who teaches humanity about knowledge, according to the 
word of the Psalmist (cf. Ps. 17 (18): 35; 93 (04): 10). It is he whom his disciples 
asked to teach them how to pray, and he who taught daily in the temple, as Luke 
said (Luke 11: 1; 19: 47). It is he whom his disciples asked, 'Teacher, when will 
these things happen, and what is the sign that all these things are going to be 
fulfilled?* (Matt 24: 3) When his disciples asked him, 'Where do you want us to 
prepare to eat the Passover?* he answered, saying to them, 'Behold, when you 
enter this city, a man will meet you carrying a jar. Follow him into the house that 
he enters and say to the master of the house, "It is the Teacher who says to you. 
Where is my guest room where I will eat the Passover with my disciples?*" (Luke 
22:9-11) 

Well indeed he spoke like this, for the name of Wisdom is fitting for him, 
because it is he alone who is the true Teacher. For who is to be misted to teach 
human beings about the Father, except he who exists always in his bosom? (John 
1:18) Thus, who can convince those whom he teaches about 'things that eye has 
not seen nor ear heard nor have arisen upon the human heart* (1 Cor. 2: 9), 
except he who alone is acquainted with the Father and has established for us the 
way to enter the kingdom of heaven? Therefore he charged his disciples, just as 
Matthew said, 'Let none of you be called "Rabbi**, for your Teacher is one and 
you are all brothers and sisters. And do not call for yourselves "Father** on earth, 
for your Father in heaven is one. And do not be called "Teacher", for your 
Teacher, Christ, is one. And the great one among you will be your servant* 
(Matt. 23: 8-11) . 

It is not fitting, brothers and sisters, that we should listen to the holy words 
carelessly. Therefore, why does the Apostle in one place call himself 'teacher of 
the Gentiles in faith and truth' (1 Tim. 2: 7), and in other places say about 
the Lord, 'It is he who has made some apostles, others prophets, and some 
preachers, others pastors and teachers' (Eph. 4: 11)? And James commands, say
ing, 'Let not many be teachers, my brothers and sisters: you know that we will 
receive a more severe judgement than you all' (Jas. 3: 1). He did not say this as if 
there were no teachers, but as if there were some, although it was not necessary 
that there be teachers. While these people are speaking like this, it is written in 
the gospel that the Lord commanded that we not be called 'Rabbi' and that no 
one be called 'Teacher* except the Lord alone. 

While I was examining these (passages), a thought occurred to me that 
requires your scrutiny. What I thought is this: The task of the teacher is to teach, 
and that of the disciple to learn. But even if these people teach, they are still 
called 'disciples*, for it is not they who are the originators of what they proclaim; 
rather, they are at the service of the words of the true Teacher. For our Lord and 
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God Jesus Christ, wanting to inform us of this, said (to) his disciples, 'What I say 
to you in the darkness, receive in the light, and what you hear with your ears, 
proclaim upon the rooftops' (Matt. 10: 27). For the words that the disciples pro
claim do not belong to them; rather, they heard them from the Saviour. 
Therefore, even if it is Paul who is teaching, it is nevertheless Christ who is 
speaking in him. And even if he says that the Lord has appointed teachers in the 
churches (1 Cor. 12: 28), he (the Lord) nevertheless first teaches them and then 
sends them out. 

For the nature of everyone who is of the created order is to be taught, but our 
Lord and Craftsman (demiurge) is by nature a teacher. For he was not taught by 
another person how to be a teacher; but all human beings, even if they are called 
'Teacher*, were nevertheless disciples first. Moreover, every (human being) is 
instructed because the Saviour supplies them with the knowledge of the Spirit, 
so that they might be students of God. But our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, 
being the Word of the Father, was not instructed by anyone. 

Rightly he alone is the Teacher, as I have said, so that the Jews were 
astonished when they heard him and said, 'How does he know the Scriptures 
without being taught?* (John 7: 15) Therefore, when he w-as teaching in the 
synagogue and healing the sick, the Jews persecuted him. Therefore, 'from their 
feet to their head they do not lack wounds nor bruises' (Isa. t: 6); rather, such 
punishment came upon them as a great madness. For 'they have not understood', 
as it is written, 'nor have they learned wisdom; rather, they walk in darkness' (Ps. 
81 (82): 5). And, following them, those from the heresies who have caught up to 
them, namely the wretched Mcliiians, by denying him, have walked in waterless 
places and have abandoned the spring of fife (cf. Luke 11: 24). Therefore, even if 
they talk about the Passover hypocritically for the sake of the glory of human 
beings, their gathering is a bread of mourning, for they take counsel evilly against 
the truth, so that whoever sees such a gathering speaks the word that is written 
as suited to them: *Wrhy have the nations become arrogant, and why have the 
peoples worried about vain things?* (Ps. 2: 1) For the Jews gather together like 
Pontius Pilate, and the Arians and the Melitians like Herod, not to celebrate the 
feast, but to blaspheme the Lord, saying, 'What is truth?' (John 18: 38) And also: 
'Take him away! Crucify him! Release to us Barabbas!' (Luke 23:18) For it is just 
like the request for Barabbas to say that the Son of God is a creature and that 
there was a rime when he was not. As for them, it is no surprise that they have 
remained dead in their unbelief by being bound by their evil thoughts, just as the 
Egyptians were bound by their own axles (Exod. 14: 25). 

But for our part, let us now keep the feast according to the tradition of our 
ancestors, since we have the Holy Scriptures, which are sufficient to instruct us 
perfectly. When we read them carefully with a good conscience, we will be 'like 
the tree that grows upon places of flowing water, which brings forth its fruit in 
its season and whose leaves do not wither* (Ps. 1: 3). But11 inasmuch as we have 

1 1 Here the extant Greek text begins. The translation is now based on the Greek text 
edited by Pericles-Pierre Joannou, Us Canons despertsgrecs (Rome. 1963), 71-6. 
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mentioned that the heretics arc dead but we have die divine Scriptures for 
salvation, and we are afraid that, as Paul wrote to the Corinthians (2 Cor. 11:3), 
a few of the simple folk might be led astray from sincerity' and purity through 
human deceit and might then begin to read other books, the so-called apocrypha, 
deceived by their having the same names as the genuine books, I exhort you to 
bear with me if, to remind you, 1 write about things that you already know, on 
account of the Church's need and advantage. 

As I begin to mention these things, in order to commend my undertaking, I 
will employ the example of Luke the evangelist and say myself: 'Inasmuch as cer
tain people have attempted' (Luke 1: 1) to set in order for themselves the 
so-called apocryphal books and to mix these with the divinely inspired Scripture, 
about which we are convinced it is just as those who were eyewitnesses from the 
beginning and assistants of the Word handed down to our ancestors, it seemed 
good to me, since I have been urged by genuine brothers and sisters and 
instructed from the beginning, to set forth in order the canonized and trans
mitted writings, those believed to be divine books, so that those who have been 
deceived might condemn the persons who led them astray, and those who have 
remained pure might rejoice to be reminded (of these things). 

There are, then, belonging to the Old Testament in number a total of 22, for, 
as I have heard, it has been handed down that this is the number of the letters in 
the Hebrew alphabet In order and by name they are as follows: first Genesis; 
then Exodus; then Leviticus; and after this. Numbers; and finally, Deuteronomy. 
After these is Joshua, the son of Nun; and Judges; and after this. Rum; and 
again, next four books of Kings, the first and second of these being reckoned as 
one book, and the third and fourth likewise being one. After these are First and 
Second Chronicles, likewise reckoned as one book; then First and Second 
Esdras, likewise as one. After these is the Book of Psalms; and then Proverbs; 
then Ecclesiastes and me Song of Songs. After these is Job; and finally the 
Prophets, the twelve being reckoned as one book; then Isaiah, Jeremiah and with 
it, Baruch; Lamentations and the Letter; and after it, Ezekiel and Daniel. To this 
point are the books of the Old Testament 

Again, one should not hesitate to name the books of the New Testament For 
these are the four Gospels, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John; then after these. 
Acts of the Apostles and seven letters, called catholic, by the apostles, namely: 
one by James; two by Peter; then three by John; and after these, one by Jude. 
After these there are fourteen letters by Paul, written in this order first to the 
Romans; then two to the Corinthians; and after these, to the Galatians; and next 
to the Ephesians; then to the Philippians and to the Colossians; and after these, 
two to the Thessalonians; and that to the Hebrews; and additionally, two to 
Timothy, one to Tims, and finally that to Philemon. And besides, the Revelation 
ofJohn. 

These are the springs of salvation, so that someone who thirsts may be 
satisfied by the words they contain. In these books alone the teaching of piety is 
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proclaimed. Let no one add to or subtract from them (cf. Deut. 12: 32 (13: 1)). 
Concerning them the Lord put the Sadducccs to shame when he said, 'You err 
because you do not know the Scriptures or their meaning* (Matt. 22: 29), and he 
reproved the Jews, 'Search the Scriptures, for it is they which testify to mc* 
(John 5: 39). 

But for the sake of greater accuracy, I add this, writing from necessity. There 
are other books, in addition to these, which have not been canonized, but have 
been appointed by the ancestors to be read to those who newly join us and want 
to be instructed in the word of piety: the Wisdom of Solomon, the Wisdom of 
Sirach, Esther, Judith, Tobit, the book called Teaching of the Apostles, and the 
Shepherd. 

Nevertheless, the former books are canonized; the latter are (only) read; and 
there is no mention of the apocryphal books. Rather (the category of apocrypha) 
is an invention of heretics, who write these books whenever they want and then 
grant and bestow on them dates, so that, by publishing them as if they were 
ancient, they might have a pretext for deceiving the simple folk.32 Great is the 
hardheartedness of those who do this and do not fear the word that is written: 
'You shall not add to the word that I command you, nor shall you subtract from 
it* (Deut. 12: 32 (13: 1)). Who has made the simple folk believe that those books 
belong to Enoch even though no Scriptures existed before Moses? On what basis 
will they say there is an apocryphal book of Isaiah? He preaches openly on the 
high mountain and says, 'These words are not hidden or in a dark land* (Isa. 45: 
19). How could Moses have an apocryphal book? He is the one who published 
Deuteronomy with heaven and earth as witnesses (Deut. 4: 26; 30: 19). No, this 
can be nothing except 'itchy ears' (2 Tim. 4: 3), trading in piety, and the 
pleasing of women. Paul spoke about such people beforehand when he wrote to 
his disciple: 'A time will come when they will not keep to the salvinc teaching, 
but according to their own desire they will produce teachers for themselves, 
when their ear will itch, and they will turn their ears away from the truth and go 
after myths' (2 Tim. 4: 3-4). For truly the apocryphal books arc filled with 
myths, and it is a vain thing to pay attention to them, because their voices are 
empty and polluted. For they are the beginning of discord, and strife is the goal 
of people who do not seek what is beneficial for the Church, but who desire to 
receive compliments from those whom they lead astray, so that, by publishing 
new discourses, they will be considered great people. 

Therefore, it is fitting for us to decline such books. For even if a useful word 
is found in them, it is still not good to trust them. For this is a work of the 
wickedness of those who have conceived of mixing one or two inspired texts so 
that, through such deception, they might somehow cover up the the evil teach
ings that they have clearly created. Therefore, it is even more fitting for us to 
reject such books, and let us command ourselves not to proclaim anything in 
them nor to speak anything in them with those who want to be instructed, even 

u Here die extant Greek text ends. The translation returns to the Coptic text. 
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if there is a good word in them, as I have said. For what do the spiritual 
Scriptures lack that we should seek after these empty voices of unknown people? 
It is appropriate for us to cite the text that is written about them: 'Is there no 
balm in Gilead nor physician there?' Qer. 8: 22) and again 'Of what profit to you 
is the road to Egypt so that you drink the troubled water from Gehon?' and again 
'Of what profit to you is the way to Assyria that you drink the water from their 
rivers?' Qer. 2: 18) 

Therefore, if we seek the faith, it is possible for us to discover it through them 
(the Scriptures), that is, we believe in Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
Or on the subject of his humanity, John cried out, 'The Word became flesh and 
lived among us' (John 1: 14). And on the subject of the resurrection, the Lord 
put to shame the Sadducees, saying, 'Have you not read what is said to you by 
God, saying, "I am the God of Abraham, the God of Isaac, the God of Jacob"? 
He is not the God of the dead, but of the living* (Matt. 22: 31-2). On the subject 
of the coming judgement, it is written, 'We shall all stand . . .'. (Rom. 14: to) 

[The text is missing here.] 

. . . among human beings? Who among those who have no hope could at all think 
that the Word would become flesh (cf. Eph. 2: 12; 1 Thess. 4: 13; John 1: 14)? 
Have the things in God's heart arisen upon the heart of human beings (1 Cor. 2: 
19)? When has anyone known his heart (Rom. 11: 34; 1 Cor. 2: 16)? 

[. . .] and 'these are the things that he proclaimed' or 'as he said' or 'Isaiah 
charges and says' and 'as David say's' and also 'Moses says beforehand' and again 
'the Scripture says that Elijah was'. Even if it says 'as it is written', it does not 
make clear where the text is written or who proclaimed it. Rather, we are the 
ones who read and learn where it is written in the (Hebrew) Scriptures. And this 
text, 'What eye has not seen . . . ' (1 Cor. 2: 9), we do not find written in the 
Scripture as it is. But if it is extant in the apocryphal books as the heretics says, 
then those who invented these books have secretly stolen from the words of Paul 
and written it at a later rime. 

Therefore, inasmuch as it is dear that the testimony from the apocryphal 
books is superfluous because it is unfounded—for the Scripture is perfect in 
every way—let the teacher teach from the words of the Scripture, and let him 
place before those who desire to learn those things that are appropriate to their 
age. In the case of those who begin to study as catechumens, it is not right to pro
claim the obscure texts in the Scripture, since they are mysteries, but instead to 
place before them the teaching that they need: what will teach them how to hate 
sin and to abandon idol-worship as an abomination. The wisdom . . . 

[The text is missing here.] 

. . . in the Scriptures. I am satisfied that this will remind you, so that, when you 
take for yourselves the saints as patterns and administer well the words of the 
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Holy Scriptures, you will hear sometime, 'Well done, good and faithful servant! 
Since you are trustworthy in small things, I will place you over great things' 
(Man. 25: 21, 23). 

For I have not written these things as if I were teaching, for I have not 
attained such a rank. Rather, because I heard that the heretics, particularly the 
wretched Melirians, were boasting about the books that they call 'apocryphal', I 
thus have informed you of eveirthing that I heard from my father (Bishop 
Alexander of Alexandria), as if I were with you and you with me in a single 
house, i.e. the Church of the living God, the pillar and strength of truth. When 
we gather in a single place, let us purify' it (the Church) of every defilement, of 
double-heartedness, of fighting and childish arrogance. Let us be satisfied with 
only the Scripture inspired by God to instruct us. Its books we have set forth in 
the words above: which they are and how many their number. For in this way we 
now celebrate the feast as is fitting, not with old leaven nor with evil or wicked 
leaven, but with pure and true leaven (1 Cor. 5: 8). 

We will begin the holy Lent on the 25th of the month of Mechir (19 Feb.), 
and the great week of the saving Passover on the last of the month of Phamenoth 
(26 March). And we will finish the holy fast on the 5th of the month of 
Pharmuthi (31 March). And next we will celebrate the seven weeks of the holy 
Pentecost, remembering the poor and sharing with one another and with the 
needy, in accordance with the word of Esdra (2 Esd. (Neh.) 8: 10). Once and for 
all we do everything, glorifying God, in accordance with the command of Paul in 
Christ Jesus our Lord, through whom be glory and power with the Holy Spirit 
for ever and ever. Amen. 

Greet one another with a holy kiss. All the brothers and sister with me greet 
you. 

I inform you of this as well: that when the blessed Lampon, bishop of Darnei, 
fell asleep, [. . .] was appointed . . . 

[The remainder of the text is lost.] 

LETTER 40 (368 )" 

[The beginning of the text is lost.] 

. . . electing clergy for other dioceses that are not theirs. This is nothing other 
than biting and eating one another and destroying one another if they do not 
cease doing this (Gal. 5: 15). For from lawlessness like this come strife, envy, and 
irritation, then reasons for schism. Not only the churches are disturbed by them, 
but the monasteries as well, for such hastiness reaches even them. Who indeed 
has commanded them to do this? From what Scripture is this taught? They 

M Lefort, Lettres/estates, 22-3; Coquin, 'Lertres festales', 144-6. 
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cannot answer, for they have nothing to say. Rather, they are doing this on 
account of some profit, 'being lured and led astray bv their own desire1 (Jas. I : 

•4)-
For everything stands in good order, and every created thing remains as it was 

established, as it is written: 'The sun knows its place of setting*, and the moon 
keeps the beginning of evening without changing its course (Ps. 103 (104): 19; 
Hab. 3: 11) . And *the river waters he gave a course to run through*, according to 
the word of the Psalmist, 'and they do not turn aside to cover up the ground' 
(Ps. 103 (104): 9), and 'he apportioned the mountains with a measure and the 
shores with a balance' (Isa. 40: 12). The body, as Paul says, God composed, 
'having given greater honour to the inferior part, lest there be division in it, but 
that the members might care for one another' (1 Cor. 12: 24-5). Therefore, 
inasmuch as all created things are well ordered, nothing abuses its neighbour or 
takes another's needs. But the tasks of the Church have their own clergy*: how is 
it not a work full of shame that the priests are doing? How will someone not con
demn us justly when we do not keep the rules given us? 

But the example of Paul is not like this. For when he completed the ministry 
given to him, he boasted and taught us to pay attention. For he writes to the 
Corinthians, saying, 'I will not boast in myself beyond limit, but rather accord
ing to the limit of the rule God apportioned to us, so that we might reach even 
to you. For we we did not reach you and so divide ourselves. We reached you in 
the gospel of Christ. We do not boast beyond the limit of labours . . .* (2 Cor. 10: 
«3-«5)-

[The lexl is missing here.] 

. . . For after what it proclaimed to condemn such people, it revealed also this 
word to us plainly, saying, 'For if there come to be many houses among you, they 
will become desolate, the great and good ones, and there will be no inhabitants in 
them' (Isa. 5: 9). For such a thing will be reckoned as nothing, as the Teacher 
taught us and the Prophet indicated beforehand. 

And as for the others who think that they have been elected, let them learn 
that they have been mocked and they will receive a great judgement, they along 
with those who have named them bishops, because they have [. . .] God [. . .] 
changed it, being disturbed. Therefore, those who have become the leaders of 
such a disturbance are schismatics. Even if they act as though they fast and pro
claim the name of the festival, it is nevertheless impossible for them to keep the 
feast or to eat the true Passover. For how can there be a festival for those who 
oppose the word of the Apostle who says, 'Let all things be done decently and in 
order' (1 Cor. 14: 40)? They mix the wine and water like tavern-keepers, and 
they are transgressors in everything. 

But as for you, brothers and sisters, because you have become a people for life 
and you keep the share of the faith that our ancestors gave to you, and because 
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you have been called from darkness into light (i Pet, 2 : 9 ) and have destroyed all 
the evil and wicked leaven, let us therefore celebrate the feast with pure and true 
leaven (1 Cor. 5 : 8 ) . 

We will begin the holy Lent on the 1 4 t h of the month of Phamenoth ( 1 0 
March) and the great week of the Passover on the 1 9 t h of Pharmuthi ( 1 4 April). 
We finish the holy fast on the 2 4 t h of the same month of Pharmuthi ( 1 9 April) 
on the eve of the Sabbath, And we will celebrate the festival on Sunday the 2 5 t h 

( 2 0 April). We will join the additional seven weeks of the holy Pentecost in 
Christ Jesus our Lord. Through him be glory and power to the Father for ever 
and ever. Amen. 

Greet one another with a holy kiss. The brothers and sisters with me greet 
you. 

I have been eager to inform you of this as well: that in place of Sun [. . .] 
Isidore has been established in place of Dracontius, Isaac in place of Agathos, 
Amnion in place of Dtdymus, Epiphanius in place of Agathos-Daimon, Sarapion 
in place of Leonites, Isaiah in place of Mark, and in Marmarike of Libya 
Loud us—and all these men are ascetics, being in the life of monasticism—and 
Sarapammon in place of Nammon, and in place of [. . .] Write to them and 
receive from them writings of peace as is customary. 
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Macarius, monk 80 
Manichaeans 134, 165 
marriage, married Christians 51-3,75-6, 

172 
discipline of 144,175,184-6 
goodness of 96-7 
see also 'spiritual marriage' 

martyrs, martyrdom 166, 223-4 
Mary and Martha (Luke 10: 38-42) 40 
Mary, mother of Jesus 150,242 

as model of virginity 52-4, 70-3, 165, 
169,254, 268 

perpetual virginity of 54 
Matoes, monk 83 
Mclania the Elder 109 
Melithns 3-6, 8, 67n., 101-2, 109,113, 

118-19, 165, 215-16, 247, 266-7, 
271 

Melitius, bishop of Lycopolis 3,5 

Methodius of Olympus 47, 54-5, 63 
mirror, simile of 169, 196, 259 
monks: 

appointed as bishops 09-110 
city-based 9, 80 
desert-based 9-12, 80-1 
as 'heretics1 86-7, 97-8 
ordination of 83-4, 118—19 
as patrons zoH-13, 248-53. 263-4 
as visionaries 250-2 

Moses: 
as model 105, 165, 1S8, 250 
as teacher 193 
trumpets of (Num. 10: 1-10) 171-3 

Netras, bishop of Pharan 104 
Nicaea, Council of (325) 5-7 
\ i ten tori, church at 116-18 
nocturnal emissions 90-6, 157,184-5 
Nonna, mother of virgin 27 

Origen 19, 186, 197,218 
as biblical cxegete 87-8, 174,177-8 
Dialogue with Heratlides 88 
as teacher 50-63, 199 
theology and spirituality of 145-6, 

148-9, 154. »56. 159. 19&-0 
Origenism 272 

Pachomian federation 82, 85, 131, 138-9, 
165, 201, 214-16, 269 
and Athanasius 111-29 
institutionalization in 124-5, 128-9 
and local bishops 114-15 
sources 112-13 * 
women in 24 

Pachomius, monk 4, 10, 80, 82, 85, 89, 98, 
103. 138-9. 158. 245» 269 
attempted ordination of 113-20, 128, 

190 
death of 120 
see also Lives of Pachomius 

Pal lad i us 27, 122 
Pambo, monk 84 
Pantaenus, Alexandrian teacher 59 
Paphnutius, monk 210-12, 238, 248, 

252-3, 261,267, 270 
Passover 

Christian 182-3, 197 
heavenly 154, 183 
Jewish 39-40 

Paul the Apostle 30, 46, 62, 87-8,91, 223 
ascent of 159-60 
as model 105, 126, 163, 165, 169—70, 

213 
as teacher I77n., 192-3, 208 
on virginity and marriage 51-2, 184 

Pbow, Pachomian monastery at 113,119, 
121 

persecutions, see afflictions 
Peter the Apostle, Apocalypse of 62 
Peter, bishop of Alexandria 5, 19 
Petronius, Pachomian leader 120 
Philo of Alexandria 53-4, 76, 197 
pilgrimage 36-41 
Plorimis 156 
Plusdanus, bishop 23 
Plutarch 75-6 
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politeia: 

Christian life as 195 
Church as 13, 16, 144 
desert as 238 
as individual and corporate 159-60, 

162-5, '72, 203, 258, 261-2, 
266 

Porphyry 242 
Psalms, recitation of 34, 195-6 
Ptolemy the Valentinian 63 
Pythagoras 242 

reproduction: 
as metaphor for Trinity 185-6 
virginal 53 .73 .76 

Rousseau, Philip 115 

sacraments 107-8, 161-3 
Sarapion, bishop of Tentyra 113-20, 128, 

158, 190 
Satan: 

conflict with 35, 156-7, 192, 195, 226 
defeated bv the Word 153-5, 180, 

189 
as model 97, 164, 168 
temptation by 91-2 , 228-30 
see also demons 

Scriptures: 
canon of 66-8, 262, 271 
interpretation of 86-7, 90, 95-9, 

170-81,255 
study of 34, 145, 152, 192-6 

Sebastian, Roman commander 108 
Scgor 173-6, 230 
self, formation of 143, 166-9 
Sentences of Sextus 213 
Scptimius Sevens, emperor 233 
Serapion, bishop of Thmuis 136,207, 

246-7, 264, 269-70 
Letter to the Discxples of Antony 

208-10, 212-13 
sexual intercourse 175 

renunciation of 184-6, 227-30 
Shepherd of Hermas 30 
On Sickness and Health 86-7, 90, 110 
slavery, as metaphor 241-2 
slaves 23-4 
sleep 157 

renunciation of 87, 80-90 
spiritual 87-9 

Sodom 173-6, 230 
Song of Songs 43-4 
soul: 

and body 140. »5&-9>231-2, 230-44 
focus of 34-5, 158 
members and senses of 87-9 
mobility of 147,149 
nourishment of 187—8 
purity of 146-7. 240, 242, 255 

Sower. Parable of the (Matt. 13: 3-8) 
49-50. 96-7, 155-6, 176-80, 268 

Sozomen 122 
'spiritual marriage' 30-4, 48, 191 
study circles. Christian, see 'academic' 

Christianity 
Susannah and the ciders 43 
Synclcrica. monk 98 
Syrian us, Roman military' commander 130 

teacher, Christian 61 -2 
attacked by Athanasius 66-8, 143 
monastic 84-5, 213-14 
see also 'academic' Christianity 

Teachings of Silvanus 89,213 
Tcrtullian 30 
Tbaesis, virgin 23-4 
Theodore, Pachomian leader 112 ,139 , 

165, 214-15 , 269 
death of 127-8, 201, 271 
policies of 124-5 
reconciliation with Horsisius 121-6 , 

271 
replaces Horsisius 120 

Thconas, Church of 130 
Theophilus, bishop of Alexandria 84, 109, 

» 1 , 1 3 ° 
Therapeutae 53-4 
Timothy, associate of Paul 105 
Timothy I, bishop of Alexandria 91-2 , 

109 
Titus, Roman general and emperor 70 
Tyre, Synod of (335) 8 

Yalcntmians 48, 61 
Valentin us 62, 145 
virgines subintroductae, see 'spiritual 

marriage' 
virginity: 

as free choice 32, 49—53 
history of 47, 54-6 
among Jews 55 
vs. marriage 51-3 
among pagans 54-5 

On Virginity 19, 29 
virgins, female 9, 11 

in Arian conflict 65-6, 143 
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as'brides of Christ' 18 ,20-1 ,33 , 
52-3. 57-8. 70-2, 75-7 , '39-40 

communities of 27-8 
definition of 17 
discipline of 34—5 
financial activities of 28-30 
home-based 26-8 
living situations of 25-8, 30-1 
at public worship 35, 73-4 
origins and history of 10 
silence of 71—3 
social status of 23-4 
violence against 18 ,65-6 ,72 
vow taken by 24-5, 28 

visions 84, 158, 188, 211 , 222, 250-3 

wealth: 
as metaphor 236-7 
renunciation of 180—0,2, 233-8 

welfare svstem of Church 33,100-2 
will: 

exercise of 187-8 

freedom of 32. 40-51, 55, 155-7, 17a, 
219 

in sleep 95, 157, 185 
Williams. Rowan 58 
withdrawal: 

of all Christians 157-8 
of Athanasius 132 
of monks 106-7, 139-40. 226-39 

Word of God: 
death of 153-4» 257-8 
and diverse persons 177-80 
as enabler of virginity 53-5, 71 
and human soul 242-4 
incarnation of 149-54 
as means of knowing God 146, [48, 

152-3 
as model for Christians 68-70 
as model of virginity 46-7 
as Teacher 67 -9 ,75 

Zacchaeus (Luke 19: 1-10) 37, 40 
Zacchaeus, Pachomian monk 214-15 
Zostrianos 62 


